
  
  
      
        
          A Scythe in the Dark

          The Rise of the Scythe, Book 3

		      
          Sam Whittaker

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  


Copyright © 2025 by Sam Whittaker

Cover by GetCovers

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1




It moved through the darkened city streets like a river, like an inky fluid with a will blacker than its cloak. It could easily have been mistaken for a shadow unless, of course, one were to lift its hood and stare into its horrifying, bone-white, inhuman features. But to do so would have courted death and the creature would have eagerly obliged. It would have fed upon any poor soul unfortunate enough to stumble across the secretive creature. 

It was a Black Whisper, a native of the land of Vulca. But now it traveled in service to the humans, and it was the special slave of a human Colonel from Thrall. Kuran doted upon the thing whenever he saw it, but the Black Whisper would never get over its resentment of being bound to the lesser being. Still, it was treated well enough. It was fed regularly. Yet it traveled in a cramped and somewhat uncomfortable box devised by its people whenever it was not out on one of the Colonel’s errands.

At present, it was released on one of those missions. It sought a boy. The human child had recently been in this city where trouble had stirred and the forces of Thrall had been ejected. The Black Whisper did not care one way or another what happened to the denizens of the treacherous city. It simply concerned itself with finding the master’s quarry. That meant tracking.

But first, it had to find a scent.

The olfactory senses of the Black Whispers were far superior to those of the humans. From a simple scent, it could distinguish between male and female. It could tell youth and old age apart easily. It could even sometimes discern what mood the subject had been in recently.

For now, it followed the scent trail of violence. Though it had been several days since the battle occurred in the streets of Trace Vale, there were yet strong lingering hints of the human conflict.

It followed a discernible trail of combat. The tang of it was delightful to it. But for the most part, the scents it picked up on were those of adults. They were a mix of males and females, and more than once, it came across the dying moments of a particular subject. Here a man had fallen, desperately clinging to the escaping life force. There a woman had collapsed in fear and had been struck down. And over there was a center of pure anger. The odorous remains of this one’s emotional state were quite powerful. And they were young. And they were male. It wondered if this were perhaps the subject it had been sent to track.

This time it had been given no initial aroma sample, only a description of what it had been commissioned to seek out. That made things substantially more difficult, but not impossible. It had found subjects that way before. It could do so again.

It lingered over the location and picked up hints of something else. It was another person, a young woman. There was brashness and vigor in her. Yet there were hints of something else, something it found detestable. This was a scent it did not know. It brushed all concern away and focused on the rage-filled boy who had been there.

But it then detected that the female had also died. The pleasing aroma of her death still hung in the alley, enticing his face down to the cobblestone passageway. A long, dripping snakelike tongue slithered out of his mouth and slowly lapped at the remnants of dried blood remaining on the stones of the alley floor. It drew no sustenance from this, but there was a kind of satisfaction for the creature in the act. A human might have likened it to the smell of freshly baked bread right out of the oven.

Its hideous lips curled up in a twisted smile.

Then another scent caught its attention. It was another young man, filled with sorrow. Curious, it mused. 

Two young men so close together might complicate this process. There was a chance that because they were close to one another in age as well as in physical proximity there might be a connection of some kind between them. 

It examined this new scent and compared it to the other. They were not of the same brood. Friends, then, it concluded. If that were the case, there would only be one way to tell them apart.

The master had told him of the weapon its quarry carried. A farmer’s scythe. It knew of this tool but had not known its use as a weapon. Then again, it supposed almost anything could be used as a weapon in a desperate situation. It mattered little when it came to itself, though. It was too wily and too mighty to fall prey to such brutish implements.

The creature pulled its face away from the place of the young woman’s death and lifted it to stare toward the mouth of the alley. That was the direction the fighting had gone. It could tell by the minuscule differences in the two scent trails that the angrier one had gone that way first. The other lingered for a while and then went off with others.

It tracked the angrier of the two young men figuring that one was more likely to be its objective. Besides, it was an easier trail to follow.

It meandered its way through the dark and empty streets, following the aroma until it came to a sort of open square. It paused at the edge, shooting cautious glances about to ascertain that it was still alone. If a passerby happened to stumble upon the monster, it would simply dispatch them. But sometimes it was better to wait and leave no trace of itself at all. Particularly when it was on the job.

The creature concluded that it was alone and proceeded. The scent of the boy became mingled with a crowd, so much so that it became difficult to pick him out from the rest. Yet his fury was strong enough that he remained discernible. The boy seemed to be quite focused as well. Something in his odor betrayed single-mindedness. There was also a readiness for murder. It could not help feeling the slightest hint of respect for this target. Of course, as a Black Whisper, it was far superior to the child, but the elements that it detected in the young man’s scent were traits the creature’s people valued.

As the thing followed the trail, it discovered where the boy had at last committed himself to violence. He had fought against the Thrall soldiers and had killed a few of them. It envisioned the scene in its dark mind. No wonder the master was interested. One so young accomplishing so much death was certainly to be prized. It wondered if the master wished to press the boy into service for Thrall. That mattered little, it decided. The Black Whisper’s role was simply to find and capture him.

It scoured the area a while longer then followed the trail in another direction. It brought him to a burned-out structure. The boy had gone inside for a time then exited once again. It continued to follow the trail at various points throughout the city. Once, the creature had to hide itself from a pair of patrolling soldiers. It did not doubt that if it wished it could easily dispatch both of them. But the thing did not want to chance one of them raising an alarm. So, it waited for them to pass then carried about its business.

Eventually, it followed the scent of both boys outside of the city. It was not surprised to find them reunited and traveling together, along with several others. No doubt, these were members of the Resistance which the master sought to crush. The Black Whisper would be more than happy to assist the master in that regard by finding his target and bringing him before Kuran.

It came at last to a patch of disturbed dirt beneath a tree. Vapors of death rose from the ground and it knew right away that one of their number must have been buried here. It lowered his face to the dirt and inhaled deeply. The Black Whisper could tell almost right away it was the same young woman who had died in the city. The two young men and their companions had lingered for some time at the grave and then had moved on.

The Black Whisper lifted its head and looked off toward the wilderness. Now that it discerned that they had left the city, it would be much easier to track the boy. But it wondered, again, which of the two younger men was the target it had been solemnly commissioned to acquire? The creature considered briefly that it might need to bring both of them along. It decided not to worry over this too much.

Again, the monstrosity knew the one it sought carried a farmer’s scythe. All it had to do was find that one, capture him, and steal away into the darkness. It could probably take the boy at night while the camp slept without being noticed. It would not matter if the Resistance had set watches through the night. It could circumnavigate those easily enough. The dark was its domain, and of it the Black Whisper was king.








  
  
Chapter 2




He stared at the farming scythe which lay horizontally before his feet. He sat upon his bedroll and contemplated the farmer’s tool-turned-weapon. But his mind wasn’t thinking about the implement. He thought about how it had been meant for one thing but then had become something else entirely… something violent. He supposed that was also true of himself. In truth, he was also stuck on the events of the last few weeks. So much had transpired in such a short amount of time. 

He had gone from a simple farm boy to a warrior. He had ended several lives. He had very nearly lost his own life on more than one occasion.

Yet what troubled him most of all was not any of this, but the difficulty in his friendship with Randall.

The other boy had grown extremely cold toward him since the tragic events that concluded their time in the city of Trace Vale. The steady passage of time only served to solidify Randall’s resolve to distance himself from Tag. Tag, on the other hand, alternated between sorrow for the damage to their friendship and anger toward the other boy for being so foolish and hard-headed.

Tag had done nothing wrong. Yet Randall remained unhappy with him nonetheless. Tag did not have to guess what it was truly all about.

He had borne witness to Randall quickly becoming enamored with Taryn, Tauric’s sister. Tag at first had privately laughed it off as a silly boyhood infatuation. But then something Tag had not anticipated occurred. Taryn had developed feelings for himself. It had created an uncomfortable but short-lived triangle. It was only short-lived because Taryn had died.

No, he corrected himself mentally, Taryn was murdered. The Commander of the Thrall forces in Trace Vale had slain her. Randall had caught up with him and viciously exacted his vengeance upon the evil man. But that had done nothing to sate the other boy’s unreasonable feelings toward Tag. Instead, he became more deeply entrenched in them. The more Tag tried to reach out to him, the more Randall withdrew.

Tag reached a hand forward and absently traced it along part of the scythe’s shaft. He sourly ruminated he might use it to knock some sense into the other boy. He shook all such thoughts away. Clobbering the other boy would not endear Tag to him. No, he realized, he would have to use words of reason. But could it be enough?

He wrapped his arms around his upper body. He rubbed at his arms trying to keep the chill of the early morning air at bay. It didn’t do much good.

He was never very good with words. That made him think of his father. He had always been ready to guide Tag with sound advice if the occasion should arise. A deep chasm of grief opened up in him at the thought of his murdered father. He fiercely missed his parents. He missed their little homestead. He missed the days when killing wasn’t a regular part of his existence. He began to wonder if he would ever be able to return to a normal life.

He heard footsteps and lifted his face eagerly, hoping to see Randall had come to his senses and seek a return to friendship. Instead, he saw Tauric coming with a grim expression fixed on his face. Tag’s heart sank a little at the sight.

Tag leaned forward and took hold of the scythe. He then planted the shaft on the ground and used it to steady him as he rose. There were others nearby sitting up in their bedrolls, taking notice of Tauric’s presence. The man shifted his haggard face to take them all in then returned his expression to Tag.

“Time to gather,” Tauric said. “We have fresh orders.”

“Moving on?” Tag asked.

“Soon,” Tauric confirmed with a nod coming to a halt before him. He planted one fist on a hip and held Tag in his gaze for a few seconds. Then he turned his attention to the others now standing from their bedrolls. When the rest of the men were on their feet, Tauric nodded to them then turned away and said, “Follow me.”

The groggy collection of men stumbled after Tauric until they arrived at the rest of the Resistance group gathered in the woods around the remains of one of the campfires. Standing at the center of the group was Trencher.

The man looked exhausted. Tag knew he had been part of the second watch the previous night. That never really afforded anyone a decent night of sleep. They rested for a while, were interrupted, and brought to their watch duty, then returned to bed for more broken rest. Most of the time the watches were peaceful and uneventful.

However, every once in a while, something would happen and the whole fighting group would have to be roused to address it. One such unpleasant  occurred while Tag was on watch. They had been attacked by monsters from a deadly mountain pass. They had left and thought themselves to be safe from the threat but some of the creatures had followed them, eager for an easy meal.

Tag shivered at the memory.

His eyes drifted down to Trencher’s side and he noticed the man gripping a scrap of paper in a fist. No doubt that was the source of the new orders to which Tauric had referred. Whatever was written on that paper, Trencher did not exactly look pleased about it.

A few minutes later when everyone was gathered, Trencher lifted a hand and their chatter died down. He turned a stern gaze over the group making sure all paid attention. When he was certain they were ready to hear him, he spoke.

“I have been called away,” he said gravely. From the cold and stony look in his eyes, Tag easily read his displeasure at this announcement. Tag likewise reciprocated with a similar feeling as apparently did most of the group who grumbled their unhappiness. Trencher had taken him in. He had become something of a mentor to Tag and Randall. But now with him gone, that further complicated things with the other boy. Tag otherwise could at least rely on Trencher for advice or mediation if necessary.

Now, no longer.

“The generals have summoned me to consult with them,” he continued, “and the rest of you will carry on to the next objective. I hope to rejoin you within a few weeks.”

“What is the next objective?” Tauric asked. There was something in the way the man said it that told Tag he already knew the answer. He was asking not for his benefit, but for the benefit of the others.

Trencher nodded to him and replied, “You are to begin the work of recruiting further soldiers for the Resistance. The next city you come to will be your first target. We will send in scouts to get the lay of the land first as always. We need to be certain there will be no heavy Thrall presence where we work. That may make it harder to convince people, however. If they have not yet tasted the bitter lies of our enemy’s ways, they will be less inclined to join the Resistance. They may not understand or see the value in it. Therefore, it will be especially important for those of you with personal losses at the hands of Thrall to step forward and tell your stories. Maybe they will be believed, or maybe they will not.” Here, Trencher’s eyes flicked to Tag, then quickly darted away again.

Tag understood. No doubt Randall would be part of this as well. He sighed internally and resolved to speak with the other boy after this meeting. They had to figure out a way to patch things up and move forward. They were part of something bigger now and personal differences had to be set aside. Tag knew this was easier said than accomplished, but there it was.

Trencher went on for a few more minutes, dispensing instructions to specific people. Then he turned to Tauric, lifted a hand toward him, and said, “In my absence, Tauric has command of my battle group. You will all defer to him in the same manner as you would to me. Is that clear?”

There was a chorus of grunts and affirmations. There was nothing particularly enthusiastic about it but Trencher simply nodded in reply. “Very good,” he said. “Now get your breakfast, break down camp, and get on the move. Victory waits for no man.”

With that, he turned and strode away from the gathering. Tag watched him go with a steadily growing sense of disquiet. He hated to see the man leave. After a few seconds, he searched the crowd for Randall. He saw the boy standing, motionless. His eyes were fixed on nothing and his arms were folded over his chest. The expression on his face was blank.

Tag took a deep breath, then jogged toward the other boy.

When he came near, Randall’s eyes flicked in his direction. As recognition registered on the boy’s face, it darkened. Tag stopped dead in his tracks. He hesitated only for a few seconds, then recommenced his journey. Randall watched him come coldly.

When he came near enough that he was reasonably sure he would be heard, he spoke. “Randall,” he said, “we have to figure this out.”

Randall stood quietly just watching.

Suddenly words failed Tag. The two young men stared at one another for an uncomfortably long time.

At last, Tag desperately grasped at inspiration for words and pressed on. “Randall, I have done nothing wrong.”

The other boy’s eyes narrowed and his lips pressed together in a thin bitter line. He maintained this icy stare for a few seconds longer, then turned from Tag and strode away.

Tag stood helplessly watching Randall leave. He wanted to pursue him, he wanted to press the conversation. But something told him to do so would be fruitless. So he did not pursue the other boy.

Tag expelled a disappointed sigh, turned, and found Tauric standing at a distance watching him. The two of them stared at each other for a few seconds, then Tauric shrugged his shoulders in an unhelpful gesture. Tag considered walking over to the man and seeking advice, but the pained expression on Tauric’s face prevented him from doing so. Tag recalled that the man had recently lost his sister. And he had just been given a burden of responsibility on top of that. Tag elected not to ladle his petty problems on the man.

Instead, he turned away, and using his scythe as a walking stick, he headed back toward his bedroll.








  
  
Chapter 3




The tent flap was jerked aside and a grim-looking messenger thrust his head in. The man’s eyes darted about until they landed on Uval. The eyes narrowed bitterly for a moment and then he spoke. 

“You are summoned,” was all he said. 

Uval remained seated in place and arched an eyebrow. “Where?”

“The Colonel wants you, but he’s not in his tent.”

“Where is he?” Uval replied icily.

“He’s in General Piker’s tent,” the messenger said with hints of grim satisfaction. No doubt the man surmised that Uval was in some kind of trouble. When he had returned to the camp there was no secret Kuran had disciplined him roughly. Most were surprised that the Colonel hadn’t ended his miserable life then and there. The Colonel was known for doing such things from time to time. And what Uval had done struck many as unforgivable.

Nevertheless, here he was, breathing still.

Uval stared at the messenger for a few seconds, refusing to move, reposing on his cot without any hint of interest in answering the summons. He wondered what the man thought of this. Perhaps he was eager to see judgment fall upon Uval and anticipated a bloody result. But after a few seconds, Uval slowly arose from his cot. He stood tall and proud glowering back defiantly at the messenger. “Get out,” Uval snapped at the man.

The messenger blinked, hesitated, then pulled his head out of the tent. Uval had not been stripped of his rank and therefore remained superior to the mere messenger. Many within the camp, particularly those of low rank and importance, would have loved to see someone in Uval’s position brought low. Perhaps even below their level. But Uval did not think that was in the cards.

He stood waiting for the messenger to move on from beyond his tent to whatever errand he was set upon next. He intended to allow a few extra moments in case the other man lingered, waiting to see if he would obey the summons immediately. He did not want to give the impression that he was cowed just yet.

Nevertheless, Uval could not deny there was concern deeply embedded in his chest. Kuran had thrashed him upon his return from the unsanctioned journey to Trace Vale and the subsequent failure there. Though to his dying day, Uval would maintain the failure had been Commander Noal’s, not his own. The arrogant little idiot had gotten what was coming to him in Uval’s estimation.

He now ruminated that perhaps it was fortunate that an Emissary of Thrall had come to retrieve Uval before that had occurred. If he had remained in the city, he would have been in danger. The power of the uprising had been striking. The army of Thrall had seldom encountered anything like it. He wondered if his military superiors were worried that it might be replicated elsewhere. He knew he would be concerned if he were in their position.

After allowing the messenger a significant enough portion of time to move on, Uval strode toward the tent flaps and emerged outside. The camp was bustling with life as always. It was early morning and the cookfires blazed and soldiers were emerging from their tents to visit latrines or see about other necessities.

The stench of the collection of unwashed humanity was overpowering. Uval loved it. It reminded him of the might of Thrall. He stood soaking in the environment for a handful of heartbeats, then set off in the direction of General Piker’s tent.

When he arrived, he was admitted immediately. The guards standing on either side of the entrance pulled the flaps away for him. He ducked his head low as he entered the expansive tent. The space was much larger than that deemed sufficient for a common soldier. But then, it had to be. Not only did it provide housing for the officer, but it also accommodated a desk as well as other administrative furniture and tools. Off to his left, there was a rack of weaponry. Various swords, long knives, maces, and other weapons sat patiently, waiting to be implemented. It was the General’s cache of weapons. Uval felt a small stab of jealousy viewing the collection.

The desk sat at the center of the tent and Piker stood beyond it looking down onto the surface. He studied a map unrolled before him. Colonel Kuran stood just off to his right. He too looked down at the map pointing at something. The two men were muttering to each other in words Uval could not hear. He halted just inside the door and waited to be acknowledged.

Several seconds passed before Piker lifted his eyes to the disobedient captain. Those eyes were like stone; hard and cold. Though they lacked qualities that were to be found in Colonel Kuran’s stare. Having Piker stare at you was like being clubbed. Having Kuran set his penetrating gaze upon you, however, was more like being… diced.

Kuran looked up as well, but his expression was unreadable. The Colonel had already lit into Uval and thus Uval hoped that most of his discipline was behind him. Something about the tension in the room told him otherwise, however.

“Uval,” Piker said slowly. He waited a few more seconds then added, “Get in here.”

“Thank you, General,” Uval replied. He stepped carefully forward into the space and halted a few paces away from the desk. His eyes flicked from the General to Kuran briefly, then returned to the man in charge. “How may I serve you?” Uval asked.

“That is the question, isn’t it?” Piker asked. He turned his face halfway toward Kuran though he kept his eyes on Uval. He said, “The Colonel wishes you to be present for this conversation. I must admit I am baffled as to why. Your recent insubordination colors your record poorly.”

Uval stood, hands clasped behind his back and face staring forward rigidly. He simply replied, “Yes, sir.”

Piker straightened his back and scratched his chin thoughtfully as he stared at the captain. Several uncomfortable seconds passed and then Piker said, “However, Kuran, here, is convinced you have not outlived your usefulness. I contend that this remains to be seen.” He paused and let several more moments creep by before he asked, “And what do you think?”

Uval had rehearsed an answer to such a question many times since his return and initial punishment at the hands of Kuran. He did not hesitate to relay the answer now.

“I have been shamed for my insolence,” he began, “and I take full responsibility for my choices. I am willing to go under whatever discipline my superiors see fit to administrate.”

Piker glowered back at him for a few seconds longer and then answered, “That is an evasion cloaked in acquiescence. It stinks of premeditation and duplicity. I do not believe it is a true reflection of your mind.”

Piker stepped to the side and came around the table. He then glided forward until he stood nearly nose-to-nose with Uval. He leaned in closer, narrowing his eyes, and hissed, “Tell me what you truly think.”

Uval instinctively wished to withdraw. Yet, he knew to do so would be weak. He refused to portray anything of the sort. His thoughts raced to generate a satisfactory answer. The seconds stretched on eternally as he groped in the dark corners of his mind for the right thing to say. But then it all came to a freezing halt. The General had demanded he give a true revelation of his thoughts. To do anything otherwise would be swiftly detected and punished. He had to speak the truth or die.

“I seek vengeance,” he said coldly.

“Vengeance for what?” Piker asked.

“For being tricked,” Uval said with acid.

“And against whom do you seek this vengeance?” Piker pressed.

“A boy,” Uval answered right away. His mind envisioned Tag with his farmer’s scythe. He recalled the boy cutting his men down. He then further remembered the trap laid for them in the mountain pass. He barely escaped with his life but most of his men had fallen. And then he recalled the events and Trace Vale. He had almost laid hold of his target there. But then he was yanked away against his will. He still harbored resentment toward his superiors over that. But that was one portion of himself he could never let show. To do so would be death.

“A boy?” Piker said flatly. “A boy was worth your treachery? A boy was worth almost earning an execution?”

For the first time, Uval locked eyes with the General. He sent seething hatred and fury back at the man. For the mere briefest of moments, he detected the other man flinch. That ignited a spark of tremendous pleasure within Uval. He knew he was destined for greater things. Perhaps one day he would be a general himself. But for now, only one objective demanded his attention: Tag.

“You will have to set that aside,” Piker said. “The army of Thrall cannot divert its resources simply to track and eliminate one child.”

“Why have you called me here?” Uval demanded. It was lost on no one that he did not address his superior officer with the proper respect. He walked a very dangerous line. However, he had stopped caring about that some time ago.

Kuran cleared his throat. Piker turned his attention to the Colonel and arched an irritated eyebrow. “Yes?” he snapped.

“I have released my Black Whisper to retrieve the boy. I think we can reasonably redirect Captain Uval’s attention to a greater task for the time being while not denying him his personal objective.”

Piker held Kuran’s gaze for an interminably long time. Then, when it seemed like he was about to deny Uval his right to revenge, the General slowly began to nod his head. “Very well,” he said. Then turning his face back to Uval he added, “I trust this means you are prepared to receive instructions and obey them this time?”

Without hesitation, Uval dipped his head in acknowledgment and replied, “Yes sir.”

“Very good.” Turning back to Kuran he said, “Colonel?”










