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Chapter 1
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Crashing and thrashing a boar of white shall emerge.

Threaten it will until The Hero makes the throw.

The Best takes the quests, but not The Hero of wills.

With heavy heart our Hero trembles, but hearten!

The Hero battles through.

“How many did you get?” His daydreaming expression fell to a blithe one as he called out to me from his perch on the wall after I cleared the treeline.

The old stone wall from an age ago stretched between the road, through the browned field, and into the forest, until it met a bubbling stream. Its once-white river stones were grayed and overgrown with weeds and moss. It crumbled in places while standing strong in others. Joni, his finger-length blonde hair shimmered in the noon light of the sun, sat on the end of it, at the road that would lead us home, or into Owlimount.

“Three.” I held up my catches. The fur and feathers were smooth and soft, unbloodied by my expert traps. The forest behind me was a second home, but today something had been off. The birds, while few lived through the winter there, were silent. None winged through the branches of the naked canopy, nor chirped in those laden with green needles or jagged leaves. Even the trees stood quiet, not a hint of a breeze to clack their branches together.

“That’s good.” He said with a grin that always made the girls of the village scramble to catch his eye.

The string of two rabbits he pulled up from his side drew me from my thoughts on the quiet. “Same trap.” He added as he let them fall back to his thigh.

I tried to smile. I wanted to go home. To shake off the oddness of the forest today.

Joni picked up his long spear as he stood. He was practicing with it before our yearly hunting trip in a few weeks. Unlike me, he didn’t have to hunt every day to keep his family fed. “Town or home?”

“Ho-” I noticed a group of village children climbing up over the steep riverbank from the roaring Gala river. Something pricked the hairs on the back of my neck. “What are they doing out here?”

“See the older ones?” Joni pointed with his spear. He placed his free hand on my belt, his palm and digits easily spanning my hip, and pulled me close to his side, “They were teaching the little ones to fish.”

I finally spotted the handfuls of fishing rods two of the older children had in their hands. Joni pressed into my back. All broad and hard, warming me against the chill of the lingering winter and the quiet. He wrapped his bulky arm around me as I watched the kids pause by a large naked tree. My still healing shoulder protested the added weight of him, but I ignored it. I scanned the area, the prickling sensation growing worse. Bumps rose on my arms.

“How many?”

“What?”

“I want four, at least.” His breath was like a hot feather on my neck seconds before he nuzzled there.

“Four what?” I gritted my teeth, wondering what this dread curling in my stomach and making my fingers itch for my daggers meant. Couldn’t he feel it?

“Kids.” His arm squeezed, hard.

“Oh.” I wriggled away. The trees were making noise now. Creaking and swaying as if in a storm, but there wasn’t any wind. A pebble tumbled off the wall beside me and into the brittle grasses below.

“Chi...”

His voice grated on my ears like a knife tip dragging along a rock.

The racket in the forest grew louder. The trees swayed as if the ground under them erupted. Was that a snort? I dropped my catch to the wall, “Joni-” I started to warn just as something burst through the treeline in a spew of dirt, torn branches, and dead leaves.

The kids’ screams broke through the second of silence.

The giant white pig- white pig? - turned its fat head toward the screams. The tusks covered in roots and dirt were as long as my forearms and sprouted from each side of a wrinkled muddied snout. This thing could probably wrestle a bear and win.

My feet pounded toward the kids before I knew what I was doing. Those tree trunks of pig legs started moving too. I felt Joni’s fingers graze my arm. Then the thundering of those hooves shook the earth underneath my footfalls.

“Run!” I screamed, waving my arms high in the air as I did. My shoulder burned as I waved my arms higher and higher; part to distract the boar and part to try to get the kids to snap out of their huddle. I yelled again, my lungs burning with the effort of running and screaming at the same time.

A few moved, scrambling toward town. Away from the pig’s trajectory. Fishing rods forgotten. Their friends forgotten, too. There were three that stood, their mouths as wide as their eyes, rooted to the spot by the old tree.

“Run! Move!” I screamed at them again. Panic ran up and clawed at my throat. I tugged at a dagger, fumbling the hold until it fit into my hand. I tugged another one free. I let the black blades fly, missing the pig’s snout by a hair. Blood trickled down the white cheek.

The other thunked deep into the tree by the oldest boy’s head.

That pig kept barreling toward the children.

I tugged out another dagger and let it fly. This one hit its mark sinking deep into a dark, white-rimmed eye. The pig gave a shrill squeal as it skidded to a stop on four stiff legs. Dust and dirt flew up in front and around it as it tossed its wide head. The dagger stayed in it. The one in the eye hadn’t done what I hoped it would though. Any other animal and that dagger would have damaged the brain.

I had just made it angry.

My dagger, or the dust, made the eldest boy wake out of his stupor. He shoved the younger kids up into the large tree. The tree’s trunk, as thick as the pig was wide, leaned over, long trailing branches tickled the deep Gala waters.

It wouldn’t hold if that pig decided to ram it, no matter how deep the coils of roots dug into the earth.

The boar pawed the ground with another squeal, this one deeper, thunderous, and less a scream of pain. I threw another pair of daggers deep into the wide, low-slung belly. It screamed that high-pitched scream again, that large head turning to me.

“Gods.” I skidded. I threw down my hand to grapple with the road sand as my old slick boots slid. It helped the change in trajectory to the river bank. If I could jump it, I could get in the deep part and swim away. Unless pigs could swim. Could they swim? Thundering sounded in my ears and reverberated through me.

At least my family would have enough pig meat to last a year or two once someone got it down.

“Nadachia!” Joni yelled to my left.

I dared a glance, his spear held high. I shifted toward him, arms and legs pumping, my lungs burning, trying to get the boar to do the same so Joni could have a decent shot. I still headed to the river bank, but it would take me longer.

I realized my mistake. The short rapids, shallow, were beyond the lip of the bank instead of the deep part with the slight whirlpool. I would either be killed by the boar or I would break myself on rocks that refused to bend to the river’s will.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him take the running stance. I watched that familiar fluid motion in a blur as his spear began its flight. The pig had gotten too close. That spear would land right behind me.

I readied to jump in the next couple of steps. Only to have my foot slip into the soft sand of the pushed-up bank. Instead of leaping, I slid and half lobbed myself down the embankment. Sand sifted up over my boots as I tried to dig in for secure footing. I pushed at the bank behind me with my hands, trying to push further away and down.

Sand, dirt and a few clumps of grass showered down on my head as I slowed at the mud and small rocks beside the fast waters of the Gala. I whirled, looking up to see the pig skidding down the path I made. Joni’s spear sticking up out of its neck. Blood and foam flung out of its mouth as it struggled to get back up, to stop from sliding. A small squeal sounded this time as it flung its front legs out and dug its hooves in the sand.

A cloud of dust and sand wafted over me as the pig emptied its lungs before splatter hit my face. I threw another dagger, the hilt nearly disappearing with the blade into the eye, right beside the other one. That last breath warmed me as we stared at each other. What could have been my death was the pig’s last effort.

The world whirled slowly around me, the river switching places with the embankment. My backside ached with the landing on rocks and mud. I dug my fingers into the cold land, water eddying around them and into my palms. The White Boar.

“Nadachia! Chi!” Joni half slid, half jumped down to me. He grabbed my arms in long-fingered hands, “You hurt?” He swiped at the wet dribbling down my face, “Is this yours?”

His hand, covered in red and white foam, lifted from my face. I shook my head, the sky and land shaking with it. He puffed a breath, “Good.” There was a pause before his hands were on my shoulders and he shook me, “You stupid girl, what were you thinking?! Of all the-”

“Helloooo!” A boy’s broken voice called from behind the pig.

“We’re alright! Get help!” Joni interrupted his own tirade.

“They’re already coming!” The boy’s head popped up over the edge of the bank. As far away from the pig as he could manage and still be within earshot.

Ignoring the now not-so-dull ache in my shoulder, I reminded myself to breathe normally. I didn’t need the thundering heart in my chest to try to jump out or my brain to explode. With Joni’s help, I pulled myself up out of the mud and sand. His newer brown pants now wet and caked in mud on his knees. The gurgling of the Gala was soft against the roar in my ears. Joni took a rag out of his back pocket and began drying off my back and butt. Each swipe near my shoulders drew a whimper up my throat until I bit down on my lips.

I pulled away, “Stop, it’s fine.”

As the world kept turning on me slightly, I moved toward my closest daggers in the pig. I reached for them, Joni beat me to it. He pulled them from the eye with a liquid pop. Blood splattered on his arm and shoulder. A pig leg thrashed, knocking me in the shoulder and I fell back into the rocks at the river’s edge. My good shoulder plowed into the muddy soils before stopping at a rounded rock. I heard the crack before the lance of pain.

I had just gotten that shoulder to work properly from the fall I took last week too. Well, with a little leftover pain. The other one would always be a pain as it was my throwing arm.

Joni was on top of me, pulling me up before I got a mouthful of muddy water. I coughed, groaned, and coughed again. “Must’ve got a nerve or part of its mind.”

I glared at my daggers he handed me, then at the boar. The White Boar. We wouldn’t be hoping to find it on our hunting trip anymore.

He half-carried me back to the bank. I crawled up it, taking out my daggers from the cheek, then the two from the stomach of the pig as I went. I cleaned the red flesh and blood off the black metals as best as I could before slipping them back into my belt. Thanking the gods again that these were a family heirloom I hadn’t sold yet. Sitting in the grass, I tried to get the world to stop spinning, my eyesight to stop tunneling, my heart to stop running away, and my stomach to stop clenching. I sat on my knees, watching the dust cloud rise from the eastern gate and head toward us.

The cold water of the Gala sunk into my clothes. They stuck to my back and sides, leeching what warmth my body had soaked up during the morning out. My teeth began chattering as my heartbeat quieted in my ears and eased its thunder in my chest.

I pulled myself to stand, then considered how terrible of an idea that had been as I stumbled drunkenly toward the kids who were climbing down off the tree. I leaned against the thick shaggy trunk once I made it there. I looked at each of their upturned faces. Their eyes were so wide I thought they might pop out of their little heads. “Are any of you hurt?”

One little girl showed me her hands, scuffed from the red papery tree bark. I went back down to my knees. It was safer being closer to the ground when it kept moving on me. The contents of my stomach, if there were any, wouldn’t have that far to go either. I gently brushed her hands clean, “Just a little cut here and there, little one. You will be alright.”

She nodded, tears welling up in her eyes. Gods, would she ever want to go fishing again?

Horses skidded to a stop beside us, spraying road dirt with their hooves. One snorted and tossed its head as if impatient to move along. I looked up at the shining armor of the two guards.

“Chi?” Edi dismounted, rushing over to me.

Ria right behind him asked, “What happened? The kids were saying something about a pig monster?” Ria’s voice always amused me. As one of the physically strongest women I knew, stronger than many of the men and oxen in town even, her voice was like a songbird.

Edi, the youngest and best looking guard in Owlimount, scoured my face with sharp gray eyes, wiping away some blood and foam. His thick leather gloves were rough but warm. Once he grew satisfied, he stopped, his hands falling back to his sides. I must have shivered because in the next moment he had his blanket off his saddle and over my shoulders.

Pig monster. White boar. THE white boar.

A chill washed down my spine. I pointed to the bank. He had killed it. We all knew he would kill it. “Joni’s with it.”

Ria patted my shoulder, I tried not to scream. She shoved Edi toward his horse with her free hand, “Get her some water before the whole village arrives.”

He obeyed, quickly giving me his canteen, “Drink slow, you went pale there for a second.” He motioned to my face, “Since that’s not yours, are you hurt anywhere?”

I shook my head as I swished around a mouthful of stale water. I swallowed and took another gulp, before answering, “Just my shoulders again.”

“Again?”

“Gods! It’s The White Boar!” Ria found her voice. Edi started over, then hung back, casting a furtive glance at me. Not that he couldn’t see the rear end of the thing from the tree. Still, seeing it closer had an appeal now that it wasn’t trying to run me over.

“Go.” I waved the canteen at him. Another mistake as the bones creaked and cracked below my ear with the motion.

Edi reached Ria’s side when the first of the villagers stopped around me, clogging the road and my view of the riverbank. Doc was first in his swift cart. A traveling merchant and a few villagers hanging on to the sides of the merchant’s wagon stopping behind him. Doc hopped out as I gave the canteen to one of the kids to take and pass among them.

The mayor in his polished chase pulled to a stop next to the magistrate in his less glamorous and much older wagon. The magistrate had a woman with him. The girl beamed and sniffled at the same time when the woman dropped to the ground off the wagon and gathered her skirts in thick fists as her head swiveled between the tree and the riverbank. The girl started toward her, but Doc knelt in front of her.

“Ye hurt?”

The girl shook her head, her brown wad of hair on top of her head wiggling like a lid on a boiling pot as she hid her hands behind her back.

“Just scratches from the bark,” I told him as he started reaching for her hands.

He nodded, “Go on then.” He checked the other two kids over, talking with them gently in his lilting baritone. He waited until their parents arrived before allowing them to stray from his side. He then moved to me, going down on one knee with a grunt, “Look like a mess, Chi.”

“You should see the pig.”

He grunted, looking down at my legs and running his hands along them, but I caught the half-smile as he asked, “It’s white, ain’t it?”

I nodded, finding my mouth working dry again, but the children had put the canteen back on Edi’s saddle when they left.

I cringed when he touched my shoulders and he grunted, “Got both of ‘em this time? I ain’t gonna tell ya to rest and expect it to happen. But I’m gonna tell ya and hope it happens. You need to rest. A good whole day, a week is better, a month or two would be best, of doin’ nothin’ but eatin’, sleepin’, and talkin’ with your family. Yer not gonna have much time with ‘em soon ‘nuff.”

“I’ll try. It’s just the one. Hurts worse this time.”

He leaned over me, “I’m gonna have to set it again.”

Grabbing a stick from the still winter brown grass beside me; I bit down on it and worked to keep my breathing even. Doc counted under his breath, but he pushed it in place at the wrong count.

I should be used to that by now.

Pain shot through my arm all the way to my fingers and tingled there. I moved them, making sure everything was set correctly, even if the pain worsened momentarily. He rubbed the area, easing the muscles and their attachments as best he could with his thick fingers. “I’ll make sure Rossi gets the majority of that pork, but I’ll have to cut ham off it for the celebration that’s sure to come.”

[image: image]
I nodded, knowing what would happen. Ever since Joni had grown into his large hands and feet, everyone knew he had to be the one. No Hero in our past had ever been scrawny according to the statues and paintings. Most had been pretty, like Joni, too. All had been from Owlimount, or the surrounding areas. The feast would be to honor him. To start his journey to the capital to claim his Hero status and start the quests with a cheer, gifts, and a belly full of food and drink.
They still weren’t through butchering the boar and having a pre-emptive party at sunset. I nodded off against the tree every now and then. The vial Doc had given me for the pain worked its magic and made me drowsy too. Joni nudged me often enough that I got tired of it and told him to either move or he was going to lose his hands. He sauntered off with the crowd with a roll of his pretty green eyes.

I was having a nice dream about voices buzzing like white bees nearby when something started shaking me. I gasped in a lung full and struck out with a hand. Doc’s hard chest stopped me, cracking my fingers and making my wrist hurt. “Sorry,” I yawned, patting his chest where I hit him.

“Edi!” Doc called, “Take ‘er home.” He hauled me up to my feet, gentle with his hands on my sides rather than pulling me up by the arms.

“I can go on my own.” I folded the blanket someone had given me at some point. No, I tried to fold it. I could barely lift the thing off the ground.

I dropped the waded mess with a gasp as Doc picked me up by a thigh and hip to deposit me on Edi’s saddle. I glared down at him as he said, “Yer too light, lass. Gotta put some meat on ya.”

Edi mounted behind me, his armor cool against the thin fabric of my mud-caked shirt and hunting gear. He chuckled, his breath warm against the shell of my ear and cheek, “A bit bony, but she’s still got some curves.”

Doc’s look soured as it traveled from me to Edi, “Any funny business Edi of Tamanim and I’ll make ya sing like a bird fer life! Understand?”

“Aye.” His swallow was nearly as loud as his answer.

We were well down the road on Edi’s sturdy dun steed before he took a big enough breath for his arms to loosen at my sides, “Doc’s scary, ain’t he?”

I giggled, “Only to those with bad intentions.”

“Aw, come on Chi, you know me. I wouldn’t do nothin’.” He paused, “Unless a girl were willin’ and we were in love and...ya know.”

I leaned my head back on his shoulder. The moons above, although not full, were bright enough to see the road and surrounding bare trees well. I could tell it wasn’t the shadows darkening his complexion, “Thinking about Seaghla?”

Edi shrugged, making my head bounce.

I sighed, closing my eyes, “I dunno if she’s coming back, Edi.”

“I know.” His voice was soft, “Momma always told me that first loves are hardly the lasting, lifetime ones.”

We rode in silence for a while. The clip-clop of his horse a slow plod against the gurgling and slapping waters of the Gala the road butted up against still. I was about to fall back asleep when he spoke up again.

“That don’t mean you and Joni won’t last though. Even when he goes off to be the Hero, he’ll take you with him. He always said he would. Said he can’t take down the big ones without you.”

I snorted, “If he can take the big ones out at all.”

Edi chuckled, “You both did a number on that boar. But Joni did give the killin’ blow.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, right in the eye.”

“Is that what he said?”

“Didn’t have to. Part of the eye was still on him.”

My face heated. That had been my daggers in that eye, not his. He didn’t even have daggers. I took a deep breath. The boar had still moved after the dagger in its eye though. Joni had downed it with the spear. Blood loss. That was that.

Joni was the New Hero of the New Prophecy. He would have to go to the Capital and choose his team carefully. There, we would be given quests. Quests that would save people. He would be popular.

At least I’d have the Welkans and Taspe to help me keep my family fed.

“Looks like you have company.”

Edi’s voice drew me from my thoughts. Leaning against the gate, just outside the pool of lantern light hanging from our tree, as if my thoughts had summoned him, stood Taspe. He opened the gate for us, but Edi stopped just outside.

“You won’t come in? At least water your horse and get some for yourself before heading back.” I pulled my leg over the horse’s neck. Taspe’s long-fingered hands came to my waist and half let me slide down, half lifted me toward him.

“We’ll be fine,” Edi said as he patted his horse’s neck, “‘Sides, you got a story to tell. Taspe.” Edi nodded at him.

“Edi.” Taspe nodded back, “Should I lock her up or something?” His ebony hair hid his face from me, but I could hear the smirk in his bluejay raspy voice.

Edi chuckled, “Good luck trying that, and let me know how it goes if you live.” He turned his horse and gave a wave over his shoulder before nudging the long-legged beast into a canter.

I slipped from Taspe’s hands, leaning on the gate to shut it behind us. I turned, then I was captive. His hands cupped my face and tilted it to the lantern light.

“How did you get all this on you?”

His voice was quiet. The kind of quiet it took on before he got to the good part of the story. I swallowed, my mouth still dry as I avoided his gaze. Something in my hand pulsed hard, like my heart was there instead of in my chest. “We killed The White Boar.”

“We?”

“Joni-”

His broad, cool hands fled from my face and he took two steps back, “I see.”

“What? Why?” I lifted a hand, the pain shooting up my shoulder, I let it back down and tried with the other one, reaching for him. It didn’t hurt as badly.

“I suppose he will choose you to be part of his Hero band to fulfill what the quests have unleashed? We’ve been hearing some rumors of odd things.”

I watched him run a hand through his hair, the waves shifting with the pull halfway down his back before settling. It was all puffed like a beast bristling. “Maybe.” I stepped toward him. Toward the path home. “We’ve talked about it since we were kids.”

“Yes, I know. Another grand adventure for the two of you.”

Was he growling?

Taspe turned and walked down the path before I could reach him again. His long legs made me have to run to catch up to him. My muscles screamed in protest as I jogged after him. I tripped over something, caught myself, and decided it wasn’t worth another fall to catch up. “Taspe?”

“You’re hurt.” Had he left my side at all? I could feel the coolness of his skin as his hands came to rest on mine. So light, like feathers resting there instead of fingertips. Something as large as he shouldn’t be able to touch feather-light like that.

The way he had said it was like he knew better than I did what I felt.

“Just some sore muscles.” I looked up at him, peering into the moonlit face of my best friend, into his midnight blue eyes, “What’s wrong?”

“You’re hurt.” He stated again.

I waited for him to bite the air. Something was in those words, in that tone, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. The marks of his tribe and status glowed softly along his forehead, cheekbones and down his chin, like he held the blue moon, Sakon, under his tanned flesh.

He loomed over me. The darkness cloaked him as a cloud skudded over one moon and then the other. His eyes flashed once the cloud was gone, as did his teeth, “Will you go with him like this?”

I wanted to take a step back. I needed to make myself smaller, not a threat like I had been taught all my life when up against a bear or other carnivorous beast. At the same time, a flame flicked to life, daring me to go on my toes and square up with him. I wasn’t scared of Taspe.

I felt my spine straighten. I tilted my head back and met that burning gaze with my own. I doubted mine was as intense as his. My eyes burned. Of course I wanted to cry now.

“Yes. Yes, I will go with him. He needs me. He can’t do all that alone.” I pressed my hands up onto that larger-than-life chest, feeling both sets of lungs working under my palms. He wasn’t racing me, so why were both inflating? “I will go. You don’t have to leave this time to get away from me.”

His hands covered mine, warmer than moments before. He didn’t back down, “You really think that’s what I want?” He hissed, “I went to my uncle’s to...to figure out what I need to do.”

“You couldn’t figure it out here? I couldn’t help you?”

“No. You were-are part of the problem.”

“Then I would’ve been the best to help you out!” I tried yanking my hands free, but my shoulders trembled and screamed lightning pain from the effort. So much for the medicine.

“You only make things worse,” Taspe groaned. Each word he uttered made him diminish from the growling, fiery thing he had been a moment before to the boy he kept hidden inside. The part of him that always second-guessed himself.

There they were, trailing down my cheeks now. Those words he threw at me filled me and made me spill over. I slid my hands from a grasp that fell loose with the appearance of my tears. “Then you will be rid of me at last.”

I sidestepped around him. My legs felt like they had boulders tied to them. The path to the house blurred before me, but I knew it by heart. I was going to crawl into bed and hopefully never rise out of it again. 
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Chapter 2
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The Gods reign

The Stygra calm

The Welkan dance

The Human toil

The Rogue roar

“What do you mean you aren’t going? You killed it; you have to go.”

“I mean what I say.” The fire crackled behind Joni in the river stone hearth as he turned from it to face me. “I’m not going.”

I hit my knees, the wood floor creaking at the shift of my weight. The pain from landing heavily on my knees shot up and down my legs like whiplashes. “You have to.”

What is it with my two best friends turning into opposites of themselves?

“Oh come on, Chi, get up. You’re being dramatic.” He rolled his eyes, grabbing my elbows and hauling me up to sit me on the only chair he owned. My shoulders felt like they would crack open, a burning sensation searing from them through my neck and upper arms.

He sat on the matching stool, and he placed his hands on my knees. His palms covered them easily. I felt like a child when he put those big hands on me. I watched his face turn away from me, toward the fire. The orange and red flames cast the side of his golden face in flickering shadows.

That face that I once knew better than my own felt strange to me.

“You..you were the one that killed The Boar.” The cotton in my mouth made the words thick, quiet.

He sighed, his broad shoulders jerking before curling in toward his chin, “I didn’t mean to kill it. Just scare it away from you. I didn’t know it was that boar.”

“It was white! There aren’t any white boars other than that boar!” My heart leaped up and so did I. I stood over him, still not able to work any moisture into my mouth or any air into my lungs.

His hands hung limply between his knees, “It was instinct. That’s all.”

“Well, then, that just proves it! You are The Hero.”

A log slipped in the fire, sending tiny tufts of sparks toward the edge of the ash-filled hearth. They shone in those bright sky-like eyes of his before he turned to narrow them at me.

He was the Hero. Had always been the Hero. Everyone in the village knew it. He was blonde, strong, blue-eyed, charming, and...there were other attributes. Big. Those were all the merits of the man or woman that would be heroes. He even had a smile that sent all the women, and some of the men, swooning.

He managed to tame the wild black stallion from the spirited herd in the Unforgettable Mountains.

After I tracked it. Got a rope around it and a tree so it wouldn’t kill us and wrecked my shoulder. After I half dragged it and it half dragged me down the mountain to Joni’s shoddy paddock. After I fed it mint leaves each day and night, talked to it until it greeted me with upright ears and a soft whicker after a month. After I rode it first, but he said he did.

“The rock it fell on is just as chosen as I am,” he muttered, his eyes still on my face. Searching. Ghosting over my eyes. He and the villagers had found that a large boulder jutted up out of the bank and into the boar, bruising the heart and some of the meat.

“You threw the spear that made it stumble into the river bank.”

“I only meant to turn it away from the kids.” He threw his hands up, his body moving as if he was about to stand, but he just leaned on his elbows on his thighs.

The fear was quickly turning into the burn of anger. “You killed it, Joni. You have to take up the Quests.” You have to take me with you so I can gain enough money and notoriety to provide for my family, I thought about saying, but stayed the words on my tongue.

His back bowed as he dragged both of his hands through his thick locks while still leaning on his elbows. “There’s no such thing.”

My mouth got dryer. My heart fluttered and seemed to bound all around my body while thundering in my ears. It took every ounce of willpower to get my jaw to work again. “How can you say that with a straight face knowing Doc is cutting the meat as we speak?”

I should’ve asked Doc to become his apprentice, like Father had suggested years ago. Maybe then our family wouldn’t be in the straits we were in. Maybe I would wear many hats, like Doc did, by now. Doc was our healer, butcher and mortician.

Doc had more blades than the rest of the village put together, but I was getting close in my collection.

I had skill in butchering the small animals that I caught in my traps. I sold their fur, meat, feathers and claws to tradespeople, Doc, and anyone who showed interest in town. I should have done a lot of things.

“Chi?”

I blinked, my thoughts turning back to Joni after I reminded myself of the three traps I needed to check soon. I had to focus on something else. Anything other than the stranger before me. “You need to go to the Matron to get your first quest.”

Another sigh sent ash skittering back toward the hearth from between his worn leather boots, “No, Chi. It was a mistake.”

My body tightened, my fingernails digging into the palms of my hands as a gurgled mess of sounds poured from my mouth.

I had nothing else. That was it. My mind flitted between beating my fists into his pretty face or tossing him into the fire. I settled on whirling and striding out the door. I slammed it so hard behind me some of the thatch slid off the roof and into the cobbled path.

Part of me wanted to stomp down his pathetic excuse of a garden he started too early. I cringed at the waste of food, if it survived the last frosts. The stomping only hurt my feet and legs by the time I entered the Evergreen forest. A few hundred steps more and I stopped by a large gray trunk. Pressing my forehead against the rough bark; I breathed in the heady scent of earth, pinewood, and of dried, rotting leaves.

I hadn’t asked him why he didn’t want to go.

Yes, Owlimount was his home. He had never dreamed of traveling other than the hunts. His family had been in this part of the country for longer than the village had a name. His only dreams, that I knew of, were to marry a gorgeous woman and have kids in numbers that would rival my Father’s orphanage. Ridiculous, in my mind. No one could feed that many mouths without giving up their freedom and sanity. Surely no woman would want to put her body through such torture as birthing umpteen children.

I ran my hands down the rough bark.

My mind tumbled over the possibilities. He was afraid. The time was finally here and fear was gripping him, making him say stupid things. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d be ready.

I trailed my fingertips over the trunk, making my way around the tree in a slow circle before I pushed away from it. I picked up a stick and set out for my traps. Following a deer path through the thick bare undergrowth, I tapped it along the numerous trunks. Giving anything not in my traps fair warning that I was nearby. I didn’t want to kill anything.

Other than Joni.

I swatted at the head of a large pink late-winter flower with the stick. I hadn’t noticed the white stinging bee on top of it until it whirled in mid-fling to land on my cheek and sink that barbed stinger into my tender flesh. I howled, smacking the fuzzy bee. It released, zig-zagging through the dense woods. I gently prodded my cheek with my fingers, pulling the stinger out and feeling my skin getting hotter with each breath.

I groaned. Then missed Taspe not being there to make a comment on that sound, and groaned again. I restarted my trek toward my first trap, stick forgotten. I didn’t need to make another mistake like that again. White bees weren’t as poisonous as the others. Just enough venom to make a swelling, puffy mess of the area it stung for a week or two if not cared for properly. Doc made a salve that would lessen the severity and time.

With a promise to myself that I would stop by Doc’s to get the salve, I reset my first trap. It was empty. If the one iron bit in my pocket wouldn’t be enough, Doc would just have to add it to my tab. Said tab was growing steadily with the magnitude of sickness kids seemed to breed and pass amongst themselves. Our poor orphans were building immune systems, but in the most expensive way.

Doc had a staunch rule: if you infected or harmed another, you pay their fees too.

After a few months of allowing everyone in the house the freedom to go where they pleased, we had added a significant amount to our medical tab. This was why we had all agreed to allow me, Father, and the two older orphans to roam freely as long as we didn’t have any symptoms. Usually I was the only one comfortable enough to go into Owlimount.

The second trap was empty, but not triggered. The third held a small pheasant. I took the bird out, after checking to make sure it had killed itself trying to escape, before tying its legs with one of the leather thongs attached to my wide belt over my right hip. I ignored the pain in my shoulders with each move I made as best as I could. I knelt, pulling the bait out of the pouch at my other hip to reset the trap.

Moko would love the quills we could pluck from the bird. Her fingers were always covered in inks she made from berries, flowers and whatever she could find to write and sketch. Some of her poems, drawings and paintings sold for nearly as many bits as the pheasant at my hip would bring. With the right trader. Usually, only the capital traders bought Moko’s wares. She was the closest in age to me, a few months older, but her being a Welkan made her look and act much younger than her age.

I turned and made my way to the village, picking my way carefully along a little stream until I hit the familiar trail that ran the length of the forest. I whispered to the trees, “If he would go, I could make sure Moko has enough inks and paints to do all the things she wished. They’d never go hungry. They’d all have a chance.” Who I was whispering to, I didn’t know. The gods never listened. If they did, there wouldn’t be orphans.

We had ten orphans in our home. Moko, Detri was next in age, then CiaCia, Vey, Rosen, Aber, Biobi, Gretta and little Tokli. Detri was six months younger than I. His parents were killed in a fire on the village dock along with a handful of other fishers. He could weave a fishnet wide enough to go across the Gala in just a day and a half. Most net makers took at least two days. His skill with a fish spear was like nothing I had ever seen before. I was able to sell the fish he caught in our river in the village every day because of his skills. His new nets brought in more than a few bits too. He stayed with us at his age because he felt the need to pay Father and I back for taking him in. Without him, the others would surely starve.

CiaCia’s blood ran green as leaves so all things natural loved her. Stygra had a way with earth and growing things, which was what CiaCia was. She was turning out to be a decent herbalist thanks to the books Doc loaned me for her to study. She sang to the plants on and around our little farm. They grew stronger with each beautiful note.

Vey, a Rogue, was the next in age, and the best worker I had ever known. I didn’t know when he slept, or if he did at all. Having blue-gray shining scales in parts made him get cold easily though. During the harsh winter, he would slow down to where the rest of us could keep up with him in our duties. Vey never talked much about his past or where his parents were.

Rosen and Aber were found together after the flooding two summers ago. Their family had been washed down a ravine along with their houses and most of the surrounding land. Much of the mess the flooding created was still piled up in the ravine. Some bodies had been found and given proper rites, but there were still plenty missing. Those who could spare the time and work tried to keep cleaning up the area. Vey had taken Rosen and Aber under his scales when they came to us. The trio were inseparable.

Biobi was another Stygra like CiaCia. He kept to the woods and garden. He talked to the plants constantly, and if he couldn’t chatter at them he would find one of us to listen to him. He even talked in his sleep. That took some getting used to for many of us. His mother had gone missing after his father died in a scuffle at our borders.

The only one that could be considered not an orphan under our care was my nephew, Tokli. My aunt on my mother’s side had died some years back. Her husband had no idea how to raise a child on his own. He sent Tokli to stay with us last month. At least he had waited to be able to use a king’s order for his presence at a border patrol as an excuse to send Tokli away. The child seemed to be getting accustomed to living with us.

Out of all of them, I pitied Tokli the most.

Gretta just showed up in the village one day. She never said where she came from. She never spoke of her past other than mentioning things she had fixed. Her little hands could fix anything broken. Tinkering was the only time she smiled.

Kentrim was caught in one of my traps two weeks ago. He was so starved he didn’t care about being trapped, he just wanted the bait. We took him in, a little bird Rogue.

Six of them were under the age of adulthood. Mother, if she were to come to visit, would faint in shock. None of us had our own room. A year ago, she had taken my elder sister, Seaghla, to the capital. She was of age, well past it if my grandmother was to be believed, to find a suitable husband.

Departing the thick forest, I strode down the road toward the northern gate of Owlimount. Giving a nod to the usual guards, I made my way into the center of town. Doc’s shop was two streets from the church and central fountain in the middle of the busiest portion of town, four streets from the North Gate from the Evergreen Forest. I walked on into Doc’s shop. The smell of fresh meat made my mouth water.

Finally, some moisture on my tongue.

“Caught a bee in one o’ yer traps, did ye lass?” Doc asked as he wiped his hands off on his butcher apron. He stood behind a slab of white marble, some of the boar meat on top of it, a wide blade set in a wooden handle buried in the pink slab.

“Better story than the truth,” I muttered as I sat down on the stool in the back corner of his shop. The pheasant stared glassily up at me from my side.

Doc washed his hands off in a concoction of water and herbs that were supposed to kill illnesses carried by things like blood and innards at the large basin against the wall behind his working table. After drying them off on a fresh towel, he gripped my chin in his thick, rough fingers to peer at my swollen, and swelling still, cheek. I hadn’t really noticed until now that the swelling was obscuring my vision. I couldn’t see the palm of his hand or his thick wrist below my chin.

“Got the stinger out I see. Good.” He prodded my cheek.

I whimpered like a pup.

“Ye’ll be a’ight.” He let go of my face and turned to look through his cabinet of jars, bowls and little glass vials. “Gimme that bird an’ I’ll half yer whole tab.”

Moko wouldn’t get new quills if I did. “Can I have two feathers off it?”

“Aye.” He said as he turned to regard me with a small smile, a little tin cupped in his large hand.

“Deal.”

He handed me the salve. “Don’t let it dry on ye for the rest o’ the day. Tonight, pack it on ‘fore ye go to bed.” He took the pheasant from my hands after I picked two nice wing feathers. “Ye’ll be kissable again by mornin’.”

I rolled my eyes as I twisted open the tin and covered the sting with the salve. It smelled of the blossoms of the pretty pink flower the bee had been on. “And just who do you think I should be kissing, Doc?”

His grin was wide, “Most’d say Joni. Ye’ve been wanderin’ and huntin’ together since ye were wee bonbons. But I’s know better. One to treat ya right. Not have ye working when yer hurt nor worried ‘bout ya when ye are. There be only one like that.”

I studied Doc’s face, looking between the soft brown eyes underneath graying bushy brows and the quirk to his thin lips on his rounded ruddy face. “Joni’s gonna have some kissing with princesses he’ll save soon enough.”

“Aye.” Doc nodded, “But the one I’m thinkin’ just lies ‘cross the river.”

I waved the nonsense off as I stumbled up off the stool, not anticipating the sharp pain in my shoulder with the jostling. I tucked the closed tin safely into my pocket.

“Rest. Those shoulders need it, lass.”

By the time I exited his shop, the sun was hovering a few fingers breadth over the village walls. I dodged people trying to finish their business and hurry home on my way to the East Gate. I didn’t really have a safe place for the feathers, so I just twirled them in my fingers.

“Hey, Chi!”

I jerked my chin at Edi, not daring a wave like I had at Doc’s.

“Didn’t get anything but feathers? What happened to your cheek?” He stepped away from the gate wall and peered at my sting.

We stood still in the shadow of the thick rock and iron walls of our village. “Just feathers and a white bee sting today.” I stood my ground, eyeing him as he seemed to get closer and closer to my face with his. “How ya doing, Edi?”

“Bored. How’s your shoulder?”

“Better,” I shifted back, but didn’t take a step away yet.

“Kiss her now. When she comes back she’ll be too rich and fancy for ya, Edi.” His partner smirked from the other side of the gate.

I had never taken the time to learn his name. He was always greasy looking. Much older and rounder than Edi and I too.

“Maybe.” Edi shrugged with a slight redness to his cheeks. He cleared his throat, “But I figure you’re always gonna be Chi. Not too good to stop and chat with, yeah?” He gave me a wink, the redness not abating from under his coal brows.
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“Maybe.” I stuck my tongue out at him and started back down the lane.
The sun was sinking behind the trees toward the horizon by the time I saw the lit lantern above our gate. Each night Father lit it, letting orphans know the path to safety. Before we started taking in orphans, after Mother and Seaghla left, he lit it. I knew it was really for them he lit the way for.

Next to the path was our fenced-in garden. I saw the reflection of the lamplight in her dark green eyes. CiaCia put the land to sleep much like a mother would her children at night. It was a strange act to watch at first, but now it was our normal. I gave her a smile, and a nod, not daring another wave again.

Harvest will be good this year.

“Ah, there you are Nadachia!” My Father grinned from his place by the cutting board on the table before I could finish pushing the heavy panel door open. The children were arranged around the kitchen and lounging room next to it. Each one busy at some task that would prepare the family for supper.

The rich scent of vegetable and wild rabbit soup and baking biscuit bread sent my stomach growling ferociously. There were only crumbs left of the cornbread from breakfast. There were always signs of bread on the table, if not a fresh batch.

Moko gasped. Her kyanite gaze was trapped by the twirling feathers in my fingers, until she looked up to my face, “What happened?” Her accent was still thick with her native tongue of Welkan.

“Just a white bee. Got mad at me for disturbing its gathering. Doc fixed me up,” I soothed and motioned for her to grab the feathers so I could begin pulling off my layers.

Untying the knots of my boots, Father’s old boots, was deceptively hard. The laces were rotting and broke easily. I only had patience when it came to trying to save us money. From my seat on the smoothed river rock stairs at the door, I watched CiaCia from under my lashes. Her movements reminded me of the ghosts old-timers told stories about on harvest nights. Her pale skin shone in the remainder of the red-orange light where her thick black robes didn’t hide her.

I tugged the boots off with a grunt each, taking out the packed bits of cloth stuffed at the toes and heel section. Each night I aired out the boots. I had made the mistake of leaving the stuffings in and a fungus had started spreading over and between my toes. I wouldn’t have minded if not for the stench. That had been unbearable.

I sat the boots just inside the door on a broken trap so no varmints could crawl into them during the night. Although traders liked buying rodents at times, I just couldn’t stomach the idea of putting my foot in where a rat had just been.

The thick belt Father and I had fashioned from a bear hide came off next. I could breathe. The cords, hooks, and other tools attached to the belt stayed put. My daggers also stayed in their sheaths sewed into the belt. In the village, there wasn’t much need for weapons, but I never knew when something sinister would come up on me in the woods.

My dust pants were made from old sails of fishing boats. Father’s were made from an old mill sail. I wore a pair of dust pants out every day over my decent clothes to try to keep them from getting too worn, or ripped from limbs and briars. Clothes had to last through a few people in our house now. I hung the dust pants up over my boots on my peg along with my skint up leather hat. The brim was just wide enough to keep the sun out of my eyes.

The door needed to be left open. The heat of the oven and fire made it hard to breathe in the house. Even if the winter cold crept back each nightfall after the sun teased us with spring during the day.

I took the clips out of my braid that held it in place on top of my head, under my hat. The plain dark brown braid slapped heavily against my back and butt when it fell. The pain in my shoulders made me grind my teeth to keep from whimpering again.

I washed my face, hands and arms in the deep metal basin at the back of the kitchen. A flash of memory of bathing in this basin as a child ran through my mind before I buried it. Father still made us be somewhat presentable at the table while we ate. Mother was the one that had truly cared about manners and cleanliness.

I added more salve to my cheek. Moko watching me closely as I did. I smirked at her, “Don’t worry, I didn’t kill the bee.”

She scrunched her little nose up with a huff, “Does it hurt?”

“No, not really.” I ruffled her soft white curls as I passed on my way to sniff at the soup on the fire. Biting back the need to groan with the strain on my muscles such an easy motion caused.

“Did you give Joni a good-bye kiss already or is he stopping by on his way out to get you?”

I toyed with the idea of grabbing the fire poker and using it on my own father, but thought better of it. The cowardice that Joni showed me today turned my stomach sour still. Even with the heavenly scent of the soup. “He’s not going.”

The knife in father’s calloused hands stilled over the herbs he’d been chopping to add as a final touch to the soup. “Wh-when then?” Father’s voice had a small tremor in it.

“No, not when. Never.” My mouth was going dry again despite supper being so fragrant.

Rosen gasped, “But he died the boar!”

“Killed the boar,” Moko corrected. She looked between Father and me, “What about the Prophecy?”

I felt my shoulders draw toward my ears, and they ached worse for it, “He doesn’t believe in it.” As I said it, I didn’t believe my words. We talked about the Prophecy during our hunts together. Especially when we were younger, just babies learning to hunt and trap from his father, aunts, and uncles. Every child knew the Prophecy. All children hoped they could be The Hero. To go on all the quests. To be known to all.

Three generations of the last hero’s descendants were still wealthy and respected lords and ladies of the kingdoms.

Princes quested to find The White Boar. Weasley lords and ladies made secret deals with hunters to hunt the boar for them. None had been successful.

Until Joni.

Until me, a small voice uttered in the back of my mind.

“You’re joking, right, my Nadachia?”

I turned, staring into my Father’s hazel eyes, the match to mine, “No. I wish I was.” I sighed and then laughed, “I’ll go.”

“You will take his place.” CiaCia said quietly from the doorway, highlighted in the beginning of the moonlit night, “You have to, Chi.”

I stared at her. Her green eyes glittered in the firelight like emeralds as she stared right back at me. “I-I was joking.”

She shook her head, “No, you weren’t. It’s what the True Prophecy foretells. When the Hero refuses, the Best will take the Quests.”

Stygra and their riddles and different prophecies. “Best?”

“You are better than him at hunting. At everything.”

I laughed, the sinking of my insides cutting my amusement short. “No, no I’m not.”

Detri snorted from his stool near the oven. He watched the bread and licked his lips before stating, “You are. I’ve seen it. Everyone talks about it too.”

“This family isn’t everyone.” I growled.

“The villagers that come here to trade with us do.” Moko defended with a nod that made her short pearly curls bounce, “Doc says so too. Always saying you bring back the best.”

Detri took out the golden loaf bread with large mitts and set it in the middle of the worn oak table.

Father said, “Let’s talk about this more once we have our bellies full,” his hands shook as he stirred the herbs into the soup. 
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Chapter 3
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After two helpings of the soup and sopping up the juices up with warm bread, I made my way over to the hearth. I took Father’s pipe, knocking the old tobacco from last night into the ashes and refilling it with the dried leaves he stored in a green pouch. The pouch was the final item Mother gave him before leaving for Galanesse. Our family sigil, embroidered on both sides, glinted silver in the firelight. A horse’s head shield leaned on the Royal seal with a dancing pair of foxes on either side and spears crossed at the back wasn’t the easiest subject to embroider, but Mother finished it within a few days.

I perched on my usual stool and brought the pipe to life. The embers glowed as I took a few puffs of my own. Mother blamed Father for me picking up the nasty habit, but he had told me she had smoked too when they courted. I handed the pipe to him when he sat down in his chair next to me, putting his feet up on the swept hearth.

“I’ll go talk to him in the morning. If I can’t convince him, I’ll speak to the Matron in Galanesse to see what she suggests.”

Father puffed his pipe, then tapped the mouthpiece on his chin, “Either way, you will travel to the capital.”

CiaCia moved to undo the large plait that stretched down my back. I sighed, watching Greta and Tokli wrestle the empty cast-iron pot from its hook over the hearth. It had cooled during supper, mostly. A smile parted my lips even as my heart reached to the boy as Tokli crawled into the thing to clean it. He was still so small, too young to be away from his father for this long.

Quick, noisy slurps started at the table, again. I glanced back, earning a yank of my hair for me to straighten from CiaCia. I watched Moko feeding our little bird boy, Kentrim, from the smallest bottle we could find for a moment before straightening to look back at the fire. With the way he was eating, he would grow into the size of a human toddler in no time. He fit in the cup of my hand when I first found him. Now he was the length of my forearm.

“I figure our Matron’ll tell you to take the title.” Father’s gray mustache bristled as he pursed his lips around the pipe.

“She will.” CiaCia said as she pulled the comb through my dirt brown hair.

I rolled my eyes up to the ceiling, spotted a cobweb between two of the four large logs supporting the second floor above us, and glared at it for a breath. I looked back down at the fire, maybe that spider way up there would kill off some flies this spring. “Then I guess I will have to discover some poor saps to do all the hard work on the quests.”

Detri chuckled, sitting down beside me to stretch his latest net out on the floor. I watched his quick fingers craft as he spoke, “Won’t find anyone decent in Owlimount. Best be picking some folks along the way.”

CiaCia made a noise in her throat, “Just make sure you get a couple brave, slow ones. Heroes always survive if they are with some slower companions.”

“Cia!” Moko chided.

“Not nice, but it’s true.” Vey slipped in with a toothy grin, sitting on the hearth beside Father’s legs. “Hero Catram wouldn’t have died if she’d had some bumbling brute with her for the Huskybear to catch instead of her.”

Joni would fit that description. Finding someone to go with us that was slower than him would be a challenge. Maybe I could weigh the next slowest down with equipment enough to allow Joni the speed advantage.

CiaCia replaited my hair after she finished grooming out the dust and tangles. We switched positions. Her silky dark tresses caught on the rough parts of my fingers and palms, but she had gotten used to the tugs and pulls they caused. Moko loathed me combing through her curls.

Father heaved a sigh, gray smoke pluming in front of his mouth in a wispy cloud before heading toward the chimney. “I suppose I expected this day would come.”

I felt my brows rise, “You did?”

“Oh yes,” he nodded, “I always knew you’d be Joni’s companion.”

I thought the same thing. I had even snuck away some of my earnings to purchase a pack and map instead of putting it toward the medical tab or food. That was before things had gotten as they are, with Father and I not eating as much so the others would have more. Guilt over that small indulgence had eaten away at me for the better part of two years. The knowledge I would make it back did little to help with the predicament we found ourselves in.

I hoped the rats hadn’t broken into the chest Mother and I shared in the attic. No one ever went up there. It was a thick oak and iron one with cedar bits to keep the moths out. A relic of our ancestors. It was the best place to hide away the items.

The idea of going alone...

Detri stood, folding up his work neatly to put it in a basket beside the fire. He disappeared into the bedroom he shared with Father, Biobi and Tokli. When he reappeared, he held a slim package wrapped in sackcloth out to me. “I saved this for you,” he said as his face and ears turned a darker red than I had ever seen on him before.

I rested the comb on top of CiaCia’s head and took the crumpled package. “Detri..” at a shake of his head I swallowed the rest of my words. I opened it. Gently lifting out a small hoop net of shiny green strands.

His workmanship was of such high quality, I knew no slippery fish stood a chance of finding a way to escape. As long as there were fish, I wouldn’t go hungry on my way to Galanesse.

“Thank you.” I smiled at him, tugging him into a one armed hug before he could run away and withdraw to a corner. I wrapped the net up again.

Vey came up to me, his hands behind his back as he waited for me to stop messing with Detri and the net. I caught sight of him out of the corner of my eye as he shifted from one foot to the other. I turned to him. He smiled, barely showing his sharp teeth, then he thrust a pile of scales toward me.

As I took them, he said, “Mine aren’t as hard as an adult’s, yet. But these should protect you until you get rich enough to buy better.”

My fingers smoothed over the polished flakes, sown together in long gloves that would leave my fingertips free but cover my arms up past my elbows once I put them on. I hadn’t realized he shed so many. Along with the underside of my arms and across the bottom of my palms, I buckled the five leather strips. They fit perfectly, the undersides feeling cool and soft on my skin. But the outside was thick, buffed and made into overlapping points
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