Chapter 1


Now that she thought back to the day she’d qualified as a Wraith, she realized that she had come a long way since then. Wraiths were lone trackers who roamed the devastated lands of Eternia, making sure that the diminutive peace was kept. They also could have been Bloodhounds, or mercenaries, but the jobs taken by Wraiths were different. 


Janet wiped her forehead against her right shoulder, getting rid of some of the sweat that coated her face. She had long ago taken off her coat to relieve her of some of the weight she normally had to carry. 


Staring down the pack of black shadow foxes that blocked her way, Janet cursed and yelled out towards them, “Just get out of my way! All I want to do is pass through the jungle! I don’t want to kill any more of you.” To prove that she didn’t want to fight, Janet lowered her sword in each hand so the points touched the ground. 


The leader of the pack with red stripes that ran down his hind legs gave a guttural growl and hissed at her in a low voice, “Foolish human. I cannot let you pass, for you have wandered into fox territory. You will make a fine meal.” He let out a shrill howl that sent chills down Janet’s spine and the whole pack charged. 


I guess that didn’t work. Janet instantly brought her weapons back up. This would be an incentive to get some added training. She easily swept fox after fox away from her with a few swipes of her sword, making sure she used the flat side of the deadly blades. 


After the whole pack had been knocked off to the side, Janet took her chance and continued her run through the jungle, hearing the foxes running behind her. She took a fleeting glance backwards and saw a fox pounce. Janet reflexively ducked and the fox sailed above her head and crashed into the ground. 


Knowing that the rest of the pack would get her, Janet quickly got up, jumped over the downed fox and kept on running. Her lungs felt on fire as she greedily gasped in air while she ran. 


Ran out of smoke screens a while ago. Dang it, this isn’t good. Janet started to feel herself slowing down as she grew weary from running. The last battle with the forest imps had really robbed her energy. 


If only Yin were here. Janet started to feel her heart grow heavy as she thought of her beautiful black stallion she’d left at Jerania. The journey through the Tiamat Jungle would have been inconvenient if she had taken Yin, since the jungle wasn’t fit for riding in. Her friend Tiffany of Jerania had offered a stall for Yin while Janet was away. Tiffany had better take good care of Yin.

Suddenly off to the left there was a brief flash of light and behind her the ground exploded. Janet whirled around to see what had happened just in time to see a wall of thick smoke coming at her fast. Immediately she identified what it was and held her breath as the wall consumed her. She could feel the denseness of the smoke and she shut her eyes as they began to water. 


I know what this is, but how can it be? It was a Slipera box that puts anything to sleep after taking in a lungful of the smoke. Normally a Wraith would carry it, but Janet hadn’t recalled activating one. There couldn’t be another Wraith in this jungle. Could there be? The box is clearly evidence.  


“The air is clear now. You can breathe,” a male voice called out to her from far away. “All the foxes are sleeping so you’re safe now, Janet.” 


Janet opened her eyes and started breathing normally. She knew that voice! Quickly she turned to see if her assumption was correct. “What are you doing here?” 


The black haired Wraith smiled as he walked up to her, a long bow in his right hand. Being in the Tiamat Jungle, you’d expect a Wraith to look tired and battle weary, but Alex of Asrad looked anything but exhausted. His cloak that swathed around him was in perfect condition with not even a wrinkle or tear. Strapped onto his back was a full quiver of arrows, which was questionable since it looked like he had ran into no trouble at all. 


Alex looked down at her and answered with a slight frown, “I’ve been tracking Justin the smuggler from Kedan and the civilians from Tecko pointed out that Justin had been seen in Sarcia. If Justin’s in Sarcia, that’s where I’m going.” 


Janet nodded understandingly. “I see.” Suddenly she frowned. “Wait, haven’t you been tracking that smuggler for several months now?” 


Alex looked wistfully towards the north. “Well…some smugglers are just really good at cleaning up after themselves.” He looked back at her and quickly added, “But I’m going to get him soon.” 


“Right.” Janet turned back towards the sleeping shadow foxes and nodded approvingly. “Well, they’re out of the way now. I’d better get going.” She twisted her head to look at Alex. “You can come along if you want. I’m headed towards Sarcia too.” 


Scowling at her, Alex asked, “You’re not trying to hunt down Justin too are you? That smuggler’s mine!” 


Janet laughed aloud and shook her head. “I’d tell you, but then I’d have to destroy you after. Don’t worry though, I’m not after Justin.” 


Alex blinked and laughed sheepishly. “Oh, sorry.” 

As they started walking south through the jungle, Janet asked, “By the way, how come you’re in such good condition, being in the Tiamat Jungle and all.” 

A large grin crossed Alex’s face and he answered cheerfully, “When I entered the Jungle, I was quite surprised myself to notice that everything was so peaceful. Turns out, it seems like all the critters had gone after you instead of bothering me.” 

Janet groaned and hung her head. “Great. I’ve used up all my Slipera boxes getting rid of land falkes, used my poison darts on two packs of forest imps, and diced up a whole pack of shadow foxes.” Disgusted, Janet lifted the blood-coated blade in her right hand and studied it. “Blooded on first thrust.” 

Stopping for a second, Janet bent down and wiped her swords against the grass, attempting to clean them the best she could. When she was done, she slipped both swords back to their scabbards and continued walking. “If we bump into anymore critters, you take care of them, okay?” She allowed an exasperated look to cloud her face. “I’m totally out of throw able weapons.” 

Giving her a smirk and a nod, Alex agreed, “Sure. Just make sure you stay out of the way.” 

Janet glared ice-cold daggers. “Watch it.” 

Alex simultaneously shrank back. “Okay okay, sheesh.” Suddenly both of them spun around at the slightest sound of rustling leaves, Alex pulling an arrow out and steadied it onto his long bow. 

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” A Wraith suddenly came tumbling out of the brush and landed with a grunt at their feet face down. He cut a rather comical figure with his cloak blown over his head and his arms flailed out. 

Alex lowered his bow and planted his left fist on his hip. “That’s the last time I let you go ‘collect’ reifa herbs. Where’ve you been the whole morning?” 

The Wraith hastily stood up and pulled his cloak off his head, revealing a brown haired man with dark blue eyes. 

Janet felt her jaw drop as she recalled whom he was. “Matt?” 

Matt’s expression mirrored hers. “Janet?” 

“Matt?” 

“Janet?” Both of them burst out laughing, holding their stomachs.

Alex broke in, “Uh, did I miss something?” 

Between laughs, Janet struggled to answer. “It- it’s Matt!” 

“Okay…that doesn’t exactly answer my question since you’ve already stated that twice before.” 

Janet’s laughing fit slowly dissolved into giggles and she shook her head. “No, never mind. I’m just surprised to see him here.” 

Matt nodded and attempted to keep a straight face. “As I am seeing her here.” 

Alex murmured under his breath, “Children…” 

“What?” Both Janet and Matt turned to him.

“Uh, nothing. Nothing important that is.” Alex looked from Janet to Matt and then scowled. “Really! Anyhow, where’ve you been all morning, Matt?” 

Matt coughed a couple times and then stood up straight. He didn’t meet Alex’s eyes and answered a little hesitantly, “Well, I started looking for the reifa herbs- I got them by the way- then I was attacked by a pair of forest imps and I didn’t want to fight them so they chased me southwards. Then it took me a while to find my way to the rendezvous point, but turns out you weren’t there anymore. Later I picked up your trail and found you here.” 

Alex sighed and folded his arms across his chest. “All this trouble caused by a pair of forest imps.” 

Janet narrowed her eyes. “I met two packs of forest imps and didn’t have nearly as much trouble as you did with just two of them. Some Wraith you are.” A funny look came over the brunette’s face and Janet immediately atoned, “I didn’t mean that.” Being a Wraith was an honor and Janet had dared suggest that Matt wasn’t good enough to be one. 

Alex broke the awkwardness and said, “We should get going. I can’t wait to use the reifa herbs.” Then to Matt, “How much of it did you get?” 

Matt looked skyward, trying to remember how much he had gotten and then said, “I think about five handfuls, enough to fill eight of,” he quickly whipped out a small, glass tube that was empty, “these.” 

“Good work, Matt. I think we could use one tube for mixing, four for our weapons and sell the rest. Not many people from Sarcia enter the Tiamat Jungle, so I don’t think reifa herbs will be common there.”  

Reifa herbs were jungle herbs that when smashed to a pulp could be mixed with feryin juice to make a powerful poison- or the alternative, antidote. Another use of the herbs was to rub it carefully onto pointed weapons- for instance, arrows, darts, and swords- and make them glossier and smoother. 

Janet motioned south onwards. “Let’s go. We’re not getting anywhere, and I want to get to Sarcia before nightfall. Which raises the question: why are you traveling with Alex?” 

Matt shrugged and explained, “I happen to be going to Sarcia too so Alex and I decided that two is better than one. It sucks that we can’t take out horses.” His comment about horses brought a sad look on Matt’s face. “I really miss Warrior.” 

Janet smiled weakly and patted Matt’s shoulder. “Who doesn’t miss their horse? It’s strange. You’d think that a horse would be man’s best friend instead of the dog.” 

“Us Wraiths wouldn’t be Wraiths without our horses.” Alex sighed heavily and then shook his head. “Back to the topic- we should go.” Suddenly he turned and started marching towards Sarcia. “Last one to Sarcia-”

Janet laughed as she followed after him. “-gets to buy everybody a drink.” Then she cried, “Hey!” as Matt jogged past her and Alex. 

Without looking back at them, Matt called, “I’m poor enough as it is. I’m not going to buy drinks for the lot of you.” 

Alex and Janet laughed and ran after the brunette Wraith. 

In the dimly lit room two smugglers sat in the far corner counting out the money made that day and went over lists of goods. The small glow of fire produced light cracking sounds as the flames licked upwards. It was only late afternoon so the sun was still out, but all the window shutters were closed tightly.

Across the room a female smuggler by the name of Kristy, sat in a chair tilted back so it leaned against the wall. With weary eyes she watched the other two at work. “How much tokes today?” 

The taller of the two smugglers looked up and smiled at her. “Two hundred and thirty more than yesterday. You do the math.” 

Using one hand to hook a lock of red hair behind her ear, Kristy kicked her legs and did the math mentally. Yesterday they had earned one thousand six hundred and forty-six tokens. Plus two hundred and thirty would be one thousand eight hundred and seventy-six. That wasn’t too bad for a day’s earnings. No wonder Justin’s in a super good mood today. 
Justin slapped the list of goods onto the table and pumped a fist into the air. “We’re done! This is one of our best earnings in a loooong time.” 

The other smuggler- Michael- nodded in agreement. “I think the last time we struck this big was about five months ago.” 

Raising one hand to rub her eyes, Kristy said, “Good. Now that’s out of the way, can I ask you something, Justin?” 

“What?”

Kristy crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t you think that being chased by that Wraith is annoying? Knowing you, you would have done something about it other than run- something you’re doing very successfully by the way.” 

Justin shrugged, stood, and then walked towards the exit. “As long as I can avoid him, I don’t have a problem.” As he walked out, the door eclipsed Kristy’s view of Justin’s back.

Kristy sighed and looked at Michael who was putting away the papers they had been working with. “Is it just me, or did Justin seem to dodge my question a bit?” 

Michael tucked the papers in a small drawer and then stood up straight and frowned at her. “Yes, I think he did, but he usually has his reasons.” Then he followed after Justin towards the exit. “I’m going to the town square. Do you want to come with?” 

Pushing her chair back onto four feet, Kristy got up and nodded. “Yeah, sure.” 

The run to Sarcia was rather short- just a few miles- taking them one hour to get there. All three Wraiths sat on their hunches at the town gate panting heavily and wiping sweat off their faces. 

Janet gasped a question, “Who got here first?” 

It took a while for her to get an answer since the other two were too busy filling their lungs with air. Finally Alex said, “Can’t remember. Too. Busy. Running.” 

They had all been pretty close together and they must have been a funny sight, three Wraiths running in a straight line all tired out. Janet frowned as she hefted her water canteen, finding it empty. Ugh, I’d drained it after the battle with forest imps. Lowering her canteen, she looked at the other two Wraiths. “Can I borrow, er, have some water?” 

Matt tossed her his canteen and Janet caught it, finding it about half full. She carefully screwed off the top and drank greedily, emptying the whole canteen. When she was done, she fastened the cap back on and tossed it back to Matt. 

Alex stood and walked towards the gate. “Come on. We’re here, so we should go in and I guess nobody is buying anybody drinks.” 

Both Janet and Matt got up and followed Alex to the front of the gate. When they came near, a voice from above called out a little nervously, “Wraiths! Wait one moment and I’ll open the gate.” 


The gate rolled up and the three Wraiths entered the town. The townsfolk gave the Wraiths one look and started shying away, giving them a clear path through the road. Janet caught a few comments from the townsfolk. 


“What are they doing here?” 


“Wow, real Wraiths!” 


Alex gave them a puzzled frown and said, “Shoo.” 


Immediately the whole crowd went back to their tasks doing their best to ignore the three Wraiths. 


Shaking his head, Alex sighed. “It’s not usually like this in other towns.” 


Matt scoffed and glanced side to side at the townspeople. “I guess Sarcia doesn’t get visited often by Wraiths. They look as if they’ve never seen a Wraiths before.” 


Janet frowned. “They probably haven’t. Sarcia is a peaceful town so it usually would be a waste of time to come here for a Wraith.” 


“But here we are.” Alex crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “That Justin! He’d better not do anything to this town.” 


Matt shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll be here long enough to know if he does.” He turned to Janet. “I’m only passing through Sarcia, so after I pick up a few things, I’m leaving for Hotan.” 


Janet nodded in understanding. “I see.” 


Alex started walking deeper into the town. “I’m going to the town square.” 

