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Four men, not particu I arly known f or their go od deeds, cr  unched and
flounc ed amid the nyriad leave s onthepat h cuttingin t o the fores t. The air was
breezy and  clear, i twas a bri ghtsunnyau tumnday. B irds were si nging, and t he
occasi onal leaf fl oated downt o the ground Scrapes, wounds ands weat were al | over
the me n'sskin. T hey were all carrying ba  gs full of g old, weapons , foodando ther
stolen goods.

The men s auntered on down the pat h, smiling, cheery and h  alf-drunk. They
had re cently been on a "hunt."

"Ah, such  agoodboun tywehaveg otforourse | vesthisda vy, donotyo u all
agree, my fellowp | underers?", said Retier r, atall sl endermanwi thawiryan d
cunnin g face, clea  rly the lead er of thisn o-good briga  de.

"Yes,yes , yes..Wec ertainly are fine hunter s! We have enoughgold to
start  ourselves a kingdom of o ur own, if w e sowished. ..", said An aten, a man of
averag e height, wh  ose only fac i al features visible thr ough his tat t ered black cloak
was hi s bushy eyeb rows, which made is eyes seem all th e more mania cal.

"The bat  people certa i nly seem to have a lot of wealth... What strange
creatu res.." Ah earty, sarca stic laugh f ollowed fort h from Niatt , a man of
compre ssed stature and decorat ed withanu nkempt mane.

The fourt h man;anew arrival by t he name of  Tiger, was a bulky and
muscul ar man, with a horrible, rapsy voice He said" W should be proud. It t akes
fine w arriorstoc onquer such  savage fight  ers." This noble sentim  entwas brok en by
rough, mucoid coug hing. "Let us, ahem, re  j oice in our bounty."

Retierr p  ut his hands around his companionsi n a clumsy, drunken embr ace.
"Rejoi ce, my broth  ers," he yel | ed raucousl y. The othe r threegrun tedan
uninte | ligible mal e expression of solidari ty. Theyco  ntinued down the path.

Thwack! Blo od spit fort h from Niatt ' shead. He slumbered a bout
disori entedly, mut teringsound s ofpainmi  xed with sur  prise and di sbelief, and then
procee ded to fall. An arrow p rotruded fro m his head; he was shot near histem  ple,
ithad fatally pen etrated his skull.

The mood changed from  jubliant to fearful. T he party was stunned;fo r
they h ad a lot of | ootand gol d with them, and itwasn 'timmediate |y obvioust o
anyonein thepart vy iftheysh ould drop ev  erything and try to hunt down the ar  cher
respon sible, or ta ke everythin g and run. Retierr, Ana tenand Tige r had their eyes
opena s wideasth eycouldpos sibly be.

Tiger gas ped, "Who go esthere? W hatisitth atwe donow ?". Noone noved
fora second. Ana ten,decidin g tofend fo r himself, t i ghtly clutc hed his bags of
bounty and  started to runaway . “Traitor! ", yelled Re tierr. "Get him! Noon e
disban ds from me!” he yelled again;and R etierrand T i ger both fo | lowed the
black- cloaked Anat enin an att empttocatc h him.

Anaten ad vanced no fa therthante n stepswhen , thwack! An  arrow pierce d
Anaten ' s heart; he yelped, sta  ggered for a minute ort  wo, and then clutching t he
arrow thathadwen t throughhi s body, fell The metal items in hi s bags made a
clinki  ng noise as t hey hit the ground.

Tigerand  Retierr sta red at each other for a noment. Whe t her it was
coinci dence or tel epathy, both rogues had the sameide a. Tigerto ok his bags of
treasu reandhidb ehind atree on the side of the path Retierr t hrew hisbag s down
and hi d behindat reeontheo pposite side .

The breez e begantop i ckupintoa steady wind , blowingle aves everywh ere.

Aloud,d eep voice em anated from some distanc e: "Thisis what happens  to
those who invade o ur territory Come out and fight!" The voice's request wen t
unheed ed by both T i gerand Ret ierr,whoha d theirback s up against the trees t hey
were b ehind, tremb | ing...

Tiger imm ediately ste pped out fro m behind the tree, dragg i ng his boot vy bag
with h i m, yelling "You're the coward! Sho w yourdamn face, and fi ght like am an!"
He bar ely finished the sentenc e beforeat hird whack s  ounded. Asp |itsecond | ater,
there wasalsohea rdheardap ainful groan , thesound of afalling body, and m ore
clinki  ng metal noi  ses.

"Coward, i ndeed! You who prey on innocent vi | lagers, una  ble to defen d
themse | ves, youar e the coward s!"rebuked the deepvoi ce.

Retierr m  uttered an e xpletive und er his breat h, and remai ned very sti I,
not ma king eventh e slightest noise. Only halfaminu tepassed, b utitseemed an
eterni ty to Retier r, and after what had ha ppenedtohi s companions , hedaredn ot
move. Then he hea rd footsteps rustling th rough the au tumn leaves, and heldhi s
breath

Thwack! The soundwasv eryloud, an d made Retie rr'searsri ng. He
cringe d, and held his eyes shu  t, expecting pain to fol | ow, but aft erseveralm  oments
there was nothing. He opened his eyes, sl owly inspect  ed his head f or wounds, and
found nothing. He lookedath ishandsand stomach,an d there were no arrows.
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The night was calman d pleasantly cool, illum i nated by a not-yet-full
moon. Inside, it was dark, bu t Princess E stella had n ot bothered t o light any
candle s. Withint he center to wer, in her f ather'scas  tle, she sat atop the in
ledge of herwindo w, her hands resting on her crossed knees, intak i ng of the
slight |y cooltemp erature and soft, subtle breeze. He r father'sb anquet had e
short  while ago, a nd she was s till wearing her white e vening gown,  which wispe
about [ azilyinth e night air; with her wi ngs.

Thoughts  went through her mind, t houghts of R eikas. She closed her e
andel icitedagen tlesighas she imagined herself clo se to him, a ble toleth
touch her, able to put herarm s around him ...Reikasha d beenatth e banquetea
butsh e didnotha vethecoura ge tospeak to him. Des pite the fac t the entire
functi  on was in hi s honor, in r ecognition of his outst anding work  of capturing
rogue human wanted by the King himself, he r fatherwou | dneverwan t herto set
onac ommoner. No matter the magnitude of a commoner' s accomplish rmnents, it wo
not ma t ter to the King...

Tears beg antoformi n her eyes. She slid of f the window sill, and
remount ed it, this time crouch ingonthel edge, graspi  ng firmly wi t h her long
slende r clawed fee t. She bent forward, pl acing her ha  nds between her feet, an
gracef ully spreadi ng her wings slightly ba ck, into the room behind  her; formin
pose o f frustrated meditiation Below,on e could see a great deal of the lowe
levels of castle a ndouterkee p, and a fai r amount of  her father's kingdom.
Everyw here visible was the sig  ht of dim bu i Idings pepp  ered with fl ames of torc

"lknowy ouareoutt here, Reikas ", she whisp  ered to hers elf..."l hun
foryo u so badly.. ." She clos ed her eyes.

Suddenly she heard a noise,and h  ereyespopp edopen,sta rtled. The
was op ening...

Candle le aked into th e room, acco npanied by a seemingly d eafeaning
creaki ng from the door. "Este Ila...I've b roughtyouy our bed clot hes...Wh...w
the Pr i ncess doing perched ato p the window , dear?" A stout and mo t herly figur
witha shortpug-n ose,wornte eth and fold ed little wi ngs peeredt  hrough the d

Itwas At ienne, herc aretaker. E stella merel y looked at Atienne, and
tothe floor. "Is there somet  hing making t he Princess ill of hear t? Areyou
feelin g well, dear  ?" said Aite nne, lightin g the candle on Estella’ s table. Es
sighedas  shejump eddown from  the window.

"Nothing  ails me...my mind is mer  ely busy thi s particular night."

"Your fir e is out, sh all I have i t rekindled"

"No, lwi | |take care of it."

Aitenne s ighed,andg ave forth a f rustrurated flap of her  wings. "Pe
alitt lerestisi n order,”sh e said.

Estellaw asnow stand i ngin front of the wind ow, with her hands behin
back, staring outs i de. Shefa  kedayawn. "Perhaps... Itisallth e well anywa
Ishal | be retirin g soon."

An expres sion of resi gned concern  appeared on  Aitenne's f ace for a mo

"Very well. Your father wish es me to tel | youthath e bidsyoug ood night."
Estell a didnotbo thertoresp ond, and Ait  enne left af t er a moment closing th
behind her. It ma de a heavy, resonant sou nd as it was shut, as th ough the Pri

was lo ckedinadu ngeon.
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around with her hand, inmaging it was Reikas playing with them imaging his nmanly
bat-smell, imging howit would feel for himto kiss her between her breasts, and
all over her chest; thinking how nice it would feel for himto lick her nipples,
ki ss her deeply, nibble on her ear...She purred quietly at the intensely pleasant
t houghts. ..
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and then drunkenly let herself fall back on the bed.

There she lay, conpletely relaxed and sniling, feeling the breeze fromthe
open wi ndow and the noonlight upon her. Estella enbraced herself, inmaging herself
to be next to the warnth of Reikas body, hearing his breathing, pretending she could
feel his body around hers. She | ooked outside of the wi ndow, |ooking at the full
noon hanging in the sky. The snell of the fresh air touched her nose. She inhal ed,
and was refreshed. It was beautiful. Everything was beautiful and perfect.

She then undid her perfectly nade bed, with the hand-quilted conforter and
| acy edges on all the blankets, pillows and bedskirt, and nestled herself deep
within the blankets, and drifted off to Dream and with her dream boy, with a snile
on her face. She slept very well that night.

"I nmust have him.." was the final thing she said the herself as she fell
asl eep.
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