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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Snowflakes were falling from a cloudy sky, swaying gently in the icy breath of a fading winter wind. Spring was close at hand, and with it warm breezes would come to the north of Tremia. The Norghanian landscape, endlessly white, would be transformed into thousands of gay and cheerful colors in the lowlands. Forests and valleys would soon awaken, and life would come back after the long lethargy of winter. Plant and animal life would burst forth under the warm gaze of a sun which had barely made its appearance during the last two seasons, and which was sorely missed. 
 
    A thick cloak of snow covered the path. The weather was not deeply cold, so that it allowed the fields and the landscape, still in their winter coat, to be enjoyed. As far as the eye could see was covered in snow: the road, the meadows on both sides of it, the forests further east and north. The endless mountains in the distance, with their peaks and hills forever cloaked in white, gazed at men, weather, and the passage of time indifferently. 
 
    “Don’t lag too far back,” Lasgol said as he turned on Trotter’s saddle to look behind him. 
 
    Not lag. Play a little, Camu’s message reached him, together with a feeling of joy. 
 
    “All right, but just a little.” 
 
    Lasgol saw his mischievous friend bouncing in the snow on the edge of the road. He was like a child who had just come out to play in the snow after days inside, waiting for the storm to pass. His everlasting smile and bulging eyes made Camu adorable, and Lasgol’s heart melted whenever he saw him enjoying himself. He was still growing and was now the size of a wolf, but despite that, as he watched him bouncing about in the snow, Lasgol had no doubt that he was still an infant, albeit a large and rowdy one. 
 
    Ona came up to Camu from behind, crouching stealthily, hiding her presence. Then she suddenly gave a huge leap and fell on him as if she were hunting a quarry in the mountains. They both rolled on the snow with much growling and shrieking which Lasgol interpreted as animal laughter. They fought, jumped, played and frolicked in the snow like two siblings having a whale of a time. Lasgol had to wait until they got tired of having fun, although in fact he didn’t mind. They were happy playing, and he enjoyed watching them immensely. Now that he saw them together and how well they got on, he realized how lucky he had been to achieve the Elite Specialty of Beast Whisperer, and with it Ona as his familiar. 
 
    “Easy, Trotter, you know what they’re like… thank goodness you’re not as full of mischief as they are,” he whispered to his faithful pony who moved his head up and down as if he understood and agreed with him. 
 
    He stroked his neck and smiled. Gradually, dear old Trotter was growing used to Ona, or rather was not as scared of her when she came near him. Lasgol had been working for days with the pony until he had managed to make him accept the snow panther. Luckily the Beast Whisperer’s techniques which Elder Gisli had taught him were coming in very useful. Even so, it had taken time. He did not blame poor Trotter for being afraid of a big cat, particularly as he already had the playful and restless Camu as a companion. 
 
    Ona stared out at the forests for a moment, and Camu began to camouflage himself. An instant later he had vanished. Ona turned her head toward him, and seeing that he was no longer beside her she gave a great leap. She looked in all directions in puzzlement. 
 
    Don’t be mean. You know Ona doesn’t understand that, Lasgol reprimanded Camu mentally, using his Gift. 
 
    Yes. Fun. 
 
    No, it’s not fun. The poor thing was startled out of her skin, and she’s looking everywhere, not understanding what happened. Come on, don’t be naughty. 
 
    Not naughty. Play. 
 
    You can’t play hide-&-seek with her with magic. We’ve already talked about it. She doesn’t understand how you can vanish like that, and it frightens her. 
 
    More fun. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head emphatically from the saddle. He knew Camu was looking at him and would see his reproachful gesture, even though he could not see his restless friend. All of a sudden, he saw tracks appear on the snow: prints of four feet going away from Ona to the east. 
 
    I see you, you rascal. 
 
    Not see. 
 
    Fine, I don’t see you, but I know where you’re going. 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Camu was as stubborn as he was naughty. 
 
    “Ona. Track,” Lasgol ordered her, and made a sign to her to go east. 
 
    The panther looked at him and followed the order, as she always did. Once she was concentrated on tracking, she stopped being perplexed. She found Camu’s trail on the snow and began to follow it. Her cat-instincts and Lasgol’s training took over, and she began to move like a lethal hunter in search of a quarry. 
 
    She’s going to find you. 
 
    Not see. Not find. 
 
    To find something, you don’t need to see it. 
 
    Yes, need. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and laughed. He was not going to persuade Camu, so he let him go on with his game. He watched Ona not only following the trail on the snow, but also sniffing, which meant she had caught Camu’s scent. Now she would not let go. Lasgol rubbed his hands to warm himself, and in anticipation of the hunt Ona was setting off on. Would she be capable of hunting Camu down when he was invisible? It seemed a complicated business to him, but she was very clever. She was still very young, and she might lack the experience of years, but she was very bright and intelligent. 
 
    “What do you think, Trotter? Will Ona find Camu?” 
 
    The pony neighed and shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t think so either? I’m not so sure… I think she just might. Let’s see.” 
 
    The snow went on falling, and he began to feel the damp and cold spreading down his back. He huddled deep in his Specialist’s hooded cloak; it was the winter one, completely white and very warm. He was also wearing the winter scarf, which covered the lower part of his face. He checked his weapons: on Trotter’s left he carried his two bows, the short and the compound, protected in leather cases. At his waist, as was the rule, he carried his short axe and long Ranger’s knife. With everything in order, he felt safer. 
 
    Not find, Camu messaged as he reached an oak and hid behind it. Lasgol could see the tracks his friend had left in the snow.  
 
    I wouldn’t bet on it. 
 
    She not see. She not find. 
 
    Lasgol watched Ona. The panther reached the oak after following the trail, which little by little was being covered by the falling snow. She sniffed around beside the oak. Lasgol could not see any more prints leaving the tree, so he guessed Camu was waiting there motionless behind it. 
 
    Ona looked back at Lasgol, waiting for an order. 
 
    “Ona, bring down.” 
 
    The panther looked at Lasgol again, then ahead. He was sure she knew where Camu was. But would she bring him down if she was unable to see him? It seemed to him a curious and interesting exercise, and he was intrigued by the outcome. 
 
    All of a sudden, Ona leapt, and Lasgol thought she already had him, that she would fall on top of the creature behind the oak. 
 
    But he was wrong. 
 
    The panther climbed into the tree and crawled along one of the snow-covered branches. 
 
    Camu became visible at the end of the branch. He shrieked with joy and began to dance as he always did, flexing his four legs and wagging his tail. Ona chirped joyfully too and swung her long tail, happy to have found her friend. 
 
    I told you she’d find you… 
 
    Ona. Smart. 
 
    Yes, and very good and obedient, not like you. 
 
    Me good. 
 
    Yeah… sure… 
 
    How she find? 
 
    She followed your trail. She can’t see you, but she can see your trail and catch your scent. 
 
    Scent? 
 
    Your smell. 
 
    I not smell. 
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing, Yes, you have a scent. We all do, and each one’s different. She can catch it. 
 
    Trotter smell. Me no. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    Come on, let’s move. I’m beginning to freeze. 
 
    I not cold. 
 
    I know, you don’t feel the cold. 
 
    Ona not cold. 
 
    Yeah, but that’s because I’m only a poor human and we humans feel the cold, and we even freeze to death. 
 
    Humans strange. 
 
    Sure, and you two are perfectly normal. 
 
    Yes, perfectly normal. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Come on, Trotter, let’s get moving. We’re almost there and I want something hot to eat tonight. And I’m sure you’ll appreciate a good stable to rest in.” 
 
    The pony set off. 
 
    Camu, we’re off. 
 
    His friend looked at him with his head to one side, then leapt off the branch and came to him. 
 
    Lasgol whistled. “Ona. Here.” 
 
    The panther obediently took up a position behind Lasgol too, keeping a small gap for safety, as he had taught her, so that Trotter would not be nervous. Camu fell into step with her and licked her affectionately with his blue tongue. Ona responded with a soft deep chirp which was almost a purr. 
 
    They had been traveling for many days, but luckily, they were reaching their first important stop before they set off for their final destination. Lasgol was looking forward very much to this break in his journey. He had already parted from his friends several days earlier. First it had been Ingrid’s turn to say goodbye, setting off to the west. Then Viggo, to the south. And finally Astrid, to the capital Norghania. 
 
    Lasgol heaved a long sigh. Trotter looked back at him. 
 
    “Easy, boy, there’s nothing wrong,” he whispered, and stroked his mane. 
 
    The separation from his friends had left a hole in his stomach there was no ignoring. He had an empty feeling inside him because of his comrades’ absence, and he could find no way to fill it. He had spent so long with them, always together, that he had forgotten how to face life on his own, without help. He took a deep breath. Now he had to carry out the orders he had been given, and he had to do it alone. He was a Ranger Specialist, and most of the time they acted on their own. He knew that, accepted it, and felt he was ready for it. He had spent four years training to be a Ranger and another to become a Specialist: yes, he was ready to face practically anything, and that was what he would do. 
 
    As Trotter went on at an easy but confident pace, he gazed at the falling snow. It was covering everything with a beautiful white cloak, and it made him melancholy. Only two days had gone by and he was already missing them terribly, all of them, and especially Astrid. Their parting had been hard, very hard, for both of them. They were in love, and their young lives were moving apart. Both of them knew they would have to confront mortal dangers, and that there was a clear possibility that they would never see one another again. This certainty had deeply affected both of them. 
 
    “We’ll meet again soon,” Lasgol had assured her. 
 
    She had nodded, then hugged him as if she were going to lose him forever. “Promise.” 
 
    “I promise. Nothing will keep us away. Never.” 
 
    “Not even death?” 
 
    “Not even death, because it won’t catch us. Our love will manage to find a way around it.” 
 
    “Don’t let it get you… I’d die of sorrow…” 
 
    “I won’t,” he had assured her. 
 
    They embraced tightly, unable to part, wishing that by some whim of fate they could go on being together. Their feelings were raw, and the love they felt for each other was so deep that separation and absence were going to break their hearts. 
 
    “Send news to the capital as soon as you’ve finished your mission,” Astrid said. 
 
    “All right. I’ll try to meet you there.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “Don’t take too long.” 
 
    “I won’t. And you be very careful. I have a bad feeling about your mission.” 
 
    “Because it’s the King who’s calling me?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “All Kings are.” 
 
    “This one in particular. Don’t let him send you on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “I’ve got no intention of dying. I want to grow old by your side.” 
 
    “Before that we’re going to have a few dangers to get around.” 
 
    “We’ll do that. I’m absolutely sure about it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and managed a smile. He wanted to appear strong for her, for both of them. 
 
    “See you in Norghania.” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    They embraced before parting. He wished that that moment could last for all eternity. He loved her and was happy in her arms. He knew they had to go their separate ways, that there was no alternative, and it hurt him as though his heart were being pierced with a red-hot dagger. 
 
    “I wish we could…” she said. 
 
    “We have a duty to perform… We’re Rangers.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “I know… We’ll do it.” 
 
    “For Norghana.” 
 
    “For Norghana.” 
 
    They kissed long and passionately, and when they parted, he took her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “I’ll always love you.” 
 
    “And I’ll love you too, my sweetheart.” 
 
    And those words remained engraved on Lasgol’s heart with the fire of a love both pure and ardent. 
 
    He sighed heavily and came out of his reverie. Wiping the snow off his face, which was not letting him see properly, he guided Trotter towards the end of the journey. The pony plodded on without complaint, as he always did. He was a faithful partner, and he could always be counted on. This made him think of Viggo and his parting words, shortly after Ingrid had left them. 
 
    “Hey, weirdo, don’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    “I’m not a weirdo, and you know I never look for trouble to get into, not like some…” 
 
    Viggo smiled. His expression suggested that he had never so much as broken a plate in his life. He spread his hands wide.  
 
    “Me? I’ve no idea what you mean…” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, “Yeah, and I’m an Infallible Marksman.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I don’t enjoy a bit of trouble every once in a while to spice things up, but your trouble always comes with strange mysteries and that damned magic. That I don’t like at all.” 
 
    “I don’t get into trouble. What happens is that we stumble upon unique and complex situations…” 
 
    “Call it what you like, but don’t get into anymore ‘situations’, either unique or complex, because I won’t be there to get you out of them.” 
 
    Astrid, who was watching the scene with folded arms from her saddle, chuckled in amusement. 
 
    “You won’t be there either…” 
 
    Her face shadowed. “True. Now we’re going to have to look after ourselves.” 
 
    “Stay alert, and for the love of the Ice Gods, don’t get into any more trouble until I’m with you again,” Viggo said very seriously. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Attaboy.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Me? I’ll be fine. Isn’t this Viggo the Elite Specialist and Natural Assassin you’re talking to? Before long my name’ll be a legend among the Rangers.” 
 
    Astrid burst out laughing. “First you’re going to have to prove yourself… that’s what I think.” 
 
    “Piece of cake. As soon as I get sent on my first mission, I’ll triumph.” 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid shook their heads.  
 
    “And when the bards and troubadours are singing my deeds throughout the kingdom, you’ll find you’re not laughing quite so hard.” 
 
    “The worst thing is that you mean what you say,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    Viggo’s expression said ‘of course’. 
 
    “You’d better take care of yourself. They say Orten, the King’s brother, is a brute and has some pretty bad manners and habits…” 
 
    “That goes with being Norghanian nobility. He doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “Anyway, be very careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep my eyes open. I always do.” 
 
    They hugged, and Viggo went on to the south. 
 
    Remembering his friend’s parting comforted him. Then he looked up at the dark clouds in the inclement sky and was assailed by negative thoughts. They had spent a very intense year in the Shelter, and while they had been training, the civil war in Norghana had broken out again. With the coming of Spring both sides would go back into battle, and blood would flow across the valleys and mountains of Norghana. As Rangers they would find themselves immersed in the fray. They would have to choose sides once again, and it would not be easy. The King was no longer a Shifter. Thoran was now the legitimate king of the East and occupied the throne. Arnold was king of the West and was seeking to take the throne from Thoran and reign in his place, as was his right by blood.  
 
    Lasgol inhaled the cold air and let out a breath of steam. Then on the other hand there was the ugly business of the Dark Rangers, which was making him very uneasy: a secret organization of Rangers who were seeking to kill him. He had no idea who they were or why they wanted him dead, but he was going to have to find out if he wanted to stay alive. 
 
    He sighed heavily, and Trotter looked around at him. 
 
    “Keep going, old friend, we’re nearly there.” 
 
    And as if all that were not enough, there were the missions they had been given, all of them dangerous. They would all have to carry them out and avoid dying in the process. He shook off the bad feelings and apprehension. He was not going to be afraid. They would face up to all those situations when the moment arrived, and come out on top, as they had so far. Or so he hoped. 
 
    He rode on through the snow. 
 
    The sense of something ominous did not leave him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rounded the last bend in the road. Lasgol smiled when he saw the entrance to the Camp in the distance, through the snow. 
 
     “We’re here, Trotter,” he whispered, and patted the pony’s neck. 
 
    It had only been a year since he had gone out through those same gates on his way to the Shelter, but he felt as if it had been much, much longer, as if the period of time he had spent training to become a Specialist had been two years instead of just one. He had lived through strange and difficult events at the Shelter, and that was probably why. 
 
    He turned to look at Ona and Camu, who were still playing happily, untroubled, oblivious to the snow that was still falling from a stormy sky. 
 
    Camouflage, he messaged Camu, using his Gift. 
 
    Long time? came the reply. 
 
    Yes. You mustn’t be seen here. 
 
    I camouflage, he said, but there was a sense of sadness that Lasgol received along with the message. Camu preferred not to make himself invisible. Unless they were playing hide and seek. Then he certainly loved it. From what Lasgol had been able to observe, his mischievous friend could spend a whole day hidden, which was a clear sign that his power was growing. Not long before, he had only been able to hide for short periods of time in a single day. It was a significant advance. He had also noticed that afterwards Camu needed to sleep for long periods to allow himself to recover. It was something that happened to Lasgol himself when he used most of his pool of internal energy in summoning up his skills. And as far as he knew, it also happened to Magi of great power. Hence he could deduce that the extended use of a skill, or the invocation of spells or enchantments, consumed a great deal of this inner energy, exhausting the body and then requiring a long rest in order to regain the magical energy consumed and restore the body. 
 
    Camu became invisible, and as usual Ona jumped in fright. She did not like her friend to vanish like that, not the least little bit. Lasgol hoped that she was getting used to it, but for now this was not the case. He would have to work with her so that she would understand and be at ease with it. He had a lot to teach the young panther. At the same time, working with her delighted him, so he did not mind in the least. More than that, he loved doing it. 
 
    “Ona. With me,” he ordered. It was a neutral command, so that she would stay at his side, but without putting herself on guard, or readying herself to attack. This was something he always needed to have under control. Great cats were quick to attack if they felt a threat or any sign of danger. A careless moment, a blink, and she might pounce on someone, and then they would be in deep trouble. Luckily, he had been granted the best and most obedient familiar in all the northern mountains, and he was delighted. 
 
    The snow panther chirped and fell into step by his side. Trotter snorted, but Lasgol calmed him with strokes and soft words. 
 
    “She has to walk beside us,” he told the pony. “Don’t worry, nothing’s going to happen to you. Ona is good, she’s your partner.” 
 
    Trotter snorted again and moved his head away from the panther. He was not very convinced. Lasgol hoped Ona would behave well among humans – or at least he wanted her to – but he was not sure what could happen. This would be their first trial, and it would be a good one as the Camp would be crowded with Rangers and contenders about to begin the term. Better to find out how Ona behaved among Rangers than among peasants; the mere thought of going into a village with a snow panther in tow made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Peasants would not understand. They would flee in terror. He would also have to confront hunters and soldiers who would want to kill her. This made him realize he could not take her into a city. Luckily Elder Gisli had taught him a system for this type of situation, when he had no choice but to go into a city, fortress or anything of the kind. He would have to try it and see if it really worked in real situations outside the Shelter or the Camp. Everything in its own time. Now he had to focus on the difficult situation at hand. Humans, Rangers included, were not happy about having great cats among them, except in cages. 
 
    “Come on, Trotter, let’s go inside.” 
 
    The pony obeyed and went on to the entrance of the Camp. He seemed to remember the way, and probably he did. 
 
    They stopped at the gate, which was shut. It was just as he remembered: an impassable barrier of snow-covered trees and bracken which looked like an icy wall, tall and irregular. He knew there were several Rangers on Watch Duty, hidden in the heights. 
 
    He introduced himself: “Specialist Ranger Lasgol Eklund, requesting permission to enter the Camp.” 
 
    There was no answer. He felt strange, speaking to the barrier of frozen trees. For a moment longer nothing happened. He knew there were several arrows aimed at his chest, but he was easy in his mind. The Rangers on guard at the gate were veterans. He was in no danger, even if there was a snow panther with him. 
 
    “Open up to a Ranger,” he insisted. For some reason they were taking too long about it. 
 
    There came a crack, then the sound of branches and trunks being dragged aside. A section of the forest and undergrowth opened as if by magic. Lasgol whispered to Trotter to go on, and they went through with Camu invisible on his left and Ona on his right, watchful. 
 
    As they entered the Camp and he began to glimpse the familiar surroundings, hundreds of thoughts flooded into his mind and overwhelmed him: feelings both enjoyable and definitely unpleasant. He remembered when he had arrived for the first time, how bad he had felt. How terrible it had been during the first half of the year, until he formed the unbreakable friendship he now enjoyed with his cabin partners the Snow Panthers. That was what had saved him. Distant images came to him, images of the enormous difficulty of the training, blurred and yet charged with intense emotions. The scorn he had been treated with because of who he was had been engraved in fire in his heart, and that was something he could never forget. Setting foot in the Camp brought it all back, vividly, and he had to swallow and take a deep breath to dispel the feeling. 
 
    He looked aside at Ona, who was observing everything around her restlessly, with her ears pricked, and remembered all the good things he had experienced with the Snow Panthers during the four years they had been a team. A smile spread across his face. Now they were all scattered, each of them carrying out their duties as Rangers, but he knew he could always count on them. They were friends for life, a thing which rarely happens. Unfortunately, humans tended not to forge such close bonds; they were too busy with their own lives and in general did not appreciate the value and importance of a good friend. Lasgol did, and so did his friends. 
 
    The familiar sight of the Camp made him sigh. He realized the enormous importance, and especially the uniqueness, of having friends like the ones he had. And it had all happened here. For this alone he ought to be grateful to this special, secret place, where the Norghanian Rangers trained and where great relationships started – and also ended. 
 
    He went on to the stables, past the workshops. The Rangers and contenders in the area all stared at him as he went. Not only because he was a Ranger Specialist and there were not many of them walking around the Camp, but because of Ona. Lasgol watched her out of the corner of his eye to make sure everything was all right with her. He had to make sure he could control her and that she would behave properly among humans, which he guessed was not going to be at all easy. 
 
    He saw First-year contenders with their red cloaks moving away from them, in fear. The poor souls had just started their training and must feel totally lost. Seeing a Specialist accompanied by his familiar was not a thing they either expected or understood. He had to hold back a smile and keep his face serious. Even a couple of Rangers started at the sight of a snow panther walking loose among them. 
 
    He reached the stables and dismounted from Trotter with a smooth leap. It was odd, he realized, but the snow was falling less heavily inside the Camp. That enormous valley with its shroud of mist almost had its own special climate. He stroked Ona’s head to soothe her. She was looking suspiciously at all the humans around and had made no sign of being ready to attack, but Lasgol was not entirely easy. 
 
    “Ona. Stay,” he ordered her, to make sure she would not move from his side. 
 
    The man in charge of the stables waved at Ona. “The pony’s welcome, but I can’t look after the panther.” 
 
    “I understand. No problem, she’ll stay with me.” Lasgol took his travel pack and his bows, which he slung over his shoulders. 
 
    “All right,” the man said, and took Trotter away to tend to him. The pony did not protest. He was well acquainted with the stables, and he knew he would be treated like a king there. 
 
    Lasgol went to the center of the Camp with Ona. As he walked on, remembering good moments he had spent there, he noticed the stir he was causing. Groups of Second-year contenders in their yellow cloaks gaped at him. When he reached the central well, he stopped and petted Ona, who was now beginning to seem more restless. 
 
    “Easy, girl,” he whispered to her. “I know there are humans here, but they won’t harm you.”  
 
    A sizeable group of Third-years on their way back from training stopped at the sight of Ona and reached for their weapons. Lasgol went on stroking her and whispering to her not to attack the blue-cloaked contenders, who were aiming their arrows at her threateningly. Seeing that Lasgol was acting as though Ona were a great mastiff, they relaxed a little and watched, deeply intrigued. A group of Fourth-years in their brown cloaks appeared from the north, and they too stopped to look with their hands on their weapons. 
 
    Ona was getting very nervous by now. There were too many humans watching her from different directions. She looked back at them, but her attitude had changed from restless to something more aggressive. She did not like the situation. Lasgol became aware of this and stroked her back. 
 
    “They’re friends. Rangers won’t harm you,” he whispered. 
 
    Ona gave a threatening growl. 
 
    The nearest contenders stepped back at once. They were aware of the danger. 
 
    “Easy, girl… they’re not enemies. You mustn’t attack.” 
 
    Then suddenly a voice thundered at Lasgol’s back. 
 
    “What are you all doing, standing there? Haven’t you ever seen a Ranger Specialist with his familiar?” The voice was bad-tempered, and to Lasgol it was very familiar. He turned and saw Master Instructor Oden Borg. 
 
    “Master Instructor,” he greeted him with a nod, but did not stop stroking Ona. 
 
    “So, in the end you managed to become not only a Ranger, but a Specialist too?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    “You can drop the ‘sir’. You’re not at the Camp any longer, so I’m not your senior, lad.” 
 
    “Even so, sir, it’s my way of showing the respect you inspire in me.” 
 
    Oden was left speechless, which was something very unusual in him. “I… well… yes… I appreciate it,” he stammered, clearly taken aback by the reply. 
 
    “Everything going well around here?” 
 
    “Nothing ever goes well here. The First-years are a bunch of dumbasses who couldn’t find their own backside even if you gave them clues. The Second-years go one way and the other, just as lost as they were the first day, which is enough to show you how incapable they are. The Third-years think they know something by now, but in fact they still can’t find their own backside and they realize this with every mistake they make. And don’t get me talking about the Fourth-years, they think they’re experts at everything. Wait and see the surprise they get when they don’t manage to graduate.” He said all this at the top of his voice, and his tone suggested that he was surrounded by blockheads who were both incompetent and half-witted. 
 
    The objects of his tirade, who were watching them, bowed their heads. They murmured excuses and protests among themselves, defending themselves against Oden’s accusations. They were doing so fairly quietly to avoid awakening the Master Instructor’s rage. 
 
    “Move on! Back to your tasks! I’m surrounded by loafers and incompetents!” 
 
    The contenders began to melt away unobtrusively. 
 
    Lasgol had to muffle a laugh. “I see what you mean,” he said, following the master’s lead. 
 
    “Thank goodness every once in a while they send me some good material to work with,” Oden said. He acknowledged Lasgol’s worth with a nod. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by the compliment. Oden never spoke well of anyone, least of all the contenders. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Instructor…” 
 
    “Not at all. I didn’t treat you right when you first arrived. I let myself be influenced by your stigma.” 
 
    “The Traitor’s Son…” 
 
    “Yes.” Oden cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable about admitting it. 
 
    “I don’t remember being treated any differently from the rest by the Master Instructor.” 
 
    “It was ‘slightly worse’, and it shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past now.” 
 
    “It’ll never happen again,” Oden said. There was determination in his expression. “People learn from their mistakes. That’s what experience is for.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Experience is a step on the ladder.” 
 
    “Visiting or on a mission?” the Master Instructor asked, and he was grateful for the change of subject. 
 
    “On a mission.” 
 
    “In that case, don’t say another word. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “And I’m glad you made it. Something told me you would.” Oden indicated Lasgol’s Specialist cloak. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt about that. Good luck on your mission. Now I’d better get back to my duties.” With this, he hastened away to give a scolding to several Third-years at the top of his voice. 
 
    Lasgol laughed under his breath. “The Master Instructor’s still the same as ever,” he told Ona, and gently pulled her ears. The panther was looking all around her, very alert. There were a lot of strangers wandering about, and although they were all keeping at a safe distance, all that movement made her uneasy. 
 
    “Come on,” he told her, and gave her the sign to follow him. He set off to the Library. Everyone moved away when they saw them approach, which rather amused him. Who would have thought that one day the Rangers in the Camp themselves would be afraid of him? It was Ona they were really afraid of, but she was with him. He smiled, enjoying this. Two Second-years came out of the Library, gave an enormous start when they saw Lasgol and Ona and hurried away. A First-year who was following them ran off with terror in his eyes. 
 
    “You seem to be causing quite a sensation,” Lasgol said to Ona, who made an uneasy noise. She was still very uncomfortable among so many people. 
 
    “Does that surprise you?” came a voice, and Lasgol turned. He found himself facing Esben Berg the ‘Tamer’. Lasgol looked him up and down. He was just the same: middle-aged, large as a bear, with a mass of chestnut hair and beard. Big grey eyes and a snub nose gave him something of the air of a beast from the forests. Lasgol was very glad to see the Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife. 
 
    He greeted him with a respectful bow. “Master Ranger.” 
 
    “She’s a beauty,” Esben said, and knelt in front of Ona. The panther eyed him distrustfully and let out a warning growl. She tensed. But Esben began to whisper to her with knowledge and a great deal of skill. Lasgol realized that Esben was a Beast Whisperer, just as he was himself. He had never realized the fact when he was at the Camp learning from him, but then of course he had not even known that the elite specialty existed. Nor had Esben ever mentioned what his own Elite Specialization was, although being a Master Ranger, he must have had one. Lasgol watched as Esben, using several techniques and a great deal of experience in the way he was interacting with the panther, won her over. Ona looked at Lasgol with eyes that said “can I trust him?” and he decided to try an order he still had not mastered. 
 
    “Ona. Friend,” he said. He pointed to his own heart with two fingers, then to Esben. He was not sure whether it would work. 
 
    The Master Ranger nodded. “Well done.” 
 
    Lasgol had tried this with Ingrid, Astrid and Viggo during the breaks on their journey, before they had gone their different ways, but without success. There were some commands and techniques he could not manage to get to work. Gisli had told him to go on trying, that with daily practice he would eventually manage it. He only hoped it would not take too long, or else would only start to work after something unfortunate had happened. 
 
    Ona looked at him and chirped distrustfully. The command had not worked completely, but at least she had not lashed out at Esben, as she had with Viggo. His friend had been given a terrible fright. Luckily, and thanks to Viggo’s incredible reflexes, Ona had not clawed him, but Viggo had cursed for a long while and ended up saying that neither of Lasgol’s creatures were to be allowed near him ever again: the one because he slobbered all over his face and the other because she was a danger to humans. Lasgol had not been able to persuade him that she was nothing of the kind. 
 
    “Keep teaching it to her. She still doesn’t understand, but she soon will.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Although there’ll be plenty of days when you feel frustrated, remember that when you finally get it, you’ll feel like the happiest man in Tremia.” Esben gave him an encouraging smile. 
 
    “That’s for sure. Every time she learns something new, I feel an immense joy and satisfaction. It’s just that it takes a lot of time and effort.” 
 
    “Like all the good things in this life. Nothing comes free and nothing’s given to you as a gift. Everything involves effort. Anyone who doesn’t make any effort, never gets anything.” Esben smiled. 
 
    “Very true,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “You’ve managed something exceptional. Being a Beast Whisperer is something that’s within the reach of very few. To be one, you need to have an inborn talent.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lasgol felt honored. 
 
    “You’ve got something special, with tracking and with animals too. I’d already realized that. I wasn’t surprised that you managed to go to the Shelter. And nor does it surprise me that you’ve come back a Specialist.” 
 
    Lasgol wanted to tell him that he had also attained the Specialty of Tireless Tracker, but for some reason he felt embarrassed and held back. It seemed to him that it would sound like bragging, although he knew it was not. He had attained it through enormous effort and hard work. Nor would it have been bragging for bragging’s sake, because Esben had been his Wildlife teacher. But even so, he did not tell him. He felt a little strange, like a child who has done something he does not want to admit to his teacher. He supposed it was because of the experiments… and that was something he certainly had no desire to talk about. Whatever the reason, he simply nodded. 
 
    “Are you on your way to the Library?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “The Librarians won’t let you in with a panther.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s true…” 
 
    “She might be your familiar and friend, but to everybody else she’s a dangerous wild animal.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that.” 
 
    “I can look after her while you go inside.” 
 
    “Would you? That would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Repeat the command.” 
 
    “Ona. Friend,” he said. He pointed at his own heart with two fingers, then at the Master Ranger. 
 
    The panther watched the command attentively and chirped in acknowledgement. Lasgol smiled and stroked her head. Esben did the same. Ona turned her head toward him, showing her fangs. 
 
    “He’s a friend,” Lasgol whispered, still stroking her. Esben did the same. 
 
    Ona looked at Lasgol, who was smiling at her. Then at Esben, who was smiling too. And then suddenly she relaxed. She stopped showing her fangs to the Master Ranger, half-closed her eyes and enjoyed the petting. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. She rarely relaxed as fully as this. She looked like a huge kitten. All that was missing was for her to start purring. 
 
    “Go on. I’ll stay with her.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lasgol turned and was about to go into the Library. Ona turned to follow him. 
 
    “Ona. Stay,” he ordered her. 
 
    The panther sat on her haunches. 
 
    “Ona. Good girl,” he told her with a smile, and went into the Library. 
 
    He found it exactly as he remembered it. The ground floor was full of students from different courses, all of them working at long oak tables. Against the four walls lay hundreds of tomes on huge shelves. The upper floor was exactly the same, except that there was one more set of shelves, with a door in the middle which crossed the hall from side to side, dividing it in two. It was very curious. The unmistakable smell of old books and oil lamps reached him. 
 
    Several students raised their heads from their books to see who it was, and watched him with interest. Lasgol remembered how he himself always warily watched strangers arriving at the Camp, whether they were Rangers or not. Behind an enormous desk he saw one of the Librarians, who seemed to be older than the building itself, and went toward him. As he was crossing the hall, he saw a group of three students at the back, with one Librarian – whom Lasgol recognized – teaching them. The scholar had his back to him, so he did not see him. When he reached his side he stood there watching, without saying a word.  
 
    At once he realized that he was teaching those poor souls to write. They were First-years, and judging by the difficulties they were having, he guessed that they could neither read nor write. It was not surprising. There were many in the realm who had not had the good luck to be able to learn: farmers, woodcutters, shepherds and cowherds, fishermen and others like that. They would have to work hard so as not to fall behind in the training. He felt bad for them, but then he thought about who was teaching them and did not feel so bad about it. They would learn fast. 
 
    “Ahem…” he said, and cleared his throat loudly enough to be heard. 
 
    The three students looked at him, and the Librarian turned around. 
 
    “Lasgol!” 
 
    “Hi, Egil!” Lasgol said with an enormous smile. 
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    Egil stared at Lasgol in utter astonishment. His mouth was still half-open in an attempt to say something that could not quite come out. It took him a while to get over the surprise. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you!” he cried at last. He hugged Lasgol so tightly and with such an impact that he nearly toppled him over. Lasgol recovered his balance and returned both smile and hug. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine!” he replied with a broad smile. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing here? I thought you’d still be at the Shelter!” 
 
    “Surprise!” Lasgol said, and burst out laughing at the irrepressible joy of seeing his friend again. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you!” Egil said. He was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “And me to see you. How are you?” Lasgol was studying him with a critical eye. In fact, he looked well, which eased his mind. 
 
    “I’m very well. They keep me very busy, as you can see.” Egil indicated his pupils, who were watching them curiously. “And you? How are you? What are you doing here? Why didn’t you warn me you were coming? Has anything happened? Are you all right? Is everyone well?” 
 
    Lasgol raised his hands to stop his friend’s torrent of questions. “I’m fine. We’re all fine. But things have happened… I couldn’t send you Milton…” 
 
    “From the look on your face I’d say they’re not good things.” 
 
    “You’d be right.” 
 
    Egil was looking around to see twenty or so students staring at them. “This isn’t the place to talk…” 
 
     “I know what you mean. I stopped here first in case I found you, though I thought you’d be helping Dolbarar.” 
 
    “I do that too. In the mornings I help here in the Library. We’re short-handed at the moment. One of the librarians isn’t in very good health and hasn’t been able to do his duties for weeks. And then there are a number of First-years from the latest batch who can’t either read or write, and those who can are only at a very basic level. In the afternoons I help our leader with the mail, errands, logistics and assorted tasks. There’s a lot to do, and there aren’t many of us left at the Camp.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Wow, you really are busy.” 
 
    “This is wonderful!” Egil said, and hugged him again. 
 
    The Librarian put his index finger to his shriveled lips to chide them. “Shhhhhh!” 
 
    Egil winked. “Come with me. I know where we can talk without being bothered.”  
 
    The two friends made their way to the Library basement amid curious glances and an outbreak of whispering from the students, who were following every moment of the unexpected encounter. They came to the door of the forbidden chamber. 
 
    “Here? Isn’t it still forbidden to go in here?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes, but now I have access.” There was a smile and a triumphant gleam in Egil’s eyes. 
 
    “Dolbarar lets you go in?” 
 
    Egil took out a heavy wrought-iron key and opened the door. “Yes. Now he trusts me completely.” 
 
    Lasgol was astonished at this. “I can see you’ve earned his respect and trust.” 
 
    “It was hard, but yes, that’s right. Our leader trusts me completely now.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me how you managed it.” 
 
    Egil smiled and nodded. When they went into the chamber, they found it deserted. There were several tomes on the central table and the fire was lit. 
 
    Lasgol gave Egil another heartfelt hug. “I’m so happy to see you all in one piece! You’re just the same. You haven’t changed the slightest bit.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’m stronger and a little taller?” 
 
    Lasgol was forced to be honest. “Well… actually… nope. You look just the way I remember you when I last saw you.”  
 
    Egil laughed. “That, my dear friend, is because I am exactly the same. Working as a Librarian hasn’t made me grow or develop any muscle. At least not in my arms and legs. Maybe here.” He tapped his head. 
 
    Lasgol laughed too. “I’m more than sure that your mind muscles are always developing.  If they grow any more, you might need another head!” 
 
    The two friends looked at each other for a long moment, holding each other’s arms, not breaking the embrace. They had not changed too much in the last year, but both appeared more mature, and wiser, as a result of their age, the experiences they had been through and the new knowledge they had acquired. 
 
    “Did you manage to graduate? I would imagine you did, but I didn’t get any news, and that led me to worry a lot. I sent Milton, but he came back without a message. What happened?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I did graduate.” He shrugged. “And you’re not going to believe it, not only in one elite specialty, but two.”  
 
    “Two? That’s fascinating! Tell me all about it!” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I knew you’d say that!” He told him what had happened with his elite specialties in the Harmony Test, and all the ugly business of the experiments he had been subjected to by Sigrid and the Elders. Egil was listening to every word as if it were the last one Lasgol would ever say. 
 
    “Really interesting… and fascinating… Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker. If we think about it reasonably, I’d say that these are almost certainly the two specializations you’re best aligned with. Yes, I’d have chosen those two for you as well.” 
 
    “I suppose the Harmony Test was right, then.” 
 
    “That would seem to be the case with you. It’s very curious, the alignment system, and especially the use of magic in the test. That’s something fascinating… I find it intriguing and interesting.” 
 
    “At the Shelter not many things are usual… the opposite, if anything.” 
 
    “And these experiments… I can understand the reasons, the search for knowledge is usually a great motivator. Achieving superior results is a very laudable goal. However, it needs to be done with the greatest care, and taking every precaution. Only then should they have tested you. Particularly knowing that there’d already been failed experiments in the past. The path to enlightenment could be a very risky one if one is not very careful.” He was scratching his head. 
 
    “They want to develop Super-Specialists.” 
 
    “An honorable goal indeed, and I understand that. I even congratulate them for putting all their efforts into it. However, sometimes the search for perfection, for the greater good, blinds the scholar so that he errs in his vision and his aims.” 
 
    “It gave me the impression they were pretty blind to all that, all except Engla and Ivar, who were absolutely opposed to the whole thing. I believe it was thanks to them that I wasn’t made to go on.” 
 
    “In the long run it’ll get them into trouble if they don’t modify the methods used to achieve their goals, in my humble opinion.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’d have been a Super-Specialist worthy of the greatest esteem,” Egil said. His smile was caustic. 
 
    Lasgol smiled back. “Best not to have died in the attempt.” 
 
    “Very true. In spite of what you’ve told me, I’d have liked to be able to go through the experience of the Shelter. It sounds an incredibly interesting place.” 
 
    “Wait until I tell you about Snowflake and the climbing, and you might not be so eager.” 
 
    “Harsh physical training?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Egil nodded, with a shy smile. “Then I’d better not be so eager.”  
 
    “As to whether anything happened… actually it did. I was in trouble, deep trouble” Lasgol went on to tell him about what had happened during the climb, then Astrid’s poisoning, and finally what had happened with Erika and Isgord. Bitterly and sadly he told the story of how both had tried to end his life, and the terrible final outcome. 
 
    Egil was shaking his head. “That’s horrific! How did they get as far as they did at such extremes? I didn’t know Erika, but I can imagine it with Isgord. Hatred is a deep feeling that can poison a person’s soul little by little until it affects their reasoning. I’m sorry that his own hatred brought about his end. I always hoped that he might find some way of stopping hating you and going on with his life. It’s a shame, and an important lesson to remember. Life is too short and valuable for anyone to allow hatred to destroy it.” 
 
    “Hatred is a very bad counselor,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t let anything like that happen to me.” 
 
    “What d’you mean? Nothing like that’ll ever happen to you.” 
 
    “We all feel hatred. Some to a greater extent than others…” 
 
    “You don’t hate, not like Isgord.” 
 
    “Perhaps not like Isgord, but remember, I’ve lost my father and my elder brother. Yes, I hate. I hate deeply…” 
 
    Lasgol saw Egil’s deep gaze and his clenched jaw. Yes, his friend hated what had happened to his family. 
 
    “I won’t let anything like that happen to you,” he assured him, and put his hands on his friend’s shoulders to emphasize his words. 
 
    “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “You can always count on me.” 
 
    “And you on me.” 
 
    “I do,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “Of course that’s why I hadn’t heard anything from you. You were convalescing.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “My ribs still hurt, but I’ll soon be as good as new.” 
 
    “How are the others?” 
 
    “All well. Ingrid managed to become an Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    “Great specialty! The most prestigious of the Archery ones, from what I’ve read in the advanced tomes. I never had the least doubt that she’d get it.” 
 
    “When you see her, tell her to show you her weapons, they’re impressive. Especially a tiny bow she calls the Punisher. She can release at a distance of two paces and kill a man with it.” 
 
    “Fascinating! I’ll have to study it in detail.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Molak’s Sniper bow is something worth seeing, too.” 
 
    “New, special weapons for Archers. How interesting! Are those two still together?” 
 
    “Yes. And they’re the best. No question. They’re made for each other. They’ll probably vie for being First Ranger someday.” 
 
    “Sometimes what seems to be made for someone isn’t what the heart wants after all.” 
 
    “I have the impression it is. They manage pretty well.” 
 
    “They’re moved by common interests and likes. That helps a lot in a relationship, from what I understand, although my knowledge is scarce in that area.” 
 
    “Your knowledge is ample in every area!” 
 
    Egil blushed. “As for love affairs and personal relationships, I still have a lot to study and learn. Don’t you want to vie with them for the post of First Ranger some day?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head emphatically. “Absolutely not. I don’t want that position.” 
 
    “It’s a great honor. It makes you the best of the Rangers.” 
 
    “Who serves the King directly. Look at what happened to my father Dakon. No, I don’t want it. I’m perfectly happy to be a Specialist Ranger. I’m very happy with what I’ve achieved. I don’t aspire to being the best among the Rangers.” 
 
    “I think you would be if you tried.” 
 
    “You say that because you’re my friend, and an optimist. Not because you really believe it. I couldn’t even dream of being able to beat Ingrid or Molak.” 
 
    Egil smiled and winked. “You’d be surprised…” 
 
    “Needless to say, Viggo hates every moment Ingrid and Molak are together,” Lasgol said in an attempt to change the subject. 
 
    Egil burst out laughing. “Poor Viggo. I can imagine.” 
 
    “You know what he’s like.” 
 
    “Was he successful?” 
 
    “Not only was he successful, he attained the most difficult specialization in Expertise: Natural Assassin.” 
 
    “Impressive! That really is an achievement! Our friend is full of surprises and skill which my intuition tells me are innate and which we know nothing about. I can’t see how he could have managed otherwise.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong there. He moves and fights with really exceptional ease. Extraordinary. Scary.” 
 
    “That’s remarkable! I’ll have to ask for a demonstration and study him.” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether he’d like the idea of you studying him. You know what he’s like.” 
 
    “True,” Egil smiled. He was thinking about Viggo. “I think there are still more things hidden within our friend which have yet to come to light.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they’re good things.” 
 
    “For that we’ll have to wait and see. He’s a complete mystery, our friend Viggo. A mystery I’d like to delve deeper into. It would be very interesting and worthy of study. I’m sure we’d unearth some very exceptional characteristics…” 
 
    “Sure to…” His friend’s comments left Lasgol feeling uneasy. Viggo was a box of surprises and secrets. Probably nothing good would come out of the many nooks and crannies of his soul, even if Egil was reluctant to say it out loud. 
 
    His friend smiled mischievously. “And what about Astrid? How’re things between you two?” 
 
    Lasgol went red. “Everything… is very well… between us… in fact, wonderfully well… I’m very happy. And I think she’s happy too…” 
 
    “It gladdens my heart to hear that. You make a lovely couple. She’s a great girl. I always liked her. She’s got character and intelligence.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Oh, she certainly has character.” 
 
    “And I’ll say it again, she’s intelligent too. She’s smart. That’s a quality I value a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    “Besides, she’s crazy about you.” 
 
    “Well that’s good luck, considering I’m crazy about her.” 
 
    Egil laughed out loud. “You’re a pair of lovebirds.” 
 
    “We are,” Lasgol had to admit. He blushed even redder. 
 
    “Did she get her specialty?” 
 
    “Yes, Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    “Good specialization. I think it suits her mind and her skills.” 
 
    “I’m worried about it.” 
 
    “Because of the danger, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “She’s very well prepared. She’s intelligent, daring and fierce. Don’t worry. She knows how to handle herself, particularly now that she’s a Specialist.” 
 
    “Even so…” 
 
    “Worrying about those we love is natural. Don’t let that be a burden. She has to go her own way and you have to go yours. Each of you needs to confront your own destiny. I have no doubt that you’ll end up together and be very happy.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Thanks, my friend.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. You’ve made me unexpectedly happy with your arrival and all the good news about our friends.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could bring you some pleasure,” Lasgol said happily. 
 
    “Great pleasure. I’m thrilled to see you back!” 
 
    “Same here, old friend. Although I wasn’t expecting you to bring me down here.” Lasgol looked around at the strange, forbidden chamber. Treasures of arcane knowledge were stored here, and he remembered their adventures in this chamber. He smiled. “Remember when we snuck in here with Viggo and Camu?” 
 
    “Of course, I remember. It was an unforgettable experience!” 
 
    Lasgol indicated the fireplace. “That fire was where I found the strange prism that allowed us to read the enchanted books.” 
 
    “A fantastic object.” 
 
    “Is it still here?” 
 
    “You put it back so that nobody would suspect we’d borrowed it, or that we knew of its existence. It should be still there.” 
 
    “Nobody missed it during the time we had it, did they? Dolbarar? The Master Rangers? Edwina the Healer?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. But they don’t trust me with their secrets…What I can assure you, though, is that they all make a habit of coming to this chamber and studying the tomes. I’ve found them all here on different occasions when I’ve come on errands for Dolbarar.” 
 
    “They must know of its existence.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so too. They must use it for arcane books.” 
 
    “How things change…” Lasgol said, passing his hand over a couple of ancient-looking tomes which lay on the table. 
 
    Egil went up to the fireplace. “Certain events force decisions, and some of them benefit us.”  
 
    “Dolbarar?” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “Something’s up with him. I suspect he’s ill. He doesn’t admit it openly. I’ve tried to make him tell me, but I haven’t succeeded. All the same, in spite of his insistence that he’s perfectly all right and it’s just the burden of the years, I think something worrisome is happening to him.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s very sick?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t know. He says there’s nothing wrong with him, which I can assure you isn’t true. I notice that he’s weak, tired, and lacking in energy. He can barely read, and there’s a strange-looking dark brown spot on the lower part of his neck, which I think might continue down his torso. At first, I thought it was just a spot, or else a nasty bruise from some chance blow, but when I tried to check it, he hid it. Now he always wears his Ranger scarf around his neck, so nobody sees it.” 
 
    “Are you sure it wasn’t just dirt, or a bruise?” 
 
    “At first I wasn’t sure. But now I am. I have a good eye for these things. And besides, his behavior when I asked him about it gave him away. If he’d made light of it, I wouldn’t have attached any importance to it, but he got nervous and hid it so that I couldn’t look at it properly. That made me suspicious.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds suspicious…” 
 
    “He’s trying to keep the other Rangers, including the four Master Rangers, from noticing.” 
 
    “And has he?” 
 
    “For the moment I think he has. I don’t think they suspect anything. At least, they haven’t said anything to me, although obviously I wouldn’t be the person they’d go to with their fears.” 
 
    “So that’s why you have more work and more responsibilities, because Dolbarar can’t cope with things.” 
 
    “That’s right. Little by little he’s been giving me more responsibility. I offered my help and he told me his eyes were getting very bad – which is true, but not to that extreme – and started to give me things to do… more and more of them… that he used to do himself. Now he barely leaves his study in the House of Command.” 
 
    “What you’re telling me is rather worrying. I’ll try talking to him.” 
 
    “If he’ll see you, try to find out what’s going on. You might have more luck than me.” 
 
    After a long moment, Egil changed the subject to something more cheerful. “You’ve forgotten to mention one of my favorite subjects for study: you have to tell me about all your progress with your Gift. I’m sure you must have developed new skills. Am I right? Have you named them? Which are they? What else have you been able to develop during the year we’ve been apart? Tell me. Come on, I’m dying to hear all about it.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Relax, I’ll tell you all about my new skills.” 
 
    “I knew it! You’ve developed new ones! That’s wonderful! I want to know everything!” 
 
    “It’s been a very intense year. A lot of things have happened.” He smiled. “I’ll tell you all about them and in detail, just the way you like it.” 
 
    “I need to take notes,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    All of a sudden Lasgol realized that he had spent more time chatting with Egil than he had intended. He was so happy to see his old friend that he had lost the notion of time completely. 
 
    “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m expected outside.” 
 
    “It’s Camu, isn’t it? Tell me you’ve brought the adorable little fellow with you.” 
 
    “Yes, I brought him with me.” 
 
    “Fantastic! I’m so looking forward to seeing him!” 
 
    “So is he. I told him we were coming to the Camp and that he’d be seeing you. He was very happy. He misses you.” 
 
    “How has he developed? In size? In power?” 
 
    “Those answers will have to wait a bit longer. We have to leave.” 
 
    “All right. Is anything wrong?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I haven’t only come with Camu.” 
 
    “No? Who else is with you?” 
 
    “You’re going to love it…” Lasgol said. He hurried out of the chamber and up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you have a snow panther!” Egil cried. His mouth was open, his eyes wide as saucers. 
 
    “This is Ona,” Lasgol said as he introduced the panther, who protested about his absence with a dissatisfied moan. 
 
    Esben smiled. “A magnificent specimen. And she’s very good and obedient.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’m trying to teach her as best I can.” 
 
    “You’re doing a great job. If you need any help or advice about some technique or other, come see me. I’ll be happy to help.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, sir, I will.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’ll be a pleasure to help you. It’s not at all usual to see a Whisperer and his familiar. There are very few of them. Having you in the Camp is a stroke of luck. When you’ve finished your current mission, I’d like to introduce you to the Wildlife Fourth-Years. It would be very interesting for them.” 
 
    “I bet they’ll be flabbergasted,” Egil commented. He could not take his eyes off Ona. 
 
    Lasgol did not know how to react. Was Esben telling him that now he was someone the other contenders would be looking up to as an example? He was puzzled. He had always been the one who was hated, first for being the son of the traitor and then for being Darthor’s son. That had not changed, no matter how much of a Specialist he might be now. 
 
    “I doubt whether they’ll appreciate my presence…” he said. He was sure that the moment the truth about who he was came out and the rumor took hold, he would suffer the hatred and scorn he knew so well. 
 
    “Nonsense. How many times do we have the good fortune to have a specialist from such a complicated discipline on hand?” 
 
    “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you: very few. I haven’t seen a Whisperer in years. So that’s enough of that. I’m counting on you for a couple of demonstrations.” 
 
    Lasgol could not refuse, since after all Esben was a Master Ranger and outranked him, so that he had no choice but to obey. But he was sure that he would not be as well-received as Esben was expecting, even though he was a Whisperer and had a snow panther with him. 
 
    Suddenly Egil gave a start. “Oof…!” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Esben asked. 
 
    “Oh yes, perfectly all right,” Egil hastened to say. He was putting his hand down his back as if he were trying to get rid of something. 
 
    Esben arched one eyebrow as he stared at him. 
 
    “I think something’s stung me,” Egil added. He went on rubbing his back and hopping about. 
 
    Esben smiled. “You spend too much time in the Library and the House of Command. You ought to go out more and enjoy nature. You wouldn’t even notice stings and that sort of thing.” 
 
    Egil was still shifting from side to side. “I wish I could, but I have too much work to do.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you now. I need to go and see how my animals are.” 
 
    “See you around, Master Ranger,” Egil said. 
 
    “A pleasure, sir,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Esben waved goodbye and left to get back to his work while Lasgol was left staring at Egil, puzzled by his behavior. 
 
    “It’s Camu,” Egil whispered with a smile of delight. “He’s licking my legs and butting my backside with his head,”  
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. Camu, behave! he transmitted with his Gift. 
 
    Egil! I happy! Camu transmitted back, sending a strong feeling of joy with the message. 
 
    I know you’re happy to see him, but behave or else you’ll be found out! 
 
    Hug Egil! 
 
    Yes, but not now, when we’re alone. 
 
    When? 
 
    Soon, as soon as we can be alone. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    Yes, soon, Lasgol promised Camu to stop him making any more trouble. 
 
    Ona, who was beginning to guess where Camu was moving even when he was invisible, gave a small bounce and fell at Egil’s feet, as if she were hunting. 
 
    “We’d better move. These two aren’t going to stop, and I’m worried Camu might be spotted.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better leave, we’re attracting too much attention as it is.” Egil nodded toward another group of Second-Year contenders who were on their way to the dining-hall. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Let’s go to my quarters. We’ll be in peace there, and no-one’ll disturb us.” 
 
    As they walked, Lasgol took in the sights of the Camp. He felt at home here. The scenery was so familiar: the stables, the Library, the dining hall, the House of Command at the far end on the island in the middle of the lake, the clover-shape arrangement of the four Schools a little further on, the contenders’ cabins among the trees, the sacred oak-wood… He sighed. He felt good, and what made him feel even better was his great friend and partner in adventures, Egil. He was walking in front of Lasgol, who could sense Camu jumping on him. He could not see him because he was still invisible, but seeing Egil unexpectedly and abruptly lurching either from one side to another or forward, he could deduce that the mischievous little creature was pouncing on him and lovingly pushing him about. 
 
    He caught up with Egil. “He forgets he’s grown and he can’t pounce on us the way he used to.” 
 
    “Oh, he can still do that all right,” Egil said. Lasgol noticed that he was holding Camu as if he were a huge mastiff puppy who had leapt on to him. “But he’s a considerable weight. More than my feeble frame allows me to carry.” 
 
    “Rather like a large sack of firewood,” Lasgol said. He was looking around to make sure nobody was watching. Egil was walking in a ridiculous way, with his arms extended and holding something invisible. 
 
    “You can say that again…” Egil was having trouble keeping his balance, not just because of the weight but because Camu was licking his face and hair, which was making him laugh. 
 
    Lasgol watched Camu showing all his love for Egil and Egil returning it amid laughter. The tender scene touched his heart. They were both immensely happy to see each other again and to be able to enjoy their friendship. He was always surprised to see the way Camu could be so affectionate and value the friendship of his partners so highly: not only Egil, whom he adored, but even Viggo, who was always rude to him. The little creature seemed to be able to sense the good in them – even if they feared him, like Gerd or Nilsa. It was very curious. Camu seemed to have a sixth sense for picking up goodness in people, and as he was still very young, it gave Lasgol plenty to think about. 
 
    By now they were approaching the Rangers’ barracks. 
 
    “Do you share lodgings with the other Rangers?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Egil said. He indicated a group of smaller cabins behind the barracks. 
 
    “They’ve given you one of the guest cabins?” 
 
    Egil nodded. “I was lucky,” he added sarcastically. 
 
    Lasgol glanced at him in surprise. The few guest cabins in the Camp were reserved for important visits by nobles or senior army officers. Rangers and Instructors shared barracks. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    Egil gave a bow. “It’s because of my good name and my stellar reputation in the North.” 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol understood. It was because of who Egil was, because of his family… 
 
    “Dolbarar thought that in the present circumstances it would be better if I didn’t share the barracks with the other Rangers.” 
 
    “Because of what might happen?” 
 
    “Exactly. I may be a Ranger, but I’m also the brother of the King of the West, and therefore an enemy of King Thoran. The Rangers know that, and not all of them are the sort of upright and good people we are ourselves.” 
 
    “I see. Dolbarar is afraid something might happen to you.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “I’m not exactly the best-regarded person in the Camp. The opposite, if anything. They all look at me distrustfully, contenders and Rangers alike. They don’t say anything, but the distrust and hatred in their eyes speak for themselves.” 
 
    “They’ll look at me in the same way… because I’m Darthor’s son.” 
 
    “Very plausibly, given your parentage. As soon as the word spreads of who you are, I’m afraid that’s what will happen. The sides and the families we belong to, and the blood which runs through our veins, ought to be forgotten once we become Rangers, but unfortunately that isn’t always the case. You can take my word for it. Many people will neither forget nor forgive the fact that we’re who we are.” 
 
    “I was expecting that…” 
 
    “But looking on the positive side of the whole business, I’ve gained a delightful guest cabin for my personal enjoyment, which pleases me to no end.” Egil smiled and opened the door. 
 
    “Wow, it certainly is nice,” Lasgol said. He went in and admired the interior. “It’s bigger that the ones we used to share, and a lot more elegant.” 
 
    “Come in,” Egil said to Ona, who had remained on the threshold, looking inside. 
 
    “You have to use commands with her,” Lasgol explained. “Ona. Here,” he ordered, and tapped his thigh with two fingers. 
 
    Ona stepped in and went to stand beside him. 
 
    “Fascinating!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I guessed you’d think that.”  
 
    “You must show me all the commands and how you teach them to Ona!” Egil pleaded. He was very excited. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I’ll try, but I don’t have much time… and it’s rather complicated.” 
 
    “We’ll find time for it.” Egil closed the door to the cabin. 
 
    Visible now? Camu asked. 
 
    Yes, visible now.  
 
    He appeared in front of them, gave an enormous leap and hurled himself on Egil. 
 
    “Careful!” Egil said, laughing. He lost his balance, took several steps back and fell on to his bed with Camu on top of him. The little creature was licking his face with his blue tongue. 
 
    “Camu, be careful,” Lasgol scolded him. “Now you weigh as much as a wolf.” 
 
    Then suddenly something surprising happened. Ona jumped on top of Egil and began to play with him and Camu as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “Hmm, this is new,” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    Egil was giggling. “What…? Hahaha!…” 
 
    “The fact that Ona should start to play with you like that. She’s very distrustful.” 
 
    “She seems sweet-natured and playful,” Egil said. He was scratching Ona’s head as she fought Camu on the bed. They were both nipping at each other and rolling over, then they threw themselves at Egil who could barely breathe, what with their weight and his own chuckling. But he was having a wonderful time. 
 
    “They might be siblings.” Egil covered his face with his arms to avoid Camu’s licking. 
 
    Lasgol was left watching the scene thoughtfully. 
 
    “Could be… Ona must see Camu as one of her siblings. She had two. Maybe that’s why she’s decided to play as well, seeing Camu has absolute trust in you.” 
 
    “That’s… a good guess…. hahaha!” Egil was now protecting himself from Ona’s caresses, which left scratches on arms and hands. 
 
    “Ona, be careful…” Lasgol told her. 
 
    “Never mind, a couple of scratches will help to give me a tougher image, and that won’t do me any harm.” 
 
    Lasgol let Camu and Ona play with Egil for some time, all over the cabin: first mock-fighting, then hide-and-seek, which was Camu’s favorite game, because of course he had the advantage. But oddly enough, Ona was getting better at the game and was beginning to find him even in his invisible state. Lasgol was not sure whether she could smell him, or whether her feline instincts told her where he was. Whatever the case, he thought it was very interesting. It also troubled him, because if she could perceive him, then perhaps other animals, or even humans, could do the same…  
 
    Egil was left lying on the floor of the cabin, totally exhausted after playing and laughing with the two wild creatures. 
 
    “I… can’t… move…” he said, with his arms outstretched, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me. Those two have endless energy, and unfortunately, we don’t. Look at them still playing.” 
 
    Without moving from the floor, Egil looked at them and smiled. 
 
    Seeing his friend smile made Lasgol happy. It had been rare to see him enjoying himself lately. He had suffered a great deal. 
 
    “What mission have they given you?” 
 
    “I have to join the northern explorers. On the other side of the great mountains.” 
 
    “To keep an eye on the movements of the Wild Ones of the Ice?” 
 
    “Looks like it, yeah. I haven’t got the details yet. I’ll find out when I get there.” 
 
    “The King fears another invasion from the Ice Hordes.” 
 
    “That’s what I think.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “At dawn. I came here to cross the mountain by the secret pass. It’s faster. Besides, I wanted to see you and find out how you were.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Nobody will be able to accuse you of taking a detour. You’ve chosen the fastest way – for a Ranger, obviously.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Tell me everything that’s happened this year. I want to know it all. I have a feeling we won’t get another chance like this for some time.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Lasgol told him all that had gone on, in as much detail as he could remember. As he told his story, night fell over the Camp. Re-living everything he had been through during that time they had been apart, he realized that it had been a very intense year, full of experiences and emotions, some of them very harsh. When he had finished, he gave a snort of relief and lay down on the floor, empty of emotion, as if he had freed himself of a great burden he had been carrying inside him which had been oppressing his chest. 
 
    “It really has been quite an experience,” Egil said, nodding. 
 
    “It has, yeah…” 
 
    “What worries me greatly is the appearance of the Dark Rangers…” Egil commented. His gaze was distant. Lasgol knew that look; it meant that he was trying to decipher the meaning of it. 
 
    “We don’t know anything about them, but they exist. Erika confirmed that.” 
 
    “And she had no reason to hide it, or to try to trick you…” 
 
    “No, she was under orders.” 
 
    “To kill you…” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That was her mission in the Shelter.” 
 
    “Very interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting?” Lasgol repeated. He looked dumbfounded. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t express myself precisely enough. What’s interesting is the fact that this secret group has appeared, and that they want you dead.” 
 
    “I still don’t find it very interesting,” Lasgol complained. 
 
    Egil gave him a half-smile of encouragement. “The fact that there’s a faction within the Rangers with its own leader and agenda, distinct from faithful service to the realm, is rather interesting. It suggests that there’s a division among our people – and not because of support for whoever ought to take the throne of Norghana, but because of something deeper. It occurs to me that this secret group is made up of not-very-honorable Rangers. I’m intrigued by who they are and how they came to join together.” 
 
    “And who their leader is.” 
 
    “Exactly. And what goals that leader is pursuing.” 
 
    “Well, one of them, is getting rid of me.” 
 
    “Yes, but why? That’s what we need to verify. The reason. Perhaps that way we can find out who ordered your death.” 
 
    “What if it’s a commission?” 
 
    “Well, yes, it could also be that. But considering that they sent an agent to the Shelter, of all places, to train with the rest of us, tells me that no, it isn’t something outside this faction, it’s within it. Too much effort and risk to be a commission awarded to a third party. Or at least that’s what I think.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong very often.” 
 
    “Take my case, for instance. There’s a contract on my head with a Zangrian syndicate. But they haven’t sent anybody to the Camp. Here I’m safe. As long as I don’t set foot outside this place, they can’t touch me. That really is a commission awarded to a third party by that syndicate of assassins. You see the difference?” 
 
    “I think so… it seems a very risky and elaborate business, Erika going to the Shelter and joining us.” 
 
    “You need to have means and influence for that. If you think about it carefully, it was a very ambitious and risky plan. To infiltrate an agent into the Shelter and wait for an opportunity to kill you would involve considerable planning and preparation. They didn’t want you to get out of there alive.” 
 
    “But why? I don’t pose a threat to anybody.” 
 
    “As far as we know…” 
 
    “Oh ...” 
 
    “These Dark Rangers are dangerous. If they could infiltrate Erika into the Shelter, they might have members here in the Camp, or in any city, any fort that’s regularly frequented by Rangers. That troubles me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just wonderful. I’m not even safe among my own people.” 
 
    “Sorry, pal, but I’m afraid not. And the sooner you accept it, the better. You can’t trust any Ranger. Not until we find out who the Dark Rangers are, what they want and why they want you dead.” 
 
    “Except for the Panthers, of course.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “You can trust our group.” 
 
    “I’ve only just realized: they want us both dead, and we don’t know why.” 
 
    “Very true, although in my case I have a pretty clear suspicion: that whoever’s hired the syndicate of Zangrian assassins has done so to cover their tracks and put us off the trail. They want to hide who they are. I’m sure the interest in my life doesn’t originate in Zangria.” 
 
    “Who do you think it is?” 
 
    “I’ve analyzed it and thought about it at some length. I’ve been gathering all the information I’ve been able to. You’d be surprised at what you can get to know by inspecting mail and chatting to any passing Ranger. The most significant reason has to be my lineage. There’s no other motive why anybody would want me dead.” 
 
    “Then it has to be King Thoran or his brother Duke Orten.” 
 
    “Yes, those are the main suspects. By hiring the services of foreign agents from a rival kingdom, they wash their hands of the matter. And they’ve already hired Zangrian mercenaries to support their army.” 
 
    “Well, those are pretty powerful enemies.” 
 
    “So they are. But let’s not jump to conclusions so quickly. We need more evidence if we’re to be sure.” 
 
    “But why want to kill you now that you’re a Ranger? 
 
    “Because lineage never goes away. I’ll always be an Olafstone. And as long as I live, I’m a risk for Thoran and Orten, because I’m the heir to the throne. That’ll never go away. Until I die, obviously.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” Lasgol said fiercely. 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest intention of doing so.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “The best and most prudent course of action right now is to carry on with our daily routines, and at the same time focus on finding out who’s trying to get rid of us.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily and slowly. “Do you think someday we’ll be able to live in peace and lead a quiet life without being involved in intrigues and attempted murder?” 
 
    Egil put his head to one side and looked at Lasgol while he considered his answer. 
 
    “I very much fear, my dear friend, that there’s very little chance that day will ever come.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol woke up with a start. Someone was knocking on the cabin door. Dawn had already broken, and the light was streaming in through the windows and bathing the room. He was desperately sleepy. When he opened his eyes as much as he could, he saw Egil already dressed, on his way to the door. They had spent the night talking about a thousand and one things, as had always been their habit. By the time they realized, it was almost daylight. It was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that it had happened. With a huge smile on his face, he had decided to shut his eyes and rest for a while longer, however short. 
 
    He had been unlucky. Egil opened the door a crack and looked out.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Dolbarar wants to see you, and Specialist Lasgol too,” came a deep voice. 
 
    “All right, we’ll be there right away,” Egil replied, and the Ranger left at once. 
 
    He closed the door and turned around. “It seems he knows you’re here.” 
 
    Lasgol yawned. “Dolbarar always finds things out, sooner or later.” 
 
    “That’s true. It also means everyone in the Camp knows you’re here and who you are.” 
 
    Lasgol began to get ready. Egil went over to his trunk, and suddenly Camu became visible and jumped on him from the table at the far end of the cabin like a flying squirrel. 
 
    “Camu… what on…”  
 
    He had no chance to finish the sentence. Camu landed on top of him, and he fell backwards. He was left lying on the floor with the mischievous creature on top. Unable to stop Camu from licking his face, he began to giggle. 
 
    “Camu… no…” Lasgol scolded his small friend, without much conviction. 
 
    Then Ona, who had been in the kitchen area, climbed on to the table, imitated Camu’s leap and fell on to Egil in turn. 
 
    “Ufff!” he gasped when she landed on top of him and began to lick his hair. 
 
    “Ona… gently…” Lasgol said, although he was sure the panther would not stop playing. 
 
     “Let them… they’re wonderful…” Egil muttered from the floor, amid laughter and licking. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, delighted at what a good time his friend was having with the two little fiends. 
 
    They left the cabin, leaving Camu and Ona inside. Lasgol ordered them to stay inside and behave properly. He had not much hope about the latter, but Egil shut the door and the shutters to avoid curious looks and to let the two animals play in peace, although they would probably destroy some of the furniture in the process. He did not mind. 
 
    On the way to the House of Command they passed different groups of contenders heading to their respective formations. Lasgol noticed that all eyes were on him. He also noticed that those gazes were not ones of curiosity, as they had been the day before. These gazes were different… they were of hate. They knew he was Lasgol, son of Darthor, and they hated him for it. It saddened him. Not for himself, since he simply ignored the stares, the malicious comments and whisperings his presence aroused, but for them. They hated for the sake of hating, without real motive, without understanding. And hate for the sake of hate, apart from being meaningless, poisoned and rotted the heart, which was something he knew well. 
 
    He sighed, remembering what had happened to Isgord and the sad, tragic end which hate had led him to. He shook his head, feeling bad about his death. Not guilty, because he had had no choice but to do what he had done. It was rather because Isgord had not found any way of leaving behind the hatred which had led him to his death. Dying for hate or killing for it had no meaning for Lasgol, least of all after everything he had been through with Isgord. It was a lesson of life he would remember to the day he died: hate and love were two extremely strong feelings. That kind of feeling could save lives, but could destroy them just as easily. He made one promise to himself: never to hate anyone, because it was a dark path which led only to the abyss. 
 
    More whispers and unfriendly looks from a group of Fourth-Years in their brown cloaks made him listen more closely. He heard: “Traitor, enemy of the realm, you ought to be dead, get them to throw him out, there’s no place among the Rangers for someone like you, you ought to hang, get out, let’s give him a lesson, he deserves the noose…” and other pleasantries. Lasgol ignored the scornful comments and empty words. He went on with his head high. Egil walked beside him, also with his head high. 
 
    They passed through the center of the Camp, by the well, and to the comments against Lasgol there were now some directed against Egil: “the son of Darthor with the son of the Duke of the West, another traitor, enemy of the realm, who serves the West and doesn’t belong here. Two traitors in the Camp, he’s the brother of that one who calls himself King of the West. He should hang for high treason…” Egil did not flinch. He seemed to be more than used to these comments, which although whispered, were loud enough to be heard. The veteran Rangers they passed neither opened their mouths nor glared at them with hate. Instead they simply ignored them, and neither did they do anything to stop those all-too-audible hurtful comments. 
 
    And then Master Instructor Oden appeared. “Everyone back to work and shut up!” he ordered in his usual commanding tone of voice, which sounded like a bark. 
 
    The groups dispersed at once. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol looked at each other and smiled. They reached the bridge which gave access to the island where the House of Command was. Lasgol stopped in the middle of the bridge to look at it. Memories of moments he had experienced there came to him all at once, so that he felt joy, fear, sadness, confidence, love and endless other feelings, all at the same time. His skin prickled. 
 
    Egil noticed that he had stopped and was staring at the great house with his eyes wide. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah… memories… a lot of them, and… at the same time.”  
 
    “Oh. That’s understandable. This place is full of significance. This is where we suffered and triumphed. This is where we became Rangers. It’s where Dolbarar and the four Master Rangers exercise their authority.” 
 
    “Yeah… so many moments…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, this’ll be just one more. A positive one.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I’m sure. Dolbarar has a soft spot for you. There’s nothing bad waiting for us in there.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He felt a little easier. He let all those memories and feelings settle in him. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Egil smiled at him. They knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” came a voice from inside. 
 
    At the other end of the great central hall they saw the four Master Rangers, who were sitting, talking by the fireplace. They stared at the two friends curiously. 
 
    Egil bowed his head. “Good morning, Master Rangers,” he said respectfully, and bowed. Lasgol did the same. 
 
    “Egil, Lasgol,” Esben acknowledged them. 
 
    “Lasgol, what a surprise to see you here,” Eyra said. Her voice was friendly  
 
    “I’m on my way to a mission,” Lasgol explained.  
 
    He was glad to see the Erudite again. She was just as he remembered her: well past her sixty springs, with curly white hair. Her long, crooked nose gave her something of the air of a good witch. She did not seem to have grown a day older, as if having reached a certain age she did not put on any more years. 
 
    Ivana meanwhile was watching him with her icy grey eyes. “And judging by his clothes, he’s come back as a Specialist,” she commented. Her beautiful Nordic face seemed frozen in ice. She still wore her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. 
 
    “Well, this is a surprise,” said Haakon. “If I’m totally honest, I didn’t think you’d make it.”  
 
    Lasgol was not surprised by this comment from the Master Ranger of Expertise, since they had never gotten along. He had the same dark gaze, which Lasgol did not like at all. He still had the impression that there was something wrong about Haakon, that he was hiding something. 
 
    “Well, I certainly knew he’d make it,” Esben said in defense of his former pupil. “In fact, I never had the slightest doubt. One of my brightest students, with innate skills for tracking and dealing with animals.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Lasgol said, and nodded respectfully to him. 
 
    “Are you the Specialist who arrived at the Camp with a snow panther?” Ivana asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me. She’s my familiar. Her name’s Ona.” 
 
    “He’s a Beast Whisperer,” Esben explained proudly, obviously pleased about his former student’s achievements. 
 
    Haakon’s face twisted, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Beast Whisperer?” Eyra repeated. “That’s a fine specialty, and a rare one. You must be very pleased.” 
 
    “Yes, very pleased,” Lasgol admitted. He looked down, feeling a little embarrassed. 
 
    “Manage that panther well, or else we’ll have trouble,” Ivana warned him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, there won’t be any accidents.” 
 
    “I’m not so confident,” Haakon said. “I’m surprised you managed to graduate as a Specialist, so it doesn’t seem very likely to me that you’re going to be able to control your familiar, seeing it’s a snow panther.” 
 
    “The lad is good,” Esben assured them, “and the panther’s obedient. There isn’t going to be any trouble.” 
 
    “Considering his background… permit me to be none too sure about that.” 
 
    Eyra smiled at Lasgol. “Let bygones be bygones. We ought to always look to the future with optimism and hope.” 
 
    “The future is looking uncertain and complicated for all of us,” Ivana said. There was a note of warning in her voice. 
 
    “Very uncertain, as well as dangerous,” Haakon added. “Something tells me that these two will be involved in it.” His tone was something less than friendly. 
 
    “They’ll both do their duty, as the Rangers they are,” Eyra said. She looked fixedly at the two friends, as if trying to guess their future intentions. 
 
    “Of course,” Lasgol assured her. 
 
     “We’ll do our duty honorably,” Egil added. 
 
    “Of course they will,” Esben said. 
 
    Haakon arched an eyebrow. “We’ll see. I have the feeling that their actions are going to drag us into a situation we’d rather avoid, and I don’t like being dragged into any situation unless I was the one creating it, for my own advantage.” 
 
    “Anyone who betrays the King will have death as his reward,” Ivana said icily. “I’ll pierce the traitor’s heart with a true shot myself, all the more so if he should be one of our own people.”  
 
    Lasgol swallowed. This was a direct threat, and it was addressed to both of them. 
 
    “Well said,” Haakon said, and turned his sinister gaze on Lasgol. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll perform your duties honorably,” Ivana went on. “Family and past are left behind when someone becomes a Ranger. They fade into oblivion and must never return to our way. Crimes are forgiven, the past buried, under the requirement to serve the king and protect the kingdom from all enemies. This is our duty, and this we will always do.” She said this with icy assurance, pointing her finger at them as she spoke. 
 
    “Of course,” Egil said, looking back at her very seriously. “We know that, and we understand it.”  
 
    “Let’s change the subject,” said Eyra. “This one makes me shiver, and I’m sure both Egil and Lasgol know their place and what they need to do perfectly well. They’re honorable young men. Now tell us about Sugesen and Gonars. Did they make it? We still haven’t received the final results, and I’m dying to know.” 
 
    “Gonars graduated as Forest Trapper and Sugesen as Forest Survivor,” Lasgol told them. 
 
    “That’s fantastic! Annika must be thrilled.” 
 
    “Luca?” asked Esben. 
 
    “Man Hunter.” 
 
    Esben nodded. “He’ll do it really well.”  
 
    “I’m sure Ingrid and Molak made it,” Ivana said confidently. “Which Elite Specializations?” 
 
    “Archer of the Wind and Sniper.” 
 
    “I knew it. Two of the most difficult and sought-after ones. Ivar won’t be able to complain that I don’t send him Archers who are good and perfectly trained.” 
 
    Haakon bent his head. “I’m sure Astrid made it, but Viggo? He had all the potential in the world, something innate, but also a self-destructive personality.” 
 
    “Astrid graduated as Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    Haakon smiled in satisfaction. “An exceptional young woman.” 
 
    “And Viggo graduated as Natural Assassin.” 
 
    Haakon’s eyes widened in surprise. Nor was he the only one. All four of them were looking amazed. 
 
    “An impressive achievement,” Haakon said, sounding genuinely surprised. “The most difficult of all the elite specializations, and one not many achieve. I can’t remember the last time someone managed it. I saw his potential… but Natural Assassin… now that really is an achievement…” 
 
    Lasgol had never seen Haakon so surprised or taken aback. 
 
    “That isn’t the only major achievement,” Egil put in.  
 
    The comment caught the attention of the Master Rangers. “Really?” Eyra asked. 
 
    “Lasgol didn’t graduate in just one specialization, but in two.”  
 
    The four Master Rangers were left staring at Egil, then at Lasgol, with eyes like saucers. Egil smiled. This was something they had not been expecting, and they were utterly taken aback. 
 
    Lasgol nudged his friend to stop him saying anything else. It was an uncomfortable situation for him, and he did not want to say anything about his achievements openly. Least of all in front of the four Master Rangers, whom he respected greatly. 
 
    “Two?” Esben exclaimed, obviously keen to know more. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Esben said admiringly. 
 
    “Two specializations… That’s an anomaly you don’t see very often,” Eyra commented. She looked worried. 
 
    “It only happens with very special people,” Ivana said, with her icy eyes fixed on Lasgol. 
 
    “Certainly surprising,” Haakon said. “And seeing that he was already attracting trouble from all directions, this will only amplify that effect.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Esben said, “it’s an amazing achievement.” He went over to Lasgol and gave him a bear-hug in the purest style of his friend Gerd. 
 
    Lasgol blushed. His Master Ranger was giving him a bear-hug, which was unheard-of. They never showed their feelings that way, but always kept a distance both physically and emotionally. But Esben was so amazed and happy that for a long moment he kept Lasgol raised a hand-span off the floor. 
 
    Eyra chuckled. “You’d better let him go. I think he’s stopped breathing.” 
 
    Esben let go of Lasgol and gave him a slap on the back. “I always knew you were special. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you…” Lasgol managed to mutter brokenly as he searched for air to fill his lungs. 
 
    “We all know he’s special,” said Eyra. “He proved it in the Schools Test. His potential is enormous.”  
 
    “We must keep working on him,” Esben said eagerly. “There’s a lot in him still to be discovered. He could reach very high goals. If he achieved two specialties, surely he could achieve even more.”  
 
    Lasgol did not very much like the sound of this. It sounded too much like Sigrid’s message, which had led to the experiments. 
 
    “It’s also a dangerous path,” Eyra put in. “Reaching one’s potential is fine as long as Mother Nature’s rules are respected. Going beyond that is neither prudent nor advisable, at least in my humble opinion.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m very happy and grateful to have achieved two specialties. But before I think about any more, I need to master these two. I still have a lot to learn and improve, in both of them.” 
 
    “That’ll come with experience,” Esben assured him. 
 
    “Well then, experience is what I’ll look for.” 
 
    “Well said,” Eyra murmured. 
 
    “Try not to look for trouble,” Haakon said in a sinister voice. 
 
    “And what brings you here so early?” Eyra asked them both. 
 
    “Dolbarar’s called for us,” Egil explained. 
 
    “Then you’d better go and see him. Our curiosity can wait.” 
 
    The two friends took their leave with a brief nod and went upstairs to Dolbarar’s private study on the second floor. 
 
    Lasgol felt uneasy. Why had the leader of the Camp called them? Was it to greet him out of courtesy? Or would there be something else? Most likely the latter. 
 
    They would soon find out. 
 
    They knocked on the door.
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    “Come in,” the leader of the Camp called from inside.  
 
    Lasgol recognized the voice at once, firm but kind, and was subconsciously put at ease. It was a voice that brought good memories and feelings with it. 
 
    When they went in, they found Dolbarar sitting behind his great carved oak desk. He was reading a scroll, which he now left on the table with others he had piled there which were apparently awaiting their turn. Two huge tomes lay open to one side. From the amount of reading material on his desk, he must be incredibly busy. 
 
    “Egil! Lasgol! Welcome!” he greeted them good-humoredly. 
 
    When Dolbarar stood up to greet them, he was just as Lasgol remembered him. By his appearance he was a man in his early seventies, with completely white hair, long and straight, which reached to his shoulders. His kind face was framed by a well-tended white beard no more than a finger’s-breadth thick. When he stared at the two of them with his intense emerald eyes, Lasgol noticed something in his appearance that surprised him: he did not give the same air of agility and power as before. He looked tired. More than that, he looked exhausted. Lasgol was uneasy about this, and began to understand Egil’s fears. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he replied with a grateful smile, and bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    Egil bowed his head as Lasgol had done. “You called for us, sir? How can we help the leader of the Camp?  
 
    “You’re always a great help to me,” Dolbarar replied with a grateful smile. “You have a mind with extraordinary abilities. I really don’t know how Eyra lets me steal you part of the time to help me with my own business.” 
 
    “The Master Ranger of Nature understands perfectly well that the needs of her leader are more urgent and important than her own.” 
 
    “Eyra is doing me a great favor, and I appreciate it. I hope the tasks I entrust you with don’t interfere too much with the ones she gives you. I’m aware that this last season I’ve been unloading more work on you… winter’s hard for everyone, but at my age it’s worse…” 
 
    Egil brushed this aside. “I can manage both jobs perfectly well. There’s nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “You’re a gift from the Ice Gods. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I don’t like to admit it, but the years are beginning to weigh on me, and weigh on me heavily.” 
 
    “I’m not really very useful. Our leader still deals with most of the Camp’s business.” 
 
    “That’s a white lie. We both know that you help me a lot. And I thank you with all my heart. I wish I could say I don’t need help, that I’m still what I used to be, but age forgives nobody.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to be able to help. Besides I can’t forget that I owe you… that we owe you our lives,” Egil said. He glanced aside at Lasgol. “If it hadn’t been for you intervening with Thoran, Lasgol and I wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale. That’s something that can never be forgotten. Ever.” 
 
    “That’s very true. Thank you again, sir,” Lasgol hastened to say. He knew as well as Egil that if it had not been for Dolbarar, Thoran and his brother Orten would have made them disappear… they were not the kind of people who left loose ends, and that was exactly what he and Egil were. 
 
    Dolbarar made a dismissive gesture. “It was nothing.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged a glance. They both knew that he had done a lot, that he had taken a risk for them. 
 
    “Favors and debts must always be repaid,” said Egil. “Always. It’s a matter of honor. That’s something my late father taught me.” 
 
    “Your father Duke Olafstone was a great man. Wrong in his aspirations to the throne, but a man of honor, above all. That’s something which always needs to be respected.” 
 
    “So he was,” Egil said, and bowed his head. 
 
    “The first of the reasons why I called for you is connected with this. It’s not a pleasant subject for me… but we need to address it. It’s a matter of importance for all three of us. I must remind you that the past needs to be left behind. Especially in your case, Egil. You must leave your family behind. Now we, the Rangers, are your family.” 
 
    “I know that very well, sir. That’s how I feel about it, and this past year it’s been inscribed in my soul. The past is the past. Now I’m a Ranger and I owe myself to my duty. My loyalty is to the Crown and the kingdom.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. The Rangers forgive the past, but for that it must be renounced in heart and soul.” 
 
    “And so, it is renounced,” Egil said. 
 
    Dolbarar looked at Lasgol in search of his answer. 
 
    “It’s been left behind. Forgotten.”  
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said, coming back to Egil, “but I have to ask. Has your brother Arnold tried to contact you?” 
 
    The question was asked casually, but Lasgol knew it carried a deeper meaning. 
 
    Egil looked Dolbarar in the eye. “I no longer have a brother. He’s the King of the West now, and I’m a Ranger who serves King Thoran.” 
 
    “Your words reassure me. Keep on the right path, young Ranger. If you stray, there’ll be evil consequences. Not only for you, but for those who’ve supported you. These are very complicated and dangerous times in the kingdom. Conspiracies and betrayals are punished with the noose, with neither questions, nor second thoughts. All it needs is the slightest suspicion, the slightest excuse… and certain powerful men will act ruthlessly. They won’t tolerate the slightest trace of doubt. You need to be with them completely, or else you’re against them.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil glanced at each other. Those words carried a clear warning. Dolbarar’s tone of voice was one of worry. This impressed Lasgol, who had not often seen the leader of the Camp so troubled. 
 
    “We must all be careful. Winter is coming to an end, and with the spring and the thaw bloodshed too will return, I fear.” 
 
    “This war isn’t good for either side,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Very true. Wars never are, and internal ones least of all. Let’s leave these melancholy subjects aside for now. The second reason I called you is to be able to speak with you, Lasgol. I’m very pleased to see you safe and sound, and a Specialist now.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, sir.” 
 
    “And with two Specialties, no less.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in surprise. He had not been sure Dolbarar would know. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been intense… and interesting…” 
 
    He indicated a letter on his desk. “Sigrid wrote to me. How is the Mother Specialist? And the Four Elders? We’re united by a long friendship. Very long indeed. We’ve shared a lot over the years.” He gave a melancholy glance out of the window behind him. 
 
    “They’re wonderful. Sigrid has iron stamina.” 
 
    Dolbarar’s eyes gleamed as he asked his next question: “Is her character still the same?” 
 
    “Yes… sometimes she behaves like a mother, and other times…” 
 
    “Like a despot?” 
 
    Lasgol choked. “Yeah… well, not so much…” 
 
    “Relax, I know her perfectly well, we’re very good friends.” 
 
    “Actually, she does have a rather peculiar character and ideas…” 
 
    “Well expressed,” Dolbarar said with a smile. 
 
    “The four Elders are very well, physically and mentally. I’ve spent most of the year with Gisli, and I can certainly say he has incredible stamina and strength.” 
 
    “And knowledge of the animal world.” 
 
    “His knowledge and experience always left me open-mouthed.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Is Loke still with them?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “He comes and goes, but yes, he’s there.” 
 
    “A good Ranger, and a better person.” 
 
    “We’ve also met Enduald.” 
 
    “Oh. Now that really is interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s a very unusual man,” Lasgol said, with the emphasis on very. 
 
    “A man with Talent.” 
 
    “Yes, with a Gift.” 
 
    Lasgol and Dolbarar exchanged a glance of understanding. Egil too understood what was being hinted at by the expression on Lasgol’s face. 
 
    “I see you’ve discovered new things.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Not all of them positive.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to speak with you. Well, I wanted to welcome you, but also to talk with you about what happened at the Shelter. Sigrid’s letter doesn’t explain it in detail, and I’m rather perplexed by the terrible events that have happened. I need you to give me an account of it and make things clear for me, because I have to confess that I slept very badly last night, thinking about it.” 
 
    “I can understand that… it’s hard to make sense of…” 
 
    “I haven’t said anything yet to the Four Master Rangers. I wanted to have more information before I did that. I wrote to Sigrid asking for more detail, but when I found out you’d arrived I thought it would be much better to hear it directly from you. Besides, it’ll make more sense in your own words, and help me clear up any doubts.” 
 
    “All right, then. It’s hard for me to tell it… but this is what happened…” Lasgol told him everything to do with Isgord and Erika as faithfully as he could, trying to keep his emotions under control. He wanted the story he told Dolbarar to be neutral, just the events and nothing else. When he had finished he sighed deeply and let his feelings flood over him, but he did not show it. He felt rage, guilt, frustration in the pit of his stomach and in his throat, like acid. 
 
    “You leave me speechless,” Dolbarar said. He sank into his armchair behind the desk. “It’s truly horrible. A terrible tragedy that besmirches the honor of the Shelter, and that of all the Rangers. I feel responsible. Guilty, even.” He put his hand to his forehead as if he had a fever. 
 
    “Guilty, sir?” Egil asked. He did not seem to understand. 
 
    “I’m the leader of the Camp. Isgord trained here, under my tutelage and leadership. I authorized sending him to the Shelter. It’s my responsibility to make sure we train honest Rangers, good men. What a disgrace.” 
 
    “One rotten apple doesn’t make the whole basket bad,” Egil said. 
 
    “Maybe not, but even so, I feel responsible. My most sincere apologies, Lasgol. He almost killed you. That’s a terrible thing.” 
 
    “It’s nobody’s fault. Isgord’s heart went on poisoning itself day after day until he reached the unthinkable. He had nobody but himself to blame for letting hatred take him over completely.” 
 
    “I knew he hated you. I ought to have done something… stopped him from going to the Shelter.” 
 
    “No one could have guessed that hatred would consume him.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to hate, a very different one to let it drive you insane,” Egil added. 
 
    “Even so…” 
 
    “I feel rather guilty myself,” said Lasgol, “as if I’d done something bad, when I know perfectly well I haven’t. I think it’s something natural. I’ve given it a lot of thought. I can’t get rid of that feeling, but I know it’s wrong. Only Isgord himself is to blame. It was his actions, not ours. And nobody could have either foreseen it or prevented it.” 
 
    “I never thought he’d go as far as that… he must have lost his mind,” Dolbarar said with his head in his hands. 
 
    “Hatred is an extremely strong feeling,” Egil pointed out. “It can drive someone to destruction if he’s not careful.” 
 
     Dolbarar was silent. It was obvious that he was deeply affected by what had happened with Isgord. He shook his head and stared at the floor. 
 
    “I can hardly believe it. I’ll keep a much closer eye on this type of situation. I have to prevent this from ever happening again. And to help when it comes to detecting this type of problem in one of our contenders. Yes, it’s the least I can do. I’ll be vigilant. I’ll help whoever needs it. A thing like this must never happen again.” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Not all men are good at heart.” 
 
    “I have to believe they are, and that it’s the experiences in life that lead them on to the wrong path. I’ll try to lead them back to the right path.” 
 
    “There’s also the business of Erika…” Egil added. Lasgol realized that his friend had mentioned this to try and get some information from Dolbarar. 
 
    “That I can’t believe. I don’t know what drove Erika to try and kill you, but I’m sure it wasn’t because of any group of Dark Rangers,” 
 
    “You don’t believe it, sir?” Lasgol asked. He too was trying to get more information from him. 
 
    Dolbarar shook his head. “No, I don’t believe it. There’s no organization of Dark Rangers. That’s only hearsay, slander against our honorable corps.” 
 
    “Sigrid and the Elders had heard rumors of their existence.” 
 
    “Well, I refuse to believe it.” 
 
    “They could exist and be acting secretly…” Egil suggested. 
 
    “No! There are no Dark Rangers!” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil were startled at this outburst. They had never seen him like this before. 
 
    “Erika admitted it to me,” Lasgol insisted, once Dolbarar had calmed down a little. 
 
    “That’s only gossip. Erika was a special girl with a few problems. It’s disrespectful to speak ill of those who are no longer among us… but in the present situation it’s better to explain. Erika had aspirations… delusions… of grandeur. Many contenders pass through the Camp and I don’t remember all of them. But some, like her for example, I do. Even then, she wanted to be part of something bigger, something more powerful. She wanted to go far. I told her that wasn’t the Path of the Ranger. Our goal is to serve the realm, to protect it. No more, and no less. That’s a very important task. It requires sacrifice, and brings no reward. That part never convinced her. I remember that well. I don’t question the fact that she tried to kill you, although I find it hard to believe, and that saddens me even more. I don’t know what was in her mind or what imaginary creation of hers that business of the Dark Rangers may be, but they don’t exist.” 
 
    “Sir…” Egil was about to ask more about the subject, but Dolbarar raised his hand. 
 
    “I’m feeling a little tired today. We’ll have to finish this conversation another time.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, sir,” said Egil, and Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “It’s been very good to see you, Lasgol.” 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir.” 
 
    “You’re heading North on a mission, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “So, I’d been informed. Be careful. There are movements of groups of Wild Ones of the Ice. It’ll be dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll take care, sir.” 
 
    Dolbarar made to rise to say goodbye, but stopped. He was unable to. In that forced movement, his neck was revealed. Lasgol could see the dark spots Egil had talked about. 
 
    “Forgive me for not getting up,” he said with an expression of pain, then sat back again. He rearranged both his tunic and the large medallion with the figure of an oak carved on it which identified him as the leader of the Camp, and once again the strange spots were concealed. 
 
    Lasgol had only glimpsed them for a moment, but he knew at once that they looked ominous. He and Egil exchanged a look of concern. 
 
    “Until my return, sir,” Lasgol said, feeling really worried now. 
 
    Dolbarar smiled at him kindly and nodded in farewell. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol went downstairs and found the ground floor deserted. The Master Rangers had already left to carry on with their daily tasks. 
 
    On the bridge outside, Lasgol stopped and turned to Egil. 
 
    “I saw the spots. They look bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re spreading more and more all the time, judging by what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “He was exhausted, and the day’s only just begun.” 
 
    “And he was trying to hide the pain he was feeling.” 
 
    “We have to do something. We’ve got to help him. We can’t let anything happen to him.” 
 
    “We will. We owe it to him,” Egil said determinedly. 
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    “What do we do now?” Lasgol asked Egil.  
 
    “It’s a complicated situation. Dolbarar isn’t going to cooperate, even though we’re trying to help him. We’ll have to do it without him being aware of it.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “If anybody knows, or has any idea of what might be going on, it has to be Edwina.” 
 
    “The Camp Healer…” 
 
    Egil nodded. “I’ve already tried. As I didn’t get any direct answers from him, I went to her, and to my surprise, I met with the same refusal to speak about the matter. That puzzled and worried me even more.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s certainly not good. If Edwina doesn’t want to talk about it, it must mean it’s something serious.” 
 
    “I came to the same conclusion after puzzling over the whole unpleasant business long and thoroughly. They both refuse to talk about it and insist that there’s nothing wrong, which I know isn’t true, because Dolbarar can barely manage a third of the tasks he used to do daily, with no trouble at all. And you saw how bad he was today.” 
 
    “What could be the matter with him?” 
 
    Egil shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s bad. Otherwise they wouldn’t be hiding it.” 
 
    “I’ll go and talk to Edwina,” Lasgol said determinedly. 
 
    “That could be an excellent decision. You and the Healer have a special link. She might trust you, as opposed to me.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “She was always good to me. I owe her my life. Besides, she’s kept the secret about my Gift… and she needn’t have done that. She did it because she’s a good person and she knew that if it had gotten out and known, it would have caused even more problems, and I had enough of them as it was.” 
 
    “Let’s hope she’ll want to confide in you,” Egil said. Although judging by his expression, he did not look very convinced. 
 
    The two friends headed to the Infirmary, the home of the Healer Edwina. Lasgol had mixed feelings at the sight of the building. On the one hand they were positive, because of the care he had known there at Edwina’s hands. She had brought him back from death, and that was something that could never be forgotten. But on the other hand, feelings of pain and rage came over him when he remembered the many times he had ended up there for no fault of his own. 
 
    Egil gave him a slap on his shoulder for good luck. “I’d better wait outside. You go in and try to find out what you can.”  
 
    Lasgol went into the Infirmary, which he knew would be open. It always was, because accidents in the Camp were frequent. Nor was he surprised to see a couple of contenders recovering on two of the beds. One seemed to have a broken leg, the other a wounded shoulder or arm, judging by his bandage. They both turned to Lasgol, who nodded to them. 
 
    “Edwina?” he asked. 
 
    “At the back,” replied the boy with the broken leg. 
 
    Lasgol knocked on the door at the back of the building, where the Healer’s quarters were. 
 
    “Who needs me?” came Edwina’s voice as the door opened. 
 
    “Healer,” Lasgol greeted her. He bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    “Lasgol! How nice to see you!” she cried, and the note of appreciation in her voice touched him. “Come in and let me have a good look at you.” 
 
    Lasgol went in. He always felt good in Edwina’s presence. She emanated goodness. Or perhaps it was because of his Gift; he was not certain. He felt a sense of wellbeing coming from her. When he looked at her he realized that she had not aged at all; she was exactly as she had been a year before. She even looked a little younger, probably as a result of her own Gift. 
 
    “Everything all right around here?” he asked casually. 
 
    “As well as can be expected. Accidents among the contenders keep occurring. You know what it’s like.”  She smiled. “But fortunately, nothing serious: broken bones, cuts, bruises of all kinds and minor illnesses. They keep me very busy, but nothing serious has happened in a long time. Now that I think of it, since you’ve been gone…” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I must attract accidents,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “That must be it.” She smiled back, and her eyes shone. “Let me check you. I want to make sure you’re all right.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It’ll only be a moment. You won’t feel anything.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He did not fear the Healer’s magic. In fact, he wondered at her healing powers. It had always seemed to him, the most beautiful of the different magics because it healed wounds and sickness, helped man, and brought good to the world. He was certainly no friend to the destructive magic of the powerful Magi. 
 
    The Healer placed her hand on his chest and closed her eyes, and the hair at the back of his neck stood on end. She was using her Gift to invoke a skill. He could see her hands giving forth a blue energy which penetrated into his torso. He relaxed, letting it enter his body. The Healer’s magic was harmless and was only exploring his system to make sure he was well. He felt fine. He was not sick, or anything like that. He doubted whether she would find anything, but there was no harm in being examined, just in case. 
 
    The blue energy fascinated him. It was totally different from his own, which had a green shade he found very characteristic. But the Healer’s seemed strange, alien. Every type of magic seemed to give off a different color, which was very interesting. To Egil it was ‘fascinating’. According to what he had read, only those with the Gift or the Talent were able to perceive magical energy and its different hues. And not all of them could; there were some who, even though they had the Gift, could not distinguish magic. Other humans who could not perceive it, were unable to see magic when it was invoked or conjured. That was why they found it strange and feared it. Not being able to see how things worked led to fear. For those who did not have the Gift, magic did unthinkable things in an invisible way. 
 
    Edwina prolonged the examination for some time, and Lasgol began to wonder. She was taking too long. Had she found anything bad? It was unlikely to be anything good, because if it were, she would have finished already. Suddenly her forehead wrinkled. She appeared to concentrate even harder, and he realized that she was sending more healing energy to his body. This could not mean anything good. He waited, now deeply worried. 
 
    She opened her eyes. “There you are,” she said. She took her hands away from him, and the blue energy vanished. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry. You’re as strong as an oak. I haven’t found anything wrong in your body. No illness, or problems in any organ.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. “For a moment you had me worried. The examination took a while.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong, but in fact I did find something different…” 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. This did not sound encouraging. “Different? In what way, different?” 
 
    “Haven’t you noticed anything connected with your Gift?” 
 
    “With my Gift? Well, no… is anything wrong?” 
 
    “Relax, it’s nothing bad. But yes, it’s something strange, which I hadn’t noticed before. Now I see it. And that puzzles me. 
 
    He looked into the eyes of the Healer. “What is it?” 
 
    “Your well of power has grown larger.” 
 
    Lasgol blinked hard. “I don’t understand… my inner energy hasn’t grown. It’s the same as it always was.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. It’s rather larger than when you were in the Camp.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not an error of judgment?” 
 
    “No. I checked it thoroughly. It’s definitely larger. Quite a lot larger than the last time I checked you.” 
 
    “That can’t be. I’d have noticed.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel that it’s larger?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s still the same.” 
 
     “That really is odd. Let me examine you again, just to make sure I’m not wrong.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Edwina repeated her examination. When she had finished, she put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not wrong. Your power has grown.” 
 
    Lasgol was very intrigued. “I’ll check, though I’m surprised.”  
 
    He closed his eyes, concentrated, and searched for his inner lake of energy, which was the way he visualized it in his own mind. He found it in his chest. Edwina visualized it as a well, but for him it was a lake. He examined it, and its size and depth were the same as ever. He watched it for a moment longer, wondering what the Healer could be perceiving. He could find nothing strange; everything was normal. He opened his eyes. 
 
    “My lake of power is the same as it always was.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded repeatedly. “Yes.” 
 
    Edwina was thoughtful. “Then the problem is something else. You can’t perceive your own power, which is growing. Something within you is blocking it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “You mean it’s grown, but I can’t see it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I haven’t a clue what it could be.” 
 
    “Most likely there’s a disconnect between your mind and your magical power.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “It’s not common, but yes, it does happen. There are Magi who lose the link between mind and magic. Or body and magic, as others refer to the link which forms between someone and their Gift. The loss might be partial or entire. If it’s entire, they’re incapable of using their magic, because they don’t even feel it within themselves. If it’s partial, they can still use the part they’re linked to, but lose the part which no longer is.” 
 
    “I didn’t know anything about all this.” 
 
    “It’s a very complex subject, which Erudites and Healers study. Not much is known about how the link is formed. On the other hand, there are some studies of how it’s destroyed. Events which have a traumatic effect on the mind might cut the link. That much is known.” 
 
    “I have suffered from traumatic events… yeah…” 
 
    “Maybe there’s your cause.” 
 
    “Once the link is broken, can you recover it?” Lasgol asked, in search of some hope that this problem might be solved. 
 
    “The studies haven’t found any case where it was possible to restore the link. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “On the other hand, your case is somewhat different. Generally, the link is broken and the mage loses access, partly or entirely, to his magical energy. In your case the well, or lake, of magical energy is growing, but it’s not linked to your mind, or your body.” 
 
    “Is it normal for it to grow?” 
 
    “Yes, in some cases. In the majority of people with the Gift, the size remains constant. Let’s say it comes from a finite source of magical energy. But there are a small number of lucky ones in whom the well of energy, of power, goes on growing throughout their lives. I think you might be one of those.” 
 
    “But I don’t have access to that growing energy.” 
 
    “Not for the moment.” 
 
    “Will I be able to some day?” 
 
    “In all honesty, I don’t know. I hope so. But I don’t have the answer.” 
 
    “What can I do to try and establish the link?” 
 
    “Work on it. Your mind needs to find the new energy you’re generating, that your body’s generating. When it does, it’ll link to it. Only then will you be able to use it.” 
 
    “I see. It’s there, within me, but I can’t gain access to it because I can’t find it.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’m afraid you’ll have to try and try until you can manage it, as in many other things connected with magic.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled sarcastically. “Yeah, magic and its mysteries…” 
 
    Edwina smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. It’ll be like developing a new skill. Except that in this case I’ll have to develop the power to find the additional energy I now have.” 
 
    “It’s a very hopeful way to approach it,” Edwina said with an encouraging smile. 
 
    “I’ll work hard.” 
 
    “It’ll be frustrating… it might take time, a long time.” 
 
    “Like developing any other skill.” He was looking frustrated. “I know the feeling well.” 
 
    “Look on the bright side. Few people have the fortune to be born with the Gift, even fewer to have their Gift grow over time. Very few. You’re very lucky.” 
 
    Lasgol considered this. “Yeah, I’m very lucky. I’ll find a way to access it. No matter how long it takes.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” She smiled at him, so that he felt more hopeful. “And now, tell me, to what do I owe your visit? You’re not sick, and you didn’t know anything about this new development.” 
 
    Lasgol was about to reply, but thought better of it. He did not want Edwina to put up her defenses if he asked too directly. 
 
    “I’ve just come from seeing Dolbarar.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m glad. A courtesy visit?” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, he called for me. He wanted to know about my experience in the Shelter.” 
 
    “I’d imagine it was one you’ll never forget,” 
 
    “You can be sure of that… but I found Dolbarar very much under the weather… it troubled me… that’s why I came to see you. Is he sick? Is anything wrong with him?” 
 
    Edwina’s kind face became serious. “There’s nothing wrong with him that you need to worry about.” 
 
    “At one point during the visit he couldn’t even get up from his chair…” 
 
    “I’m looking after him. There’s nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “But if the Camp Healer’s looking after him, then something’s the matter.” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Edwina said curtly. 
 
    “Yes, it is. I owe him my life, I love and respect him. I ought to help him, if it’s in my power to do so.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel. But let me assure you it’s not in your power. There’s nothing you can do. Leave it to me.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I don’t want to say any more about it.” 
 
    Lasgol realized that he would get nothing out of the Healer. Dolbarar must have ordered her not to talk, and she would not. He decided not to go on insisting, as that would only set the Healer against him. 
 
    “Fine. I won’t insist. If there’s anything I can do, I’m at your disposal.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    Lasgol took his leave of the Healer, who was herself again the moment they left the subject. 
 
    Egil was waiting outside the Infirmary. When he saw Lasgol come out, he moved his head questioningly. “Any luck?” 
 
    “Nope. She didn’t want to tell me what’s wrong with him.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “But it’s clear to me that something is wrong with him, and Edwina knows about it.” 
 
    “Dolbarar must have ordered her not to tell anybody.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “We’ll have to keep digging.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, although he had no clue as to how they could do that, or which direction they should go in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They set off back to the cabin to check how Camu and Ona were. It was not a good idea to leave the two wild animals alone for too long, even though they were locked in. 
 
    As they passed the House of Command, Lasgol remembered their conversation with Dolbarar. Something the Leader had said had stayed in his mind. It did not fit, and he was still turning it over on his head. 
 
    “Didn’t you think Dolbarar’s warning was odd?” he asked Egil. 
 
    His friend considered this for a moment. He knew what Lasgol meant. “I think the warning he gave us was more addressed to me, specifically.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he said it to both of us.” 
 
    “I have a shrewd suspicion that King Thoran has threatened Dolbarar.”  
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Thoran knows I’m here with Dolbarar. He wants him to keep an eye on me so that I can’t help my brother.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on you?” 
 
    “Lately I’ve noticed that Haakon has taken an unexpected interest in yours truly. The fact that you weren’t one of his favorites is something we already knew, but his interest in me can only be the result of Dolbarar having asked him to keep an eye on me.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true, even though I see it as fairly natural. I don’t blame him. Thoran and his brother are a couple of bloody-minded brutes. If they suspect I’m helping my brother, they’ll ask for Dolbarar’s head. Remember that he supported us before them when we unmasked the Shifter. Our Dolbarar is a good and trustful man, but he’s no fool. And he has a mountain of experience on his shoulders. He knows what works on the blood. He’s watching me. And if I stray from the path, as he put it himself, he knows that both his own head and ours might end up on a silver platter beside Thoran’s throne.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out in frustration. “This is something I hadn’t been expecting.” 
 
    “Things have reached a crucial point. This is the moment when the only people we can trust are ourselves. We can’t expect help from anybody, not even from Dolbarar.  His hands are tied. He won’t be able to help us again. If we’re caught, it’ll be the end.” 
 
    “We’ve got to be as cautious as possible. Particularly you.” 
 
    “I am, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I’ve got the feeling the situation is about to explode. My stomach starts to churn, just thinking about it.” 
 
    “The war’s entering its final stage. It’ll be over before next winter, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Will Arnold win?” 
 
    Egil’s expression turned very serious. “It’s a very complicated situation for him. He’s at a clear disadvantage in numbers and resources. It’s not a good position to fight from.” 
 
    “He has you, and plenty of Norghanians who are loyal to the West.” 
 
    “Even so, I’m not sure whether it’ll be enough to defeat Thoran.” 
 
    “Will he come out into the open?” 
 
    “I’ve advised him not to. He’d lose. It’s better if he stays behind the walls of Estocos, the capital of our duchy of Vigons-Olafstone, and waits for the attack of Thoran’s army there. Less risk and less loss of life.” 
 
    “Yeah, with smaller forces it sounds like the best advice.” 
 
    “At any given moment, it’s possible that Thoran will want to use me against my brother.” 
 
    “As a hostage?” 
 
    Egil nodded. “It’s a possibility I can’t ignore. The tactic has been used many times before among kings and nobles. Blood blackmail is always very effective.” 
 
    “Dolbarar won’t allow it.” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “He won’t be able to help us a second time. And even if he could, I wouldn’t want him to. It would cost him his life, and I don’t want that on my conscience. I feel a deep affection for Dolbarar. He’s a good person, noble, honorable and fair. I don’t want anything bad to happen to him, least of all as a result of my actions or loyalties.” 
 
    “I understand you. In that case we need to think of a plan in case he’s forced to turn you in.” 
 
    “I’m already working on it,” Egil said, and tapped his head with a finger. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “That eases my mind a bit. That prodigious brain of yours is sure to think of an infallible plan.” 
 
    “There’s no plan that’s infallible.” 
 
    “Well then, one that’s very good and almost infallible.” 
 
    Egil smiled and nodded. “That’s true. I need some more time, but I assure you I’m working on it. I don’t want to be taken by surprise.” 
 
    “You’ll manage it.” 
 
    Egil sighed and shrugged. “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    All of a sudden, he fell silent. From the expression on his face, Lasgol knew that something was troubling him. 
 
    “What’s up, pal?” 
 
    “There’s something I’ve been wondering about for a long time,” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You always wonder about everything,” he said, trying to make light of it. 
 
    “Difficult times are on their way…” 
 
    “The war.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’ll be a test for all of us.” 
 
    “We’ve been through it before and we came through it,” Lasgol said cheerfully. “We’ll do it again.” 
 
    “This time the situation’s different. There’s a key factor that’s changed, and it’s going to affect us.” 
 
    “When you say us, you mean our group, don’t you?” 
 
    “Exactly. Our closest friends.” 
 
    They stopped and looked around to make sure they were alone and that nobody could overhear them. Egil lowered his voice and spoke in a whisper. 
 
    “This war is going to test our loyalty, and unfortunately our friendship too.” 
 
    “We’ll stay together, just as we’ve always done,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I’m very much afraid it won’t be like that this time. We have no common enemy, not anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you mean.” 
 
    “The last time we had to choose sides, East or West, or else choose allegiances between Uthar or Darthor, we had a common enemy: the Shifter. That’s no longer the case. And Uthar and Darthor aren’t here this time. The situation is completely different now.” 
 
    “I think I’m beginning to understand what you mean…” 
 
    “On that occasion we joined together, not without difficulties, as you’ll remember, to unmask the Shifter. We all knew, or at least suspected, that there was foul play. Now that’s not the case. This time we’re going to have to choose our loyalties without that common goal, and I fear we won’t all choose the same option.” 
 
    “You feel some of us will support King Thoran and the East.” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “I’m afraid of that, yes.” 
 
    “But he’s not the legitimate King. Your brother Arnold is, by right of succession.” 
 
    “That’s very debatable. Everybody in the East supports Thoran.” 
 
    “And your brother has the backing of the whole West.” 
 
    “Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd and Viggo are from the East. Only you and I are from the West.” 
 
    “But they’re our friends.” 
 
    “And because of that, their loyalties will be divided. By birth, and because they’re Rangers, they’ll support the East. Out of friendship, for me, they want to help the West. But that would be high treason, and I don’t know if they’re ready to commit that. Nor do I think I want them to commit it. I don’t want that on my conscience. They’re my friends. I won’t lead them to the gallows.” 
 
    “I see what you mean now. This is a real moral dilemma.” 
 
    “A very difficult one to crack, maybe too much so. That’s why I fear it’s going to divide us, antagonize us… bring our friendship to an end.” 
 
    “Never that!” 
 
    “This kind of border situation, where the loyalties and honor of friends are put to the test, might cause irreconcilable rifts. We might lose our friends, perhaps forever.” 
 
    “We’ve got to stop that happening at all costs.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it for some time, and I can’t see a perfect solution to this problem. I don’t even know how you’re going to deal with it.” He looked Lasgol in the eye. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Where do your loyalties lie now that your mother isn’t here? With Thoran and the Rangers? With the East? Or on the other hand with the West and my family? With your own people?” 
 
    Lasgol was about to reply that he was with the West, obviously, but for some reason he could not. Something inside him was telling him that this was not right. He felt very strange, very much divided. He was from the West, and his family, his mother and father, were all from the West. Egil’s family, the Vigons-Olafstone, were the ones who should reign, by right of blood and succession. He knew all this and felt it in his heart. But on the other hand, he was a Ranger, loyal to the King, whether he was from East or West. Thoran might be the better or worse king, but right now he occupied the throne and was King of Norghana. Going against Thoran and the Rangers who served him faithfully was high treason, and Lasgol too felt it to be that. He did not want to commit treason, did not want to turn against the Rangers. On the other hand, Arnold was the legitimate King by line of descent, and they ought to help him regain the Crown. He felt his stomach turning, and was thoughtful for a while. 
 
    “You know you can count on me,” he managed to say. 
 
    “It’s not an easy decision, is it?” 
 
    “I thought it was…” 
 
    “Before, with your mother there, it was easier. Now, supporting me and my family means going against the King and the Rangers, and it’s no longer as simple as that. It goes against everything you’ve sworn.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I feel I have to do both… and I feel I have to help you.” 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty, pal. But you might not be able to help me.” 
 
    “I’ll always help you.” 
 
    “Even if it means committing high treason?” 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way…” 
 
    “You’re honest and honorable. That’s why you find yourself at a crossroads. And because of that, I don’t want to force your hand and make you do something you don’t want to. I know you’d face death for me, but I don’t want you to betray your principles on my account.” 
 
    “We’ve got to find some way…” said Lasgol, who did not know how to get out of the dilemma. On the one hand, he wanted to help Egil and the West with all his heart, but on the other, he knew that betraying the Rangers was wrong, and that now there was no reason that justified it. If he betrayed them it would be to help his friend’s family, because he believed the crown ought to be on Arnold’s head. This meant high treason. 
 
    “It’s going to be very complicated… and even more so for our friends.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. Egil was right, as usual. 
 
    “I don’t see Ingrid betraying the Rangers.” 
 
    “Neither she nor Nilsa or Gerd,” Egil said. “They’re from the East, loyal, and they won’t go against the Rangers or the King without a powerful reason. I’m afraid that supporting my brother so that he can regain the crown for our family, isn’t reason enough for them to leave their loyalties to one side.” 
 
    “Viggo will…” 
 
    Egil smiled. “Viggo will choose whichever side without thinking twice about it. I know I can count on him.” 
 
    “Yeah, Viggo hasn’t got much moral sense,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “And then there’s Astrid and Molak, both from the East…” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yup, they’re a problem, we had a lot of trouble with Astrid and it took a massive effort to convince her. But now, without the Shifter, without a greater reason, she won’t accept betraying the King and the Rangers. Even for me. And I can’t ask her to. That’s something that would end our relationship. No, she’s got to stay out of all this. I can’t get her involved, or else I’ll lose her.” 
 
    “I know. Nor Molak either. He’s too honest and straightforward.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “This is a very difficult crossroads we find ourselves at.” 
 
    “It is going to test us, our friends and our loyalties. I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, life has a tendency to complicate things and turn difficult.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Lasgol said. He sounded discouraged. 
 
    “We’ll get out of this, one way or another. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d like us all to come out alive, and still be friends.” 
 
    “That’s something only fate can tell.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could influence that fate with your ideas and master-plans?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Egil said with a smile. But it was a faint smile. He was not very convinced. 
 
    “Whichever way, we’ll have to see how things develop as they go on, then make our decisions as a consequence of that. Both the two of us and our friends.” 
 
    “All right, then. I’ll do everything in my power not to get you all mixed up with my plans and actions to help my brother. That way you won’t find yourselves having to choose a side.” 
 
    “I’m not sure of that… what if you need help? What if something goes wrong?” 
 
    “I’ll take the chance. I’m not going to drag my friends down with me.” 
 
    Lasgol was not very happy about this reply. When the time came, Egil might not ask for help when he really needed it, for fear of what might happen to them. 
 
    “If you’re in danger, or you need help, you’ve got to trust me, and your friends. You have to do it. Promise.” 
 
    Egil took a deep breath. “Fine, I promise.” 
 
    “We’re all grown-up now, practically. Fully-fledged adults.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You can’t protect us from a war that we’re involved in, whether we want to be or not.” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “Yes. Eventually it’ll be inevitable. The moment will come when each of our friends will have to choose his or her own way, their loyalties, and who they support or not.” 
 
    “So be it,” Lasgol said, and gave Egil an encouraging slap on the back. Both friends went on walking while their thoughts turned to everything they had talked about, as well as their dear friends, who at that very moment would be carrying out their missions. Probably they too had thought a great deal about the same thing. 
 
    “They’ll be okay, won’t they?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Certainly. There aren’t many in this kingdom as well prepared as they are. They’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    Lasgol felt slightly better. But it did not last. He soon went back to fearing for the luck of his friends again. 
 
    As soon as they opened the cabin door, Ona received them with a warning growl. 
 
    “Ona, easy. It’s me,” said Lasgol. 
 
    The snow panther recognized him and ran to greet him like a huge kitten, delighted to see her master back home. Camu became visible on the ceiling of the cabin and gave a happy little shriek. Looking at them upside-down, he began to flex his legs and wag his tail. 
 
    “I see he can still hold on to any surface, even supporting his own weight,” said Egil. 
 
    “Yeah, it seems the increase in weight doesn’t affect him.” 
 
    “That’s curious. I’ll have to study it.” 
 
    “Weird, I’d say…” Lasgol murmured. 
 
    Egil smiled. “I suspect we’re still going to discover many more interesting and fascinating things about Camu.” 
 
    A moment later, Camu and Ona hurled themselves on Egil to play with him. 
 
    “Take care… he’s nothing but a poor human,” Lasgol told them. He was unable to stop laughing. 
 
    “A poor human, size small,” Egil remarked, laughing. 
 
    As Egil played with Camu and Ona, Lasgol passed on what Edwina had told him. His friend’s reaction was what he had expected. 
 
    “That’s fascinating!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I knew you’d think so.” 
 
    “We’ll have to experiment to see whether you can reach that new energy inside you.” 
 
    Lasgol’s face twisted. “Experiment is my least favorite word.”  
 
    “You need to think of the potential, and what excellent news this is. Your energy, your power, will go on growing throughout your life. That’s fantastic.” 
 
    “We don’t know that…” 
 
    “It’s a hypothesis based on a recent event. I believe that if it’s happened once, it’ll go on happening over time. That’s the most likely thing.” 
 
    “We’ll see. For the moment it’s only happened once, and I wasn’t even aware of it.” 
 
    “This must be documented in some tome of mystical or arcane knowledge. I’ll try to find one that talks about it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Go ahead. You may be lucky.” He said this without believing it was possible. He doubted very much whether this problem would be dealt with in any tome of magical knowledge. But they would lose nothing by searching. They might even be lucky. 
 
    “In the end, Viggo’s going to be right,” Egil said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Viggo? What about?” 
 
    “That you’re a ‘weirdo’.” 
 
    Lasgol started to laugh and Egil joined him. Seeing both friends laughing, Camu began his dance. Poor Ona, not used to this, looked at the three of them with her ears flattened back, not understanding what was going on. Lasgol went up to her and stroked her head. 
 
    “Laughter is good,” he whispered to her. “It gladdens the soul.” 
 
    “And heals it,” Egil added. 
 
    For a moment longer they laughed and allowed that moment of joy to envelop them. Soon everything would change, and moments like this would be long in coming. They were both aware of the fact. 
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    Lasgol and Egil spent the time left to them chatting about a thousand and one things, as they liked to do. Toward evening, Lasgol went to see the Quartermaster to get supplies for his mission. He met the Elder Superintendent, who was as un-amiable as ever, but at least gave him everything he needed, including a couple of maps of the northern territory. That was one advantage of being a Ranger: at the Camp, in the capital, and at a series of posts scattered throughout the kingdom, they could get a fresh supply of anything they needed. 
 
    As he was on his way back for Camu and Ona, he met Eyra coming from the School of Nature workshops. 
 
    “Hello, Lasgol,” the Erudite greeted him with a friendly smile. 
 
    He bowed his head respectfully. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Food for the mission?” she asked, indicating the traveling pack slung on his back. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “You’re heading north?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I need a rare plant, a special one, for a remedy that’s very difficult to prepare. It only grows in one region of the North.” 
 
    “I imagine it’s the territory of the Wild Ones of the Ice?” 
 
    Eyra smiled. “You were always quick. You guessed right. It’s there.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    “Good. Let me mark where you can find it on a map. I don’t want you to go wandering about hostile territory facing unnecessary dangers. Do you have one?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t know the area too well, so I asked for a couple of maps.” 
 
    “Well done. I’ve heard that the Wild Ones are back… be very careful.” 
 
    “It looks like it. I guess I’ll find out soon enough. I’ll be very careful.” 
 
    Eyra marked the area on the map where he needed to look for the plant. 
 
    “It’s the Undying Bell. It’s very rare. It has a yellow-orange flower, with a long stem more than three hand-spans tall. But the most characteristic feature is that the tip is white as snow and shaped like a bell.” 
 
    “Oh… it has flowers in winter?” 
 
    “All year around, which is why it’s called ‘undying’. It survives the snow and the cold. It’s a very curious plant. Unfortunately, it’s not found in many places, and in those where it grows it’s very occasional. It won’t be easy to find.” 
 
    “How curious.” 
 
    “So it is. Look for it in open spaces among groves.” 
 
    “Understood.” The request sounded strange to Lasgol. Why did Eyra need that unusual plant at that particular moment? Could it have something to do with Dolbarar’s illness? He decided to find out. 
 
    “What’s this plant used for?” he asked, trying to sound genuinely interested. 
 
    “For healing purposes.” 
 
    “Healing? How interesting.” He tried to look intrigued. He needed to get more information. “For fevers?” 
 
    “No. It’s used for treating infections of the blood.” 
 
    “Debilitating infections? Serious ones?” 
 
    “That’s right. Since when have you been interested in healing?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve always been interested. The thing is that I’m better with animals and tracking than with healing…” 
 
    She pointed to Lasgol’s chest, where his two Specialist medallions were hanging. “I can see that.” 
 
    “Is there someone seriously ill who needs the plant?”  
 
    “Isn’t it enough if I ask you to look for it? Do you need any other reason?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Of course not. It was just in case it was urgent… I’ll look for it, find it and bring it back to you.” 
 
    “That’s better. Try to bring me three plants. It won’t be easy to find them, but I do need them. One alone isn’t enough for the preparation I have in mind.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “I need them before the thaw is complete.” 
 
    “I’ll bring them back in time.” 
 
    “Thank you very much. And one other thing. This request stays between the two of us. Don’t mention it to anybody.” 
 
    “Of course. My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Thank you. Good luck and be careful.” 
 
    “Thanks. I will be.” 
 
    Eyra walked away slowly, and Lasgol was left wondering about the strange request. She wanted to keep it secret. That could only mean that it had something to do with what was happening to Dolbarar. 
 
      
 
    He was on his way to Egil’s cabin when someone spoke to him. 
 
    “Look what the spring breeze has brought,” said a feminine voice. “A hero no less, and from the West.”  
 
    The voice sounded familiar to Lasgol, although he did not fully recognize it. When he turned toward it, he found a very pretty blonde girl dressed as a Ranger watching him with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Valeria! What a surprise!” 
 
    “Valeria? Aren’t we friends anymore?” she said with a grimace of mock-annoyance. 
 
    “Sorry, Val,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “That’s better,” she replied, still smiling roguishly. She came up to him and hugged him tightly, then gave him a kiss on the cheek which caught him completely by surprise. 
 
    Ona growled in warning. 
 
    “I see you have a new girlfriend. She looks jealous.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “She’s no girlfriend, she’s my Familiar. Her name is Ona, and she protects me. She doesn’t like strangers coming near me. I see you’re still as impulsive as ever.” He stroked the snow panther to let her know there was no danger. 
 
    “Only with you,” she replied, pretending to apologize. “And I’m no stranger,” she added looking offended. 
 
    “Don’t be like that. For her, you are a stranger.” 
 
    Valeria smiled. “Can I stroke her? She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “You can, but when you do it you have to lower your hand below her head, so that she sees it coming. If you do it from above, she won’t like it and she might lash out.” 
 
    Valeria smiled. “Cautious girl.” She did as Lasgol had told her, and showing Ona her hand, she brought it down below her head until she touched her back and began to stroke her. 
 
    Ona chirped with a questioning look at Lasgol. 
 
    “This is Val. A friend,” he whispered, nodding so that Ona would accept her. 
 
    “A very good friend,” she emphasized. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. He was surprised to see her. “You should have already graduated.” 
 
    “And what happens to the best among those who graduate?” 
 
    “They go for the Specialization Test.”  
 
    She smiled proudly. “Exactly.” 
 
    He nodded. “I see. When will that be?” 
 
    “In three days’ time.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, full of optimism and confidence. “But thanks for the good wishes.” 
 
    Lasgol took a good look at her. She was wearing her golden hair loose, looking at him with her enormous blue eyes in a beautiful face that drew the light and all gazes. She had grown up. She was more of a woman, more attractive than a year before, and even then she had been ravishing. Without a doubt the most beautiful in the whole Camp. And this was not just something he himself thought, it was a fact. 
 
    “Are you done staring at me?” she said. 
 
    “I… forgive me…” 
 
    Valeria giggled. “You know you’re transparent to me, I can read you like an open book.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re half-Sorceress, a Charmer.” 
 
    “I won’t tell you all my secrets, but yes, you’re right.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “How was the year at the Shelter? We heard rumors that there’d been some ugly complications this year.” 
 
    “It was intense.” 
 
    “As you were there, I guess the complications had to do with you, right?” 
 
    “Does everybody think I attract trouble?” 
 
    “Answer me… don’t avoid the question, I know you.” 
 
    “Yeah… well… it’s true, they had to do with me.” 
 
    She smiled. “I knew it. And I don’t think you attract problems. What I think is that you have something special that means you end up in the middle of complex situations which need a solution. A solution that not just anyone can provide.” 
 
    “I don’t follow…” 
 
    “You’re special, silly.” 
 
    “Ah! Oh…” 
 
    “But you must have been told that already.” 
 
    “Yeah… but I don’t believe it. I’m just like anybody else, but with a bit more of a tendency to get into trouble.” 
 
    “In other words, special.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “I’m just a regular guy,” he insisted. 
 
    “Sure, and I’m the ugliest girl in the Camp.” 
 
    “You know perfectly well that’s not true.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Let’s drop it.” 
 
    “You seem stronger, more mature, to me,” she told him, looking him up and down, then up again, shamelessly. 
 
    “The training was hard at the Shelter and what happened… was too…” 
 
    “I feel like giving you another kiss.” 
 
    Lasgol put out his hands to stop her. “Nooooo!” 
 
    Valeria laughed out loud. “Relax, I’m not going to do it.” 
 
    “Sure?” Lasgol asked, unconvinced. 
 
    She nodded, with a sardonic smile. “Sure. Although I know how much you liked it the last time.” 
 
    “I didn’t… it was the surprise…” Lasgol muttered, uncomfortable with her boldness. 
 
    “Of course it was a surprise. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to do it.” 
 
    “You have to understand… I…” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re with the brunette.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s right.”  
 
    “You’re still crazy about her.” 
 
    He thought for a moment, “Completely and absolutely crazy about her.”  
 
    “That’s a pity. You and I make a much better couple.” 
 
    “Val… behave…” 
 
    “Okay. But if one day you and the brunette split up, let me know.” 
 
    “We’re not going to split up.” 
 
    “Life takes many turns.” 
 
    “I don’t deny that, but I can assure you, Astrid and I are going to stay together.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    Lasgol changed the subject. He was not comfortable at all talking about all of this with Valeria. 
 
    “As you’re in Archery, what elite specialization are you after?” 
 
    “I don’t know them all, only some from hearsay. The one I’m interested in is Elemental Archer.” 
 
    “Excellent choice. I think it suits you perfectly. Especially the elemental fire arrows,” he teased her. 
 
    “I’m going to set you on fire…” 
 
    Lasgol laughed and raised his hands. “No, please!” 
 
    “What other specializations are there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I should tell you. They’ll show you them when you get to the Shelter.” 
 
    “Come on, it’s me. You can tell me.” 
 
    “All right. The Elite Specializations of your School are: Mage Hunter, Natural Marksman, Infallible Marksman, Forest Sniper, Elemental Archer, and Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    “They sound great!” 
 
    “Now you just have to pass the Specialization Test and you’ll be on your way.” 
 
    “Any advice?” 
 
    “Be mentally prepared. It’ll be harder than the training here at the Camp. The Harmony Test is unique, but don’t be afraid, exert yourself to the limit as you always do, and you’ll make it.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    Lasgol thought about it. “If the Mother Specialist offers to experiment on you, refuse.” 
 
    “Experiment?” 
 
    “You listen to me and refuse.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll follow your advice.” 
 
    “Did you go home?” 
 
    Valeria’s face turned somber. There was pain in her eyes. “Yeah. Unfortunately.” 
 
    “It didn’t go well?” 
 
    “No. You know about the situation in the West. I had a hard time getting home and I almost didn’t live to tell the tale. But my father… well… I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
    “His attitude hasn’t changed?” 
 
    Valeria shook her head. “He still thinks I’m a damsel in distress, even now that I’m a Ranger and I’ve proven myself to him. I don’t want to talk about it, it makes me so angry.” 
 
    “I understand. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Are you visiting?” 
 
    “No, just passing by. I’m on a mission to the North.” 
 
    “The North? That sounds bad.” 
 
    “There’s been movement of the Wild Ones of the Ice. They’re sending me to keep watch.” 
 
    “Be very careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will be.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re leaving already?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yeah, I’m going by the secret passage.” 
 
    “Oh… Then we won’t see each other again until I come back from the Shelter.” 
 
    “With your Elite Specialization,” Lasgol said showing her his Beast Whisperer Medallion. 
 
    “You can count on that.” 
 
    “See you in a year.” 
 
    “See you,” she said. 
 
    This time it was Lasgol who hugged Valeria. “Take good care of yourself,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “And you. Don’t get into any more ‘situations’.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    They went their separate ways, and Lasgol headed to Egil’s cabin, where his friend was waiting to say goodbye. He told him what had happened with the Master Ranger of Nature. 
 
    “There’s no doubt it has to do with Dolbarar,” Egil agreed. “Otherwise why the secretiveness, and her reluctance to tell you any more?”  
 
    “That’s what I thought. Her attitude seemed to me very like Edwina’s.” 
 
    “Everything points to the fact that Dolbarar’s suffering from a serious illness of the blood. If they need those medicinal plants, it must be something quite rare.” 
 
    “But can’t Edwina use her Gift to heal him?” 
 
    “From what I understand of the Healers of the Order of Tirsar, they can’t always defeat the illness or heal very serious wounds. There are cases that are beyond the reach of healing, or else their power isn’t enough to achieve a cure.” 
 
    “They can’t heal everything…” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Any magic has its limitations,” Lasgol said, nodding. 
 
    “That’s how it is, and the magic of Healing, as I understand, has quite a few of them. It’s a very complex art – hard to learn and even harder to master.” 
 
    “If Edwina can’t heal him,” Lasgol said, sounding very worried, “it must be something terrible.”  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Egil replied sadly. 
 
    “I’ll find the plants. I’ll save Dolbarar.” 
 
    “Be very careful, and the best of luck.” 
 
    The two friends hugged for a long moment. 
 
    “You be very careful too. Remember, someone wants to kill you.” 
 
    “Remember that’s true for you too.” 
 
    They broke the hug, and Lasgol smiled. “I don’t suppose they’ll follow me where I’m going.”  
 
    “Even so, keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Besides, now I’m never alone.” He put two fingers to his mouth and whistled. A moment later Ona came out of the cabin. Lasgol tapped his thigh and obediently she came to stand by his side. 
 
    Egil smiled. “Good girl.” 
 
    Camu, we’re leaving. Stay camouflaged till I tell you. 
 
    Leaving? Where? 
 
    To the North, beyond the great mountains. 
 
    Egil coming? 
 
    No, Egil has to stay here. 
 
    Why? 
 
    He has a lot of duties. 
 
    Duties? 
 
    Things he must do here. 
 
    Me sad. 
 
    I know. I’m sad too. 
 
    Say goodbye? 
 
    Lasgol looked around, to check that there was nobody near. 
 
    Say goodbye, but be quick. 
 
    Before Lasgol could warn Egil, Camu had already jumped on him. Egil fell down, and the little creature began to lick his face. 
 
    “Sorry, he’s saying goodbye,” Lasgol told him. 
 
    “Yeah… hahaha!... he’s a charmer…” 
 
    The scene was comical: Egil lying on the ground, laughing and waving his arms as if he were crazy, since Camu was on top of him in his invisible state. Poor Ona was looking frightened, with her claws ready to attack. Lasgol soothed her. 
 
    With that joyful image in his mind, he set out for the north. His mission awaited him. It was time to face it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol set off toward the north from Egil’s cabin, with Ona and Camu behind him. Trotter was not coming on this journey; the good old pony could not cross the mountains, and skirting them would take too long. It saddened him to leave his faithful mount behind, but his mission awaited him, and he could delay no more. In order to reach the final territories of the north, the Frozen Land, as the Norghanians called it – the northernmost region of the kingdom, disputed by the Wild Ones of the Ice – they would have to cross the Eternal Mountains. This was far from easy. There were only two passes relatively nearby that he could use: the Pass of the Frozen Giant up-river, or the Pass of the White Dragon’s Mouth. After talking it over with Egil he had decided on the latter, which was the most direct way. 
 
    Briskly, he crossed the enormous valley that surrounded the Camp. He came across some contenders and Rangers, but avoided talking to them and carried on with his journey until he arrived at the foot of the mountain range that sealed the entire valley. To continue on his way north he had to cross it, except that this was not possible. Luckily the Rangers had more than one secret, and one of them was right there. This was the Secret Pass that allowed them to leave the Camp valley by crossing the mountains toward the north. This was what he would use. 
 
    Camu, hide till I tell you. 
 
    I hide. 
 
    “Ona. With me.” 
 
    The panther gave a gentle affectionate growl and came close to Lasgol’s right thigh. When they reached the foot of the mountain, the point behind two great boulders which hid the pass, he stopped to allow himself to be seen clearly. Two Rangers on watch duty appeared above the boulders as if by magic and aimed their bows at him. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    “Ranger Specialist Lasgol Eklund, on a mission.” 
 
    The two Rangers stared at him for a long moment. Then they exchanged a glance and nodded. 
 
    “Come in, you can pass.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Good luck in your mission.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded at them in greeting, climbed on to the boulders and took a good look at the pass. It was just as he remembered it from the time, they had crossed it with Esben leading them. That very narrow passage, which only allowed one person at a time because one of the walls of the gorge had shifted and collapsed against the other, created a sensation of unease. But he put it aside and leapt into it with Ona and Camu following him. It took them quite a while to come to the end of the long passage. This time it seemed even longer, alone and without Esben to guide them. 
 
    Winter was almost over, and although the weather was still a little adverse and the temperature quite low, the worst had already passed. It was still snowing, but the sky was not too cloudy and the winds no longer blew with such icy force, so that soon it would be more pleasant. 
 
    For a week they crossed flat land, with Lasgol leading and his two companions behind. Camu and Ona loved the snow and were enjoying both surroundings and journey. This delighted Lasgol. There was no need for Camu to stay invisible, since there was not a soul for leagues around, so he was delighted to be able to be mischievous without having to hide. 
 
    The second week the land became more complicated, with ascents on broken terrain, which tested both his skills and his agility. Ona and Camu, on the other hand, seemed not to feel the harshness of the land particularly. He stopped to rest and from his satchel, took out the scroll with the orders he had received at the Shelter. He read them again: 
 
      
 
    Ranger Lasgol Eklund. 
 
    By this document you are entrusted with the following mission on behalf of the Crown: you must make your way to the Peak of the White Owl in the northern territory of Norghana and present yourself to Captain Martens. You will act as support in the surveillance of the movements of the Wild Ones of the Ice in the area which the Captain and his men are now undertaking. 
 
      
 
    As in every mission, your diligence and prompt action are expected. 
 
      
 
    Signed: Gondabar 
 
      
 
    Leader of the Norghanian Rangers. 
 
    Faithful servant of the Kingdom of Norghana. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing the signature made him wonder whether Gondabar himself had dispatched this mission order. Probably not, it must have been one of his assistants. From what Nilsa had told them, Gondabar had six of them at the capital with him, together with three veteran Rangers from Intelligence. They dealt with orders and missions for all the Rangers in the corps. Nilsa could not understand how they managed to know where every Ranger was at every moment, least of all when each one was starting or ending a mission. To her it was total chaos, but somehow Gondabar and his team had all the Rangers well organized, mapped and controlled at every moment. 
 
    He shook his head. It must be a thorough, arduous and very detailed business. Nilsa had commented that she did not believe Gondabar’s Intelligence Team ever slept – or that if they did, it had to be in shifts, because they dispatched orders day and night, at any hour. Messengers, owls, crows, set off from there, non-stop. Even she herself could be called at any hour, even at night, to take urgent messages. Lasgol realized that it was an enormous and complicated task which was only within reach of minds like Egil’s. He wondered whether Gondabar had assistants like Egil with him. Probably the answer was yes – though not as brilliant as his friend, that was for sure. 
 
    “Right then, stop playing in the snow and let’s be on our way,” he told his two mischievous companions. 
 
    Ona and Camu stopped playing and looked at him. Lasgol waved his hand, and they set off. He kept his wits about him as he went on, even though he did not think there was any danger in that area. They were still a long way from the territory of the Wild Ones of the Ice. Even so, as the old saying went: a wary man lives into old age – a careless one doesn’t. He remembered it well and always applied it to himself. Danger would not catch him unawares. He could not say the same about his two companions, who after a short while forgot that there might be danger around them. He would have to teach them. This was their first mission, and they had many things to learn and get better at. 
 
    As night fell, he sought a sheltered spot to spend the night, and even built a small fire when it stopped snowing. It took him some time, because the wood was wet, and finding firewood and preparing a fire in that weather was not at all easy. In the end he succeeded. For a Ranger this was something basic, and he did not often fail at it. Camu was delighted and began to dance as soon as the flame took hold and the wood began to burn. Ona, on the other hand, was frightened at the sight of fire, which was something she was not used to. Lasgol had not foreseen this, but he realized at once when he saw the look on the big cat’s face. 
 
     “Easy, Ona, it’s just fire, to warm us up.” 
 
    The panther complained with a low growl. She was not at all convinced. 
 
    “Don’t get too close or it’ll burn you. Enjoy the warmth and the brightness,” he whispered again, but saw that she did not understand him. Well, she would get used to human things and (he hoped) to his comments as well. Otherwise he would have to teach her new commands. Elder Gisli had recommended him to teach her as many as he could. He recalled the conversation as he watched the dance of the flames on the firewood. 
 
    “You need to try and teach multiple commands to your familiar.” 
 
    “Apart from the basic ones she’s already learned?” 
 
    Gisli had nodded. “The basic ones are the initial part of her training. You need to keep teaching her. The more commands the better, because that way she gets used to it and it’ll get easier and easier for her to understand them.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, Master.” 
 
    “Do it even for simple things, because that way you’ll make communication with your familiar easier, and the link between human and animal will get stronger. That’s the most basic and important thing. The stronger the link, the better the relationship, and the better you’ll be able to deal with the outside world.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ona, definitely uneasy and keeping away from the fire. He decided to follow his master’s advice, and tapped his thigh with two fingers.  
 
    “Ona. Here.” 
 
    Ona chirped in protest. 
 
    Camu was sitting by his side, looking at poor Ona bowing her head. 
 
    Not come, he transmitted to Lasgol, who felt that he was enjoying himself. 
 
    Don’t be mean and don’t laugh at her. Fire scares her. 
 
    Fun. Fire good. Ona silly. 
 
    She’s not silly, she’s wary, which is very different. Not like you. And let me remind you, you got burnt the first time you went near a fire. 
 
    You not warn. 
 
    Oh yeah, so it’s my fault. You got burnt because you have to put your nose everywhere. You got what was coming to you. 
 
    Not good. Pain. I remember, 
 
    So don’t forget it, and let’s see whether you learn your lesson. 
 
    Lesson? 
 
    Lasgol snorted and rolled his eyes. You’re impossible. 
 
    Me possible. Not understand. 
 
    Lasgol snorted again. Learn from Ona and be more cautious. 
 
    Ona fearful. Me brave. 
 
    What you are is reckless. 
 
    Reck… less…? 
 
    You don’t think before you act. 
 
    I think a lot. 
 
    Yeah, sure. And I can fly. 
 
    You no fly. No wings. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    Camu put his head first to one side and then the other. It was clear from this that he had not understood. For the moment the little creature did not get sarcasm. He would have to keep tossing satirical comments to him in the hope that he would finally catch on. As with Ona, he still had a lot of work to do with Camu. This too would take a lot of time and require infinite patience, because his little friend was as stubborn as he was mischievous. Correcting his behavior was going to be complicated, but he would have to try, for Camu’s good and for his own. Otherwise, one day he would get them into a catastrophic mess. This was something Lasgol feared, and knew would happen if he did not do something about it. 
 
    Ona was not coming any closer, so he decided to teach her. He moved a little away from the fire and repeated the command. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” he ordered, tapping his thigh with two fingers. 
 
    Ona not go. 
 
    Yes she will. 
 
    Not go. You see. 
 
    Don’t be like that. She’ll come. 
 
    Me good. 
 
    Oh yeah, and charming. 
 
    Yes. Charming. Camu’s mental message reached his mind along with a feeling of pride. He began to give a series of little hops. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. Camu was as impossible as Viggo. 
 
    He focused on Ona. He went on tapping his thigh, gently, repeatedly, with the same interval. Lasgol knew that the panther’s keen ear was listening to the repetitive tapping on his thigh and that it was drawing her attention. She could not take her attention from the sound, presumably because of her instinctive curiosity. She found it irresistible. She was staring at his fingers, waiting for the sound to stop, but when it failed to she lowered her head and went on staring. He smiled: he had her spellbound. Now he only needed her to come. He went on tapping his thigh with a sound that was barely perceptible to a human ear, but not for a cat. 
 
    Camu hopped to the side of the fire and began to dance, flexing his legs and wagging his tail. He enjoyed it when Lasgol was working with Ona. Probably because it let him off free and it was the panther’s turn to suffer. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” Lasgol repeated, more sharply and urgently. 
 
    The panther, captivated by the sound and under the influence of the command, came up to him. She did it slowly, crouching, ready to flee. 
 
    “Well done,” Lasgol said. He stroked her head. 
 
    Ona gave out a long chirp, a mixture of whimper and complaint. 
 
    “Easy, girl, it’s not going to hurt you. Come with me.”  
 
    He stepped back toward the fire. Ona did not like it and gave a loud moan. 
 
    Ona not go. Camu, amused, was dancing on the other side of the fire. 
 
    Yes, she will. 
 
    She not go. Fearful. 
 
    She’ll come. You could help me too. 
 
    I help. Move away. 
 
    You’re right there. Better not be in the way, interfering with things. 
 
    I smart. 
 
    Yeah. You’re a rascal, which is not the same thing at all. 
 
    Camu put his head to one side, with his everlasting smile wider than ever. Lasgol knew he was smiling. Now he was able to tell the difference. He did not really know how, but he could. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” he commanded again, except that now he was beside the fire. 
 
    The panther looked right and left and gave a series of deep growls in protest. She did not want to come any closer. 
 
    “Come on, nothing’ll happen to you,” he insisted. “Trust me.” But Ona did not want to come. 
 
    Lasgol lay down on the ground by the fire and tapped his chest with his open hand, with the same rhythm he had used on his thigh. Ona did not want to look but little by little the rhythmic sound caught her attention again. She crouched and went on staring at Lasgol’s hand and the fire behind it. She was reluctant to go, and fear of the fire was reflected in her eyes. He kept tapping. Ona took a slow cat-like step forward, crouching. Then another one. Finally, unable to resist the curiosity the tapping aroused in her, she went up to Lasgol. Very pleased, he stroked her head. 
 
    “Well done, Ona.” He congratulated her. “Ona. Good.” 
 
    The snow panther let herself fall by his side and put her head on his chest. The gesture touched him, and they stayed like that for a while, with Lasgol stroking her head and Ona so relaxed that she started to snooze by the pleasant warmth of the fire. 
 
    “See how nice it is?” 
 
    Ona chirped affectionately a couple of times and Lasgol stroked her back. He felt very happy to have her with him. Camu came to them and lay down beside their side. 
 
    Ona clever. 
 
    I told you. She has to learn. See if you can help me a little more. 
 
    I help more. 
 
    I hope so. 
 
    They spent the night very pleasantly, the three of them together beside the fire. At dawn, with the first light, they set off. It was not snowing, which might be a good sign. If the temperature did not go down it would be great, but often the fact that it failed to snow meant that it would freeze, and that was very dangerous. The further the north, the more dangerous. And the north was exactly where they were bound. 
 
      
 
      
 
    During the day they tried to cover as much terrain as possible. They kept up a good pace and the weather was holding, so that they were doing well. In the evenings Lasgol taught Ona new commands: simple ones, in a way that meant it would not take her forever to understand and learn. When she had already learnt one of these, he repeated it three or four evenings in a row to make sure she had memorized it, then during the day he mixed them up and tested her. He realized that she was very clever, as he had already guessed: more so than he had imagined. Not only did she understand and memorize the commands, but when Lasgol mixed them up, she followed them without getting confused, in the order he had commanded. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” he told her that evening by the fire he had just lit. 
 
    And me? Camu messaged. 
 
    You’re mischievous and stubborn. 
 
    Stub… born? 
 
    Pigheaded. 
 
    I nice head. No pig. 
 
    You don’t pay any attention to what I say. 
 
    I right. 
 
    Lasgol raised his arms to the sky. That’s being stubborn and pigheaded. 
 
    You no right. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. He had to admit that every day Camu’s power of reasoning was improving. At first he reasoned like a little child, which is what he really was. All the same, now Lasgol could see that he was beginning to grow, not just physically but mentally. His thought-processes were beginning to be more profound, and now a simple explanation was not enough for him. He would ask for more information. And the same happened when he did not understand a word or a concept. Now he wanted Lasgol to explain, when before he had simply ignored him and carried on with his games and mischief. 
 
    Sometimes you’re right, but other times you’re not. 
 
    I more clever than Ona. 
 
    Could you possibly be jealous of her? 
 
    Jealous? 
 
    Lasgol sighed. How to explain to Camu what jealousy was. 
 
    You’re envious of Ona. 
 
    Envious? 
 
    Lasgol snorted in frustration. He had a lot of work in front of him. He spent half the night explaining to Camu as best he could about concepts like jealousy, envy, stubbornness and others. He ended up exhausted and with a terrible headache, which was not due to the result of using his Gift to send and receive mental messages, but of Camu’s constant questions and demands for explanations. Finally he fell asleep, wishing his friend Egil could be there to help him enlighten Camu. As if he did not have enough work to do with Ona, now he had to deal with Camu’s growing curiosity. Exhausting days were ahead of him, and some significant headaches. 
 
    They slept at leisure, all three together by the fire. Lasgol woke up freezing. It was still dark. He stood up and shook his body. Why was he so cold? He looked up at the sky and saw that a huge, ominous winter storm was approaching from the west. The blackness was not because it was not yet dawn, it was because of the dark clouds which were blocking the sun. It was the black of a storm, a bad one. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” 
 
    Very strong, icy winds buffeted his body. The sky was so black that it would have frightened the bravest Norghanian warriors. He realized at once why he was so cold. The storm had caught up with them during the night, and now it was on top of them. 
 
    He pointed up at the sky. “We’ve got to hurry and leave it behind,” he told his two companions. 
 
    Ona moaned, almost as if she were protesting to the clouds. 
 
    Bad storm, Camu messaged him, and Lasgol felt a sense of concern coming from his little friend. 
 
    “Let’s move on,” he said. He picked up his satchel and his two bows and slung them over his shoulder. 
 
    They set off eastwards to try to escape from the storm, going as fast as they could. In the north you needed to fear storms, particularly winter ones. This one looked like the kind they called a killer. Many good men had perished, caught by surprise by one of these. If it came upon you, the cold and the lashing wind finished you off before you could do anything. The humans could not resist the freezing temperatures that came in the wake of the storm, which froze everything in its way. 
 
    “On we go, quick!” he urged his two companions. They climbed up through a steep fir forest. Lasgol realized that both Camu and Ona could probably cope with the storm – Camu for sure, since he was practically immune to the cold, and Ona, being a snow panther, could bear the cold much better than a human. He himself was the one who was running the greatest danger. He found it strange: he wanted to protect his two friends, and yet he really needed to be thinking about himself, since if anyone were to die in that storm, he would be the first. A gust of icy wind caught him in the back, and he nearly fell forward. He clung to a tree. 
 
    Careful, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Don’t worry. 
 
    Storm very cold. Wind bad. 
 
    Yes, I know. Thank you. 
 
    Lasgol looked back. The storm was moving very fast, faster than he was capable of going on in the snow. They would not be able to avoid it, and it was huge. The black clouds now covered the sky completely, as far as he could see. The storm was faster than he was, but not faster than Ona. He crouched down beside the panther. 
 
    “Ona. Shelter,” he said, and pointed to the northeast with his five fingers held up straight. 
 
    Ona knew the command. He had taught it to her at the Shelter, with Elder Gisli. The panther flew off in the direction he had indicated. 
 
    I stay with you. 
 
    Thanks, Camu. Run! 
 
    He set off uphill amid the frozen wind which was lashing him from west and south with tremendous blows. Several times he nearly fell, but managed to keep his balance. He kept going as best he could, feeling a terrible coldness. If he lagged and the thick of the storm caught him, it would mean the end of him. Camu ran beside him in great leaps. The creature had impressive stamina and did not seem to be tiring, which was not something Lasgol could say about himself. What with the difficulty of the steep ascent through the darkened forest and the buffeting of the freezing wind, he was having a hard time of it. However, if there was one thing he had learnt at the Camp and at the Shelter it was to bear physical pain, and suffer he would. 
 
    Tremendous flashes of lightning burst from the clouds, and deafening thunder seemed to tear the black sky. He shook his head, clenched his jaw and went on running uphill through snow, trees and deadly cold. His legs had begun to hurt, and his lungs were burning from the effort and the cold. He was able to breathe under his scarf, which gave him some protection. He gave thanks to the Ice Gods for the Specialist’s gear which granted him certain benefits which in these circumstances he really needed. He wondered how many lives Enduald’s enchantments might have saved: certainly many. Today perhaps they would save another: his own. 
 
    As he feared, the storm caught up with him and he began to fear seriously for his life. The cold and the lashing of the wind were unbearable. He closed his eyes, sought his Gift and called upon Improved Agility and Cat-Like Reflexes, which enabled him to face the steepest stretch and the final rocky obstacles more easily. With a last effort, he came out of the forest. He looked right and left, but all he could make out were two new bare snow-covered hills. There was no protection, so that the wind was going to tear him to shreds. He could not stop to think, he was freezing where he stood. The sky thundered and seemed to break in two. Several bolts of lightning fell on the forest behind him. 
 
    Come on, then, Camu. To the right. 
 
    No. Left. 
 
    Why? Lasgol asked blankly. 
 
    Ona coming. 
 
    He squinted and saw Ona in the snow, coming from the left. 
 
    All right then. Let’s go. 
 
    They reached the panther, who turned back and led them uphill. 
 
    Lasgol could see nothing in the storm. Frozen water was falling and the icy wind hurt his eyes. His eyelashes and eyebrows were freezing; by now they were completely white, like icicles. His legs were in agony and air was barely able to enter his lungs, it was so freezing. But he kept going. If he stopped, he was dead. He knew it, he could feel it. Another blast of deafening thunder exploded over his head and lightning blazed to his right. 
 
    When they reached the end of the snow-covered hill, the wind hit him with tremendous force and sent him flying several paces. He ended up half-buried in snow. 
 
    Lasgol! Camu cried in terror. 
 
    I’m… fine… 
 
    He tried to stand up, but another gust of ice-cold wind hurled him into the air and he ended up stuck in the snow head-down, unable to get back on to his feet. Panic began to take over. He could not breathe. 
 
    Then he felt something tugging his back. He managed to get free and breathe. It was Camu, who had pulled him out of the snow. 
 
    Follow Ona, he transmitted urgently. 
 
    Lasgol managed to stand and saw her a hundred paces or so to his left. 
 
    Move. 
 
    Making a tremendous effort to endure the wind and the cold, he reached Ona. The panther turned and ran to a wall of rock covered with snow, and Lasgol followed her. And then she vanished. Lasgol thought it was his eyes that would no longer let him see. He hurled himself forward desperately and fell on to a hard surface. It was not snow, but rock. He looked around: everything was rock. 
 
    Shelter! Camu transmitted as he passed him. 
 
    Ona appeared in front of him and licked his face. Making an effort, he got to his knees, and then understood where he was. 
 
    It was a cave! 
 
    “Ona. Good! You saved me.” He looked back and saw the storm outside. He dragged himself further in, since he could not get to his feet, he was so exhausted and cold. He was left lying on the floor, feeling grateful. 
 
    “Only just made it…” 
 
    All of a sudden there came a horrifying roar. He knew it was not Ona, and nor was it Camu. 
 
    He looked toward the far end of the cave. 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    A white bear was coming toward them, roaring. 
 
    They had come into its lair. 
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    Lasgol tried to stand up to defend himself against the bear’s attack, but he was so frozen from the lashing of the storm that he could only manage to get as far as his knees. Half his body would not respond to him. He could not even feel it. An abysmal cold was enveloping him. He was carrying two bows on his back and tried to reach for one, but found it impossible because his arms would not respond either. He saw the bear charging and his heart nearly leapt out of his mouth.  
 
    Suddenly Ona leapt in front of him and gave a tremendous hiss at the attacking bear. All the hair on her back and tail rose, making her look far larger and more lethal than she really was. When the bear saw the panther standing up to it and defending Lasgol, it stopped its charge. Ona hissed at it again, showing her fangs bravely and defiantly, as if she were not afraid of it even though it was far bigger and stronger than she was. 
 
    The bear roared at her. It was a roar of strength and warning, to let her know that it was more powerful and would destroy her if she faced up to it. But Ona did not cower. Instead of lowering her ears and withdrawing, as the bear expected her to do, she hissed again and her fur stood on end. The bear hesitated, less sure of itself now. A snow panther was standing up to it, and this was not usual. Great cats and bears did not normally attack one another; they had a mutual respect. Very probably this bear was not used to being opposed by any other animal, least of all inside its own lair. 
 
    Lasgol looked back, intending to escape from the cave now that they had a chance, before the bear decided to kill them. Outside, the storm was raging brutally, and if they went out they would freeze to death. The bear meanwhile seemed to be assessing the situation and its own options in the face of the courageous panther. Camu had camouflaged himself and vanished into the darkness of the cave. Lasgol tried to use his weapons, but was unable to. The situation was desperate. If the bear decided to attack, Ona would not be able to stop it. She was still very young and the bear was fully grown. It would kill her, and then him. 
 
    A new roar filled the cave entrance. The bear had stood up on its hind legs and was rearing threateningly, showing them how huge it was. Ona was still in her attacking stance, her back arched, ready to pounce. Lasgol realized that the situation was going to turn dramatic at any moment and decided to try the only weapon he had left: his Gift. He closed his eyes and searched for his inner pool of energy. He found it in his chest and invoked his Animal Communication skill. 
 
    He failed. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. The cold was affecting his Talent as well. Determinedly, he tried once more. 
 
    The skill failed him again. 
 
    The bear decided it could beat the young panther facing him and attacked. It seemed to Lasgol that now everything was lost. Suddenly Camu appeared on the bear’s back. He had leapt on to it and was clinging to its body. The bear stopped its attack against Ona and spun around, trying to get rid of its unwanted rider. It clawed repeatedly, roaring furiously, but could not reach him, which enraged it even more. Camu began to give out silver flashes as if he were detecting magic, uttering high-pitched shrieks which echoed against the walls of the cave. Lasgol realized that what Camu intended, was to distract and possibly scare the bear, since his little friend had no defensive magic and his teeth, not being those of a carnivore, could not hurt the beast. 
 
    Lasgol knew that Camu was offering him a chance, the only one they would have. He had to take it. He concentrated as hard as he could amid the bear’s roaring, Camu’s shrieks and Ona’s hissing, and searched for his Gift. Once again, he called upon his Animal Communication skill. 
 
    A green flash ran through his head. It had worked. 
 
    Keep it busy, he told Camu. 
 
    Try. Hard. Camu transmitted, and with the message, he also received a feeling of fear. 
 
    Ona was clawing the beast’s legs, careful not to allow herself to be caught by one of them. The bear was maddened now, unable to reach Camu and get him off its back. It was roaring furiously and trying to catch Ona, who was leaping to get away from it and a moment later lunging at the bear’s leg again. 
 
    Lasgol concentrated on finding the beast’s mind, and invoked his Aura Presence skill. It was one thing to locate mental auras in animals like Camu, whom he had practiced with a lot, but a very different one to do it in such a desperate moment and with a wild beast he had never faced before. But he would have to try. He had no other way out. He concentrated even harder and sent more of his inner energy into the skill. For a long moment he could not manage to perceive anything. Camu was screaming and he himself was getting more and more desperate. He heard another hiss from Ona. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and tried by every means possible to catch the bear’s mental aura. Time was running out, and the bear was at the point of reaching Ona. Then, in the midst of the chaos and anguish oppressing his chest, he finally managed to glimpse its aura. It was brown, small, located in the beast’s head. 
 
    There it was! 
 
    He focused on it and sent a mental message to the beast: Stop! 
 
    The bear’s reaction was instantaneous. It stopped and looked around, its eyes staring wide. The message had reached it, and it was completely at a loss. 
 
    Don’t attack! Lasgol ordered it. He did not know whether the beast understood him, but he had hopes that it did. Perhaps it did not understand the message as such, but was able to grasp its meaning. Other animals he had practiced on, like dogs, understood, though of course a bear was a very different animal.  
 
    The bear gave a roar, half-puzzled, half-enraged. The messages puzzled it because it did not understand who was talking to it or why. 
 
    Seeing how confused it was, and that the messages seemed to be having some effect, Lasgol decided to keep sending them to see if he could stop the attack. 
 
    Stop! 
 
    The bear raised its claws into the air and shook its head. Ona saw her opportunity and attacked. The bear defended itself and hit her with the back of its paw so that she was thrown to one side. Lasgol felt his heart skip a beat. Ona managed to get back up and shook her head. She seemed slightly stunned, but she did not appear to be bleeding. She had been lucky. If it had been the other side of the bear’s paw, the wound might have been deadly. Lasgol muffled a cry. The panther was taking too many risks. A better-aimed blow and she might have been disemboweled. 
 
    “Ona. Here!” he commanded. 
 
    The panther eyed him doubtfully. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” he repeated. 
 
    The panther came to his side obediently and took up a defensive stance in case the bear launched itself against them. 
 
    Stop! Lasgol transmitted to the bear. 
 
    The beast totally befuddled, was no longer trying to reach Camu, who leapt from its back and ran to Lasgol and Ona. 
 
    The bear roared furiously. It did not know what was going on, but it did not like it, that at least, was clear. It rose on to its hind legs once again, revealing what an impressive specimen it was, and roared threateningly. 
 
    Don’t attack!  
 
    The bear shook its head as though a swarm of bees were attacking its ears, and roared again. This time the roar suggested a mixture of puzzlement and desperation. 
 
    We’re not a danger. 
 
    The bear roared again, but not so aggressively this time. 
 
    We’re not going to hurt you. 
 
    The beast dropped to all fours and stared at them. Lasgol was still on his knees, unable to move. Ona was on his right, Camu on his left. 
 
    We’re friends.  
 
    He was not sure whether the bear understood the messages, but something was happening. It was no longer attacking them. Its attitude was not so aggressive, even though it was still puzzled by what was going on. 
 
    Easy, boy. 
 
    The bear lowered its head and looked at him as if trying to find out whether he was the one talking to it. 
 
    I’m Lasgol. He touched his chest. 
 
    The beast was staring fixedly at him, intrigued. It gave what sounded more like a moan than a roar and shook its head again as if begging him to get out of there. 
 
    We’ll leave as soon as the storm passes, he transmitted, and pointed outside. Then he pretended to shiver and hug himself tightly. He hoped the beast would understand, if not the words, at least the gestures and the final meaning of the mental message. 
 
    The bear put its head to one side and then the other and looked out past them, through the entrance of the cave. It growled, but not very loudly. 
 
    Let us stay, Lasgol pleaded. He pointed to where they were and shivered again. He wanted the bear to understand that they would not go further into its cave, they would simply stay there sheltering from the storm. He was not too sure it understood, and was afraid it would go back to being aggressive and attack them. But to his great surprise, the bear growled again, then very slowly turned around and went back to the depths of the cave. 
 
    Lasgol saw it disappear into the inner darkness of the cave and let out a huge sigh of relief under his breath. He waited a moment longer, motionless, in case the beast decided to come back. When nothing happened, he let himself fall to the floor in utter exhaustion and breathed out in relief as if there were no tomorrow. 
 
    Bear leave, Camu transmitted, also with a feeling of great relief. 
 
    Lasgol was so exhausted that he could barely manage to reply to his friend. It took him a moment to recover his strength and concentration. 
 
    Thank goodness… that was very, very close… 
 
    You speak to bear? 
 
    Yes, I sent it mental messages. 
 
    I try too. 
 
    Did you? 
 
    But can’t. Don’t know. 
 
    Oh… This puzzled Lasgol. He had been able to do it himself, but Camu had not. An idea came into his head: he needed to teach him. In situations like the one they had just been through, if Camu could do what he had just done himself, it might save their lives. Not all situations were resolved with weapons or harmful magic. Some could be resolved in the way he himself had just shown. 
 
    I’ll try to teach you how, he transmitted to Camu. 
 
    Yes. I want to learn. Camu began his dance of happiness, flexing his four legs and wagging his long tail. 
 
    Ona chirped cheerfully at the sight of her friend dancing. She had lain down beside Lasgol. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” he said, and scratched her head. 
 
    Ona brave, Camu transmitted as he danced toward her. 
 
    “Ona. Brave,” Lasgol said to the panther, although he was not sure she understood the term, probably not yet. He would have to start working with Ona on Animal Communication. That would be very helpful. Yes. After what they had just been through, he felt it was necessary. He would teach her to receive mental messages as he had with Camu. Yes, it was the right moment. Today he had almost lost her, and that could simply not be allowed to happen. 
 
    The panther lay on her side and let Lasgol scratch her tummy. 
 
    “That was a bad moment, eh?” 
 
    She gave a mournful moan. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” He examined her. She had a couple of ugly bruises, but she was not bleeding and did not seem to have any broken bones. He would rub an ointment on her from his belt as soon as he could and she would be good as new. 
 
    Ona good friend. Camu transmitted happily. 
 
    She is. Very good. Loyal and brave. She didn’t hesitate to defend us from a white bear. That’s a real feat. 
 
    Bear big. Much danger. 
 
    Yes. And you leapt on to him like a true warrior. 
 
    I no claws, I no teeth, but fight. 
 
    You did very well. And you showed you’re as brave as Ona. 
 
    Camu looked at Lasgol, then at Ona. He put his head first to one side, then to the other, and went on dancing in a circle. 
 
    I happy. All well. 
 
    Yes. Me too. Very, very happy. We almost died. A killer storm and a white bear. Hardly worth mentioning… He shook his head. There were days in the north when it was better not to go out. Camu went on with his happy dance, while Lasgol stroked and comforted Ona until his strength gave up completely and he fell asleep on the spot. 
 
    He was awakened by Ona licking him. He was frozen to the marrow. He looked around in case there was any danger. He found he was still lying inside the cave, but a little further in. There was no trace of the bear. It was strange. He did not remember having gone further into the cave. Ona was beside him, watchful as always. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” he said and tried to stand up. It took him some time, with his body near-frozen. He slapped his sides, and as soon as he could move his feet he managed to stand up with a great effort. It took him an eternity. Every muscle ached when he moved. As soon as he was able, he began to hop around to warm up. 
 
    Sleep much, came Camu’s message. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Camu became visible a few paces away. Here. 
 
    How did I get here? 
 
    Ona, Camu drag. 
 
    You dragged me inside? 
 
    Outside cold. Inside no. 
 
    The gesture of his two friends touched his heart. You’re the best companions anyone could ask for. 
 
    I better than Ona. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. You’re both fantastic. 
 
    I better. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” Lasgol said to the panther and stroked her. 
 
    The bear? 
 
    Back of cave. Sleep. 
 
    Then we’d better leave before it wakes up and gives us a shock. 
 
    Storm pass. 
 
    Wonderful. Let’s move on. 
 
    Lasgol checked his bows and the satchel with his arrows, which turned out to be intact, protected in their leather cases. 
 
    “Ona. Come,” he said, and they went outside. The day was dawning grey and cool. The storm had passed, and now a cold calm reigned over the wintry landscape. Lasgol filled his lungs with the winter air and could not catch any strange scent beyond that of the oak forest to the east, which relaxed him. Everything seemed peaceful. 
 
    “On we go,” he said to Ona and Camu, and they set off northwards. 
 
    They were now beginning their third week of travelling. Lasgol’s body was starting to feel the harshness of the terrain, which was growing steeper and more abrupt, as well as the build-up of tiredness from the journey. But a good Ranger knew how to control tiredness and manage his energy reserves well. Lasgol was a good Ranger and did not falter.  
 
    Finally, they reached the Pass of the White Dragon’s Gorge. 
 
    “It seems like a thousand years ago that we cleared this pass…” 
 
    Cross? 
 
    Yes, Camu, we cross, and then we’ll be in the land of the Wild Ones of the Ice. It’s dangerous. 
 
    Wild Ones danger? 
 
    Yes, they’re not out allies any longer. Now they’re enemies. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Good question. Because men and Wild Ones distrust one another. It’s hard to explain… they hate each other… they don’t trust each other… there’s been too much bloodshed in the past. 
 
    Bad. 
 
    Yes, it is. 
 
    Trust. 
 
    Yes, they ought to, but they don’t. 
 
    Friends. 
 
    I wish they were… I wish they felt like you. 
 
    Not understand. 
 
    Hate leads to distrust, which leads to more hate. 
 
    Friends. Trust. 
 
    Maybe one day, Camu, but it won’t be today. 
 
    Sad. 
 
    Yes, it is. 
 
    Lasgol was left wondering at how perceptive and kind-hearted Camu could be. The fact that a creature without malice like him could see what Norghanians and Wild Ones were unable to see was thought-provoking. This time he was the one who was left feeling sad, thinking about the horrendous situation men and Wild Ones were in. 
 
    For three more days they went on northwards without any more mishaps. Lasgol was aware that they were entering the territory of the Wild Ones of the Ice, and this made him nervous. They took every possible precaution, as they did not want to come across a group of them by accident. With things as they were between Norghanians and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent, they would be attacked on sight, which was something he wanted to avoid at all costs. 
 
    On the fourth day he spotted a trail in the snow and stopped to study it. It showed the tracks of two men. Soldiers. Norghanian. Infantry. Heading north. He breathed out heavily in relief. Thank goodness these were not the tracks of the Wild Ones of the Ice. 
 
    He pointed to the trail. Camu, you’d better hide. 
 
    People? 
 
    Yes. Soldiers. 
 
    I hide. 
 
    “Ona. With me.” 
 
    The panther fell into step beside him. 
 
    Lasgol followed the trail for half a day. He went very carefully to avoid being seen. He would not be the first or the last Ranger to be surprised following a trail, be it a true one or a false. This one seemed to be a true one, but he did not want to be too trustful. He was in disputed territory and there might be Wild Ones of the Ice, Arcanes of the Glaciers, or even worse, prowling around. 
 
    They crossed a small wood and the trail became more visible. It was fresher, not older than half the morning. They were not far away. Lasgol, thinking it would be better to travel to the peak in the company of three soldiers, hurried to join them. When it emerged from the forest, the trail went down into a hollow. Lasgol always approached gullies and ravines very cautiously. He stood at the top and looked down into the long ravine. 
 
    He found the soldiers. They had stopped to rest. 
 
    It had been the last rest they would ever take. 
 
    Their dead bodies lay naked on the snow. They had died very recently. 
 
    Lasgol looked around. 
 
    Whoever had killed them must be very close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. It was the close presence of death. He flattened himself on the ground, and at once Ona did the same. Camu, camouflaged, was on his other side. He could see the prints of his four feet on the snow. When he focused on the scene of death at the bottom of the gully, he could make out several prints around the bodies. They were not human. He was not going to go down to check them; it was too dangerous. 
 
    There was no-one to be seen, but he did not relax. He searched for his Gift and invoked his Hawk’s Eye skill, then scanned the whole area around him, but he could not find anything. All the same, he was not completely at ease, because he had the feeling that the attackers were very near, and he always trusted his instincts. With his sight improved by the skill, he checked both bodies and prints. He was surprised to find no blood. Death without blood was unheard-of. And something else caught his attention: the faces of the two men bore a look of horror. Of great horror. He felt his skin crawl. 
 
    The soldiers were dead. But how had they died if there was no blood, or indications of a struggle either? It looked as though they had been surprised while sleeping and killed horribly before they could react. Which led to the same question: how had they been killed? They were big, strong Norghanians, and being soldiers they knew how to defend themselves. The only thing he could think of was that they had been suffocated or had had their necks broken. But who could have been strong enough to do that? A semi-giant, perhaps? 
 
    The tracks around the soldiers were not those of semi-giants, nor of Wild Ones of the Ice or Tundra Dwellers. He had never seen footprints like these, flat and wide. They did not even look humanoid, more like those of a great bird. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He did not know what was going on here, but he did not like it one little bit. It did not fit. And when things did not make sense, it always meant that something bad was up. 
 
    We’re withdrawing, carefully. Enemies near, he transmitted uneasily to Camu. 
 
    Very near? 
 
    Yes, I think so. 
 
    You see? 
 
    No, I can’t see them, but something tells me they’re somewhere nearby. I don’t want them to catch us by surprise. 
 
    I search. 
 
    No! You stay here with me! 
 
    They not see me. 
 
    We don’t know that. 
 
    Nobody can see me. 
 
    We’re not sure of that either. 
 
    I investigate. 
 
    Camu, no! 
 
    Suddenly the trail of Camu’s footprints appeared on the snow, moving away from Lasgol into the eastern forest. 
 
    Camu, come back! 
 
    Soon. The mischievous creature had decided to help and go and investigate on his own. He never listened to reason. 
 
    Camu! By all the frozen heavens! Lasgol cried angrily, but his friend paid no attention. 
 
    Ona looked at Lasgol with her ears back. She could sense his unease. 
 
    “Ona. With me,” he whispered in her ear, and began to crawl back very carefully over the snow. The panther followed him, also at a crawl. When they had practiced this at the Shelter he had had a hard job making Ona understand what she had to do, and watching her now filled him with pride. She was obedient and good, in clear contrast to Camu, who was mischievous and reckless. He would have to follow him and stop him from stumbling on the enemy. The fact that he was invisible to the human eye did not mean that the Dwellers of the Frozen Land could not find him. One thing Egil had told him came to his mind: Any power has its limitations, and there’s always a counter-power. That’s the way Mother Nature neutralizes the poles, preventing either one of them from becoming so powerful it will destroy all others. It’s the law of balance of the forces of the natural world. He had read it in a tome of knowledge: Powers and Counter-Powers, a study by the Mage and Erudite Colpinicus of the Kingdom of Erenal. 
 
    Remembering this had made him even more nervous. He followed Camu’s trail through the forest. Luckily, he knew him well. He went at a crouch, very alert to any foreign movement, sound, or scent. 
 
    “Ona. Alert,” he whispered, and the panther focused all her senses on being alert to any danger. 
 
    Camu was skirting the ravine where the dead soldiers were, looking for the attackers. This was very dangerous. Almost certainly they would be at some point around the ravine. Lasgol could not believe how irrational Camu could be at times. He knew he was doing this to help, but was unaware that in reality he was putting them all in danger rather than helping them. 
 
    All of a sudden, his trail vanished. 
 
    Lasgol stopped. Camu, where are you? 
 
    Hiding. 
 
    Yes, but where? 
 
    Up. 
 
    Lasgol realized that he meant above, in the trees. He tried to make him out, but knew it would be impossible. So it turned out to be. Seeing him staring upwards, Ona began to look up at the treetops around them. 
 
    Why did you climb up there? 
 
    Creature. 
 
    What creature? 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Lasgol did not like the answer. Where is the creature? 
 
    Left. Twenty-five paces. 
 
    Lasgol flattened himself on the ground, careful to make no noise. He crawled through the trees, over the snow, and Ona followed him. Ten paces on, he stopped. There was a creature in the middle of the forest. He could not see it properly, because it had its back to him and for some reason it appeared translucent. It was the size of a semi-giant, perhaps even bigger. Or at least its back was. Wanting to take a better look, he tried to move to his right, avoiding the trees which were blocking his line of sight.  
 
    Ona put a paw on his gloved hand, and he saw that her hair was on end, both back and tail. She was warning him of very real danger. Her ears were flattened back; she did not like either the creature they were watching or the situation. It was a warning Lasgol decided to follow. He took one last glance and saw the creature starting to move. As it did so he had an even stranger feeling: it appeared to have something on its head which he could not make out clearly. It also seemed to be giving out something like a mist that fell to the ground. And he had the impression that there were pieces missing from its bluish body. He rubbed his eyes in case they were tricking him. Perhaps he was mistaken because he had not been able to see much from his position. What he did know was that the creature was dangerous. It had killed two Norghanian soldiers, and he was getting an ominous feeling about it. 
 
    Camu, we’re going eastwards. 
 
    Creature going west. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    Not investigate? 
 
    No. You’ve already investigated enough for today. 
 
    Oh… With this came a feeling of regret. 
 
    Follow us and be careful. And do as I say. 
 
    I good. 
 
    We’ll talk later, you and I… 
 
    Lasgol moved away from that spot. Like Ona, he had experienced a feeling of danger which he had not relished in the least. More than danger, he had sensed death lurking. He did not know what that creature was, nor did he want to find out. They took a long detour, since he did not want to risk encountering that creature, or an advance group of the Wild Ones of the Ice, or any other dwellers of the Frozen Continent. Once they were at a safe distance, they took shelter in an area protected by great oaks. He did not make a fire; it was too risky. He sat down to rest, while Camu and Ona lay down by his feet. He took some food out of his travelling satchel and handed out a ration each. They gulped them down, and a moment later the two beasts were drowsing on the snow. 
 
    “I wish I could sleep on the snow like you two,” he commented under his breath, envious at the sight of his two friends sleeping like babies. 
 
    When they woke up, he decided it was time to teach Ona to receive mental messages. They were encountering more dangers all the time, and the more advantages they had, the better would be their chances of survival. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” he ordered and the panther came to his side. He scratched her head, and she responded by licking his hand. 
 
    “Stay calm, everything’s going to be all right,” he whispered to her, and she looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Lasgol concentrated and searched for his Gift. He found his pool of inner energy and called upon his Animal Communication skill. He felt the characteristic tingle of the power being used, followed by the green flash from his head. He could perceive Ona’s mind, like a green-white aura in her head. He focused on communicating with her and sent her a message: Lie down. 
 
    Ona looked back at him, wide-eyed. She stiffened, very much afraid, then gave a leap and moved away from him, looking aside at him distrustfully as though he had done something bad to her. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t go too well. I was afraid of that.” 
 
    He tried again. Now he could perceive Ona’s mind clearly. He sent her another message: Ona. Here. She gave another leap and began to run around him, very agitated. 
 
    “Uh-oh… this really isn’t going very well.” 
 
    He had not expected the first attempts to go well, since a cat was distrustful and wary by nature. To have someone playing with her mind was not something she was going to accept easily. Even so, Lasgol was not discouraged. Ona was a very good, clever panther. If he could teach mental commands to anybody, it would be her. He was concerned about losing her trust if he mistreated her, because cats do not forgive mistreatment and she might understand playing with her mind as exactly that. 
 
    He did not give up hope. He would be careful and not force the situation much further. He watched the panther, whose eyes were full of uncertainty, even fear. He tried again, but this time, instead of sending her normal messages as he did with Camu, he sent her the commands they had practiced and which she knew well. 
 
    Ona. Here, he ordered her mentally for a second time. 
 
    The panther gave a long protesting moan. 
 
    He tried again. Ona. Here. If she did not respond he was not going to try a third time. He did not want to break the bond which linked them. 
 
    Ona looked at him and moaned again. Lasgol tapped his thigh with two fingers. When she saw this, she realized it was Lasgol who had given her the command, although it had been directly in her head. Very slowly, she came over to his side. 
 
    Lasgol stroked her head and back lovingly. “Ona. Good,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She chirped lovingly back at him. 
 
    Ona. Track, he sent her mentally. With his hand he showed her the area to be searched. 
 
    She was looking at him, eyes wide, trying to make sure it was him speaking to her. Seeing his gesture, she was convinced that it was really him giving her an order. She went and carried it out. 
 
    Lasgol could not have been happier or prouder. Ona was a very special panther. She had not only failed to turn against him, she had understood that he was the one who was sending those mental messages. And although she did not seem to like it much, she was accepting it. 
 
    Ona. Good, he sent. The panther turned back to him, and he nodded repeatedly. Ona gave a long, sweet chirp. 
 
    Camu woke up from his rest. He slept a lot more than Lasgol and Ona, which was becoming something of a problem during expeditions. 
 
    Ona well? he asked, sounding worried. 
 
    Yes. I’ve taught her to receive mental messages. 
 
    Good! 
 
    It wasn’t easy… she was afraid. She didn’t understand. 
 
    I not afraid, he said, and proudly put his tail up straight. 
 
    True, but you’re different from any other animal… 
 
    I special. 
 
    Yup, that you surely are. 
 
    I magic. 
 
    Yes, and Ona and the other animals aren’t. That’s why it was so easy for you and a lot harder for Ona. 
 
    Not matter. I speak with Ona. 
 
    I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. You can only communicate in one direction, from you to her. 
 
    Camu was thoughtful, trying to puzzle out what this meant. 
 
    I can. She not. 
 
    That’s right. She can’t answer you mentally. 
 
    Why not? he wanted to know. He was rather annoyed by this impediment. 
 
    Because she has no magic. To be able to communicate back, the other person, or creature, must have magic. 
 
    Yes? 
 
    That’s what Egil and I believe. We’ve been searching in the arcane tomes, but this ability isn’t specifically mentioned. So, based on my experiences and what we’ve been able to study in the tomes, that’s the conclusion we’ve come to. 
 
    Camu looked at him and tilted his head to one side and then the other. Not understand. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He sometimes forgot that Camu was still a cub and that his understanding was limited. 
 
    No magic, no message, 
 
    Camu put his head to one side. Give magic to Ona, 
 
    Lasgol chuckled. I wish I could, but I think you have to be born with it. You either have it or you don’t. 
 
    Can’t? 
 
    I’m afraid not. 
 
    Sad. 
 
    I know. I’d like to communicate with her both ways too. 
 
    I send message. 
 
    No! 
 
    No? 
 
     She’s still not ready to receive messages from you. She’s had enough for today. We’ll try that by and by. 
 
    Tomorrow? 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Don’t be impatient. We don’t want to confuse and frighten her anymore. 
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    Don’t insist. I’ll tell you when. 
 
    When? 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. When I tell you that you can, and this time, do as I say! 
 
    Camu did not seem too convinced. Lasgol feared he would try to communicate with Ona on his own, in spite of the prohibition. It was not as if he paid him all the attention he ought to or followed his orders even half the time. Luckily Camu behaved very well and did not try to communicate mentally with Ona during the following two days. 
 
    They continued on their way toward the Peak of the White Owl. Lasgol found new tracks, and these he was able to identify. They were those of Wild Ones of the Ice: a dozen of them, on patrol. Things were beginning to turn dangerous, so he was as careful as possible, always seeking to follow whichever route offered the best shelter and allowed them to hide most effectively. It was harder to move, but this way they did not risk being seen. Lasgol sent Ona searching in advance to warn him if she found tracks, or the presence of the Wild Ones. Camu could do it too, but he trusted the creature less. He was capable of following them instead of coming back to report. Ona was more obedient, and he trusted her more. 
 
    With dawn, they reached the foot of the peak. There were ominous trails of blood. Very carefully, he went up the side of the peak. As he was reaching the summit, he glimpsed a figure hiding behind the rocks. 
 
    Ona growled in warning and took up a position ready to attack. Camu camouflaged himself. 
 
    Lasgol nocked an arrow and aimed. 
 
    The figure seemed to see Lasgol. Only the top of its head could be seen. 
 
    “Who’s there?” it called. 
 
    The words were in Norghanian, and Lasgol relaxed. “A Ranger. I’m looking for Captain Martens.” 
 
    The figure stood up. “Well, you don’t need to look any further.” 
 
    It was a Norghanian soldier, wounded and losing blood which was trickling down his right hand. 
 
    “You’re wounded.” 
 
    “Yes. Help me and I’ll take you to my Captain.” 
 
    Lasgol lowered his bow. “Very well.” 
 
    “But I’m not sure we’ll get there alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The soldier fell back against the rocks with a gesture of pain. He looked as though he was in a bad state. 
 
    “My name’s Lasgol. I’ll try to help you.” 
 
    “My name’s Uldren. Thanks.” 
 
    Lasgol bent over him. “What happened to you?” The soldier was blond, strongly built, forty or so. He looked experienced. 
 
    “An explorer. A Tundra Dweller. He climbed up here and I had to dispatch him. This is a meeting point, and has to stay clear. He wounded me with one of his ice javelins.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Let me see the wound.” 
 
    Uldren showed him his shoulder. “He caught me here,” he grunted. “I didn’t even feel it. The tip brushed past. I thought it was nothing… but it cut me well and deep.” 
 
    “I can see that. I’m going to clean the wound and stitch it up. Then I’ll put an ointment on against infections. We have to stop you from losing any more blood.” 
 
    Uldren saw Ona approaching and tightened his fist around the handle of his knife. “Is she with you?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s my Familiar. She won’t harm you.” 
 
    The soldier relaxed his grip, but did not let go of the knife. 
 
    “I’d heard of Rangers who have panthers and even tigers. I always thought it was all just exaggeration, to make the Rangers look better than us infantrymen.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Well, now you can see it’s no exaggeration.”  
 
    “Sure, but you’re not a typical Ranger.” 
 
    “I’m pretty run-of-the-mill.” He smiled back as he applied the ointment, he carried in his Ranger’s belt along with his ingredients. 
 
    “I mean you’re more than a Ranger. We’ve got two with us, and they’re not like you.” 
 
    “I’m a Specialist Ranger.” 
 
    “That’s it. A Specialist.” 
 
    “Which two Rangers have you got with you?” 
 
    “Well… I don’t really know whether they’re still with us. We haven’t seen them for three weeks. The Captain fears we’ll never see them again.” 
 
    “Haven’t they reported back?” 
 
    “No. They went out exploring. Vilton to the northeastern area and Molsen to the northwest.” 
 
    “Areas where there are Wild Ones.” 
 
    “And worse things…” 
 
    Lasgol thought of Trolls or Ogres. “Is there much movement?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely. Something’s going on. It’s not usual to have so many of them, and so active.” 
 
    “I see. Lasgol was cleaning the wound. “I’m going to stitch you up now.” 
 
    “Go ahead. A little pain cheers the soul,” the soldier said, with a look of resignation. 
 
    “Well spoken, Norghanian,” Lasgol said cheerfully as he started to stitch the cut. It was ugly and deep. 
 
    Ona was keeping watch, and out of the corner of his eye Lasgol glimpsed the trail Camu was leaving on the snow as he explored the far side of the hill. 
 
    Don’t go too far, and be careful.  
 
    Keep watch. 
 
    If you see anyone, let me know, and then come back at once. 
 
    Yes. I know. 
 
    Lasgol was not very sure Camu would obey him, but he was busy and had no desire to start arguing with him. He was too stubborn. 
 
    It took him a while to stitch and bandage the wound to stop it bleeding. 
 
    “There you are. In a few days you’ll be able to move that arm. Until then, don’t make any sudden move or the stitches will split.” 
 
    “I’m really grateful.” 
 
    “Can you take me to your Captain?” 
 
    “Yeah, the camp isn’t very far, and in this state I can’t stay here. I need someone to take over for me.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll help you.” 
 
    They set off down the peak. Lasgol called Camu, who began to follow them a few paces back. Ona lagged a little so that she could walk with Camu. Uldren led Lasgol through a forest and a ravine to a rocky area covered with snow. Here they went through a pass between two hills and came out into a clearing. 
 
    Ona growled in warning. Lasgol looked ahead and saw several soldiers, armed with bows, appearing between the rocks. They were aiming at them. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” the soldier called out. “It’s me, Uldren, with a Ranger!”  
 
    “Uldren, whatever happened to you?” one of the soldiers asked him. He was ugly, with a large moustache and equally massive build. He looked like a sea-lion. 
 
    “A bloody Tundra Dweller with good marksmanship, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Is this the Ranger we were waiting for?”  
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Come through,” said the sergeant. “Is that panther with you, Ranger?”  
 
    “Yes, she’s my Familiar.” 
 
    “She’d better behave like a good dog.” 
 
    “She won’t cause any trouble,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “Good. You two, help Uldren,” he told the men on watch. “Ranger, you come with me. The camp’s behind those boulders. It’s not visible from the outside. The captain’s been expecting you for a while.”  
 
    Lasgol followed the sergeant between the boulders, while two soldiers took charge of Uldren. 
 
    Stay outside, he told Camu. 
 
    Ona go. I go. 
 
    No, stay outside. I don’t want them to spot you. 
 
    They not see. 
 
    They can see your trail in the snow. They’re experienced soldiers. They recognize trails. 
 
    But not see. 
 
    Don’t be stubborn. Wait outside until I tell you it’s safe to come in. 
 
    I wait. But not happy. 
 
    Lasgol snorted under his breath. The last thing he wanted was for Camu to be spotted in the middle of a Norghanian army camp. Things would turn out very badly. And apart from that, he would have trouble enough trying to stop them from attacking Ona. 
 
    “You’re young, to be a Specialist,” the Sergeant said to him. 
 
    “I’ve only just graduated. 
 
    “Then you’re going to love this place.” He winked at him, and his enormous moustache moved from side to side above his mouth. Seeing the gesture, Lasgol knew he was being sarcastic. Decidedly so. 
 
    “My name’s Okbek, though everybody calls me Sergeant.”  
 
    “Pleased to meet you. My name’s Lasgol.” He offered his hand. 
 
    The sergeant smiled at him. “You’re pretty green to have been sent here to us. What did you do? Whose foot did you step on?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a newbie.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t deny it.” 
 
    “First mission?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    The Sergeant stopped in the middle of the narrow rocky pass, which his massive body filled completely, and laughed heartily. 
 
    “Then you’ve annoyed someone important.” 
 
    “Because they’ve sent me here?” 
 
    “Now you’re beginning to understand. They only send us people who’ve screwed up, or else the ones they don’t want to come back.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Which of the two are you?” 
 
    “Probably both.” 
 
    Okbek laughed again. “I like you. I hope you don’t get killed. Although I doubt very much whether you’ll survive.” 
 
    “Things are that bad here?” 
 
    “Worse,” said the Sergeant as he came out of the pass. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that in spite of his bulk, his movements were agile. When he took a closer look at him, he realized that although he was huge and massively-built, there was plenty of muscle under that layer of fat. 
 
    They came out onto a flat patch of land with fifteen or so army tents. From their colors – red and white, in diagonal stripes – Lasgol knew they were soldiers of the Thunder Army. Beyond the tents rose a dense snow-covered forest, and behind it a huge mountain. They had chosen a good site. It would be difficult to find them here, and they were well protected from the hostile climate. There were twenty or so soldiers carrying out different tasks: some felling trees, others chopping wood, some practicing fighting with axe and shield, others sharpening weapons, tending to bows or preparing arrows. 
 
    As they came closer to the tents, the soldiers stopped what they were doing to look at Lasgol and Ona. 
 
    “What are you gaping at like stuffed dummies?” the sergeant growled. 
 
    “That’s a snow panther, Sergeant,” said one of the soldiers, as big as a bear and not particularly intelligent-looking. 
 
    “Carry on chopping wood, Irenson, and don’t come near the animal, it belongs to the Ranger.” 
 
    Another soldier pointed at Ona with his axe. “Don’t let that animal come near us.” 
 
    “She won’t if you don’t bother her.” 
 
    “She’d better not,” another soldier said as he honed his knife. He looked quarrelsome and dangerous. 
 
    “Nobody is to touch a single hair of that panther,” the Sergeant growled. “Is that clear?”  
 
    There were several protests, but nobody contradicted the order openly. It looked as though they respected Okbek. 
 
    “This way,” he said to Lasgol, and led him to the largest tent. Two men were on watch duty there, one in front of the tent, the other behind it. 
 
    The one at the front nodded. “Sergeant.” 
 
    “Tell the captain,” Okbek said. 
 
    The soldier nodded, turned, and went into the tent. After a moment he came out. 
 
    “You can come in.” 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    “The panther…” the soldier pointed out. 
 
    “She goes wherever I go,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Okbek nodded, and the soldier left it at that. 
 
    The tent was large, but rustic. Inside it a middle-aged man was waiting for them, sitting at a table consulting maps. He was tall, fair and broad-shouldered. Lasgol was struck by the ugly scar on the right of his mouth. It started at the corner and went as far as his hair-line, past his temple. He had grey eyes, and his intelligent gaze was now studying Lasgol and Ona. 
 
    “Captain, this is Lasgol, Ranger Specialist. Newbie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Okbek. I see,” he replied without taking his eyes off Lasgol, looking him up and down. 
 
    “I’ve been ordered to present myself to Captain Martens, sir,” Lasgol said. He handed him his orders. 
 
    The Captain read them. “I’d asked for someone good. I was expecting a Ranger with a lot of experience.” There was obvious disappointment in his voice. 
 
    “I haven’t any experience, that’s true, but I don’t think I’m bad…” 
 
    Okbek laughed out loud. “The hatchling’s got guts.” 
 
    “You won’t survive on that around here.” 
 
    “Very true,” the Sergeant agreed. 
 
    Lasgol said nothing. This was not the welcome he had been expecting. 
 
    “Well, you’re what I’ve been sent, so I’ll have to make do with it,” Martens said bad-temperedly. 
 
    “And it’s taken him a while to get here.” 
 
    “I came as soon as I got my orders.” 
 
    “They have most of the Rangers over in the West, preparing the land for the great offensive against Olafstone and his people after the thaw,” Martens said. “There aren’t that many they can do without and send to us. They waited for this one to graduate so they could send him.” 
 
    “He’s a Specialist, that’s the good thing,” Okbek said with a wave at Ona. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good. It means he’s better than a regular Ranger. But I’m afraid without experience, up here he won’t last long…” 
 
    “I can manage, sir,” Lasgol assured him. Although he did not like the way that sounded, he did not want to be treated as an idiot. “I may be young, but I do have some experience. I was in the invasion of the Frozen Continent, and I’ve fought against Wild Ones of the Ice and Tundra dwellers.” 
 
    “Interesting. I wasn’t expecting that. You might be some use to us after all.” 
 
    “A cub with blood under his claws. I like it,” the Sergeant said. 
 
    “Come over here,” the Captain said, and showed him the map on his table. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lasgol turned to Ona and ordered her: “Ona. Relax.” He showed her where she had to wait for him, and she sat down there. She was looking at Martens and Okbek without missing a thing. She did not trust them. When Lasgol looked at the map, he recognized the area. It was the northernmost region of the territory of Norghana, where the Wild People of the Ice had their villages, surrounded by sea to the north and east. 
 
    Martens put his finger on the eastern area of the coast. “Here’s where the Wild Ones are very active. Ships are coming in from the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “I know the area. I’ve been there.” 
 
    Martens and Okbek looked at him in surprise. “You’ve been there?” 
 
    “Yes, on a rescue mission when I was training at the Camp.” 
 
    “It turns out you’re not so inexperienced after all,” the sergeant said, and slapped Lasgol on the back. Since he was so big, Lasgol felt the ‘friendly’ blow hard. It reminded him of one of his friend Gerd’s ‘caresses’. Ona noticed this and stiffened. She growled. 
 
    “Ona. Relax,” Lasgol repeated. 
 
    The panther obeyed and sat down again, still staring fixedly at the Sergeant. 
 
    “Your panther defends you, huh?” Okbek said as he scratched the large moustache which almost hid his mouth. 
 
    “Yes. She protects me and I protect her.” 
 
    “That’s good philosophy.” 
 
    “For several weeks now there’s been more movement than usual. Too much. I sent Vilton to investigate, but he hasn’t come back.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “There’s something wrong, and we need to know whether they’re preparing an invasion or not. We’re here to keep an eye on them and warn the King if it happens.” 
 
    “If there’s anybody left to warn,” Okbek put in. 
 
    Martens glanced at him reproachfully. “We’ve suffered plenty of losses. I’ve only got twenty men left. There were three times that number when we came here.” 
 
    “Wild Ones?” 
 
    “Yes, and Dwellers. But there’s something else…” 
 
    “Arcanes of the Glaciers?” 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “We haven’t seen any Arcanes. So far.” 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    “There’s something strange going on… the patrols don’t come back…” 
 
    “Do they get captured?” 
 
    “No. We find them… dead.” 
 
    Okbek shook his head, looking somber. “It’s something dark.” 
 
    Lasgol did not like the sound of this. “What do you mean by ‘dark’?” 
 
    “Their deaths are strange,” the Captain said. 
 
    “There’s no blood,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Martens said, and Okbek looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I found two of your men.  Patrol, I’d imagine. Dead in a ravine, south of here. There was no blood…” 
 
    “Hell!” cried Okbek. “That was Lingerd and Yastas! I hoped they’d be back before nightfall.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Martens shook his head sorrowfully. “We’ve been losing men in strange circumstances. Patrols, scouting missions, and I fear Ranger Molsen as well. I sent him northwest, and he hasn’t come back. I don’t suppose he will. I sent him to investigate the… Frozen Specter…” 
 
    “Frozen Specter?” Lasgol asked in surprise. “That sounds like a superstition.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first. But when you lose half your men in inexplicable circumstances…” 
 
    “And then there’s the sightings,” Okbek pointed out. 
 
    “It’s been seen?” 
 
    “By several men. They swear it’s a Frozen Specter.” 
 
    “They say it steals your soul and you die in absolute terror,” said Okbek. 
 
    “The dead men I saw had looks of horror on their faces, that’s true,” Lasgol said. He remembered how it had caught his attention. 
 
    “It’s the Specter again!” said Okbek furiously. 
 
    Lasgol did not believe in ghosts or specters, however rooted they might be in Norghanian folklore. Neither did Egil. They had talked about it more than once. Egil believed in the tangible, in what could be seen, touched and felt. Ghosts and suchlike manifestations of the spiritual world did not qualify. Lasgol thought the same. He found it odd that grown men, widely-experienced soldiers, sent to one of the most complicated areas of Norghana, should believe in ghosts or specters. 
 
    “I don’t believe it’s a specter,” Captain Martens said. “I don’t believe in that sort of thing. But on the other hand, I believe something strange is going on. Ranger Molsen believed it too. That’s why I sent him to investigate.” 
 
    “And he’ll be dead too, with a look of horror on his face, somewhere in the northwest,” Okbek said, looking troubled. 
 
    “Probably,” said the captain. He turned to Lasgol. “Anyway, I wanted you to hear it from my mouth, before my men tell you their versions that are full of spirits who take your soul, and worse things than that.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Okbek, make sure he has all he needs. He’s our new Ranger, and we need him ready and well-prepared. My men know how to fight, but not to explore and track. And I can’t send out any more patrols. Half of them never come back. I need a Ranger to do those things. And to come back alive to pass on the information.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain,” Okbek agreed. “He’ll have everything he needs, and my personal attention.” There was a strange smile on his mouth which made his moustache tilt to one side like a boat beginning to sink. 
 
    “And have the men leave him alone. Him and his panther.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’ll deal with that.” 
 
    Lasgol came out of the tent with Ona at his side. The conversation with the Captain had given him the creeps. Not only was the situation with the Wild Ones complicated, but he was losing soldiers at the hands of a specter which gave them a horrible death. 
 
    He snorted in frustration and shook his head. 
 
    This was starting really well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol and Ona slept in one of the empty tents. It took him some time to fall asleep, since he knew that the previous tenants had died recently, and he was nervous as a result. Luckily, having Ona lying beside him relaxed him. In the end his friend’s company outweighed the unease the surroundings were causing him. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” he told her lovingly when he woke up, and stroked her side. 
 
    The panther chirped affectionately, then gave an enormous yawn. 
 
    Lasgol smiled, grateful to have her with him. The light of dawn was filtering through several holes in the tent, which badly needed repair. He got to his feet. 
 
    “What’s the day got in store for us?” he whispered to Ona. 
 
    The panther rose too and stretched her forelegs. Lasgol loved to watch her stretch, which was a ritual that made him feel at ease. Every morning she stretched and washed carefully, getting ready for the day. He followed her example and made his own preparations along with her. You never knew what might happen in a day in the life of a Norghanian Ranger. He stretched with Ona, then went over all his equipment, making sure it was in perfect condition – his weapons in particular. The sergeant had brought him some food the night before, which he was thankful for. He put it in his satchel. 
 
    Suddenly the flap door of the tent opened and an enormous figure burst in. 
 
    “Already awake?” Sergeant Okbek said. “That’s what I like to see.” 
 
    “Norghanian Rangers always get up before dawn,” Lasgol replied as if he were repeating a dogma. 
 
    “Sure you do,” the Sergeant laughed. “Come and have breakfast with us. You’ll meet the men that way.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lasgol said and went out, appreciating the note of camaraderie. 
 
    The Sergeant led him to a campfire where something was cooking in a huge cauldron. A dozen soldiers were sitting around the fire with bowls and spoons. Lasgol looked up at the sky and saw that there was no storm threatening and the wind was not too cold. He was grateful for this. 
 
    “Make room for the new Ranger,” the sergeant barked. 
 
    Several men moved, not only to make room for Lasgol but to do the same for Okbek, who occupied enough space for two. Seeing the nervous glances – and some dangerous ones – the soldiers were directing at Ona, he decided it would be better to keep her away. 
 
    He pointed back to the tent where they had slept. “Ona. There.” 
 
    The panther looked at him, then at the soldiers. She gave a hiss and obeyed the order. She lay down inside the tent, but with her head out so as to miss nothing of what was happening. 
 
    “Nice kitty you’ve got there,” said one of the soldiers. He was dark, and his nose was broken in several places. 
 
    “She’s my Familiar.” 
 
    “Looks obedient,” another soldier said as he ate his breakfast. 
 
    “She’d better be,” said a third grimly. 
 
    “She’s very obedient and good,” Lasgol assured them. 
 
    The Sergeant gave them a ferocious glare. “Nobody messes with the Ranger or his panther. Captain’s orders. Understood?”  
 
    Nobody replied, but they lowered their eyes and went on eating whatever their breakfast might be. It smelt awful and was a strange brown in color, neither liquid nor solid but something in between.  
 
    “Serve him, Asmonsen,” the Sergeant ordered the soldier who was stirring the contents of the cauldron with an enormous wooden ladle. He was wearing a blackened apron. Lasgol guessed he must be the camp’s cook. 
 
    “It’s my specialty,” he said with a broad smile, and Lasgol saw that he was missing his front teeth. “We call it ‘the corpse animator’.” 
 
    “You’ll love it, you just wait and see,” Okbek said. He was smiling, though you could barely see his smile under his huge moustache. 
 
    Asmonsen handed him a bowl full to the brim, together with a small wooden spoon. Lasgol sniffed the liquid, which smelt really bad. He looked at the cook, who was smiling back at him. He realized that everyone had stopped eating and was watching him to see what he did. He prepared himself and took a spoonful of the ‘corpse animator’. The flavor exploded in his mouth; it was a mixture of vegetables, meat, hot spices – lots of hot spices – and if he was not mistaken, strong wine. He swallowed and at once began to feel an enormous heat rising up his trachea to his face. He turned red as a tomato, and tears formed in his eyes. It stung appallingly, and its heating effect was almost as bad. 
 
    The soldiers burst into roars of laughter. Asmonsen nodded in satisfaction. Okbek was roaring with laughter and waving his arms. 
 
    “That’s how you make a Norghanian soldier!” he said, and slapped him on the back. 
 
    Lasgol was having a difficult moment. His mouth was burning, along with his face and stomach. He looked around for water, but nobody seemed to have any. 
 
    “Water…” he stammered. 
 
    “Water, he says,” the sergeant said with a laugh, and the others joined in. 
 
    “No water,” Asmonsen told him. “That’d only make it worse. The best way to get the initial effect over is to have another spoonful.” 
 
    Lasgol thought the cook had to be joking. 
 
    “Take another spoonful. It’ll make you a man,” Okbek said amid laughter. 
 
    “No… I…” 
 
    “Come on, another spoonful. By the fifth you won’t even notice.” 
 
    “And today it didn’t turn out so potent,” Asmonsen said, and shrugged, as though apologizing. 
 
    For Lasgol it was powerfully potent. He realized that they were all looking at him again, expecting him to go on eating. He could not understand how they could eat that concoction of molten fire. They were still staring at him in silence, most of all Asmonsen and Okbek: testing him. He could not let himself be shown up as a softy. No, he would have to brace himself and swallow that gut-wrenching breakfast. And so, he did. With the second spoonful the suffering began afresh. He followed it with a third, which made him weep like a baby. 
 
    The soldiers were clapping their hands, laughing and cheering him on. By the fifth spoonful he could not feel his tongue, his mouth, or even his stomach. The soldiers were encouraging him to finish his bowl. Okbek gave him a couple of encouraging slaps on the back, but he did not even feel them. Ona meanwhile was watching him with her ears pricked. He swallowed the last spoonful and left the bowl on the ground. He genuinely thought he was going to die. 
 
    The soldiers clapped their hands and cheered his name. 
 
    “Very well done!” Okbek congratulated him. 
 
    “You liked it, didn’t you?” Asmonsen asked him. The worst of it was that he genuinely meant it. 
 
    Lasgol nodded several times. He could not speak, his tongue and lips were swollen, and the roof of his mouth was burning like a bonfire. 
 
    “Now you’re one of us,” said a soldier who was as strong as he was tall. 
 
    “It’ll be gone in a couple of days,” another said, and winked. 
 
    A couple of days? Lasgol felt he was dying. His stomach was about to explode. He could feel it as an erupting volcano which was hurling lava the entire length of his trachea. 
 
    “Now you know why we call it ‘the corpse-animator’,” Okbek said with a smile. 
 
    “You won’t feel hungry for the whole day, and it’ll give you the strength of two men,” Asmonsen assured him. 
 
    Lasgol only wanted the terrible burning to stop. He felt as though he were being incinerated from the inside out. 
 
    “Did you give him ‘corpse-animator’?” a voice asked from behind him. Lasgol turned to see Captain Martens in his official uniform, looking unfriendly. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Okbek replied innocently. “It’s the ritual welcome.” 
 
    Martens shook his head, “Give him some milk before he throws up.”  
 
    Asmonsen handed a skin bag to Lasgol, who seized it, uncorked it and drank as if there were no tomorrow. 
 
    “All right, Sergeant. When he’s better, bring him to me.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    The Captain left, and the laughter broke out all over again. 
 
    Lasgol drank all the milk in the skin bag and began to feel a little better. Okbek waited until he was sure he had recovered to some extent and led him to the Captain’s tent. Ona went with them. 
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” Martens asked from behind his table. 
 
    “Yes… Captain… Thank you.” 
 
    “Not many people manage to finish a whole helping. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank… you…” 
 
    Okbek was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “And now, let’s get down to work,” Martens went on. “I want you to explore this part.” He indicated a fairly extensive area on the map. “Only explore. Familiarize yourself with the terrain, and if you see enemy movement of any kind, come back to report. It’s supposed to be uninhabited now, but back in the day there were two Wild Villages there. I want to know whether they’re resettling the region or not. Also if anything strange is going on. If there’s anything out of the ordinary, I want to know about it.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “No confrontation. If you see Wild Ones, come back at once.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain.” 
 
    “And try to avoid the Frozen Specter,” Okbek advised him. 
 
    Lasgol looked into his eyes to see whether he was serious or joking. The sergeant’s gaze left no doubt: he meant it. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Right. You have ten days. Come back with whatever you find out. But come back. Is this clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Okbek, have Isberson and Elkmun go with him.” 
 
    “Right, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m not going alone?” Lasgol asked in surprise. 
 
    “No. You’ll be going with two of the best veterans I have left. I’ve already lost two Rangers. I don’t want to lose a third one who’s only just arrived.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and left the tent with Okbek and Ona. 
 
    “Remember: if you come across the enemy, don’t attack, withdraw. Good luck!” 
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant.” 
 
    Shortly afterwards, Lasgol and Ona left the camp, together with Isberson and Elkmun. Lasgol used his Gift to communicate with Camu. 
 
    Camu, we’re leaving. 
 
    Lasgol waited for the reply, but there was none. He tried again. 
 
    Camu, are you there? 
 
    No reply. He began to feel worried. He glanced at Ona who, like him, was looking around for Camu. She moved a little away. She did not seem to be able to find him either. 
 
    “Coming?” Isberson said. 
 
    Lasgol gestured to him to wait a moment. 
 
    Isberson and Elkmun glanced at each other. They did not look happy. 
 
    Camu, where are you? Lasgol was really worried now. If Camu had left on one of his adventures or something had happened to him, they would be in trouble. The two Norghanian soldiers did not seem to be the patient sort. 
 
    Ona came back to Lasgol and gave a mournful moan. She had not found her friend. 
 
    Camu, are you all right? 
 
    “Are we waiting for something?” Elkmun asked impatiently. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. “No… it’s just that…” 
 
    I’m all right, came Camu’s message. 
 
    Lasgol snorted impatiently. Where were you? 
 
    Chasing white hare. 
 
    I’ve told you a thousand times you’re never going to catch a mountain hare. 
 
    I catch. 
 
    It’s a hundred times faster and more agile than you are. 
 
    I catch. You see. 
 
    Lasgol turned his back on the two soldiers and rolled his eyes. 
 
    We’re leaving. Stay hidden. We’re going with two soldiers. 
 
    I hidden. 
 
    And behave. 
 
    I good always. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and turned back to the soldiers. 
 
    “It was nothing. Let’s be on our way.” 
 
    The two soldiers gave him a dark look, but said nothing. 
 
    Ona detected Camu and chirped happily. Camu fell in beside her and gave her a playful shove. They went into the forests and began their march. The two veterans looked at Ona warily, but said nothing to Lasgol. They seemed tough experienced soldiers, both of them huge and impressive Norghanian fighters, rivaling the Wild Ones in size. Isberson was blond and wore his hair loose; his eyes were very light, his rough face framed by a short blond beard. Elkmun’s hair was redder, and his beard reached his chest. They were armed with axes and knives at their belts and a round wooden shield reinforced with metal on their backs. They were not carrying bows. They were infantrymen. 
 
    The first two days went by without incident. The weather was holding. Spring was getting closer and the storms had vanished, which cheered Lasgol. The two soldiers were not very talkative. Lasgol, used to companions like Egil, Viggo or even Camu, found the lack of conversation strange. He tried to chat, but only managed to get a few sentences out of them. They were civil with him, it was true; they had told him they were common soldiers, and in situations like this the Ranger was in command, so they treated him as a superior. Perhaps that was why they did not talk to him. Between themselves they talked rather more, but not much even then. 
 
    It felt strange to Lasgol to be in command. He felt responsible for the lives of both men, even if they were experienced veterans and he a newbie on his first mission as a Ranger. These were new situations he would have to get used to, and quickly. The further north they went, the thicker the layer of snow that covered the forests and open land. Spring had not yet announced her arrival there, and the cold was more intense. Lasgol led the way, with Ona at his side and the two soldiers marching a dozen paces behind them. Camu brought up the rear. Lasgol did not want the soldiers to see his trail, so he had told him to stay twenty paces back. His friend was not happy at all about this. 
 
    I invisible. Soldiers not see. 
 
    Not you, but they can see your footprints. 
 
    No see. 
 
    Yes see. 
 
    Soldiers strong. No smart. 
 
    You don’t know that. They might have their eyes open, and besides, they have a lot of experience. 
 
    Yes, I know. 
 
    Lasgol stopped arguing with Camu. Most times it was better not to go on with the conversation. He was not going to change his mind, whatever the case. They crossed a forest warily, then when they were about to come out on to an open area, he glimpsed movement. He raised his fist, and the two soldiers stopped. He crouched slowly, without making any noise, and the two soldiers did the same. 
 
    Using his Gift, he called upon his Hawk’s Eye skill. He half-closed his eyes and in the distance he could make out what had attracted his attention: Wild Ones of the Ice. A group of about a dozen, carrying wood, huge logs of it. Where were they going? And what did they want the wood for? He turned to Isberson and Elkmun, who were staring at him with their hands on the handles of their war axes. 
 
    “Wild Ones. To the north. Carrying logs.” 
 
    “They must be rebuilding a village,” said Isberson. 
 
    “Or building a new one,” said Elkmun. 
 
    “The Captain told me there aren’t supposed to be any inhabited settlements here.” 
 
    “Then we’d better make sure of it,” Isberson suggested. 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and follow their trail. Keep your distance.” 
 
    “Okay,” Elkmun said. 
 
    Lasgol left the forest with extreme care and went to the point where he had seen the Wild Ones. He saw their trail on the snow, the footprints of the Wild Ones with all the weight of their large bodies were unmistakable, and on the snow, loading logs, even a blind man could have followed them. If they were carrying logs they could not be going very far, since it made no sense to transport wood where they were surrounded by forests. 
 
    They followed the trail at a more-than-prudent distance. Neither they nor the Wild Ones could see one another. Lasgol began to realize that he had been wrong. The Wild Ones were covering a considerable distance and had already passed three different forests: one of beech, another of oak, and now one of ash. This puzzled him. He did not want to go any closer to understand their reasons for this for fear of discovery. Master Gisli had warned them many times about the prey which turned and killed its stalker.  
 
    They reached the end of the forest, and he stopped when he saw that the trail turned eastwards. He raised his fist to let Isberson and Elkmun know that he was going to investigate further east. The two veterans nodded and pointed to the spot where they were standing. They would wait for him there. 
 
    “Ona. With me,” Lasgol whispered to her. Camu, go into the forest to the east and follow me from inside it, he messaged. 
 
    I follow, came the reply. 
 
    Lasgol set off into the forest to the east and followed it from the edge, under cover of the first lines of trees, but keeping an eye on the great open area parallel to the forest. He saw an enormous lake, the group of Wild Ones who carried the logs, and something else… 
 
    A very large village. 
 
    Lasgol stopped, and Ona, beside him, warned him of the danger. 
 
    “Yeah, I see them.” 
 
    Many houses, he received from Camu. 
 
    I can count over a hundred houses. 
 
    Big houses. 
 
    They were: a very large and robust type of hut, round and raised a little above the ground. They had used quantities of wood to build every one of those houses. 
 
    All of a sudden, with the arrival of the group of Wild Ones there was a great outburst of activity and noise. Hundreds of Wild Ones began to pour out of the houses, welcoming the new arrivals with deafening yells. They were festive yells, although they left the listener breathless. 
 
    Many Wild Ones, Camu said, and with the message came a feeling of mingled danger and fear. 
 
    Ona protested at the noise and the presence of so many Wild Ones and stiffened. She was very tense. 
 
    “Easy, girl…” Lasgol whispered, and stroked her back. 
 
    He called upon his Hawk’s Eye skill again and scanned the houses with his gaze. They surrounded an empty circular space. A little to the east he saw a stake stuck in the ground, with a man tied to it. Taken aback, he tried to see who it could be, but could not identify him. He was in very bad condition, covered with dirt and blood from wounds that were still open. But there was one thing he could see clearly. 
 
    This man was a Ranger. 
 
    And he was still alive. 
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    “That’s Ranger Molsen,” Elkmun said, squinting through half-closed eyes. 
 
    Isberson rubbed his eyes. “Are you sure? I can’t see him properly from this distance.”  
 
    “I can. My sight’s a lot better than yours.” 
 
    Lasgol had led them to the closest point in the forest to the village. They could not get any closer, as they would be left exposed and be spotted easily by the Wild Ones. They could not leave the shelter of the forest. 
 
    “He’s badly wounded,” Lasgol said. “I doubt whether he’ll survive for long.”  
 
    Elkmun was surprised. “Can you see them from here?”  
 
    “Yes… my sight is exceptionally good. It’s one of the reasons why I became a Ranger,” Lasgol lied. 
 
    Elkmun nodded. He was staring at Lasgol’s eyes as though looking for an explanation for the fact. 
 
    “That’s bad news,” Isberson said sadly. 
 
    Elkmun was looking closely at the buildings. “What’s even worse news is this village and the number of Wild Ones in it. It’s new. They’ve only just built it.”  
 
    “They seem to be re-settling the area,” Isberson said. He was shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, looks that way. And when the Wild Ones resettle, they don’t leave, far from it. They expand their territory. The Captain is going to love this bit of news.” 
 
    “The village is a big one,” Lasgol said. He did not know much about the lifestyle of the Wild Ones, but he seemed to remember that Egil had told him they were a race that lived in small communities of no more than a hundred. Here there were five or six times more than that, which was really strange. “But we can’t be sure they’re building settlements and repopulating the area, not yet. It could be a central settlement, and that’s why there are so many Wild Ones in it.” 
 
    “You’re right. But if the weather’s cold… then as a rule water freezes,” Elkmun said, repeating the old Norghanian saying. 
 
    “I’m just saying we ought to be sure.” 
 
    “The lad’s right,” said Isberson. “A single settlement doesn’t prove it, though I agree that bad news never comes singly. I’d bet my pay there’s another settlement not too far off.” 
 
    “Could be. But we need to make sure before we alarm the Captain,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “All right,” Elkmun said, but he did not sound too convinced. 
 
    Lasgol watched the Wild Ones, who were still cheering the ones who had arrived with the logs. Suddenly twenty or so started to work in the center of the great open space, clearing the snow and beginning to dig. The ones who had brought the logs moved away, and others began to prepare what had been brought. 
 
    “What d’you suppose those brutes are doing?” Elkmun asked. He sounded annoyed. 
 
    Isberson was staring fixedly at them. “Building something?” 
 
    The Wild Ones worked non-stop, then just before nightfall they finished their work amid shouts of what they regarded as joy, although it sounded deafening and would certainly have been terrifying to any civilized man. Hundreds of Wild Ones of the Ice shouting at the tops of their voices would freeze the blood of the boldest Norghanian. Lasgol felt fear gnawing in his stomach, but he pushed it down to stop it rising up to his chest and reaching his soul. Isberson and Elkmun were frowning and their eyes were doing their best to avoid showing any trace of fear, even though they must certainly have been feeling it. 
 
    “It’s a massive totem,” Lasgol said. “I think it represents a huge Wild One of the Ice, or maybe a semi-giant… I’m not sure.”  
 
    “It looks more like several totems,” Isberson said. He was staring at the strange wooden figure, his head to one side. 
 
    “They join them together, to make one several levels tall,” Elkmun said. 
 
    “I didn’t know those savages had enough brains to build statues,” Isberson put in. 
 
    “They’re intelligent,” Lasgol assured them. 
 
    “If you say so,” said Isberson. “To me they’re just beasts of the ice, brutal and mindless.” 
 
    “That’s a misjudgment. They’re strong and rather primitive, it’s true, but also intelligent.” 
 
    “Whatever you say…” Elkmun said. There was obvious disbelief in his voice. 
 
    Lasgol regretted that his fellow Norghanians had that generalized and inaccurate idea of the Wild Ones of the Ice. They seemed brutal and primitive, that much he could not deny, but he knew very well that they were no fools: far from it. 
 
    “It must be the image of one of their Gods,” he guessed. 
 
    Isberson narrowed his eyes. “Seeing how ugly they’ve made what I suppose is the face, I’d say it’s in agony.”  
 
    “The face isn’t much good,” said Elkmun, “but that’s because they’ve carved it out of the wood of those trees without much sense of style.”  
 
    Suddenly all the Wild Ones of the village began to parade in front of the three-tiered totem they had created. They took handfuls of snow and rubbed them on their bodies, then they set up a kind of short chant and threw more snow at the totem. The scene was repeated until every single one of them had paraded in front of the totem performing this strange ritual. 
 
    “Yes,” Lasgol said, “it’s a God, or a representation of some spiritual being. We’re witnessing a sacred ritual. That’s why they’ve brought the trees from so far away. They must be from a sacred forest, or something like that.” 
 
    “Could be,” said Elkmun. “Or it could also represent death, or war, or whatever else.”  
 
    Isberson shrugged. “Who cares?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “It could be important in order to understand what they’re doing here,” Lasgol said. 
 
    The two soldiers looked at him as if he were a smartass. They said nothing. 
 
    By the time the last Wild Ones had paraded in front of the totem it was the dead of night. Several fires had been lit, and these faintly illuminated the houses and the center of the village. 
 
    Isberson shook his head. “Pity about Molsen… I liked him.”  
 
    Lasgol saw the Ranger, partially illuminated by one of the fires. 
 
    “We can’t do anything for him,” Elkmun said sadly. “He was unlucky.”  
 
    “Of course we can do something for him,” Lasgol said with total confidence. “We’re going to rescue him.” 
 
    Elkmun and Isberson turned and looked at him as if he were out of his wits. “What did you say?” Elkmun asked as if he had not heard properly. 
 
    “Have you lost your wits in the cold?” Isberson asked. He looked as though he could not believe what he had just heard. 
 
    “I said we’re going to rescue him,” Lasgol confirmed, spelling out the words slowly and clearly. 
 
    “There’s no doubt about it, his head’s frozen and he can’t think,” Elkmun said. 
 
    “I’m perfectly sane, and we’re going to rescue Molsen. A Ranger doesn’t leave a comrade.” 
 
    “This newbie hasn’t been in enough battles,” Isberson spat out. “Of course you leave a comrade who’s been captured by hundreds of Wild Ones of the Ice. What d’you think you’re going to do?” 
 
    “I won’t abandon a fellow Ranger.” 
 
    Elkmun gave him a stony stare. “In that case you’ll die with him.”  
 
    “In any case,” Isberson said, “the Captain said no confrontations. Our orders are to go back and report if we found any Wild Ones, and we’ve found a whole lot of them”  
 
    “If you don’t want to help me, that’s fine. I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    “It’s your funeral,” Isberson pointed out. 
 
    Lasgol saw clearly that the two soldiers were not going to help him. He knew that they had good reason for this, because it was insane to attempt a rescue in a large village with hundreds of Wild Ones of the Ice. Probably he would meet his death. Even so, he could not let the Ranger die. He had made his decision. He would attempt the rescue, even if it was insane. Otherwise he would always regret it, and he did not want to bear the burden on his conscience of having done nothing. 
 
    “Wait here. If I’m captured or killed, go back to the Captain and report.” 
 
    “As you like,” Elkmun said, “but don’t say we didn’t warn you.”  
 
    Isberson gestured toward a dozen Wild Ones who were heading west on watch patrol. “If they raise the alarm, we’ll be out of here like lightning.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He left his bows and travelling satchel there. He did not need them, and they would only get in his way, 
 
    “Ona. With me,” he ordered, and began to move to the east, following the edge of the forest. 
 
    Camu, let’s go. 
 
    What we doing? 
 
    We’re going to rescue the captive Ranger. 
 
    Danger. Many Wild Ones. 
 
    Yes. It is dangerous. 
 
    Very fun. 
 
    No, it’s not fun and it’s not a game. 
 
    Rescue friend from enemies. A game. Fun. 
 
    No! It’s not a game! We could all get killed! This is serious! Dangerous. Very dangerous! 
 
    Fun dangerous, Camu concluded. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. Behave and follow my instructions. 
 
    I always. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, sure. 
 
    Lasgol moved under cover of night and the protection of the forest. He came out on to cleared land and advanced at a crouch until he reached a hollow along which he could approach the back of the village. Crouching, he put his head out to see what he was up against and make a plan. There were several Wild Ones on watch duty beside the fires, talking among themselves. They were not moving. 
 
    Camu became visible beside Ona, who gave a start and then hissed angrily. 
 
    Don’t do that… 
 
    Fun. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, 
 
    Ona went up to Camu and gave him a protesting shove. 
 
    Go? Camu asked  
 
    No. We wait. 
 
    Wait not fun. 
 
    Lasgol pointed to a patrol of a dozen Wild Ones who were coming toward them. 
 
    Wild Ones. 
 
    Watch patrol. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    That’s right. We wait until they go by. 
 
    Ona, shifting uneasily beside him, gave a mournful moan. The night wind was buffeting them. It was not cold compared with what they had been through during the winter, but it was annoying and dangerous, since they were facing into it. Lasgol decided it was time to use mental orders with the panther. He could not risk Ona revealing them with one of her growls or chirps. Whispering orders with the wind in his face was not a good idea either. His words might be borne to the ears of the Wild Ones on the back of the treacherous nocturnal breeze that seemed to be gathering strength. 
 
    He concentrated, found Ona’s mental aura and focused on it. He called upon his Animal Communication skill. 
 
    Ona. Silence, he ordered. 
 
    The panther was frightened. She crouched with her ears flattened back and her eyes wide open. She was rigidly tense. 
 
    Ona. Here, Lasgol ordered again, and tapped his thigh. 
 
    The panther looked at him undecidedly. 
 
    Ona. Here, he transmitted again, and gave his thigh another tap. 
 
    The great cat now understood that it was Lasgol talking to her, and relaxed. She did what he had asked her to. 
 
    Ona. Good. He stroked her head and back. 
 
    Ona. Lie low, he ordered when he saw the patrol on its way, 
 
    They lay down in the hollow, and he covered Ona in snow while she stayed still, obeying the command to lie low on the ground, then himself. Camu camouflaged himself, and the patrol passed by them without seeing them. Lasgol waited until he was sure the patrol was far enough away, and for this he called upon his Owl Hearing skill. He followed the sound of their footsteps, which were so heavy that he could follow them even without the help of his enhanced hearing. The Wild Ones were not exactly light-footed and quiet. Then he left the hollow. It was night by now and the village was completely silent, with the exception of half a dozen points where they had lit fires for the watchmen. 
 
    Ona. Lie low, he ordered mentally, and the panther obeyed at once. 
 
    They crawled along the ground and entered the village from the north, dodging a fire where there were four Wild Ones on watch. The huts were so big and solid that beside them Lasgol and Ona looked like a couple of kittens out scouting. The problem was that if they were caught, they would be skinned alive. Very carefully they navigated the narrow passages between the enormous huts, always seeking the shadows. Lasgol bore in mind where the light was coming from at every moment, whether it was the moon or one of the watch fires. He followed the shadows, as he had learnt to do at the Camp. 
 
    Suddenly a Wild One came out of one of the huts to their right. Lasgol froze still as a statue in the shadow of the hut opposite. 
 
    Ona. Stop. Camu. Not a sound. 
 
    Yes. Wild One. 
 
    The Wild One came down the steps that gave access to the dwelling and stretched up to his full height. In his hand was a huge axe. He glanced toward where they were hiding, and Lasgol’s stomach shrank to the size of a walnut. The Wild One grunted and made his way to one of the fires with huge strides. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in relief. They had not been seen. The Wild One took over from one of his companions at the fire, and the one he had replaced went to sleep. 
 
    Much fun, Camu said and transmitted a feeling of excitement. 
 
    It’s not fun. We’re risking our lives. If we’re found out, we’ll be killed. 
 
    Risk. Fun. 
 
    Not fun! 
 
    A little fun? 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and gave him up as impossible. 
 
    On we go. Very slowly. Now comes the difficult part. 
 
    They came to the center of the village, but could not go in because they would be seen. The stake where they had tied Ranger Molsen was to one side. From where they were, Lasgol could see the sad state he was in. He had been brutally beaten and had several nasty cuts, probably infected. His face had an ugly color. He could not let this man die there like that, despite the danger involved. The Wild Ones on duty by the fire closest to Molsen were not paying much attention to him, but chatting in the strange language of the Frozen Continent. This did not surprise Lasgol. The prisoner was not going anywhere in his present state and the Wild Ones, as he knew very well, were not in the habit of paying attention or showing mercy. 
 
    Camu and Ona were looking at him, awaiting instructions. The situation was complicated. If he tried to get to Molsen he would be seen. He wished he had Egil with him, but unfortunately he was alone and would have to come up with something by himself. He thought for a long moment, then suddenly saw that the Ranger was waking up from some nightmare and shaking his body in pain. He made his plan. It was not a very sophisticated one, but it would have to do. Very carefully, mentally, he explained it to Camu, and his little friend seemed to understand. He had better, or else they would end up like Molsen, or worse. Just thinking about it was enough to send a shiver down his spine. 
 
    Camu. Now. Very slowly, he transmitted as he watched the Wild Ones apparently arguing about something. 
 
    The little creature, in his camouflaged state, went forward very slowly over the snow towards the prisoner. In his mouth he was carrying Lasgol’s scarf, which being white blended in with the snowy landscape. Because Camu was creeping very slowly, the scarf barely appeared to be moving. Lasgol’s eyes were on the Wild Ones, who did not notice anything. Camu reached the stake where Molsen was and went to stand behind him. 
 
    Lasgol put his hands to his mouth and imitated the hoot of an owl, twice. He did it in a certain tone which Rangers would recognize. Molsen did not seem to realize. Lasgol swore under his breath and waited a moment. With one eye he was watching the Wild Ones, and with the other the Ranger. One of the Wild Ones waved his arms at the sky. Lasgol, seeing his moment, repeated the call. Molsen raised his head and looked in his direction. The Wild Ones took no notice of the hoot. Lasgol came out of the shadows for a moment to let Molsen see his face. Molsen glanced at the Wild Ones, waited a moment and then nodded. 
 
    He had seen him. Now began the most complicated part, and the one where everything was at stake. 
 
    Camu. Give it to him. 
 
    I give, his friend replied. He put the scarf in Molsen’s hands, which were tied behind his back. 
 
    Lasgol saw the Ranger grasp what was wrapped in the scarf and hidden from sight: Lasgol’s knife. Molsen could not see behind the stake, and made no attempt to. Without wasting a moment, he seized the knife with both hands and placed it so that the sharp edge was against the rope which tied his hands. He began to cut through it with rapid up-and-down movements. Lasgol meanwhile was keeping his eyes on the Wild Ones. The situation was going to become complicated at any moment. 
 
    Ona. Bring down, he ordered mentally, and pointed to the nearest Wild One, who had his back to them. 
 
    The panther gathered speed with a short run and leapt on the unsuspecting Wild One. Even though he was so huge, the impact was such that he fell forward on top of two of his companions. The three of them collapsed, leaving only one standing and staring at Ona with eyes wide as saucers. It took him a moment to react to the attack, since he could not believe that a snow panther had attacked them there, in the village, beside the fire. 
 
    Ona. Run away, Lasgol ordered her. He was pointing to the west, the opposite direction from Molsen. 
 
    Ona obeyed the order and shot off like an arrow. 
 
    The Wild One finally reacted, reached for his axe and ran after her. The others stood up, seized their weapons and ran after the panther with cries that sounded like curses. Lasgol knew they would never catch her, because she was too fast and agile for those behemoths. He had had a hard job teaching Ona the order Run Away, because the good creature would always come back once the lesson was over. This order was different: she had to run away, and escape instead of coming back. As it was the first time they had tried it for real, he was anxious that she might not do it. If she came back to him, they were lost. He trusted she would do as he had taught her. She was very clever and good. She would do it. 
 
    Molsen freed himself and fell to his knees on the snow, then crawled across the ground until he was out of the lighted area and within the shadow of one of the houses. Lasgol went around the shadowed area to reach him and dragged him a few paces on until they were completely hidden in the darkness. 
 
    “Thanks…” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve got to get away.” 
 
    “Ranger?” 
 
    “Yes. Lasgol Eklund.” 
 
    “Molsen…” 
 
    “I know. Don’t talk. Can you walk?” 
 
    Molsen shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll carry you. 
 
    Camu, north. Watch. 
 
    Watch. North. Camu obeyed and passed by the two Rangers. Lasgol could see his footprints on the snow. He took his knife and scarf back from Molsen’s hands, took his arm and put it over his own shoulder to lift him. He could barely stand. Lasgol held him tightly by the arm and waist and led him away, nearly dragging him. Very carefully, they went between two houses, and now he had to cross an open space. 
 
    Camu, see anyone? 
 
    Not see. 
 
    Lasgol pulled Molsen, and they crossed the open space. Immediately they passed between two other houses, seeking out the shadows so that they could go on northward. Molsen was heavy, but all the physical training Lasgol had had to do was now paying off. It was not very hard to carry the other man, and he was pretty sure he could do it all day if necessary. They went between two other houses, and he saw the forest a hundred paces away. They were almost there. He walked faster and carried Molsen away, almost giving him a piggyback ride as he did so. 
 
    Wild One, came the message from Camu. 
 
    Lasgol stopped and hid. Where? 
 
    North. East. Come. 
 
    This meant that he was approaching from the northeast. He turned at once and set off northwest. The footsteps of a Wild One sounded, very close, but he did not stop. He flattened himself against the side of the last house between them and the forest.  
 
    Wild One. Stop. 
 
    Lasgol stopped breathing and put his hand over Molsen’s mouth. The Wild One had stopped. Had he heard them? If so, they would have to run. With Molsen in that state it would be difficult. He waited tensely, his heart beating so hard he could feel it in his ears. He knew the Wild One was only a few paces away. 
 
    Camu. Make a noise to the east. Don’t let him see you. Just attract his attention. 
 
    I make noise. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol heard a kind of shrill scream. 
 
    Not so loud! 
 
    You say noise. 
 
    Only for that Wild One to hear, not the whole camp! 
 
    All not hear. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. Don’t stay there. Change position. 
 
    The Wild One went to investigate the strange scream and reached the spot where Camu had been when he had uttered it. He was not there, but his footprints were. The Wild One saw them and began to follow them. 
 
    Wild One follow trail me. 
 
    Escape! 
 
    I well. 
 
    What do you mean, well? 
 
    The Wild One came to the end of the trail, where the tracks vanished. He looked in every direction, scratching his head. 
 
    I on roof. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. 
 
    Wait there until the Wild One leaves. 
 
    Wild One stupid. No danger. 
 
    They’re not stupid, and don’t be too confident! 
 
    You go. 
 
    Lasgol could not stay to help him. He had to trust that the creature was clever enough to get out of there on his own. He held Molsen tightly and slipped out toward the forest. He reached the first trees, but did not stop until he was deep inside. Molsen fainted, so that he had to sling him over his shoulder and go on further into the snow-covered forest. He needed to put a distance between himself and the village. 
 
    He only hoped his two companions were all right. 
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    At the end of the forest he left Molsen leaning against a tree. When he checked him he looked pretty bad, but he was still alive, and Lasgol sighed in relief. He waited a moment to see if Camu and Ona would appear, but they did not. Despite his worry, he could not wait for them; Molsen’s life was at stake. He slung him over his shoulder, then under cover of the forest he made his way to the meeting point. 
 
    There were no cries of alarm, so he guessed that either his companions had not yet been located, or else they had not realized the Ranger had fled. This gave him wings, and he crossed an open area and went into another forest as fast as he could. He kept up a good pace, considering that he was carrying a Ranger on his back. Stealth and speed were the keys to getting out of there alive. He was obliged to circle the village under the protection of the trees and shadows to reach the spot where Isberson and Elkmun were waiting. 
 
    “May lightning strike me!” Elkmun said when he saw him. “I can’t believe my eyes!”  
 
    “How on earth did you do it?” Isberson asked in utter disbelief. 
 
    Lasgol laid Molsen on the ground. “It’s difficult to explain. Help me with him. He’s badly wounded.” He set to work on Molsen’s most serious wounds. From his Ranger’s belt he took out the healing potions and ointments he always carried for situations like this. There was not much time, since at any moment the Wild Ones would sound the alarm, and then things would turn really nasty. 
 
    Elkmun and Isberson were veterans and knew very well what to do with somebody wounded. They disinfected and stitched up the ugliest cuts, then bandaged them as best they could. Between the three of them, they managed to deal with the most urgent ones. The unconscious Ranger was not aware of anything, which was a blessing as it meant he did not suffer in the process. All the same, for an injured person to lose consciousness was not a good sign. He could easily fail to wake up again if the wounds were serious, and all three of them knew this. 
 
    “Bring him around,” Lasgol said to the two veterans. At the same time, he was gathering together the ointments and potions and putting them away. 
 
    The two soldiers brought him to ruthlessly. A few shakes and a good slap did the trick. They gave him water. Molsen was grateful for the liquid of life and looked around, trying to understand what was happening to him. 
 
    “Just water isn’t going to help him go on walking,” Elkmun said. He brought out a metal flask with strong spirit in it. “Drink this, it’ll do you good.” 
 
    “You’re going to give him alcohol?” Lasgol asked. His tone suggested that he did not think it was a good idea. 
 
    “We haven’t got time to prepare one of those restoring potions like the ones you know how to make.” 
 
    “No, there’s no time…” Lasgol had to admit. 
 
    “Well, this is almost as good. It’ll have to do.” 
 
    Molsen took two gulps and began to cough. 
 
    “He’s beginning to warm up.” 
 
    Isberson was looking worriedly in the direction of the village. “We’ve got to get out of here before they sound the alarm.”  
 
    “Yeah. Let’s get moving,” said Elkmun. 
 
    “You two go ahead. I have to wait for my panther.” 
 
    Elkmun stared at him in disbelief. “Your panther? As soon as they give the alarm, this place will swarm with Wild Ones.”  
 
    “Take Molsen to the camp and the captain. I’ll wait for my panther, then search the area to see if there’s any other settlement. When I’ve finished, I’ll join you back at the camp.” 
 
    Isberson and Elkmun exchanged a glance and shrugged. 
 
    “As you like,” said Elkmun. “But if I were you, I’d leave that panther behind and get out of here as fast as I could.” 
 
    “I don’t leave my partners behind.” 
 
    Isberson tried to get him to change his mind. “It’s not your partner, it’s an animal. Come on, come with us.”  
 
    “She’s my Familiar.”  
 
    “As you like. See you at the camp,” Elkmun said. His tone of voice suggested that he did not believe Lasgol would make it. Isberson shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll see you there. Get going, and make sure he gets there alive.” 
 
    The two soldiers picked up the wounded Ranger between them and carried him away to the south. 
 
    Lasgol watched them disappear into the distance and stayed where he was, waiting. Ona and Camu were his family. He would never leave them behind, no matter how dangerous the situation. 
 
    He used his Gift and sent a message without any specific direction, since he did not know where his friends were and could not catch their mental aura. Generally, he could send them messages over a short distance without needing to see them physically, or their auras. But as the distance increased, the messages began to stop getting through. There was a maximum distance for sending them: he thought it was about a hundred paces, but he was not exactly sure. He was still working to increase it, but it was turning out to be a difficult thing to do. In addition, he had trouble sending and receiving messages if there were buildings of solid rock in the way, or caves. 
 
    I’m at the meeting point. I’m waiting for you. Come to me. 
 
    There was no reply. He tried again, and this time he used more energy, seeking to amplify the distance so that his message would reach farther. He concentrated and sent it toward the village, visualizing the range spreading further and further. 
 
    I’m at the meeting point. 
 
    Nothing. No reply. 
 
    He used another of his skills: Animal Presence. This had a far smaller range of action, so he was not surprised when he failed to detect his two friends, although he was able to sense several animals in the vicinity. 
 
    All of a sudden, he heard a thunderous yell, which he recognized at once as a cry of alarm. An instant later another voice joined the first, and these were followed by several more. The Wild Ones began to emerge from their huts, startled. They armed themselves and began to form groups. Several patrols set off at once, searching the whole village. Other Wild Ones gave orders with cavernous shouts. These must be the chiefs; the others did as they were told. 
 
    Lasgol nervously readied his compound bow. Camu, Ona! Come to me! he called again. 
 
    Movement in the village and the surroundings was now widespread. He could see Wild Ones spreading in every direction. 
 
    Come on, quickly! 
 
    Suddenly he saw a group of five Wild Ones heading straight to where he was. They were going to find him out! But even so, he did not move. This was the meeting-point, and he had to wait for Ona and Camu. The Wild Ones were moving toward him from the snow-covered plain, armed with huge axes. Seeing them so close, with their bluish bodies and their fearsome axes, Lasgol felt fear: a fear that warned him of imminent death. But he kept it under control. Fear could be an ally if it could be controlled. His father Dakon had taught him that, and he remembered it well. 
 
    He fell to one knee, hidden between two trees, and aimed as the Wild Ones came into the forest. His time was running out, and so was his luck. One of them sensed him, not by sight but by scent. He pointed towards him and shouted, and the other four began to run toward him. 
 
    Lasgol released. 
 
    The arrow hit the first one in the chest. The tip broke, and there was a small explosion. A gas spread out until it reached the four: Summer Slumber. The Wild One who had been hit fell to the ground, unconscious. The two closest to him took two steps and fell in their turn. The last one kept running, apparently unaffected by the gas. Lasgol released again, hitting him in his right leg. The Wild One went on running. This time Lasgol got him in the left leg, and between the gas and the two arrows he managed to slow him down. He nocked an Earth Arrow and hit him in the face. The explosion of earth and smoke blinded him. Amid guttural screams he fell to the ground and was left stunned. 
 
    The last of the Wild Ones ran toward Lasgol like a raging bull. He nocked an Air Arrow, released and hit him in the chest. The electrical discharge which followed rose to his head. The Wild One howled in pain and terror, lost his sense of direction and crashed into a tree with all the momentum of his run. He rebounded backward from the massive impact and was left prone in the snow, half knocked-out. 
 
    Wild One stupid. Fun, came a message. 
 
    Camu! 
 
    His friend became visible beside him. 
 
    Lasgol hugged him tightly. Where were you? 
 
    I with Ona. 
 
    Where is she? 
 
    East. 
 
    Lasgol turned and saw her coming at a run from that direction. Ona. Here. 
 
    The panther came to Lasgol’s side and he hugged her too. Let’s get out of here. 
 
    They ran off to the south as if Snow Ogres were after them. Behind them they could hear the shouts of the Wild Ones. 
 
    Happy? Camu asked him as they fled. 
 
    Happy? Why? Lasgol asked, not understanding. 
 
    I bring Ona. 
 
    What do you mean, you brought her? 
 
    She on other side of the forest. I bring. 
 
    How did you bring her? 
 
    Message. 
 
    You communicated with her? 
 
    Yes. I send messages. 
 
    Lasgol did not know whether to scold Camu or not. He had told him not to do it, but then if he had not done it, they would probably not have gotten out of there alive. 
 
    Well done! 
 
    I smart. 
 
    Sure, and handsome. 
 
    Handsome much. 
 
    Lasgol nearly burst out laughing, but the effort of the run uphill through the trees made it impossible. Camu was amazing, in all his facets. Lasgol was very proud of him, he had looked after Ona and brought her back to him. The panther still did not understand the logic of mind-messaging, and she was too young to grasp certain situations. Camu had saved the day. 
 
    Always look after your sister. 
 
    Ona good. I look after. 
 
    That’s the way I like it. 
 
    They went on running until Lasgol’s legs and lungs gave up. Luckily the Wild ones were not exactly fast, with those great hulking bodies to move. Lasgol let himself collapse against a tree and panted, trying to draw air into his lungs without choking with the effort. Camu and Ona rested beside him. Ona did not seem tired at all, but Camu, like Lasgol, was suffering from the strain of the escape. 
 
    They rested, just enough to recover and be able to go on. Lasgol took out the map of the land and calculated approximately where they were. He considered tracking to the west, and noticed that he was not far from one of the areas Eyra had marked where he could find the plant she had requested. Since he had to track the area anyway, he decided it would be a good idea to do both tasks at the same time. They set off to the west at a much more relaxed pace. They had left the Wild Ones behind, and there was no reason to believe they were still being pursued. But seeing that a wary man lives longer, he decided not to take any risks. 
 
    Camu, you stay about a hundred paces behind to check we’re not being followed. If you see any Wild Ones, run to warn me. 
 
    I watch, he transmitted, and lagged behind. 
 
    Don’t be too confident, and keep yourself camouflaged. 
 
    Yes. Camouflage. 
 
    Lasgol went on walking, and this time he addressed his Familiar: Ona. Track, and indicated that she should do so ahead of him, also a hundred paces or so away. 
 
    The panther acquiesced with a small growl. With Camu covering the rear and Ona the front, Lasgol felt a great deal safer. They went on until noon without coming across any trail of the Wild Ones. They rested a while; Camu fell asleep and so did Lasgol. Ona kept watch. Having partners who could share the watch was a great help. Camu needed to sleep, not just to recover from the physical effort but from using his skill to keep himself camouflaged for long periods. 
 
    After their break, restored to some extent, they set off again. Lasgol wanted to find the Undying Bell, the plant Eyra had asked him to bring back. Since it was very uncommon, it would be hard to locate. He tracked the whole area Eyra had marked on the map, but, as he had feared, he could not find it, even though he inspected every new plant he saw. Ona accompanied him and sniffed the plants curiously. Camu was not interested in plants unless they were edible. Then he was, and very much so. 
 
    He had an idea and communicated it to Ona. Ona. Search, he said, and pointed to a plant. A plant with a yellow-orange flower, with a long stem, more than three hands tall and with a white tip, in the form of a bell. 
 
    Ona looked at him blankly. Lasgol realized it was too much information for the poor animal to understand. He broke it up into parts. 
 
    Ona. Search. Plant. 
 
    The panther was giving him all her attention. 
 
    Ona. Search. Plant. Yellow-orange flower. 
 
    Ona chirped affirmatively. 
 
    Ona. Search. Plant, white tip in the shape of a bell. 
 
    The panther started to search among the trees, though Lasgol did not know whether she had understood or not. They went on looking further north; the sea was not very far away. Suddenly Ona stopped and gave a call. She was sniffing at the roots of a huge tree. Lasgol readied his bow in case of trouble, went over slowly and saw it. It was the Undying Bell! Ona had found it! 
 
    Ona. Very good!  he transmitted to her joyfully. He stroked her head and she rubbed against him in return, then he collected the plant. She gave a sudden bounce, startling him. She gave another bounce. Lasgol looked around but could see nothing suspicious. He relaxed. Camu meanwhile was dancing, flexing his legs and wagging his tail. Ona’s strange behavior had something to do with his little friend, that was for sure. 
 
    Why are you dancing? 
 
    Celebrate. Ona find plant. 
 
    Oh… and what’s Ona doing? 
 
    Dance. 
 
    Dance? 
 
    I tell her. 
 
    You told her to dance? 
 
    Dance fun. 
 
    Yeah, I know that. 
 
    Dance. Celebrate plant. 
 
    Ona bounced again, startling Lasgol. This was something really unusual. 
 
    When you tell Ona something, warn me. 
 
    I tell her things. 
 
    Lasgol realized that this was not going to work. He had to find out what Camu was telling Ona, as a precaution. Camu had some distinctly crazy ideas. He thought of something. 
 
    Tell her to lie down. 
 
    I tell. 
 
    Lasgol saw Ona following the order, which meant that Camu had sent her the message, even though he had not received it himself. 
 
    Tell her to get up, but this time, instead of just telling her, tell both of us, Ona and me. 
 
    Camu looked at him in puzzlement. He tilted his head to one side and blinked hard. For a moment nothing happened, and Lasgol thought his idea was not going to work. 
 
    Ona got up, but he himself did not receive any message. The panther lay down again after a moment. Lasgol shook his head. He was not getting anything. 
 
    Ona. Up, came the message suddenly. 
 
    The panther got up. She too had received the mental message. 
 
    Very good, Camu! 
 
    I very smart. 
 
    Yes, you are. From now on, all the messages you send to Ona, send them to me too. That way I’ll know what’s going on. 
 
    All? Camu transmitted, and Lasgol felt his little friend did not want to tell him everything. There could only be one reason for this. 
 
    Yes, all of them. No mischief behind my back, you rascal. 
 
    Camu put his head to one side. I do that. 
 
    Good. Lasgol knew he had achieved another small success and was very pleased. Now communication would flow much better between the three of them. 
 
    Let’s be on our way, he said to the two of them. Search for more plants.  
 
    Search for plants, Camu replied happily. For him it was a new game. Ona gave an affirmative chirp. 
 
    They went on north and climbed a steepish hill, bare and rocky. Lasgol’s joy faded the moment they reached the top. Before them, in the distance, was the icy northern sea. They could even see the tip of a distant iceberg. Below, half a day away, he could see another huge village of the Wild Ones. It was even bigger than the one they had just fled from. 
 
    Wild Ones. Big village. Camu confirmed. 
 
    Ona growled, and the hair on her back and tail pricked. 
 
    I see it, friends. It’s newly-built. They seem to be resettling this area too. This is not good news. 
 
    For a long moment he stared out at the landscape and the village. He marked the site on the map as he had done with the previous one, so as to have them well identified. He was surprised that this village too had the same unusual totem in the center of the square, and he wondered what it might mean. But what worried him and struck him as strange was the fact that the Wild Ones would dare to settle again in Norghanian territory so openly. Did they not fear King Thoran’s armies? There had to be a good reason. Were they taking it for granted that with the war in the West, the King’s armies would not come north with their weakened forces? That was too much to take for granted. 
 
    He sighed and massaged his neck. The Wild Ones were settling in large numbers in the north of Norghana. He knew there must be a reason why they were not afraid. At that moment he would have given a year’s pay to know that reason, and what the repercussions for Norghana, and for them, might be. It made no sense to go on northwards, since they would be sure to stumble on either the village or some patrol of the Wild Ones. They had created this great village there to control all that area of territory as far as the sea. 
 
    Right, let’s go on to the east. 
 
    With Ona in the lead, they then turned a little south to enter another of the areas Eyra had marked. They did not find any more Wild Ones, but on the other hand Lasgol found one more plant and Ona another. Camu seemed rather clumsy at this, so Lasgol teased him a little. 
 
    You don’t have a good eye for plants. 
 
    Ona use nose not eyes. 
 
    True. The plant gives off a very pungent aroma. 
 
    I no smell. 
 
    Yeah, and no vision either. 
 
    But I smart. And handsome, Camu pointed out in his own defense, then straightened his tail and raised his head, the image of dignity. 
 
    Lasgol gave a guffaw and then another. At the sight of him laughing like that, Ona stared at him as if he had lost his wits. 
 
    He recovered after a moment, and they set off. Taking care not to stumble on any more settlements, they concentrated on finding the plants with the aid of the map. It took them a couple of days, but in the end they managed it. It was all to Ona’s credit, since neither Camu nor Lasgol found any more. But the panther found two more, which meant that Lasgol had achieved his aim, and Eyra would be very happy. He was sure the plants were to heal Dolbarar, so he could not have been happier. 
 
    Ona. Good, he told the panther, and covered her in caresses, which she did not refuse. There were times when she wanted no petting, but Gisli had already warned him not to take it personally. She was a cat, after all, and cats, especially the great ones, had a character of their own. Sometimes they were friendly, other times less so, and they always acted as though they owned the land beneath their feet. They did not consider humans their masters, very far from it. Lasgol had already experienced this with Ona, and now they got along wonderfully well. He was not her owner, and neither was she his pet. 
 
    They rested a while and ate some of the supplies Lasgol was carrying in his satchel. When he examined the map before they set off again, he realized that he was close to an area he had already visited. They had passed near this part on their way to the sea, when he had fallen into the hands of the Wild Ones. When he had met Darthor. It brought back many memories. The north shore was frozen, but not the southern shore, where the three of them were. As he stared at the calm water, he had an idea. It had been a while since he had last done it, but he had nothing to lose. 
 
    He brought out his mother’s pendant, which he wore around his neck, and held it in his hand. 
 
    “The Marker of Experiences,” he said to himself as he stared at it, lost in thought. 
 
    The last time he had tried to activate it during his journey to the Camp it had not showed anything. He moistened his index finger in his eye and then touched it to the jewel in the pendant. 
 
    He waited. Probably nothing would happen. 
 
    The jewel gave a blue flash, and he smiled. 
 
    Ona started in shock and protested. 
 
    Camu warned him: Magic! 
 
    I know. Let’s see what it shows us. 
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    The image showed Lasgol two figures he recognized immediately. They were his mother and father. They were sitting by a fire inside what looked like a cave. Outside it was snowing, and night was falling. He could see very little of the landscape. Even so, he had the feeling it was a Norghanian one. The flames danced and lit up their bodies, and he could see their faces clearly. They were younger, looking into each other’s eyes, happy. His heart felt a sudden tightness. 
 
    “You’re risking too much,” Dakon said to Mayra. 
 
    “Not more than what you’re risking, my dear husband.” 
 
    Dakon sighed. “I couldn’t bear it if anything were to happen to you. We don’t know for sure that we’ve managed to deceive Uthar, making him believe you’re dead. We could be wrong. He might still be searching for you, to silence you.” 
 
    Mayra nodded. “That’s why I’m hiding. That’s the reason for this furtive meeting here in the north.” 
 
    “A long way north. I had to cook up a good story so that I could come to the Frozen Territories.” 
 
    She winked at him. “I’ve come from the Frozen Continent itself.”  
 
    “You’ve gone back? That’s very dangerous.” 
 
    “I have friends there. Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous enough that you’re hiding here in the Wild Ones’ territory, but going to their continent is deeply risky.” 
 
    She smiled. “Not for a powerful sorceress.”  
 
    “Is your power still growing?” 
 
    “Not only is it growing, but the lake of my power has doubled in size.” 
 
    Dakon’s eyes opened wide. “That’s fantastic!” 
 
    “As someone who’s afraid of magic, you seem very happy to know mine’s growing.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid, I’m respectful,” he corrected her with a smile. 
 
    “A wise position.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “With help. I couldn’t do it by myself.” 
 
    “The Arcanes of the Glaciers?” 
 
    “Yes, and thanks to Izotza, the Lady of the Glaciers. Asrael found that my power was growing, but I wasn’t able to develop it. We experimented, but I couldn’t access my power. Something was blocking it. Asrael suggested that I visit Izotza, and she examined me and found the problem. She helped me un-block it.” 
 
    “You have some interesting friends,” Dakon said with a gentle smile. 
 
    “They are that, very much so.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you’re twice as powerful as when you left?” 
 
    “In regards to my ability, yes. I can make twice as many spells as I used to, since my pool is twice as large. I can also create more powerful spells. This is something I’m still experimenting with and getting better at little by little. Unfortunately, there are no shortcuts in magic. It takes time.” 
 
    “Be careful. Magic can be very dangerous as well…” 
 
    “So far I’m in control of my magic, and not the other way around,” she assured him. 
 
    “That makes me feel easier.” 
 
    “You’re a darling. You’ve never felt any aversion to the fact that your wife’s a sorceress and practices a kind of magic which isn’t considered appropriate in the North.” 
 
    He smiled. “A very powerful sorceress.” 
 
    “At least I’m no witch,” she said with a touch of sarcasm. 
 
    They both laughed, then kissed and stayed locked in an embrace, enjoying that rare moment. Living it, feeling it, enjoying it with all their hearts and souls, since they would soon have to part once again and not see one another for a long time. Time which they would spend apart, and which would be full of dangers. 
 
    “Your sorceress wants to try something with you.” 
 
    “Tell me, my love, whatever you like.” 
 
    Mayra showed him the Marker of Experiences she wore around her neck. “It’s about this.” 
 
    “Are you marking this experience?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not what I want to try with you, my love.” 
 
    Dakon showed her his outspread palms. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Close your eyes and relax.” 
 
    Dakon closed his eyes, relaxed his shoulders and neck and smiled. “Ready. I hope it won’t hurt.” 
 
    “It won’t, I hope.” 
 
    “You hope?” 
 
    “There are no certainties in magic.” 
 
    “Well that eases my mind,” he said, and smiled. 
 
    Mayra took off her pendant and put it around his neck. “Now I want you to remember a very vivid scene from your past, one that left its mark on you.” 
 
    “A strong experience?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Let me think… there, I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Focus on the memory and try to make it as precise and vivid as possible.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Mayra closed her eyes and called upon her power. She concentrated and began to cast a spell, very slowly: a long phrase of power. She put one hand on Dakon’s head and the other on the Marker of Experiences which hung from her beloved’s neck. Lasgol could see his mother’s power. An intense magenta ran through her head and arms. She went on conjuring for a long moment, then suddenly the jewel in the pendant began to give out a series of sharp, intermittent flashes. Mayra went on casting her spell without taking her hands off his head and the jewel. The flashes were so bright that Lasgol had to cover his eyes. What was his mother doing to his father? He was deeply intrigued. 
 
    The spell ended and the flashes lengthened for a moment longer before vanishing from the jewel, which faded. 
 
    “Done,” Mayra said. 
 
    “Did it work? It didn’t hurt,” he said with a humorous look. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let me try it.” 
 
    Dakon watched her hang the pendant around her own neck and close her eyes. Suddenly the pendant emitted an intense blue flash, followed by two more. For a long moment Mayra kept her eyes closed, then finally she opened them. 
 
    “It worked,” she said. 
 
    “What did?” 
 
    “I managed to mark one of your experiences on the pendant, and I was able to re-live it.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “I saw the Specialists experimenting with you. I felt it as if I were the one experiencing it.” 
 
    “That’s what I was remembering. It was an experience which left a mark on me.” 
 
    “And now it’s in the jewel. I’ll be able to mark another person’s experiences and re-live them.” 
 
    “Can I do that myself?” 
 
    Mayra caressed his cheek lovingly. “I’m afraid not, my dear. Only those who have the Gift can do that. And not all of them, at that.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “This opens up other possibilities…” Mayra was thoughtful. 
 
    The image began to fade, and Lasgol grunted under his breath. A moment later it vanished completely. Now he could understand why he saw visions of his father. His mother had put them in the jewel. What other possibilities were there? What had his mother been thinking about? Was there some reason why he had seen this particular memory? On the one hand, he felt that these were no more than visions with no connection to the reality he was experiencing. On the other hand, he could not stop thinking that perhaps there was some connection between them.  
 
    They set off again southeastwards. Lasgol found a mass of footprints of Wild Ones coming from the coast, though there was nothing strange about that, because the Wild Ones had villages along the coast. What surprised him was that there were also prints of Tundra Dwellers and Arcanes of the Glaciers. These two groups had no settlements outside the Frozen Continent, at least as far as he knew. The presence of Dwellers and Arcanes here was not a good omen. Why had they come? Were they preparing a new invasion? That was surely impossible, because they had been badly weakened in the last campaign. Or at least so Egil believed, and his friend was not often mistaken. 
 
    He followed the trail carefully. The last thing he wanted was to come face to face with them, but he wanted to find out where all these tracks were leading to. He sent Ona to track in advance and Camu to his rear so as not to be surprised from behind. They followed the trail carefully until they reached a rocky, snow-covered height. Crouching at the top, they looked out at the landscape which spread out at their feet. Lasgol saw that the tracks went down between two forests and ended in a huge open area at the foot of a mountain. In the middle of this was another village, the biggest of the three they had found. He looked for a good site to spy from without being seen and found some boulders to his right; they sheltered behind them. 
 
    Very big village, Camu told him. With the message came a feeling of worry. 
 
    Yes, but that’s not what’s worrying me… 
 
    What worry? 
 
    I can see Tundra Dwellers and Arcanes of the Glaciers along with the Wild Ones. 
 
    Arcanes magic. 
 
    Yes, they have magic and they’re powerful. 
 
    I protect from magic. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him. I know, he smiled and stroked his crested head. 
 
    As in the previous two villages, the Wild Ones had raised their strange three-tiered totem in the center of the great circular clearing. It was growing dark, and soon the village was filled with small fires and torches which illuminated it all with dancing flames. One interesting thing was that the three different peoples of the Frozen Continent did not mix; the Wild Ones had occupied the huts in the north and south of the village, while the Arcanes had taken those to the east and the Dwellers those to the west. Probably this way they avoided scuffles and internal conflicts. Better separated than jumbled up together. 
 
    All of a sudden, an uproar broke out. Lasgol used his Hawk’s Sight and Owl Hearing skills to get a better idea of what was going on. In the middle of the square, three leaders had gathered beside the totem. One was from the Wild Ones of the Ice and was even larger than the Wild Ones, who were large enough already. He must have been over eight feet tall and with impressive muscles, and unwrinkled, ice-blue skin. This people’s hair and beards were an icy bluish-blond. But what he found most striking about the Wild Ones was their eyes, which were so light they seemed completely white, without any iris. In his formidable hands the leader carried an enormous axe. 
 
    The skin of the second leader, the Tundra Dweller, was typically crystalline white, which reflected the light as if made out of crystallized snowflakes. His snow-white hair shone with the same intensity and looked like frozen snow, and his eyes were an intense grey. He was slim and athletic and as tall as the Wild Ones, although not half as muscular. He was armed with a long javelin which could have skewered three men. 
 
    The third, the leader of the Arcane of the Glaciers, had his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes shut. He was short and thin in comparison to a Wild One or a Tundra Dweller. His skin was bluish, with patches of crystalline white. His face was almost human, less wild than that of his cousins from the Frozen Continent. His head was shaven and bore a tattooed rune in crystalline white. In his right hand he carried a staff of animal bones, decorated with strange symbols. He was a Shaman. Lasgol sensed that he must be very powerful.  
 
    The leader of the Arcanes opened his eyes, and when Lasgol saw them he shivered. He was reminded of Asuris, and bad memories came back to him: memories of Asuris stabbing his mother in the back during the great betrayal in the Throne Hall of Norghania. His eyes were violet, though not as intense as those of the new ruler of the Frozen Continent. Lasgol wondered whether Asuris was still in power or whether he had died by now. He hoped so. In fact, he wanted to kill him himself, which he realized was not a good wish, even though it would be fair. He deserved to die for what he had done. But killing him with his own hands would probably not be enough to quell the pain he felt over the loss of his mother. He recognized the feeling behind the search for justice: it was revenge. He tried to calm the unease he was feeling and the stab of pain in his chest. Revenge might not be the right path to follow, but it would certainly grant him some peace.  
 
    He sighed. He knew that seeking Asuris’ death would bring him nothing good, and he had enough problems already as it was. He had thought it over during the last year, and had come to the decision that he would not go after him. Although if fate caused their paths to cross, he would seek justice, whether it was really revenge or not. 
 
    Little by little the whole population of the village had come out of their houses and was crowding the central square and the streets next to it. It looked as though this was some important meeting or ceremony. Lasgol realized that what he had taken for shouts was really a strange chant, with a slow cadence they were chanting in deep tones, but at the tops of their voices. This was a ritual of some kind, and it made him think of Asrael. He remembered that Asuris had wounded him. Had the old Shaman survived? He certainly hoped so. He was a good person, who had not deserved to die. Unfortunately, one thing Lasgol had learnt was that life is sometimes not in the least fair and that good people, like his parents, died. He sighed again and tried to be positive. Asuris must surely have survived and would now be with Misha, Matriarch of the Creatures of the Ice, recovering in her cave. 
 
    Suddenly part of the mountainside beside the village seemed to sink. Lasgol narrowed his eyes, liking this less and less. From inside the mountain came several semi-giants, with one at their head who seemed to be their leader. The Semi-Giants always left him breathless. They were twice as tall as a Norghanian, and as broad-shouldered as three of them together. Their skin was blue, like that of the Wild Ones, but marked by white diagonal streaks. They wore the skins of the white bears of the Frozen Continent, while their hair and beards were long, icy in appearance and bluish-white. Their gigantic size was overwhelming, but even more so was their single eye, set in the middle of their foreheads, with a large iris, blue like their skin. 
 
    When the group reached the center of the village the leader of the Semi-Giants joined the other three, who greeted him and bowed respectfully. The leader of the Wild Ones moved aside to let him take his place. The Semi-Giants were acting as the leaders of the Wild Ones, which did not surprise Lasgol. From his experience as their captive, he guessed that inside that mountain there must be caves, and Semi-Giants living in them. 
 
    They began to perform a strange ritual around the Totem. The Wild Ones, Dwellers, and Arcanes went on chanting together as if this were a long prayer. The Semi-Giant and his two fellow-leaders knelt before the huge Totem. It had to be some god to whom they were chanting prayers and offering respect. 
 
    Sing? Camu asked him. 
 
    It sounds like it, or perhaps it’s some kind of prayer. 
 
    Prayer? 
 
    When they speak to their gods. 
 
    Camu blinked several times. Lasgol did not think he had understood the concept. Then he realized that he himself might be able to understand what they were chanting. He touched his mother’s ring, the Ring of the Frozen Tongues. He was a long way away, but it might work. Suddenly he began to understand the words in his head: 
 
    “Come to us, your servants. Come to us, Horror of the Frozen Abyss of no Return. Come and accept our offer. Come and take their souls with you. Let them serve you in the Abyss and never return. Deliver your servants from their presence. Feed your thirst for impure souls.” 
 
    Lasgol felt a tremendous shiver. Who were they invoking? For what purpose? Perhaps it was nothing more than a ritual to one of their gods and had no more importance than that. The chant had upset him, and he shook himself. Ona looked at him uneasily. 
 
    Easy, Ona, it’s nothing. 
 
    At that moment a group of Wild Ones appeared with three prisoners. For a moment Lasgol thought they were Isberson, Elkmun and Molsen, but when he looked more closely, they turned out to be three infantry soldiers from Captain Martens’s men. They were being led to the Totem.  
 
    The ominous chanting went on, and the three Leaders got to their feet, then went to stand behind the Totem. Meanwhile the Norghanian soldiers were put in front of it. They were given their weapons, war axes and wooden shields. Lasgol was very uneasy at this. If they were being armed, it must be to fight. But with whom? There were hundreds of Wild Ones, Dwellers and Arcanes there. The whole square was surrounded by them, and the soldiers could not escape. Surely they would not make them break through? That would be insane and cruel. The soldiers looked at one another, then at their surroundings, seeking a way out, but there was none. 
 
    Suddenly a corridor was cleared on the south side of the square. The three soldiers saw it and glimpsed the possibility of escape. The chanting sounded even louder now, deafening. 
 
    “Come to us, your servants. Come to us, Horror of the Frozen Abyss of no Return. Come and accept our offer. Come and take their souls with you. Let them serve you in your abyss and never return. Deliver your servants from their presence. Feed your thirst for impure souls.” 
 
    Once again, Lasgol felt a shiver. Then he saw what was approaching along the corridor which had opened among the crowd. 
 
    It was the Frozen Specter. 
 
    He had not the slightest doubt of it. It was ignoring the peoples of the Frozen Continent as it came, and it was huge, very tall, even more so than a Semi-Giant. It moved as if floating over the snow. Its spectral face seemed frozen in an endless expression of horror. It was partly translucent, partly ice. From its gaunt body, which was a mixture between a semi-giant and an arcane of the glaciers, there issued a mist that fell to the ground in a cascade and froze everything it touched. At the passage of that nightmare being, everything was left covered in frost. 
 
    Magic! Camu warned him. 
 
    You can feel it from here? 
 
    Yes. Powerful. 
 
    That’s not good news. 
 
    No. Magic bad. 
 
    Yeah, it doesn’t look good. 
 
    The being reached the square, and Lasgol had not the slightest doubt that it was deeply dangerous. He saw the three soldiers raising their shields and preparing to face the Specter. They were Norghanian soldiers, strong and tough; they would fight. They would not cower before that monster, in spite of the fear it aroused in anyone who laid eyes on it. 
 
    The leaders of the three peoples bowed respectfully to the frozen being. The whole village followed their example, all the time chanting the ominous song. 
 
    The Frozen Specter said not a word. It came to stand in front of the three Norghanian soldiers, who even though they were tall, strong men of the north, looked like children beside that spectral being of ice. It raised its arms toward the soldiers, who yelled war-cries and charged at it, knowing it had come for them, for their souls. Lasgol longed with all his heart for the soldiers to manage to defeat it. They attacked it from the sides and the front. The soldier attacking from the right delivered a circular blow to the being’s outstretched arm, but it went through the incorporeal limb. The soldier attacking from the left reached the Specter in the side, and his axe struck ice. The soldier attacking from the center delivered a downward axe-blow straight to the heart, but the axe went through the torso, having found nothing but air. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. They had not managed to wound it. Before the three soldiers could attack again, the Frozen Specter went for them. Both arms extended, immaterially, to the chests of the two soldiers at the sides. Enormous spectral hands touched their torsos, and an instant later the soldiers arched and their gazes turned blank. The arms lowered, and their faces turned white as snow. The third soldier launched another blow at the phantasm’s face.  It reached the mask of ice which was its disfigured face with its eternal look of horror, but the steel could not penetrate. 
 
    The chanting was now deafening. The being let go of the two soldiers, who fell dead with expressions of horror on their faces. Lasgol had no idea whether or not the spectral creature had stolen their souls, but he was sure they were dead. The soldier who was left standing tried once again, delivering axe blows right and left as though possessed. Some met ice, others went through the being, but none of them wounded it. The soldier stepped back, seeing that he could not harm it. The Specter reached out its arm and touched the chest of the brave Norghanian. A moment later he too dropped dead, with the same look of horror on his face as his comrades. 
 
    The scene left Lasgol horrified and unable to think. He did not believe in Specters and beings from the beyond. Nor did he believe in other worlds apart from the one he lived in. But this scene put everything in doubt. It genuinely seemed that a Frozen Specter had stolen the souls of three Norghanian soldiers who had been unable to harm it. No, it could not possibly be a Specter. It had to be some kind of magical creature the peoples of the Frozen Continent knew and had awakened to help them. How they managed to keep it from attacking them puzzled him. 
 
    It can’t be a Specter. 
 
    Being with powerful magic. 
 
    Have you any idea what kind of magic it is? 
 
    Magic of Death. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in surprise. Is that a guess, or do you really know? 
 
    I know. Feel. 
 
    You feel the kind of magic it uses? 
 
    Yes. I feel. 
 
    Lasgol found this discovery really astonishing. He knew that Camu could feel magic, and could even disable it. What he had not known was that he was able to identify it, to know what kind it was. 
 
    Can you feel my magic? The kind I use? 
 
    I feel. 
 
    What kind of magic is it? 
 
    You Magic of Nature. 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw dropped. He himself had not known what kind of magic he used. He had talked about it with Egil on several occasions and they had been unable to come to any definite conclusion. And yet Camu seemed to know, or at least to feel it rather than know it. Lasgol looked into the eyes of the creature, which was staring at him with his head to one side. 
 
    Magic of Nature. Yes, I think that’s my kind of magic, even though I don’t know much about it. 
 
    I know. You Magic of nature. 
 
    All right, I’m not doubting that you know, it’s just that I’d never been sure what kind it was. 
 
    Now you know. 
 
    How long have you known? 
 
    Since yesterday. 
 
    Yesterday? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    You mean not long ago. 
 
    Yes. Not long. 
 
    Lasgol understood. Camu’s sense of time was not the same as a human’s. He tended to confuse near and far in time. 
 
    Just like that, you knew? 
 
    Camu moved his head, first to one side and then the other. Just like that. 
 
    What else do you know? 
 
    Much. I smart. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his eyes and shook his head. Camu must be developing new skills. He was growing, and this must be a part of his growing process. Now he could sense and identify magic, and also the kind of magic it was. He wondered what else he would manage to do as he went on developing new skills and improving the ones he already had. Egil was going to love all this. 
 
    The chanting went on while the Frozen Specter turned and withdrew down the corridor they had opened for it. It did not attack the crowd, which Lasgol interpreted to mean that either it was under their control, or else that it was helping them for some reason. Whichever way, they were in great trouble, and he had to warn Captain Martens. They needed to leave the territory immediately, otherwise that creature out of a nightmare would kill all his soldiers, one by one. The few that Captain Martens still had left were no rival for that Horror of the Frozen Abyss of no Return. 
 
    He sighed. Now he understood why the Wild Ones were resettling the area and had no fear of the Norghanians. They had a new ally, and a very powerful one, one that could not be defeated with steel. To defeat that being they would need magic, and a very powerful form of it. Lasgol was not sure that Norghanians even had anything like that. Could an Ice Mage defeat this being? It would certainly be a fight worth watching. Lasgol knew that he had to tell not only Captain Martens but Dolbarar as well. The Rangers needed to know of that horrifying being’s existence, and to tell the King or the Ice Magi, or whoever was appropriate. 
 
    We’re leaving, he said to his two partners. Ona turned her eyes to him. 
 
    Ona. South. 
 
    The panther obeyed at once and began to lead them. 
 
    Lasgol followed, with Camu keeping up the rear. What he had seen had left him deeply worried. He had to report all of it, and quickly. 
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    He made his way to Captain Martens’ camp as quickly as he could. Ona led the way, with Camu following in the rear. They did not run into any more trouble, for which Lasgol was grateful, although he was not entirely surprised. Most of the Wild Ones, Dwellers and Arcanes of the area were sure to be at the ceremony of the Frozen Specter they had left behind. 
 
    How far? Camu asked. 
 
    We’re close, Lasgol replied without stopping. 
 
    Another day of travelling went by, and then another, and the little creature asked again: Are we there? 
 
    No, but we’re getting near. 
 
    By the following evening Camu was asking the same thing again. We there now? 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. Do you know you’re a nightmare? 
 
    I not nightmare. 
 
    Stop asking me when we’re nearly there. I’ll let you know when we are. 
 
    Camu did not answer, but Lasgol knew he was not very happy. He did not blame him. They had been going at full speed ever since leaving the village of the Wild Ones and they were very tired. But there was not much of the journey left, and he wanted to get there and report what he had found out to the Captain. Camu, as usual, wanted to stop to rest and play and enjoy himself for a while. Unfortunately it was not the right moment for fun and play. 
 
    We’ll play when we’re safe, he said to soothe him. 
 
    When? 
 
    I wish I knew. 
 
    Now? 
 
    No, not now. 
 
    Lasgol made the two of them travel the distance as if they were being chased by possessed wolves. Ona did not complain, because she could put up with the pace. Lasgol too managed it fairly well, but Camu less so. Lasgol realized that the bigger he grew, the harder he found journeys that were either demanding or under pressure of time. If he went on growing, he would probably be unable to keep up with them, which would be a new situation they would have to adjust to. According to Egil’s estimates, Camu would become huge over time. He also thought he would be enormously long-lived. These were just his theories, based on what they had observed of their little friend and what he had found in tomes about other draconian creatures. As Egil was not often wrong, Lasgol was beginning to get used to the idea that it would eventually be so, and he would have to deal with it somehow. 
 
    When they arrived at Captain Martens’ camp, he sighed in relief. He would be able to report what had happened and they would be safe. At least for the moment. 
 
    Camu, hide. 
 
    I wait outside. Rest. 
 
    Good. Sleep a little. 
 
    Sleep. Yes. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Poor Camu was exhausted. He and Ona went into the camp. He was looking forward to seeing the soldiers and the sergeant, and even to have a little of the ‘corpse animator’ to recover from the exhaustion. He would be deeply grateful to be able to spend the night in one of the military tents which – in that environment – was the closest thing to being able to rest in a palace. 
 
    Suddenly Ona hissed and took up an attacking stance, with all her hair standing on end. 
 
    What’s the matter? Lasgol messaged her. 
 
    The panther clearly did not want to go into the camp. Puzzled, Lasgol looked around and did not see the watchmen who ought to have halted him from the top of the boulders. He readied his short bow uneasily. 
 
    Danger? 
 
    Ona hissed. 
 
    Understood. The panther could sense something bad, and he trusted her feline instincts completely. 
 
    With extreme wariness, he went up to the passage that opened on to the camp, with Ona, very tense, by his side. When they reached the end of the passage and saw the camp, he muffled a cry of horror. 
 
    The soldiers’ lifeless bodies lay in the open space in front of the tents. 
 
    They were all dead! 
 
    Lasgol stared at the scene, appalled. They all bore a look of horror on their faces which left no doubt as to the reason for their death. Or what had caused it: the Frozen Specter. With great sorrow he went in and walked between the corpses of those brave Norghanian soldiers who had confronted that nightmare being. They were all carrying their weapons and had all died fighting, trying to kill that ghastly being. They had not succeeded. 
 
    Ona hissed again. 
 
    Lasgol looked around with his bow at the ready. There was no-one. But on turning round, he saw Captain Martens’ body. Careful not to step on the dead bodies, he reached the Captain and knelt down beside him. On his face was that eternal look of horror. Part of his chest was frozen where the Specter had touched him. Lasgol tried to calculate how long he had been dead, but it was hard to tell because of the cause of death and because parts of his body were frozen. He looked closely at his hands: from the color, he guessed less than a week. There was no trace of any scavengers, either animals or birds, which was really surprising, because here was a feast for them. The fact that they had not come near meant that either the bodies were infected or that the place emitted some kind of evil aura which scared them away. Probably both. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” Lasgol tried to shut the dead man’s eyes to take away that look of horror, but was unable to. The muscles of his face were frozen in that ill-omened expression. 
 
    Ona protested again. She did not want to be there amid so much death. Neither did Lasgol. It became clear to him that he had to get out of there. He went to the tents in search of supplies and filled his travelling satchel. They were going to need them. 
 
    Ona. Let’s go. 
 
    They left that place of death as fast as they were able. The Frozen Specter must have attacked the camp while they were exploring and then had set off north, to the village where the ceremonial meeting had taken place. Now he understood what those huge totems were for: to call that entity of death. How did they control it? Or did they do that? Perhaps what they did was to let it roam so it would kill all the Norghanians it could find. He shrugged. Whichever way, it was best to leave the area as soon as possible. 
 
    Ona growled and began to sniff around a group of trees. When Lasgol bent to look, he saw tracks. They were those of Norghanian soldiers. 
 
    Some of them had managed to escape! 
 
    He stroked her back. “Ona. Good.” 
 
    Now that he stopped to think about it, he had not seen Isberson, Elkmun and Molsen among the dead. They must still be alive. He wanted to follow the trail at once, but remembered that Camu was exhausted and needed to rest, so he went deeper into the forest and they all rested. He managed to sleep a little, but had horrible nightmares about a monster that was chasing him in order to steal his soul. He did not want to remain there any longer than was absolutely necessary, as he knew the Specter could come back and catch them. On the other hand, he had to let Camu recover. He calculated how much rest his friend needed, then woke him up. 
 
    Camu. Wake up. We’ve got to go on. 
 
    Ooh… sleepy. 
 
    I know you want to go on sleeping, but we can’t right now. We’ve got to go on. 
 
    Danger? 
 
    I think we’re soon going to find ourselves in danger. Yes, we’ve got to go on. 
 
    Specter? 
 
    Yes. I think he’ll come back. 
 
    Go. 
 
    Yes. Let’s go. 
 
    They set off. 
 
    Ona. Track, Lasgol commanded. 
 
    Ona chirped affirmatively and began to follow the trail they had found. Her natural instincts were amazingly precise. Lasgol had needed an enormous amount of effort and study to learn what she knew instinctively and had developed with practice. They followed the trail for three days, and half-way through the fourth they found the group of surviving soldiers, camped around a fire by a cave in a hill. 
 
    Lasgol told Camu to hide, and he and Ona approached slowly. He announced himself so that whoever was on watch duty would not shoot. 
 
    “Ranger Lasgol Eklund approaching.” 
 
    From among the trees two armed soldiers appeared and stopped him. They looked him up and down, then did the same to Ona. 
 
    They nodded. “Come through.” 
 
    Lasgol went over to the fire and recognized several faces. The first was the enormous bulk of Sergeant Okbek, sitting by the fire. He was unmistakable: like a sea lion, with that immense moustache. Beside him were Isberson and Elkmun, and a little further into the cave he glimpsed Ranger Molsen, sleeping beside another smaller fire that lit up the interior. In all he counted nine soldiers.  
 
    “Look what the spring breeze has brought in,” Okbek said, smiling at him. 
 
    “Sergeant,” he said, and nodded. 
 
    “I see you’re alive after all,” Isberson said. 
 
    “I’m pretty hard to kill,” Lasgol answered, and smiled at the sight of the two veteran soldiers. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Elkmun said. “I’m glad you made it. To be honest I never thought you would.” 
 
    The look on Isberson’s face implied that he had taken Lasgol’s death for granted. He pointed up at the sky. “This one’s touched by the Ice Gods.” 
 
    “The lad’s got a good head and lots of courage,” Okbek said. “A very good combination. Sit here by the fire, we’ve got plenty to talk about.”  
 
    Lasgol told Ona to wait by a group of trees, and the obedient panther lay down to rest. 
 
    “What happened?” Lasgol asked the sergeant. 
 
    “That cursed Frozen Specter! That’s what happened!” 
 
    “Did it attack the camp?” 
 
    The sergeant nodded angrily. “That deadly thing from the frozen abyss appeared one night in the middle of the camp. The captain ordered us to kill it, so we tried.” He shook his head. “There was no way we could. Neither axes nor arrows made any impression on that thing. It stole the souls of the men who attacked it. They all went down, one after the other. I threw a torch at its face, and I think the fire did some damage to it, but not enough. The men went on falling. The captain ordered the retreat a moment before the Specter got him. He died trying to cut its head off.” He shook his head sadly. “He was a good officer. He didn’t deserve to die that way.” 
 
    “Him or the rest of the men,” said one of the other soldiers. 
 
    “A horrible way of dying,” said another. He put his hands to his eyes and rubbed them hard, as if he were trying to wipe out what he had seen. 
 
    “We only just escaped,” Elkmun added. 
 
    “We got there after it had happened,” said Isberson. “With Ranger Molsen’s help we found the sergeant and the others camped here.” 
 
    “The captain ordered the retreat,” Okbek explained, “and that’s what we’ve done: retreated and then set up camp. I was trying to decide what to do now, whether to go back and bury them, return to Norghana or send for reinforcements. I’m not happy about leaving our post. Our orders were to establish it and keep watch on the Wild Ones. But when these two got here and told me what you’d found out about the Wild Ones’ village, I started to doubt. What news have you got?” 
 
    “Not good news… or more like the worst possible.” 
 
    “Out with it.” 
 
    Lasgol told them everything he had seen and found out. The mention of the Frozen Specter no longer caused any surprise. 
 
    “By all the storms of the north! Things are turning pretty ugly in the Frozen Territory!” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “I think it’d be best to go back and report. To stay here with only a handful of men would mean waiting for death at the hands of that thing from the abyss, or else from the Wild Ones who’re resettling the area. Yes, we’ll go back to Norghanian territory to report. I hate leaving the post, but I don’t want to condemn my men.” 
 
    “I agree that it’s the best thing to do,” Lasgol said. “If they send more troops without the support of Magi, they’re going to suffer the same horrible fate as Captain Martens and his brave men.” 
 
    Okbek nodded. “Or worse…” 
 
    “We go back, then, Sergeant?” Elkmun asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’ll set off at dawn.” 
 
    “Yessir,” Isberson said. He got up and went to inform the others. 
 
    “I’m glad you survived,” the sergeant said to Lasgol. 
 
    “Same here.”  
 
    “Now then, come and have some food and let’s talk of happier things.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not ‘corpse animator’…” 
 
    The Sergeant gave a loud guffaw and slapped Lasgol’s back. “I like you. You’ve got a good head, courage and a sense of humor. Good combination.” 
 
    “If you keep piling on compliments, the newbie’s head will burst, and it’ll get swollen,” Elkmun pointed out. 
 
    “You’re right. And he’s a bit of a daredevil too. What a rescue that was! Insane! You ought to be dead, and Molsen with you!” 
 
    “But we’re not,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    Okbek gave him another slap and laughed, then when he had recovered, his expression turned serious. “Be more careful. The one who takes too many risks doesn’t live to tell the tale.” 
 
    “I will be, Sergeant.” 
 
    Lasgol ate a share of the rations with the sergeant, who joined him. It was not his first, and probably not his second either. Then they rested. There was no more conversation in the mood they were in. With first light they woke up and got themselves ready. Ranger Molsen came to greet Lasgol. 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance to thank you properly for what you did for me.” 
 
    “No need. We’re Rangers. We don’t leave a comrade behind.” 
 
    “So says the Path,” Molsen replied. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re better. How are the wounds?” 
 
    “You did a very good job. I’m a lot better. They’ll still take a couple more weeks to heal fully, but at least I can walk.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Thanks very much for saving my life,” 
 
    “As I said, there’s no need…” 
 
    “Yes, there is. What you did was not only daring, it was heroic.” 
 
    “You’d have done the same for me.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure… it wasn’t a very promising situation for trying a solitary rescue.” 
 
    “You’d have found a way of helping me.” 
 
    Molsen’s expression suggested that he was not sure he would have been able to rescue Lasgol if the situation had been reversed. “Thanks a lot. I won’t forget it. You can count on me for whatever you need.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Don’t worry, the time will come when it’ll be your turn to pay me back.”  
 
    “Seeing the times we’re in, you’re probably right,” Molsen replied. He too was smiling. 
 
    When the sergeant gave the order to leave, they picked up their weapons and equipment and the small group of survivors set off. Lasgol told Camu to fall back half a day’s journey, since when they were traveling with soldiers and another Ranger, they ran the risk of somebody spotting his trail. Reluctantly, Camu agreed and fell back. Lasgol was in the lead at Sergeant Okbek’s request, with Ona close beside him. Molsen, who could not yet walk very well, was with Isberson and Elkmun and the Sergeant in the middle. Lasgol made sure he set a pace the wounded man could follow. 
 
    There were no more incidents along the way, and they managed to reach the Pass of the White Dragon’s Gorge. After crossing it, they stopped to rest. Molsen was feeling the effort of the march. His wounds were more serious than he wanted to admit, and he was suffering. 
 
    “Well, we’re in civilized territory at last,” said the sergeant. 
 
    “You mean Norghanian,” Isberson pointed out. 
 
    “The Frozen Territory’s Norghanian territory too,” said the sergeant. 
 
    “Tell that to the Wild Ones and their Specter,” Elkmun retorted. 
 
    “You two are a pair of smartasses with loose tongues. At this rate I might have to cut them out.” 
 
    “Us? No way, Sergeant,” Isberson said. 
 
    Elkmun put his hand to his mouth, pretending to be unable to speak. 
 
    “The north, all the way to the sea, including the Frozen Territories, belongs to the Kingdom of Norghana,” the Sergeant stated. 
 
    Elkmun and Isberson nodded seriously, but with a look of amusement on their faces. 
 
    “Well,” another soldier said, “we’re retreating with our tails between our legs. Maybe we ought to tell the King to think it over”  
 
    “The one has nothing to do with the other. And nobody tells the King anything. You obey his orders and keep quiet. I’ll send anyone who complains back to the Specter. Is that clear?” 
 
    Nobody said a word. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He too felt safer and more at ease on this side of the great mountains. The Wild Ones did not live on this side and the Rangers’ Camp was not too far from there. They rested and tended to Molsen’s wounds. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Okbek asked Lasgol. 
 
    “I’m going to the Camp.” 
 
    “Can you get there from here?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Lasgol did not want to reveal the Rangers’ secret passage. It was forbidden. 
 
    “All right, so we’ll part here. Take Molsen with you. He’s not quite right yet, even though he’s bearing up like a lion.” 
 
    “Of course, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I’ll take the rest to Vuldritch. It’s the nearest city, and there’s an army fort there.” 
 
    “Understood. Then this is goodbye.” 
 
    “So it is, newbie.” 
 
    “It’s been an intense experience,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Okbek said, and guffawed. 
 
    “Best of luck, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Take care, lad. No more heroics. You’ve got a long life ahead of you.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was grateful for the sergeant’s words. 
 
    Isberson came over with Elkmun and offered him his hand. Lasgol shook it heartily, the way Norghanian soldiers did. 
 
    “Be seeing you, Ranger. It’s been an honor and a pleasure.” 
 
    “Be seeing you, soldier. The honor was all mine.” 
 
    They embraced. 
 
    “Don’t get into trouble, and remember our advice,” Elkmun said. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “One more thing,” Okbek put in. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Don’t let anybody step on you. You’re one of us now. You’ve proven yourself amply. You’ve earned my respect and that of these two veterans, not to say that of the Ranger.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’ll remember that, Sergeant.” 
 
    Okbek winked at him. 
 
    Lasgol took his leave of the handful of men, wishing very much that they would survive. As they were Norghanian soldiers, he was sure they would soon be facing death again. 
 
    “Shall we be off?” Molsen asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’ll go by the Secret Passage.” 
 
     “Agreed.” 
 
    “Will you be able to cope with the rest of the journey?” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” he replied confidently. 
 
    Lasgol believed him. He was an experienced Ranger. They left the Frozen Territories and the Wild Ones of the Ice behind. Lasgol had no desire to go back that way for a long time. All the same, something inside him told him that sooner or later he would return to that land, and that danger and death would be waiting there for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol and Molsen reached the Secret Pass and identified themselves to the Rangers who were keeping watch there. They had no problem being allowed to enter. The fact that two Rangers, one of them wounded, coming from the northern territories, should be seeking to enter caused no surprise. 
 
    Lasgol was half-carrying Molsen, who could barely walk. The panther went after them. Camu went by her side, but camouflaged to avoid being spotted. 
 
    The spring sun was shining high and radiant in the sky. Lasgol felt its warmth on his face and was grateful, glad to be able to enjoy that beautiful day and return to the Camp. The mission had turned out to be more complicated than had been expected, with horrible accompanying circumstances, which was why being somewhere well-known and safe was cause for celebration. He wondered whether it would always be the same after every mission. Would they go through great dangers and be dying to get back somewhere safe, and feel that same relief he was feeling himself at that moment? 
 
    He breathed out heavily in relief when he saw the Fourth-year cabins. Ona looked up at him, ears pricked, in case there was any danger. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, don’t worry. It’s just that I’m glad to be back.” 
 
    “Your panther’s very perceptive,” Molsen said. His face looked unhealthy. 
 
    “She is. Very much so.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Molsen said with a grimace of pain. “How glad I am to see the Camp.” 
 
    “That makes two of us. I’ll have to take you to Edwina. You don’t look well.” 
 
    “I think I’ve got a fever.” 
 
    “Infections?” 
 
    “I guess so. The wounds in my side, most likely. They hurt quite a bit, and they smart.” 
 
    “I see. Keep going, we’re nearly there.” 
 
    Molsen nodded. But at his next step he grunted in pain. Lasgol hastened to put the Ranger’s arm around his own shoulder. 
 
    “Here, lean on me. I’ll carry you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lasgol.” 
 
    He practically carried Molsen over the last stretch. Two Rangers saw them coming and hastened to help at once. They took Molsen and hurried with him to the infirmary. There they found Edwina treating a Third-year who had cracked his skull falling off a cliff. 
 
    “What’s this you’re bringing me?” she asked when she saw Molsen. 
 
    “He has cuts, and I think they’re infected. We did what we could, but he was in pretty bad condition when we rescued him.” 
 
    “Rescued?” 
 
    “From the Wild Ones of the Ice.” 
 
    The two other Rangers exchanged very serious glances. “It’s a miracle he survived,” said one of them. 
 
    “There aren’t many who survive when they’re captured in the Frozen Territories,” said the other. 
 
    “Lasgol… rescued me… he saved my life…” muttered Molsen. 
 
    “Getting yourself into trouble again?” Edwina asked with a smile as she gestured to the Rangers to put Molsen on a bed. 
 
    “The situation turned complicated,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    “He rescued me… all by himself, from a village full of Wild Ones.” 
 
    The two Rangers looked at Lasgol in surprise and admiration. “That’s quite a feat,” the elder of them said. 
 
    “Pure craziness,” Edwina corrected him. “Lay him down.” 
 
    Molsen grunted with pain when they did so. 
 
    “I’ll take care of him,” she said to Lasgol, “I’m glad that this time you’re not the one who’s laid out flat and needing my care again.” She emphasized the word ‘again’. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “So am I.” 
 
    “Well then, enough heroics.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Edwina will get you better, and soon you’ll be fit again,” he assured Molsen. 
 
    “Well, it’s not going to be soon. These are nasty wounds and they’re infected,” Edwina said as she studied them. “But you’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Molsen turned to Lasgol. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you.”  
 
    “There’s nothing to repay me for. We’re Rangers. Take care.” 
 
    Molsen offered his hand in gratitude, and Lasgol took it. 
 
    He left the infirmary and saw Ona waiting for him under a tree. Camu must be with her. 
 
    “You ought to tell Dolbarar what happened,” the eldest Ranger said. 
 
    “Right. I’ll go and report this minute.” 
 
    Ona. With me. Camu, stay hidden, he told his partners. 
 
    The panther rose and followed Lasgol at once. I camouflage, came Camu’s message. Luckily, thanks to the coming of spring, the snow was barely visible in the Camp by now and Camu left no discernible trail as he walked. Egil would probably not be in his cabin as it was almost noon and he would be at his daily tasks, but he would be able to leave Ona and Camu there. As he had guessed, the cabin was empty. He went in and let his two friends get comfortable. 
 
    You two, behave. 
 
    I good, Camu replied at once. 
 
    Ona. Good. Lasgol told the panther who chirped lovingly. 
 
    And I? 
 
    You aren’t good and you know it. So behave well. 
 
    I good, Camu insisted. 
 
    Lasgol knew there was no point arguing with Camu, so he went out, leaving the cabin locked. He presumed Egil would be at the Library, so he went to look for him before going to see Dolbarar. He wanted to tell him everything that had happened first and see what he thought before he went to report to the leader of the Camp. 
 
    On his way to the Library, several Fourth-years recognized him. Immediately they made faces and began to point at him inquisitively. Lasgol ignored them and went into the Library. It was full of First- and Second-years, who were the ones with most difficulties in reading and writing. His friend was teaching a group of five boys. When he signaled, Egil raised his head to see what was making people whisper so much. His eyes opened wide, and he smiled. Lasgol gave a sign to indicate that he would wait outside. 
 
    Egil gave him a hearty hug the moment he came out of the door. “I’m so glad to see you!”  
 
    Lasgol smiled back. “Same here, pal.”  
 
    “Everything all right?” Egil asked, sounding worried. He looked him up and down in search of any wounds. 
 
    “Easy man, I’m fine. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Camu? Ona? Are they all right?” 
 
    “They’re fine. I’ve left them in your cabin so they can rest. Camu’s sleeping more and more, and now he needs to rest, especially when he’s been using his power a lot to keep himself hidden.” 
 
    “Awesome. How did the mission go? Tell me everything! You’ve no idea how often I’ve found myself wondering how you were doing. The lack of news was eating away at my stomach.” 
 
    Several contenders came out of the Library and stopped to stare at them. One of them realized who they were, and the gossip and insults began. Lasgol heard ‘traitors’ clearly, as well as ‘they ought to be hanged’. He signaled to Egil, and they moved away from the building toward the Sacred Oak Wood. There they would be able to talk in peace. It was not much frequented because of the magic power it emanated. The contenders, and even the Rangers themselves, did not feel at all comfortable in places of power; and this was one of them. 
 
    It was a beautiful place, and at once Lasgol felt a tingle at the back of his neck which warned him that there was magic here. He was glad to be back there. He looked around and saw that they were alone. 
 
    “You’re going to be fascinated…” he began with a smile. 
 
    “Tell me. I can’t bear not knowing any longer.” 
 
    Lasgol told him everything that had happened on the mission, and emphasized what he had found out about the villages of the Wild Ones and in particular about the Frozen Specter. 
 
    “It’s all absolutely fascinating,” Egil said when Lasgol had finished. He was looking thoughtful. 
 
    “What’s worrying you?” asked Lasgol, who knew the look on his friend’s face very well. 
 
    “Several things are worrying me. On the one hand, the fact that the Wild Ones are resettling their ancient domains in the Frozen Territory. Thoran won’t allow it. It’s Norghanian territory and he’ll want to expel them at all costs. He’d tolerate a few scattered settlements with a minimum presence of Wild Ones, but not huge villages with hundreds or thousands of them. That means that the north of Norghana is under their control, and the King can’t allow it because it makes him look weak before his court. Which is not entirely unwelcome to us…”  
 
    Lasgol looked at him, not fully understanding, and Egil became aware of this. “I mean my brother and the Western League. It’s one more worry for Thoran. If he goes to the north to expel the Wild Ones from those territories, the West will have a breathing-space. It’ll have a chance, because Thoran won’t be able to keep both fronts open. On the other hand, I’m very worried about that creature of death you found, the Frozen Specter.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s really a Specter, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not. I don’t believe in the spiritual world. You know that. The fact that something may appear inexplicable doesn’t make it that. It’s simply that we haven’t been able to find a rational explanation, for lack of factual information. Once you have all the facts, you’ll find the rational explanation that’ll clear up the alleged mystery. It’s the same in this case. I’m sure that what appears to be a Specter is some other type of being or creature we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking myself. Do you think it’s some being from the Frozen Continent?” 
 
    “Very probably. We need more information and a full study in order to understand the phenomenon and find the explanation which will clear up this mystery.” 
 
    “I don’t think that being, or creature, will allow us to study it, and it certainly isn’t going to give us any explanation. That’s one thing I’m absolutely sure of. If we get anywhere near it, it’ll steal our souls and we’ll die.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it steals souls either. I’m sure it’s very dangerous and it causes death somehow, probably in some magical way, but from there to stealing souls is quite a leap.” 
 
    “Well that’s what it looks like to everyone who’s seen it. It looked that way to me.” 
 
    “From what you’ve told me, it might very well have frozen its victim’s heart, and hence his death and his horrified expression at the realization that he was about to die, and all the more so if the death was a painful one. Or it could be that because it brings death in an arcane form, it generates such intense and terrible pain that it causes the faces of the victims to make it visible.” 
 
    “I’d already guessed you’d come up with some kind of reasonable explanation. I agree, but I can also understand why it’s called a Frozen Specter, and why people believe it steals the souls of its victims.” 
 
    “That’s the way many legends in Norghanian folklore begin.” 
 
    “With something strange and inexplicable…” 
 
    “Exactly. But that’s not what worries me the most about this being, or creature. It’s the fact that the soldiers weren’t able to wound it. That really is worrying. Steel has no effect on it, and that makes it extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “And it can kill dozens of men, quickly.” 
 
    “Creating chaos and horror. Yes, that does make it dangerous and troubling. We can deduce that it can only be defeated by means of Magic. And that’s a massive problem.” 
 
    “Is it? The King has Ice Magi who’ll be able to defeat it.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. You’re over-hasty in your conclusion. The fact that they have magic doesn’t mean they can defeat it. To fight one kind of magic, you need another kind that can counter it, and not all types can. It’s the law of balance and opposite poles, which also applies to magic.” 
 
    “You don’t think the Ice Magi can defeat it?” 
 
    “I have my doubts. If that being is from the Frozen Continent, and as it seems, part of its being is frozen, then we can deduce that a magic of the element of water, of ice – which is what our Ice Magi have specialized in – might not be effective. It’s not of the opposite pole. It doesn’t upset the balance. In fact, it’s possible it might hardly have any effect. It’s just a guess, but it could be so.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow you completely… are you saying that Ice Magic against Ice Magic isn’t going to work?” 
 
    “Water Magic against Water Magic, to be more specific. Yes, that’s it, but of course we’ll have to wait and see. That is, if the confrontation happens. I don’t think it will, not now.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “One of Thoran’s greatest advantages over my brother is precisely magic. Thoran has Ice Magi. My brother doesn’t. That’s a great advantage, and the King isn’t going to do without it in his offensive against the West.” 
 
    “How many Ice Magi does he have?” 
 
    “From what I’ve been able to find out, two experienced and two newly-trained. Four in all. But only one of them is a Great Mage. And my brother has none, which puts him at a clear disadvantage.” Egil’s expression reflected his worry. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find some way of neutralizing them,” Lasgol said, trying to sound encouraging. 
 
    “Unfortunately the only ones with Mage Hunters are the Rangers, and they’re in Thoran’s service.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your brother have good archers available?” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Most of my brother’s forces are infantrymen and militia who’ve been recruited from the counties and duchies of the West. He doesn’t have many archers, and those he has only know how to use a short bow. I very much doubt whether he has more than a handful who are really good archers and use a compound bow. As for long bows, I can assure you that none of them have any. It’s a discipline which is only fully developed among the Rangers. The remaining Norghanian soldiers can only use the short bow, and that not too well.” 
 
    “They prefer the axe and long knife.” 
 
    “That’s right, with the odd exceptions who know how to wield a sword – mainly the nobles and their families. My brother and his allies, the dukes and counts of the Western League, can wield a sword, but not the rest of his men. It’s a weapon for nobles and expert soldiers.” 
 
    “I see the complication. Ice Magi are formidable opponents and can create devastation.” 
 
    “It’s one of the reasons why I recommended to my brother that he should stay behind the walls. It’s the only place for his troops that’s safe from the Magi. If the Magi come to within two hundred paces of the walls, my brother’s soldiers can hit them with short bows because the height of the wall gives them an extended range. But let’s leave that problem for now. The existence of a magic being which the Wild Ones can control might be an asset for the West…” 
 
    “If they use it against Thoran.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “For the moment they’re using it to get rid of the Norghanian presence in the Frozen Territories.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “Nobody says they shouldn’t use it further south…” 
 
    “Ohhh…” Lasgol was beginning to see where his friend was going with this. 
 
    “Not everything’s been decided in this game yet. There are many factors to take into account which might tilt the balance. Some of them we know about, others are beginning to reveal themselves one by one, there are even some new ones, and of course there are those we still can’t predict.” 
 
    Lasgol winked. “We’ll have to unveil them one by one.” 
 
    “Exactly. Unveil them and then adapt ourselves to what we find out. What I don’t doubt is that it’s going to be extremely interesting.” 
 
    “And extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m afraid of that too.” 
 
    Suddenly Eyra appeared on her way into the oak wood. She did not realize they were on one side of it and began to search between the roots of one of the century-old oaks on the far side. She was carrying a wicker basket and was presumably searching for plants or fungi. Lasgol and Egil stopped their conversation and watched her. The Master Ranger of Nature was so absorbed in her search that she did not even notice that they were there. 
 
    “Master Ranger,” Egil greeted her respectfully. 
 
    Eyra spun around and put her hand to her chest. “Oh, what a surprise! You really startled me! There’s never anyone here.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Lasgol greeted her. 
 
    “You’re back!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Complicated mission?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “Aren’t they all?” Lasgol replied as if he were a full-fledged veteran, even though he had only survived his first mission. 
 
    Eyra laughed aloud, which made her look like a good witch of the forest. Lasgol had always thought that she looked like a witch in a Norghanian children’s story. Or at least as he imagined witches to be, although he had never seen one to judge by. Egil had told him more than once that they existed and practiced Magic of Nature, which was very different from the Elemental Magic of the Norghanian Ice Magi. 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Most of them are, it’s true.” She glanced aside at Egil. “Would you mind leaving us alone for a moment? I want to speak to Lasgol about a private matter.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll wait outside,” Egil said, and left the oak wood. Lasgol saw the glance he gave him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Eyra waited until Egil was out of earshot. “Were you able to… deal with…?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. I was lucky.” 
 
    “Did you find enough?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” He untied the leather bag he carried fastened to his Ranger’s Belt and handed it to her. 
 
    Eyra opened it with unusual eagerness, looked inside and took out one of the plants. “Wonderful!” 
 
    “These are the right ones, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They are. You’ve done a great job and given a great service.” 
 
    “Will he recover?” he asked in an attempt to squeeze some information out of her. 
 
    “There are no guarantees in this healing business. You know that. I’ve taught you that myself. But with these plants the prognosis is more favorable.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed in relief. “I’m really glad.” 
 
    “But let’s not get our hopes too high. We’ll have to see.” 
 
    “I’m not going to know who they’re for, am I?” 
 
    “Who they’re for should be of no consequence to you. They might be for a friend of yours, for me, for a leader, for an eastern noble, for the King himself. Would it make any difference? Does one deserve these plants any more than another?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Lasgol said defensively. 
 
    “Good answer. Unfortunately, the reality of this world we live in isn’t that. But it’s the right answer. I’m glad to see my teachings haven’t been in vain.” 
 
    “The teachings of the Master Ranger of Nature are invaluable. For me and for all my comrades.” 
 
    “I hope so. I make a great effort so that you understand and value them. I know you do, and that makes me very happy.” 
 
    Lasgol waved at the plants in her hand. “I hope everything goes well.” 
 
    “So do I. It’s important, and that’s all I’m going to tell you.” 
 
    Lasgol knew he could not ask anything more, so all he said was: “Always at the service of the Rangers.” 
 
    “And of the realm,” Eyra added. 
 
    “And of the realm, of course.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll leave you now. I have to deal with these.” She walked slowly away. 
 
    Egil came back into the wood. “I saw her leave. What happened?” 
 
    Lasgol told him. 
 
    “They must be for Dolbarar, there’s no doubt about it.” 
 
    “Will he get better?” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. I think he will. Eyra and Edwina are treating him, and he couldn’t be in better hands.” 
 
    “Unless it’s an incurable disease….” 
 
    “If it’s incurable or terminal, then there’s nothing anybody can do. Let’s hope that’s not the case. We needn’t go to extremes. It seems to be a weakening blood disease which is spreading throughout his body, but with what little information we have, we can’t conclude that he’s beyond salvation.” 
 
    Feeling rather low-spirited, they left the Oak Wood and went to see Dolbarar: Lasgol to inform him of what had happened, Egil to get on with the errands and tasks of the day which the leader of the Camp had entrusted him with. They passed the central part of the Camp, beside the well, and once again ran into hostile glances and spiteful whispers. Something inside Lasgol began to burn. He was tired of being insulted. He had put up with it for too long, and he was not going to do so any longer. They passed a group of Second-years, and when these recognized them they began the same chorus of sneers. The burning sensation rose up from Lasgol’s stomach to his throat. 
 
    “What d’you think you’re staring at and whispering about!” he said in the purest Viggo style. 
 
    The contenders looked away and went on without confronting him. 
 
    He remembered Sergeant Okbek’s words. He was not going to let anybody step on him. He was not going to let himself be affected by the hate and incomprehension of others. If they wanted confrontation, they would have it. He was tired of lowering his head and walking on. He was going to stand up to them. 
 
    “For a moment there I thought it was Viggo speaking,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    “Good things rub off,” Lasgol replied, laughing. 
 
    “That’s a great truth.” 
 
    “With Ona beside me I didn’t dare stand up to them in case she thought it meant we were being threatened, and attacked. But now that I’m without her I’m not going to let them get the better of me. I’m a Specialist. They owe me respect, and I’m going to make them give it to me.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    As they passed the Library, four Fourth-years in their brown cloaks began to sneer at them with comments about ‘traitors’, ‘sons of the enemy’, ‘they ought to be hanged’, and other such choice compliments. 
 
    Lasgol had had enough. He stopped and turned to them. “What did you say?” he asked the tallest and strongest of the four, sounding very stern. 
 
    “You heard me, traitor, son of Darthor,” the boy replied cockily, sure of his brute strength and his size. 
 
    Lasgol took two steps until he was standing right in front of the lout and stared fixedly into his eyes. The boy was a head taller, but he did not care. He put his hand to his chest and showed him two medallions, that of Ranger and that of Beast Whisperer. He kept the other, Tireless Tracker, hidden. 
 
    “Do you know what these are?” he asked icily. 
 
    The bully was looking into Lasgol’s eyes with the gleam of hatred in his own. He glanced down at the medallions. “A Ranger’s medallion,” he said rudely. 
 
    “And the other one?” 
 
    “I guess a Specialist’s one. I’ve never seen one before.” 
 
    “You guess right,” Lasgol said in the same icy tone. 
 
    “So what?” the lout said. He was looking at his friends for support. 
 
    “So, I’m your superior in rank because of both of them. Therefore, you owe me respect and obedience.” 
 
    “I owe you what?” 
 
    “You heard me. You’re nothing. I’m a Ranger and a Specialist. That means you’re my subordinate.” 
 
    “I’ll be a Ranger in no time,” the lout said confidently. His tone suggested that he was looking for a fight. 
 
    “That remains to be seen. At the moment you’re nothing at all. And even if you manage to graduate, you’ll still owe me obedience, because I’m a Specialist and I’ll outrank you. And do you know what happens to those who disobey their superiors in the Rangers? I’m sure Instructor Oden has explained it to you, very clearly and very often.” He gave the others a look of warning. 
 
    The lout turned to his friends. One of them replied: “Physical punishment and expulsion.” 
 
    “Exactly. Is that what you’re looking for?” 
 
    “I… well…” said the lout. 
 
    “Think about it carefully.” 
 
    “If we were the same rank you wouldn’t be so cocky,” the lout said rudely. 
 
    “Is that what you think?” With dazzling speed Lasgol took out his knife and short axe and held them to the boy’s neck. 
 
    The bully’s eyes opened wide as saucers. He had not even had time to blink. 
 
    “If we were the same rank, you’d be dead,” Lasgol said. His voice was lethal. 
 
    “There’s no need for that…” said another of the boys. 
 
    “We didn’t really mean it…” said another. 
 
    “And what do you think, big boy?” Lasgol asked, without taking the edges of both weapons off each side of his neck. 
 
    “That… I owe respect… to higher-ranking Rangers.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Lasgol. He lowered his weapons slowly. 
 
    The big boy gasped. 
 
    “Now be off before I change my mind.” 
 
    All four of them hurried away. 
 
     “Well done!” Egil said. “That was pretty fast, the way you drew your weapons!” 
 
    “It’s an attack Ingrid taught me.” 
 
    “That was spectacular.” 
 
    “I’ve practiced with her, and she taught me a couple of attacks and defenses with axe and knife which – as you can see – are very useful. And Viggo’s taught me a couple of his dirty tricks too.” 
 
    “You’ve taught them a lesson they won’t forget.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’ll do some good.” 
 
    Egil shrugged and smiled. “I’m not too sure about that.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “It’s funny how history tends to repeat itself.” 
 
    “Yup. I never thought I’d have to go through this again. But I’m back to being the traitor’s son. Only this time it’s my mother instead of my father.” 
 
    “We both are. Unfortunately, man doesn’t learn from his past mistakes.” 
 
    “I can swear to that.” 
 
    “It makes you think, the way he trips over the same stone over and over again without learning the lesson.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty sad. Well, one thing has changed.” 
 
    “And what’s that, my friend?” 
 
    “That now I can defend myself against them, physically and mentally.” 
 
    “Very true. You’re a Specialist Ranger in your own right.” 
 
    “That’s right, and I’ll make my rank and my rights clear.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “You’ve grown, my friend.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Egil smiled broadly. “Both physically and mentally.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, coming from you.” 
 
    “I only say what I see,” Egil said, smiling. 
 
    “Now I feel more sure of myself. Confident. I’ve learnt and improved a lot in the last five years. I’ve come a long way from the boy who arrived here.” 
 
    “And you’ll go on improving. Experience will make you an exceptional Ranger.” 
 
    “I’d rather it made me an exceptional human being.” 
 
    “Very well said, my dear friend. That makes two of us with that guiding aim and goal in life.” 
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    “This news you’ve brought from the Frozen Territories is certainly worrying,” Dolbarar said from behind his desk.  When Lasgol had come in, the Leader of the Camp had risen from his seat to greet him, but it had cost him an effort and he had grimaced as if in pain. 
 
    “Sergeant Okbek wanted me to let the Rangers know as soon as possible.” 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “It’s what has to be done in situations like this. Well done. I must inform Gondabar so that he can take the news to the King. He must be told what’s going on in the North at once.” He took out a sheet of parchment and began to write. 
 
    Lasgol was examining him with analytical eyes. The Leader of the Camp still had that same look which had troubled him when he had left on his mission. He seemed to be worse rather than better, which left Lasgol with an uneasy feeling about his real state of health. The efforts of Edwina and Eyra did not seem to be having the intended effect. On arrival at the house of command, Egil had stayed on the ground floor chatting with Master Rangers Ivana and Haakon about his daily tasks for Dolbarar. Neither had said much to Lasgol, apart from greeting him courteously and asking whether he had completed his mission in the North and was back to report. He had replied in the affirmative. As they had not asked for further details, he had not provided any. This was his first mission, and he could not say whether he had completed it successfully – but he had done what he had been ordered to. 
 
    “Are you sure this spirit, this Frozen Specter, is really a being with Power?” Dolbarar asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I saw it myself. It killed three soldiers by using some kind of magic.” 
 
    “Powerful magic?” 
 
    “I’d say so, sir.” 
 
    “That’s not good, not at all good.” He shook his head and went on writing. 
 
    “There’s something else.” 
 
    “Please tell me everything you think is significant, or which seems unexpected to you. Whenever there’s something strange or striking, there are normally important clues that can help us get to the heart of the matter. The difficult thing is to find them.” 
 
    “The soldiers couldn’t even leave a scratch on it. Steel is useless against that being from the icy abysses.” 
 
    Dolbarar’s face shadowed. “Magic that can’t be defeated by steel… That puts us at a disadvantage. This situation goes beyond the Rangers’ skills. We’re going to need magic in order to fight its magic.” Once again, he wrote on his parchment. 
 
    “Is there nothing that we Rangers can do?” Lasgol asked. He wanted to be able to help, not only in the business of the Frozen Specter but also with Dolbarar’s own health. He was convinced that with the plants he had brought, Eyra would find a way of healing him. He was sure they were for him, however much the Master Ranger might try to conceal the fact, and however much Edwina might stay silent. 
 
    “There’s always something a Ranger can do in a dangerous situation. So says the Path. We’ll help with tracking and locating that being. But we won’t try to get rid of it, because if steel is helpless against it, then our weapons will be useless. We’ll have to fight it with Magic. But that’s outside what the Path teaches, and it’s the King’s Magi who will be in charge of dealing with it. We’ll inform the King and await his orders.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll be ready to lead the King’s Magi and be their tracker in the search for it.” 
 
    Dolbarar shook his head. “No, I don’t think it’ll be you. At least not now. I have new orders for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lasgol was puzzled. He had been expecting to be the one who would lead whoever was going to deal with the Specter. 
 
    “A mission has arrived for you.” Dolbarar opened a drawer, took out a scroll and handed it to him. 
 
    Lasgol took the scroll and saw the Rangers’ seal. Beside the seal were the initials R and M in two circles which marked the scroll as a Ranger’s Mission. It was tied with a green ribbon. He opened it and read: 
 
      
 
    Ranger Lasgol Eklund. 
 
    You are hereby given the following mission in the service of the crown: You must go to Norghania, capital of the Kingdom of Norghana, and present yourself to Gondabar, Leader of the King’s Rangers. You will be entrusted with an important mission on arrival. 
 
      
 
    As in any mission, your diligence and prompt action are expected. 
 
      
 
    Signed: Gondabar 
 
    Leader of the Norghanian Rangers. 
 
    Loyal servant of the Kingdom of Norghana. 
 
      
 
    “I’m wanted in the capital,” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded several times, and Lasgol realized that he had already read those orders. As Leader of the Camp, he had a right to read all the orders that came to his hands. According to Egil, he checked practically all those that came. In this way he kept himself informed of everything that was happening, not only in the Camp but in the kingdom. 
 
    “That’s right. Gondabar himself made the request, so I imagine it’ll be important.” 
 
    Lasgol did not like the sound of this. Going to Norghania was not exactly what he wanted. That was where King Thoran and his Court were… whatever was awaiting him, it was nothing good, that was for sure. He made a face. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Oh… yeah… it’s just that I’m wondering what Gondabar wants of me…” 
 
    “Whatever it is, my guess is that it’s important. Gondabar doesn’t usually ask for specific Rangers, unless it’s for a particular mission which requires the skills of a particular person.” 
 
    This made Lasgol even more uneasy. Why him in particular?  
 
    “You’d better leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll leave right away.” 
 
    Dolbarar’s calm, pleasant smile came back to his face. Lasgol was glad to see that smile, which brought back so many good memories. A moment later it was gone, replaced by a look which was half of pain, half of exhaustion. Dolbarar was not well at all. 
 
    “Good luck. I’m sure you’ll do very well.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “That I can be sure of.”  
 
    Lasgol took his leave respectfully, giving Dolbarar a final glance, hoping with all his heart that the good old man would recover from his illness. For the good of all the Rangers. For the good of the realm. 
 
    He closed the door behind him. One thing definitely pleased him about going to the capital, in fact delighted him: he would see Astrid and also Nilsa, who of course was there too. It would be fantastic to see the woman he loved so soon, when originally it had looked as though they would not see each other for a long time. At the mere thought of it, his heart began to beat more strongly and his spirits soared. He was also glad at the prospect of seeing Nilsa again. He had not seen her for over a year, and he missed her a lot. 
 
    “It’ll be awesome,” he said under his breath, clenching one fist in a gesture of triumph. At the same time, something inside him was warning him that he was on his way to a very dangerous place – perhaps even more so than the Frozen Territories. In the capital, in the Court, enemies plotted in the shadows and stabbed one another in the back before the victim could notice, so Egil and Viggo had both told him. He himself was not prepared to face that kind of enemy. He felt the need for a bodyguard. 
 
    “Viggo, where are you when I need you?” he murmured. His friend, unfortunately, would not be able to help him as he was in the south of the kingdom, carrying out a mission for Count Orten, the King’s brother. He would have to fend for himself this time, although he would have given anything to be able to count on his friend’s help. Luckily, he had Camu and Ona. Besides, with Astrid and Nilsa close at hand, he would be in very good company when it came to facing up to any treachery that might be waiting for him in the Court. He felt better. There was no need for him to be afraid of anything. With his friends beside him he would overcome any obstacle, just as they had done so far. 
 
    He went downstairs in search of Egil, but he was already out on his duties. Instead, he ran into Ivana and Haakon. 
 
    “New mission?” Haakon asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s right, sir.”  
 
    “Are you going back to the north?” Ivana asked. 
 
    “No, to the capital.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s interesting.” Haakon said. 
 
    Lasgol did not like the tone he had used. “Interesting, sir?” 
 
    Haakon shrugged. “It’s not usual,” was all he said. 
 
    “It’ll be an interesting experience,” Ivana assured him. “The court is different…” 
 
    “Yes, full of powerful noblemen,” Haakon said, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “There’ll be uproar in the city if the rumors are true and Thoran’s about to launch the great offensive against the West,” said Ivana. 
 
    “You’ll have a good time,” Haakon said with an ominous smile. “If I were you, I’d be very careful there. Cover your back. The city isn’t a good place for a Ranger. He’s out of his natural environment, and at court the predators are ruthless and enigmatic.” 
 
    Lasgol was not sure whether he was really saying this as a warning or telling him he would end up with a dagger in his back in some alley of the great city. As it was Haakon, he thought it would be the latter. 
 
    “That’s true,” Ivana agreed. “We Rangers don’t manage very well in the big city. Be careful, be alert and keep your eyes on your surroundings.” 
 
    “You’ve learnt all you need to survive,” Haakon said with a smile Lasgol did not find at all reassuring, rather the opposite. “I’m sure you’ll come out of this one safely.” 
 
    “He’ll manage,” Ivana assured him. She turned back to Lasgol. “Good luck. And always be on the alert, with your weapons at hand and ready sharpened.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. You don’t belong to my School, but my advice is for everyone.” 
 
    “About the School of Archery…” Lasgol said.  
 
    “Do you have a question?” She had realized immediately that he wanted to ask her something. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am. Has the Specialization Test taken place yet?” 
 
    Ivana nodded. “It was a few days ago. We had very good results.” She said this with an air of satisfaction. 
 
    “I was wondering whether… a friend… had passed?” 
 
    “Archery?” 
 
    “Yes, Valeria.” 
 
    Ivana smiled, which was something rare in her. Her smile was as cold as her gaze. 
 
    “Valeria passed. She was the best by far in Archery. That girl has talent and courage. She’s on her way to the Shelter.” 
 
    Lasgol was delighted on Val’s behalf. He had never doubted it, but he was glad to learn the fact from Ivana and to hear her praising her like that. Val deserved it. She would certainly graduate with the Specialization of Elemental Archer, as she wanted. 
 
    He left the House of Command feeling rather uneasy. He had not liked that last conversation, although he knew that the two Master Rangers were right and that he would have to watch his back in the capital. Orders were orders, and in addition, his own came directly from the hand of the Leader of the Rangers himself, so there was no turning back. He would have to obey them, and to do it at once. 
 
    He set off for Egil’s cabin, where he was intending to wait for his friend after he had stopped at the Quartermaster’s for supplies for the journey. When he went into the cabin Ona came up to him and rubbed herself against his leg. 
 
    Ona. Good, he told her affectionately. 
 
    I come out? came Camu’s message. 
 
    Yes, you can, Lasgol said as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    Camu appeared, clinging to the far wall, above the stove. 
 
    What are you doing there? 
 
    Try to rest. 
 
    Clinging to the wall? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    And can you? 
 
    Yes, I can. I sleep. Camu began to flex his legs and wag his tail in his usual dance of happiness, except that he was clinging to the wall in front of Lasgol, who was shaking his head in disbelief at the eccentricities his little friend was capable of. 
 
    Ona chirped gaily and wagged her massive tail from side to side. 
 
    Ona. You too? No. 
 
    The panther looked at him blankly. 
 
    Ona. Dance, Camu said to her. 
 
    The two of them began to wag their tails in unison. Lasgol slapped his forehead in disbelief. 
 
    Dance. All, Camu begged with his everlasting smile. 
 
    No way. I don’t dance, Lasgol messaged. 
 
    Ona gave a pleading moan. She seemed to have understood the end of the sentence. 
 
    I can’t dance with you. I don’t have a tail, Lasgol said mentally, trying to wriggle out of it. 
 
    Yes. Dance, Camu insisted. 
 
    Ona was moving her large tail from side to side and now began to imitate Camu’s moves, although they did not come out very gracefully. She crouched and rose again, but very far from Camu’s coordination. 
 
     But why are you dancing? 
 
    Happy. Dance. Why not? 
 
    Lasgol had to agree. If they were happy, why not dance? 
 
    Good. Dance. 
 
    Ona moaned again and looked into Lasgol’s eyes, with her own large feline ones pleading with him to join them. 
 
    I don’t know how to dance. 
 
    Easy. Like me. Camu messaged, and emphasized his own movements. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu, then at Ona, and sighed heavily. I can’t believe I’m about to do this. I must be feverish. 
 
    He got down on all fours beside Ona and began to flex his arms and legs as his friends were doing. 
 
    Dance. Happy, Camu transmitted along with a feeling of great joy. Lasgol, who felt ridiculous, began to feel happy too because he was having fun with his two companions. As he did not have a tail like them, he began to shake his butt a little as if he did. 
 
    Dance. Dance, Camu transmitted joyfully. 
 
    Lasgol forgot that he was being utterly ridiculous and went on flexing his arms and legs and shaking his backside, while Ona chirped happily. 
 
    Suddenly the door opened and Egil came in. He stared at them without moving, trying to understand the tragicomic situation. It took him no time at all to grasp what was going on. 
 
    “Hey, look at this! A party!” 
 
    He left the books he was carrying on the table and got down on all fours beside the two of them. 
 
    “We’re dancing…” Lasgol said. He was red as a tomato. 
 
    “Fantastic! Show me how.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and showed him the strange and unbalanced movements he was making. Egil followed his example, and soon the four of them were dancing. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Lasgol confessed. 
 
    “What I can’t believe is that we haven’t done it before. This is great!” 
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing, and Egil joined him. 
 
    They danced and laughed and enjoyed themselves until their arms would not hold them up any longer, then they collapsed on the floor in utter happiness. 
 
    “Wonderful idea,” said Egil. 
 
    “It was Camu’s idea.” 
 
    “Camu, you’re an artist,” Egil told him. 
 
    Camu ran to jump on to Egil, and a moment later Ona joined them. The three ended up rolling on the floor amid Egil’s giggles, Camu’s happy shrieks and Ona’s delighted chirps. 
 
    Lasgol watched them, smiling from ear to ear. He felt that he was the luckiest man in Tremia with those amazing companions. 
 
    When at last Camu and Ona had left Egil in peace, he asked Lasgol: “Now tell me, what did Dolbarar want?” 
 
    Lasgol told him the conversation he had had and showed him his orders. He also told him about Haakon and Ivana. 
 
    “I don’t like it. The capital is just as dangerous a place for you as it is for me.” 
 
    “Because they’re trying to kill us?” 
 
    Egil was shaking his head uneasily. “Precisely, and they’ll have plenty more opportunities there. A great city lends itself to them. I don’t like the fact that you’ve got to go.”  
 
    Lasgol did his best to calm him. “Don’t worry, Astrid and Nilsa are there. I’ll be safe.”  
 
    “That goes some way toward reassuring me, but bear in mind that they’ll be busy with their own missions. It’s more than likely that they won’t be able to help you as much as they need to.” 
 
    “True. But at least I’ll have them there. I think it’ll be enough.”  
 
    Egil gave him a worried look. “Be very careful, my friend.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Egil nodded. He was uneasy on Lasgol’s behalf, but they both knew there was nothing they could do about it. When a Ranger was given a mission he had to carry it out immediately, however complicated or dangerous it might be. 
 
    “You keep an eye on Dolbarar and let me know of any change in his health.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And keep me informed of any important news about the war.” 
 
    “I’ll send you Milton with news, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Time to say goodbye again,” said Lasgol, smiling, even though his eyes could not hide the sadness he felt at having to leave his great friend. 
 
    Egil shrugged and sighed deeply. “I fear this is going to be a constant in our new lives.” 
 
    They hugged one another tightly. 
 
    “The best of luck,” Egil said. 
 
    “The same to you.” 
 
    Egil said goodbye to Camu and Ona. Camu complained about having to lose his company, and it took Lasgol some time to make him understand that they had duties to perform. His friend did not entirely understand the concepts of duty and obligation. For him, everything was play and fun. Lasgol understood that this was normal for the creature, who was still very young. His vision of life was very simple, like that of a cub or a small child. 
 
    After the farewells, Lasgol went to the stables to fetch Trotter. As he passed various Rangers and contenders, he realized that nobody was murmuring, nobody was insulting him under their breath or staring at him with hatred in their eyes. He did not hear a single harsh word. The incident with the Fourth-years must have become widely known. Some pieces of news spread like wildfire throughout the Camp, and this seemed to have been one of them. He raised his chin so that they could all see how proud he was of being the person he was, the son of Mayra and Dakon, the son of Darthor and the Traitor, and he would always be proud of it. Anyone who challenged him about it would have to face the consequences. He would not let himself be stepped on anymore. He was a Ranger, a Specialist, and he had fought in battles and carried out missions. He had all the right in the world to be respected. 
 
    He left the Camp on Trotter, with Ona on one side and Camu, invisible, on the other. He breathed out deeply. He was starting a new mission, and he knew it was going to be a complicated one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey to the capital would take several weeks. It was in the center of the kingdom, a little to the east. Since Lasgol was coming from the north, he decided to take the forest route, avoiding towns and villages, as Rangers liked to do. He felt much more at ease among forests and mountains than in villages and ever-crowded cities. Besides, in open country there was less chance of coming across danger than there would be in a city – and if he did, he could see the danger coming. He could not expect the same between rock walls and alleyways. 
 
    Ona and Camu were delighted to be crossing forests and grasslands, particularly now that spring was beginning to arrive and the weather was far pleasanter. Life seemed to be flourishing in all its splendor in every corner they passed. The two animals seemed livelier and more playful than usual, if such a thing were possible. And not only them: the forests vibrated with activity and had clad themselves in a range of vivid colors which delighted the eyes. Wildlife appeared everywhere, filling earth, rivers and blue skies. The landscapes which surrounded them were amazingly beautiful. Lasgol breathed in, filling his lungs with the gentle breeze which smelt of spring, and this delighted him. 
 
    Half-way through the journey he stopped to rest beside a waterfall which fell into a small pond. Camu dived straight into the water, scaring fish and birds, and even one or other nearby predator. Ona watched him from the bank. She did not like water very much, but she wanted to play with him. Even so, she hesitated to go in. 
 
    Jump in, Camu transmitted to her. 
 
    The panther put her paw in the water and moaned reluctantly. 
 
    Play. Water, Camu insisted. He was floating like an otter, belly up, or perhaps more like a crocodile, since he looked reptilian. 
 
    Ona protested again, but in the end she could not resist any more and went into the water. She swam as she did everything else, nimbly and elegantly. 
 
    Camu jumped on to her. For a moment it looked as if a crocodile and a panther were fighting for life in the pond, but they were simply playing, like the two good siblings they were. 
 
    Trotter, you rest, Lasgol transmitted mentally to the good pony. 
 
    Trotter nodded, moving his head up and down, and began to graze a few paces away. Lasgol sat beside the water watching Ona and Camu play, chasing each other in the water. They lunged at each other, swirled and fought, sending splashes everywhere. 
 
    Trotter. Come, Camu suddenly transmitted to the pony. 
 
    Lasgol turned to look at Trotter. It was the first time Camu had addressed the pony, at least as far as he knew.  
 
    The pony neighed and moved away from the water. 
 
    Trotter. Water. Play, Camu insisted. 
 
    Trotter snorted and shook his head. He did not want to go. 
 
    Leave Trotter alone, Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    Play. Water. Fun. 
 
    Sure, but he doesn’t want to. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because ponies don’t like water very much. 
 
    Water. Fun. 
 
    For you everything is fun. 
 
    Everything no. 
 
    Lasgol snorted and shook his head. Since when have you been speaking to Trotter? 
 
    After Ona. 
 
    Lasgol understood that Camu, once he had discovered how to speak to Ona, had tried the same with Trotter and had been successful. This was remarkable. It meant that he had developed the same Animal Communication skill as he had himself. He watched his little friend in the water. The fact that two beings as different as himself and Camu had developed the same skill was highly significant. Magic seemed to transcend races and species, which was very interesting and at the same time a little alarming. It might mean that there were creatures in Tremia with the Gift who were capable of developing the same skills as the best and most powerful Magi, or even superior ones. Immediately he thought of Egil. Here was a new subject to talk about for days. These discoveries were going to fascinate him. 
 
    Don’t speak to other creatures before telling me. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because it might be dangerous. 
 
    Not dangerous. 
 
    We don’t know that, and in any case you might frighten them. 
 
    Only speak. 
 
    Yeah, but animals without magic don’t understand what’s happening. They don’t know who’s talking to them or how. D’you understand? 
 
    I understand. 
 
    And you’ll do as I say? 
 
    Yes… 
 
    Lasgol snorted. The creature was not going to do anything of the sort. 
 
    Listen to me, or else we’re going to get into serious trouble. 
 
    Trouble? 
 
    Danger. 
 
    I good. 
 
    Yeah, that’s what you’re trying to make me think, but I’m not buying it. 
 
    Ona jumped on to Camu in the water, and once again the fighting, rolling and splashing started all over again. Lasgol, who enjoyed watching them play, relaxed and let them go on until they collapsed, exhausted, under a tree. He scratched his chin thoughtfully, wondering what new skills Camu would develop. It intrigued him and at the same time worried him. On the one hand he wanted Camu to develop new magical skills, just as he was doing. On the other, he was afraid that one or other of them would get them into big trouble, seeing how mischievous Camu was. This was an ever-present possibility. 
 
    He stared at the water of the pond, which was now still. The breeze caressed his face and stirred his blond hair. He thought about his parents, whom he missed. Almost unconsciously, he reached for his mother’s pendant, the Experience Marker, which he wore on his chest along with the two Ranger medallions. He decided to try calling up a vision. 
 
    He used the trick he had learnt to activate the jewel, put his finger in his eye until it watered, then moistened the jewel. There was a bluish flash, which surprised him by its immediacy. Usually it took longer to activate. 
 
    Ona, always alert, saw the flash and did not like it. She growled and eyed him tensely, her ears flattened back. 
 
    Magic, Camu warned, sending concern and warning as he always did when he detected magic. 
 
    Take it easy, both of you, it’s my mother’s pendant. Nothing’s wrong. I’m calling up a vision. 
 
    Why? 
 
    To know more about my parents, about their lives. 
 
    Magic dangerous. 
 
    Not always. This one isn’t. 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. Camu had reasoned that argument very well. It was true, he did not know. He trusted that being his mother’s pendant, its magic, its enchantment or spells would be benign. But he did not know this. 
 
    True. I don’t know, but I think it’s good magic. My mother’s. 
 
    Camu blinked hard and shook his head from one side to the other. He was not convinced by the reply. 
 
    There was another blue flash, and Ona hissed. 
 
    Easy, Ona. Everything’s all right. 
 
    The third flash came, and his two friends looked at him with doubt in their eyes. Lasgol was glad of their concern, but he wanted to see the vision. Perhaps he would learn something new that would help him, or let him understand the past – or even the future – better. With this hope, he focused on the image that was beginning to take shape over the waters of the pond. 
 
    He rubbed his hands while the image took shape, feeling very nervous. What would the vision show him? Would it be his mother or his father? Both? Would whatever it revealed be important? 
 
    The moment the image became fully clear, he recognized his mother. She was dressed as Darthor and was at the top of a snow-covered hill, so he guessed this must be the Frozen Territories of northern Norghana, or else somewhere in the Frozen Continent itself. It was night-time, and he was watching some kind of ritual. Twenty or so Arcanes of the Glaciers, forming a circle around a huge rectangular block of ice, were chanting a strange, funereal melody. 
 
    “The ceremony has begun, my Lord,” came a voice which Lasgol recognized. 
 
    “Thank you, Asrael,” his mother said as she turned toward the Shaman who had come up to her side. “But I don’t know what I’m doing here. Why do you want me to watch this ritual of your people?” 
 
    “I think you’ll find it interesting.” 
 
    “Will it help us win the war?” 
 
    “That’s a lot to venture. It might be an advantage, perhaps a definitive one. Or it might be no use to us at all.” He shrugged. 
 
    “If there’s a possibility that it might help us win, no matter how distant, then I’m interested.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, my lord.” 
 
    “You did well.” 
 
    Lasgol, who could see more clearly now, realized that they were in the Frozen Continent. The block of ice had broken off from a glacier he could partially see, and whose blue sheen left no doubt that it was not the north of Norghana, where there were no glaciers. 
 
    “I can feel the power of your Arcanes. They’re using magic. To what end?” 
 
    “Soon Hotz will arrive. Then you’ll understand, my lord.” 
 
    “Hotz? That grumpy, self-centered hermit? Do you really need him for the ritual?” 
 
    Asrael nodded several times. “He’s the one who has most power among us Arcanes.”  
 
    “Yes, but he’s also a hermit who wants nothing to do with what’s happening,” Mayra protested. There was bitterness in her voice. 
 
    Asrael shrugged. “He’s a little peculiar and very withdrawn, true, but nobody among my people has more knowledge and power.” 
 
    “I’d rather not need him. The last time we spoke, the conversation didn’t end at all well. It almost ended in bloodshed.” 
 
    “I remember… and I’m sorry. Hotz is an erudite shaman. Wise, but not interested in the living and their problems, he’s that particular.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mayra cried, “and he refuses to help his people against the Norghanians even though the future of all his people is at stake, all the people of this whole continent!” She could not hide her anger against the strange shaman and her distaste for him. 
 
    “He lives for the study of the past, and of those who are departed.” 
 
    “That won’t help us to win the war.” 
 
    “Maybe it will… his knowledge and power might reawaken the past and with it forge the future.” 
 
    Mayra turned to him. “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “This continent has many secrets buried under its layers of ice. Powerful secrets, age-old.” 
 
    “You mean the Creatures of the Ice?” 
 
    “Partly. There are very powerful creatures in this continent. Creatures with power, who have lived in the glaciers, caverns and underground abysses of this continent for a long time.” 
 
    “That much I know: creatures like your companion Misha.” 
 
    Asrael nodded. “Exactly. But there are others that sleep the Ice Slumber.” 
 
    “I don’t know that term. I don’t recall ever having heard it. What do you mean by the Ice Slumber?” 
 
    “That’s what my people call the creatures in an eternal slumber, frozen in the ice.” 
 
    Mayra was silent. She watched the Arcanes in their ritual around the fallen block of ice. 
 
    “I think I begin to understand.” 
 
    At that moment a solitary figure appeared. It passed in front of Mayra and Asrael without stopping or greeting them, and there was no doubt that it was an Arcane of the Glaciers. He looked very old, with deep trenches running along his sleepy-looking face. His eyes were small and grey. He was older than Asrael, so he must have lived through a great deal. He walked with a hunch, leaning on a staff that seemed to be made of ice. 
 
    Asrael bowed deeply. “Thank you for coming, Erudite,” he greeted him respectfully. 
 
    Hotz did not even glance at him, but went on toward the ritual and merely grunted to Asrael. 
 
    “As pleasant as usual,” Mayra said sarcastically. 
 
    The erudite approached the block of ice and stared at it for a long time from different angles, while the Arcanes continued their chanting. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Mayra asked. 
 
    “He’s studying the discovery. He wants to make sure it’s worth his effort.” 
 
    “Worth his effort?” 
 
    “He won’t deign to step in unless he considers the finding important enough, and within his area of interest.” 
 
    Mayra muttered something rude. “It’s unheard-of! We’re dying in a war, and he’s so snooty he won’t condescend to help!” 
 
    “Some wise men are difficult,” Asrael said apologetically. 
 
    Hotz finished his examination of the discovery. He took off his seal-fur coat and knelt in front of the great standing rectangular block of ice, then closed his eyes, stretched out his arms and joined in the chanting. 
 
    “Will he deign to help?” 
 
    “It looks like it. It must be an important discovery.” 
 
    The Arcanes, now led by Hotz, began a grand spell. A blue fog covered the block completely, and Lasgol watched the scene enthralled. He had seen the magic and power of the Arcanes in action before, and he recognized it now. He did not know what they were doing or why, but it was Arcane magic of the glaciers, which was always powerful: even more so if twenty of them joined together like this. Suddenly Hotz began to recite other words, another spell. From his hands there issued a purple mist which gradually joined the blue fog enveloping the block of ice. The Arcanes went on with their chant, creating the blue mist, but under Hotz’s greater spell the mist turned purple, with a brightness tinged with blue. 
 
    “The hermit is genuinely powerful,” Mayra said. “I can feel the full power of that spell. It’s enormous.” 
 
    “I too feel it like that, my lord.”  
 
    Hotz rose to his feet with his arms outspread, then began to lower them slowly. As he did so in the midst of that arcane chant, the mist began to subside to the ground, following the movements of his arms. Something strange began to be revealed: where the top of the block of ice had been before, now there was nothing. 
 
    Lasgol craned his neck to make sure it was not an optical effect, but it was not: the upper part of the ice had vanished. How they had made it disappear he had no idea, but that ice had been there for a very long time and it was hard as rock. As Hotz went on lowering his arms, the ice went on vanishing. Then, as the mist retreated, a figure was revealed. 
 
    “There’s a creature frozen inside?” Mayra asked in surprise. 
 
    “That was our hope,” Asrael replied. 
 
    Hotz lowered his arms fully, and as the mist spread along the ground it revealed a humanoid figure. All the ice had vanished, as though the mist had melted it and at the same time had evaporated the water. The figure was not human, although it looked rather like it. Its body was reptilian, but it stood erect on two legs and a long tail. Its head resembled that of a snake. It was horrifying. 
 
    “Is it a magical creature?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Otherwise Hotz wouldn’t have been willing. All he’s interested in is magical creatures trapped in the ice. Especially those which wait to be awakened.” 
 
    “What kind of creature is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen one like it. Hotz may know.” 
 
    The Erudite meanwhile was casting another spell on the creature, which he had enfolded in a green mist. 
 
    “How long has it been frozen inside that block of ice?” 
 
    “More than a thousand years.” 
 
    “Then it must be dead. It can’t have survived so long.” 
 
    “If it’s a magical creature of the ice,” Asrael said, “it might have survived. It’s happened before.”  
 
    “That would be very dif—” 
 
    Hotz clapped his hands loudly. The creature opened its eyes: yellow, reptilian eyes. And it gave a chilling shriek. 
 
    The image vanished at once. Lasgol was left staring open-mouthed at the water of the pond. 
 
    “No! I want to see more! What kind of creature was that? What happened?” 
 
    There was no answer to his questions. The image did not return. He tried to reactivate the pendant, but was unable to. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” he said sadly. 
 
    Family, Camu transmitted. 
 
    What do you mean, family? 
 
    Creature. Family. 
 
    The one we just saw in the image on the pond? 
 
    Yes. Family. 
 
    How can you say that if you don’t know anybody in your family? 
 
    Don’t know how. 
 
    You don’t know how, but you know it’s your own species? 
 
    Yes. Species. Me. 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled by this. Are you sure? 
 
    Sure not. 
 
    Then you think it might be your own species, but you’re not totally sure? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to think. That night he could not sleep for puzzling over what he had seen. Either Camu wished this were true, or else in some way his animal instinct had confirmed it. What really worried Lasgol was that the Arcanes of the Glaciers and the Erudite Hotz were reanimating magical creatures which had been frozen for thousands of years. His skin pricked. What kind of creatures were these? What dangers that had been lost for thousands of years might they awake? He had a feeling of something deeply ominous. 
 
    At dawn they set off, and he made an effort not to think about what he had found out and its possible repercussions. He found it almost impossible to think about anything else. Luckily it did not seem to have had any effect on Camu and Ona, who were as happy and playful as ever, as if what they had seen was not particularly important. Probably for the two of them it was not, since after all they had no awareness of the scale of the potential problems or dangerous situations. He envied them. Life was a much happier business that way. Unfortunately, he could not allow himself to ignore the gravity of these situations. But this one in particular seemed so distant that he decided to worry about it later on, when it was inevitable. 
 
    They finally arrived outside the great capital of the kingdom, Norghania. The city rose imposingly, with the sections of the great wall and nearby buildings which had been damaged or destroyed during the siege by the forces of the West already rebuilt. Immediately he was assailed by memories of the battle which he had tried to banish from his mind. He knew that coming back here was going to bring back many memories, some of them horrible and very painful, so he tried to keep them at bay. He was not very successful. The sight of the royal castle in the center of the city brought back the death of his mother, and his eyes moistened. He clenched his jaw and swallowed hard. 
 
    He saw what was undoubtedly the beginning of the end for the West. Camped outside the city were thousands of military tents with different banners. To the south of the city, mercenaries were camped. He did not recognize their banners, but he was sure they were not Norghanian. With his Hawk’s Eye skill, raising himself on the stirrups, he tried to work out the origin of these mercenaries. There were tents, black as night, with banners which showed crossed golden scimitars. Now he was able to see the men who occupied them: tall, dark and muscular. They were Nocean mercenaries from the south of Tremia, from the deserts where the sun is scorching and water more precious than gold. He could make out more than a thousand men, some of them practicing with their scimitars or bows, others resting in the tents. 
 
    Many soldiers, Camu messaged. 
 
    Yes, and from different places in Tremia. 
 
    War? 
 
    Yes. There’s a great war coming, unfortunately. 
 
    War bad. 
 
    Yes, Camu. War is very bad. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Yes, I’m afraid many people will die. And not just soldiers, but innocents as well. That’s the worst thing about wars. 
 
    Sad. 
 
    Yeah, I’m sad too. 
 
    Ona growled. 
 
    Easy, Ona. Lasgol stroked her back. 
 
    He looked closely at another group of five hundred or so mercenaries. These were heavy cavalry in plated armor, carrying long spears and tending to their horses. From their pale faces and chestnut-brown hair, their blue-and-silver uniforms and metal shields, Lasgol guessed that they were soldiers from the realm of Rogdon, to the west of Tremia. Yes, they looked like the famous lancers of the west, unbeatable on their powerful mounts, among the best in the continent. Egil had told him this, and so had his father Dakon. He wondered whether they were mercenaries, or whether Thoran had reached some agreement with the King of Rogdon to send him help. Both kingdoms respected each other, although they had had more than one conflict in the past, but now things seemed to be quiet between them – probably because with one war Thoran already had enough to deal with. If he won it, Lasgol would not be surprised if he started another with the Rogdonians, the Lords of the West. 
 
    He identified another large group of mercenaries, but he was unable to tell who they were or where they were from. Tremia was a very large continent with many realms and races which he did not yet know. Perhaps someday he would be lucky enough to explore new lands beyond Norghana. He sighed deeply. He would love to be able to explore the world. Or if not the whole world, then at least all Tremia, which according to Egil was a huge continent full of beauty and mystery, yet to be discovered and experienced. And probably full of dangers too, but considering what he was seeing and the life he had already known, there would be nothing new about that. 
 
    To the east of the capital he could see the tents of the Soldiers of the Thunder Army, unmistakable with their colors and banners. Next, but separated by a hundred paces, were the tents of the Snow Army. What he could not see were the tents of either the Blizzard Army or the Invincibles of the Ice, but the latter would presumably have been inside the city, defending the King, since they were his best men. 
 
    His eyes turned to the gates of the big city, which were closely guarded. He would not be able to get through with Ona. A city was no place for her, because she would cause panic among the people and there might be an unfortunate accident. He looked carefully at the forest behind him, which was large and uninhabited. A small stream was visible not far inside it. This would be a good place for her to wait for him. 
 
    He pointed to the forest. Ona. Wait. Hide, he messaged her. 
 
    The panther looked at the trees, then back at him with sad eyes. She gave a chirp which sounded like a sob. 
 
    You can’t come with me. The city’s no place for you. 
 
    Once again Ona gave her pleading sob. 
 
    I’m sorry. I’ll come back as soon as I can. Don’t worry. 
 
    The panther did not want to stay. It was the first time they would have to part. Lasgol had practiced the order with her and hoped, for both their sakes, that she would wait for his return and stay hidden. He looked into her eyes. Yes, she was good and obedient. She would manage perfectly well. 
 
    “Ona. Wait. Hide,” he repeated, more emphatically. 
 
    The good animal obeyed. 
 
    Be careful, Camu called to her. 
 
    Ona chirped a goodbye and went into the forest 
 
    Lasgol felt deeply sad, as if he were abandoning her, which he would never do. This was something they both had to get used to, because it would happen again. The civilized world and the wild one must remain separate, for the good of both of them. 
 
    Camu, invisible. Trotter, we’re going to the city, he messaged his friends, and they set off toward Norghania, the tough and stoical capital of the kingdom of Norghana. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The guard halted Lasgol when he went through the eastern gates of the great wall that surrounded the city. He introduced himself as a Ranger and showed them the medallion that proved it, and the captain of the guard let him through without any trouble. 
 
    As he walked along the crowded streets of the great city on his way to the Royal castle, he had a strange feeling, remembering the battle that had taken place here and everything that had happened afterwards. When he relived the great betrayal in the Throne Hall and his mother’s death, pain flooded his heart and sadness took over his soul, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. These feelings were very strong and deep-rooted, the kind nobody can shrug off. 
 
    Trotter made his way slowly on. The streets of the city were crowded with soldiers and citizens going one way and another, like bees flying around a honeycomb. The poor pony had trouble moving forward, because countless people were constantly crossing their path, on foot and on horseback, and he was forced to stop abruptly in order to avoid bumping into anybody. He was not used to the bustle of the great city, and neither was Lasgol, who was staring wide-eyed around him. The capital, already a busy place, was currently jam-packed. To the residents of the city, had to be added refugees from the nearby villages, together with troops and all the administration and support staff of the army. 
 
    Go slowly, he communicated mentally to Trotter, but don’t stop all the time, or else we’ll never get to our destination, with all these people coming and going everywhere. 
 
    The pony neighed and shook his head. He had not liked the order. 
 
    Move forward. Slowly, Lasgol repeated more simply, so that the pony would understand the message behind the words. He sometimes forgot that neither Trotter nor Ona had Camu’s ability to understand more complex messages. 
 
    Gradually the pony made his way on, even though it meant an enormous effort for him. The city was not exactly his natural environment. They passed first through the poorer quarters where the workers and the humblest people lived. It was a dirty, ugly area, where the difficulties of people without means were noticeable. And if their lives were hard already, now in times of , where everything was scarce – mainly food – they were suffering even more. It made Lasgol feel even more melancholy. Next they went on to the market area, and here he had to lead Trotter to keep him out of those areas where it was impossible to take a single step amid the crowds of peddlers and customers trying to make a living. He led the pony to the area of craft workshops, where although the streets were still busy, they were a little easier to cross. From there they made their way to an upper-class area. Here, finely-built houses were noticeable, and even , which Lasgol knew belonged to Eastern nobles who were linked by blood to the King and his brother. 
 
    In this area Trotter was able to move faster, since there were fewer people and the streets were wide and well-paved. The surroundings of the royal castle were heavily guarded by the soldiers of the Royal Guard. Here there were many fewer civilians, as if they were aware that this was not a place where they ought to be. Finally they reached the castle gate, and once again Lasgol had to introduce himself to the officer in charge. He was not surprised, since he knew it was the normal procedure. What was different was the fact that now there were many more soldiers than usual everywhere. He had the impression that the King had made very sure he himself was well protected. 
 
    Once inside, he was able to identify the Invincibles of the Ice with their white breastplates and cloaks. As he had guessed, the King kept them close to him, protecting castle and throne. They were everywhere: barracks, walls, battlements and towers. They were the best heavy infantry on the continent, or so people said, so Thoran was well protected. In front of the barracks, a large group was practicing with swords and round shields. Lasgol stopped to watch them for a moment; they were really good. He also noticed that there was some new blood among them, that many of those practicing were younger than usual among the Invincibles, who, as a rule only accepted soldiers who had wide experience or were very skilled swordsmen. He remembered the casualties they had suffered in the war, and guessed they had recruited new members. They were being trained relentlessly. An Invincible was not created in two seasons, far from it. He felt bad for those lads. In the current situation, they would soon be seeing action. 
 
    He sighed and made his way to the royal stables. Camu. Behave, he messaged, to make sure his companion did not get up to any mischief. 
 
    I always. 
 
    Lasgol could not see him, but he guessed he must be smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    He left Trotter in the stables, where he would be taken good care of, even though they were already packed with mounts. He took weapons and satchel, and when he approached the castle itself, an officer and two soldiers came over to him. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” said the officer, who was huge and battle-hardened. The two soldiers with him were even bigger, and their expressions were grim. They looked as though they were capable of felling a tree with a single stroke of the axe. These were the welcoming committee.  
 
    “Ranger Lasgol Eklund,” he introduced himself. 
 
    The Officer looked him up and down. “D’you have orders?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lasgol showed them to him, but did not let go of them, because they were for Gondabar. 
 
    “Good. Nobody’s allowed in the castle without an authorized reason. Security measures.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You can’t stray from the authorized areas.” 
 
    “And which are those?” 
 
    “Wait here. I’ll get the Rangers’ Liaison Officer to deal with you and tell you what you need to know.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    The officer went away at a brisk pace, leaving him with the two huge soldiers, who were glaring at him as if they were looking for a fight. 
 
    Soldiers ugly, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Lasgol had to hold back a smile. True, they really are. 
 
    Stupid too. 
 
    That we don’t know. 
 
    I do. 
 
    You know too much for your own good. 
 
    Yes. I very smart. 
 
    It’s better to be prudent than to be very smart. 
 
    No, better smart. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in amusement, and the two soldiers stiffened. He kept still in case they might think he was provoking them. In Norghana the slightest gesture was considered a provocation. Well, that was because Norghanians loved a good fight, almost as much as they loved beer and axes. In fact, the two soldiers did not look like the brightest sparks in the kingdom, but Lasgol had learnt from Egil that you should never judge a book by its cover. So he tried to start a friendly conversation while they waited for the liaison officer. 
 
    “Plenty of troop movement, eh?” 
 
    “And what’s that to you?” barked the fairer of the two. 
 
    “No… nothing… I was just commenting that the city’s very busy.” 
 
    The redhead arched an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t be a spy, would you?”  
 
    “Spy? Me? Of course not.” 
 
    The two soldiers looked at him with narrowed eyes. Their hands reached for the axes at their belts. 
 
    Ugly. Stupid. Dangerous, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Lasgol had to admit that he was right, but did not tell him so. He had enough to put up with from him as it was, without telling him he was right and letting it go to his head. 
 
    “Lasgol!” came a shout. 
 
    When he looked past the soldiers and recognized the redhead coming over with the officer, he raised his hand. “Nilsa!” 
 
    She broke into a run, smiling from ear to ear. Both soldiers turned half-around as she reached them. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you!” she cried. With the excitement she failed to notice the blond soldier’s foot as he turned, and she tripped over it, sweeping his leg off the ground. She shot forward and crashed against Lasgol, knocking him over. As he fell, his satchel and bows fell from his shoulders, so that the soldier lost his balance and fell back against his partner, who had turned half-around. Both of them fell over. 
 
    “That’s… quite some welcome…” Lasgol said to Nilsa from the ground. He was laughing. 
 
    Nilsa, who was on top of him, was smiling delightedly. “I can’t believe you’re here!” 
 
    Very funny, Camu transmitted. Lasgol pictured him doing his happy dance while they were all on the ground. 
 
    “How can you be so clumsy!” the officer exclaimed angrily. 
 
    Nilsa looked up at him. “This mammoth tripped me up,” she said, pointing to the blond soldier. 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the north!” he yelled at both of them. “You’re soldiers of the Royal Guard! Get up from the ground!” 
 
    “The redhead,” the soldier protested. “She bumped into the leg I was standing on…”  
 
    “And that’s enough to knock you over? You’re going to have to stand up to the charge of a semi-giant, you waste of space!” 
 
    The other soldier did his best to justify himself. “She caught me by surprise. And this one weighs as much as a house.” 
 
    “You’re a disgrace to the realm! Off to clean latrines! Right away!” 
 
    “Me too?” the redhead soldier asked, as if it had not been his fault at all. 
 
    “The two of you!” the officer shouted at the top of his voice. 
 
    You were right, Lasgol admitted to Camu as he got back to his feet with Nilsa’s help. The redhead had leapt straight to her feet, showing off her great agility. 
 
    I know. 
 
    “Take care of the Ranger,” the officer said to Nilsa. “I don’t want to see him outside the permitted area.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The officer left in a fury, cursing as he went. 
 
    “I see you’re the same as ever,” Lasgol said with a broad smile. 
 
    She smiled back. “There are things you can’t change. How are you?” 
 
     “Very well. In fact, you’ve cheered me up, you don’t know how much.” 
 
    “And you me. It seems to me you’re more grown-up.” She was walking around him in a circle, studying him. “Yup, definitely more mature. I think you’re even better-looking, you mark my words.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Nonsense. I’m just as dull as ever.” 
 
    “Nonsense! You’re better-looking and more mature. Yes, that’s it, I think you’re more experienced, that’s what it is.” 
 
    “Well, at least it’s not better-looking,” Lasgol said, smiling. 
 
    Nilsa hugged him tightly and kissed him on the cheek. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    “And me to see you!” 
 
    Nilsa moved away a little and gave him another look. She too had grown. She seemed more mature, less childish and shy, more a cheerful, determined, articulate woman, even though she was as clumsy as ever. 
 
    “How long has it been? An eternity?” 
 
    “It’s only been a year.” 
 
    “To me it’s been an eternity.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s true, it does seem like a century ago.” 
 
    “At least you were all together. I’ve been here, in the big city, in the court. All by myself! Just imagine!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head “No, I can’t imagine it, quite honestly. It must have been quite an experience.” 
 
    She raised her arms to the sky. “Much more than that!”  
 
    He smiled. “Well, I think you’re wonderful.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea how many messes I’ve gotten myself into!” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me all about it.” 
 
    “You too!” she said. She began to stomp on the ground as though she were dancing from excitement. 
 
    Seeing her again had driven all the pain and sorrows from Lasgol’s heart. 
 
    I greet Nilsa, Camu transmitted. 
 
    “Camu wants to say hello.” 
 
    “Is he here with us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell him he can say hello, but no dirty magic tricks.” 
 
    You heard her. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol saw her shivering and smiling. 
 
    “Camu, you’re tickling me,” she said, still smiling, raising one foot and then hopping away. 
 
    Don’t attract people’s attention… 
 
    I invisible. 
 
    Yeah, but she’s not, and she seems to be acting weird. 
 
    She always weird. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. That’s true too, he had to admit. 
 
    “Stop it, you’re tickling my legs,” Nilsa begged. She was still laughing and hopping up and down. 
 
    Camu finally brought his greeting to an end. 
 
    “Is he the same as ever?” 
 
    “He’s grown. You’ll see how he’s changed.” 
 
    “Fine, but when we’re alone.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Where can we talk in private?” he asked. He was feeling uncomfortable amid the soldiers who thronged the great central courtyard. 
 
    “Come with me. I’ll show you everything. It’s a bit of a labyrinth, all made of ugly dark rock. But you get used to it in time.” She was already on her way to a section of the fortress on the western side of the yard. Lasgol picked up his things and followed her. 
 
    It was true that the royal fortress was a maze of corridors, stairways, rooms and towers which would take him some time to get used to. As they went on, Nilsa explained each area and whether or not he was allowed in it. From what he gathered from what she was telling him in her usual hurried, rapid-fire way, was the Rangers were only allowed in their own section, which was one of the towers in the west wing. This was for the ones who were passing through on a mission. Gondabar and the Royal Rangers had access to most of the castle, even the Throne Hall. Nilsa, as the Ranger’s Liaison in Gondabar’s service, also had access to it. 
 
    “It must be an honor, this new post of yours.” 
 
    “It is. I was really pleased when they appointed me, even though I suspect Gondabar gave it to me because of the complaints the Royal Guard had made about the Rangers who were passing through, not because of any virtue of mine.” 
 
    “If he appointed you, then it’s because he trusts you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Or because it keeps me away from him.” 
 
    “That won’t be it.” 
 
    “Well, before that he had me as his messenger and errand girl all the time…” 
 
    “Well, look on the bright side.” 
 
    “I do. I’m now a Ranger aide for everything, and not everybody can say that.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “That’s right.”  
 
    “One very important warning: never go into the barracks of the Royal Guard, and still less those of the Invincibles of the Ice. They go crazy if an outsider goes into their barracks. A mistake like that might cost you an ear, or both of them.” 
 
    “I’ll remember.” 
 
    “You can’t go into the court chambers, where there are always nobles visiting with their retinues and escorts, and of course never into the royal ones. You could lose your life.” 
 
    “I can imagine…” 
 
    “Here we are. This has been our tower since not long ago. The King moved us here – I don’t know the reason. But I like it. It’s like our own mini-castle.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and looked up at the enormous structure which rose to the sky. It was round, with a pointed tip. 
 
    “The tower’s really tall.” 
 
    “Wait until you see the view, it’s amazing. You can see the whole city, and nearly a league away in all directions.” 
 
    “There’ll be watch-guards, right?” 
 
    “Yes, there are always two Royal Rangers on duty at the top of the tower.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Come in,” she said as she opened the door. It was guarded by two Rangers, who gave a slight nod in greeting. 
 
    They went into the tower. Camu, are you inside? 
 
    Yes. I inside. 
 
    Lasgol saw that the base of the tower was actually square inside. There were a dozen rooms. 
 
    “These are for the people who are just passing through,” Nilsa explained. “There’s room for four of us in each of them, though there are never so many people in here at once. Rangers come and go, but they don’t stay in the castle more than a couple of days. Gondabar soon finds something for them to do. There’s too much work as it is. It really needs twice as many Rangers.” 
 
    “The war doesn’t help to swell our numbers…” 
 
    “Yeah, the number of casualties we’ve had is appalling.” 
 
    As they went on, a Ranger came out of one of the rooms. They exchanged greetings. 
 
    “This’ll be your room,” Nilsa said. “It’s the best one.” 
 
    Lasgol saw two bunk beds at the end of a sparsely-furnished room with a couple of bearskins on the floor and a low hearth. There was only one window. 
 
    “This is the best one?” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “This one has a fireplace and a window. There are plenty without luxuries like that.” 
 
    “Well, of course. Never let it be said that Rangers live like nobles.” 
 
    “I’ll light the fire.” 
 
    While Nilsa attended to this, Lasgol left his things on a chest beside one of the bunks. He noticed that the door to the room had a lock, so he shut it so that nobody would bother them. 
 
    Camu, you can become visible now. We’re safe. 
 
    I happy, he transmitted back and became visible. 
 
    Nilsa gave a little scream of fright. “I’ll never get used to his bloody magic!” 
 
    Camu looked at her, cocked his head and gave a mournful little shriek. 
 
    “Actually, yes, he really is enormous.” 
 
    “Come on, pet him, don’t be like that, he loves you.” 
 
    “He has magic… you know what I think.” 
 
    “I know, but come on, it’s Camu.” 
 
    The creature gave another little shriek, as if he were sobbing. 
 
    “All right… give me a hug,” Nilsa said. She spread her arms wide. 
 
    Camu shrieked in delight and jumped on to her, which unbalanced her so that both of them nearly ended up inside the fireplace. 
 
    Nilsa stroked him and laughed with him. All the same, after a moment her fear and hatred of magic got the better of her and she moved away from him. 
 
    “That’s enough greetings.” 
 
    Camu leapt to the floor and began to explore his new surroundings. Nilsa got the fire going and the two of them sat down on the bearskins. 
 
    “Tell me… have you seen Astrid? Her orders were to come to the capital.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “I saw her arrive, but before we could talk she was taken to see Gondabar.” 
 
    “You didn’t talk?” 
 
    “All I could do was say hello. I had to deliver some messages, and by the time I came back and looked for her, she’d already left.” 
 
    “Left? For where?” 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “No idea. From what I could gather, Gondabar took her to see Thoran. I don’t know why. There was a short meeting, and she left in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “With orders from the King?” 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “I guess so. He must have explained her mission, and she left at once to carry it out.” 
 
      “That doesn’t sound right at all,” Lasgol said. He was concerned about what would happen to Astrid. 
 
    “I guess it must be an urgent mission, and that’s why she had to leave so quickly. I was very sorry not to be able to talk to her a little.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. If the King had summoned Astrid the moment she had arrived, it must have been because of something urgent and serious. This was a synonym for risk and danger. At this very moment she would be carrying out some risky mission for Thoran. Considering how advanced the war was, and her specialty, he feared the worst. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’s fine. She’ll carry out her mission successfully.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping, but I can’t stop worrying about her.” 
 
    “That’s logical, you love each other,” Nilsa said, and smiled mischievously. 
 
    Lasgol was not only concerned about what might happen to Astrid during her mission, but also about the consequences for her once she had completed it successfully. The probability was that the mission the King had entrusted to her was murder, and of someone important. Thoran was temperamental and impatient. He would eliminate his rivals, which would put Astrid in a very dangerous position. If she survived and succeeded in her mission, Lasgol was afraid of two serious consequences: on the one hand the moral harm it would cause to her, and on the other that if she was successful, the King would entrust her with more missions of the same kind. Both of these things turned his stomach.  
 
    “I’m not at all happy about this,” he confessed. 
 
    “Astrid knows how to look after herself. She’s fierce and intelligent. Never fear. She’ll come back with her mission accomplished and without a scratch.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “I hope so. I’d like to find out what mission she was given.” 
 
    “There are some things it’s better not to know… Going by what’s rumored at the court, anyone who asks too many questions loses his tongue and then his head. The secrets of nobles and kings are things it’s better not to know. They can take you to the grave.”                                                                                                                               
 
    “Who explained all that to you?” 
 
    “I have friends among the Royal Rangers. One in particular is more of a friend than the others.” She giggled, then blushed. “There are things they know. They protect the King, they see and hear things… Gatik makes them swear they’ll forget everything they see or hear at once. Mentioning anything to do with the King, no matter how small, is punished with the noose. Thoran doesn’t pussyfoot around. Both Gatik and Sven control their men with an iron hand. They’re risking their own heads. Nobody’s safe from the King’s temper, not even those two. That’s why they’re merciless with anyone who makes mistakes, among the Royal Rangers, just as much as the Royal Guard.” 
 
    “A pretty effective way of avoiding secrets leaking out…” 
 
    “You bet, and it’s not just rumors. Both the Rangers and the Guard have lost men for talking too much.” 
 
    “Recently?” 
 
    Nilsa nodded heavily. “One of the Guards was hanged for comments he made at a bar in the capital when he was on leave. It seems he drank… in bad company…” 
 
    “Bad company who wanted to get information out of him?” 
 
    “It looks like it. It’s not known for sure, but they were thought to be agents either of the west or of the Zangrians.” 
 
    “You mean spies?” 
 
    Nilsa nodded and bit her nails. 
 
    “It looks as though a slip can cost you dearly.” 
 
    “That’s why I only talk to Rangers. You know how nervous I get, and sometimes I talk too much…” 
 
    “But among our own people you shouldn’t have any trouble.” 
 
    “Exactly. I never speak to strangers. Just in case.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” Lasgol said, and winked at her. “I’ll keep my mouth shut and my eyes wide open.” 
 
    “That’s the way. And don’t be worried about Astrid, we’ll soon see her safe and sound.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, grateful for the optimism. But he could not manage to quell the storm that was beginning to gather force within him. 
 
    “And now tell me all about it,” Nilsa said, “and then I’ll tell you a few things you’re going to find really interesting.” 
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    Nilsa listened to everything Lasgol had to tell her with enormous interest. She could not stay still, she bit her nails, clapped, cried out and made endless gestures with every new experience or discovery he told her about. When he had finally told her about the business of Isgord and his terrible end, she was left open-mouthed, her eyes like saucers. 
 
    “Noooooo! Why did he go so far? It’s unthinkable!” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “That deep hatred he felt ended up consuming him.” 
 
    She nodded sadly. “I always thought that one day he’d see the light and change. I really hoped he’d manage it, in spite of what he did to both of us.” 
 
    “You have a good heart, and that’s why you wanted to save him, but unfortunately in the end, things didn’t work out like that. He couldn’t change.” 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. Her eyes were moist. “I’m sorry for him. A terrible end. I can hardly believe it. How horrible!” 
 
    “In a strange way, I’m sorry for him too…” 
 
    Nilsa smiled and gave him a hug. “It wasn’t your fault,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “I know. I tell myself that whenever I start to doubt.” 
 
    “Don’t. There are bad situations and bad people in the world. Some of them you can never change or avoid…” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I think too.” 
 
    Suddenly she changed the subject and raised her arms excitedly. “I can’t believe you have a snow panther. That’s fantastic!” 
 
    Camu, who was clinging upside-down to the ceiling and watching her, started doing his happy dance. 
 
    “Yes. She’s a beauty, and very obedient.” 
 
    “You haven’t brought her into the city, have you?” 
 
    “No, don’t worry. She’s outside, in the forest. She’ll wait there until I go for her.” 
 
    She clapped her hands. “How good and well trained. I think it’s wonderful!”  
 
    Me too, Camu transmitted. 
 
    “Camu says he’s good and obedient too.” 
 
    Nilsa looked up at him. “Oh, yeah? If you’re good, I’m a Princess of the Kingdom of Erenal.” 
 
    Camu lowered his head and stopped dancing. He did not like the reply. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. 
 
    Nilsa wagged her finger at Camu. “Be good. Here in the Royal Castle they’re all very serious, and at the least little bit of nonsense they give you the axe.”  
 
    I well-behaved. 
 
    “He says he’ll be well-behaved.” 
 
    “He’d better be, and so had we,” she said, and there was concern in her eyes. 
 
    “We’ll be very careful,” Lasgol assured her, and put his hand on her shoulder to emphasize the message. 
 
    “I’m puzzled by this business of the Dark Rangers. I haven’t heard the slightest comment about it, and Rangers come through here all the time. Not only that, the Royal Rangers and the First Ranger are always here with the King. I talk with them a lot. For some reason they seem to like me.” She shrugged and smiled, looking down. 
 
    “Everybody likes you,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “Not everybody, but you’re right, almost everybody.” She chuckled. “Well, except when I have an attack of clumsiness and make a mess of things.” 
 
    “I think when that happens, some people like you even more.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed and shook her head. “I doubt that very much.” 
 
    Lasgol was very happy to be in her company once again. Her smile, her joy and her good humor were a balm for any sorrow or trouble anyone might be suffering. 
 
    “We haven’t been able to find out anything about the problem of the Dark Rangers so far. Dolbarar refuses even to talk about the subject. It’s as if he didn’t even want to consider the idea that a group like that might exist.” 
 
    Nilsa was thoughtful. “The more I think about it, the more I believe the two people I heard conspiring against you must belong to the Dark Rangers… probably a couple of their leaders, because they were in the Library, and only nobles, Erudites and magi have access to it.” 
 
    “We can’t jump to a conclusion like that. It’s extremely hasty, and we have no evidence for it.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Egil,” Nilsa said, and laughed. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and shrugged. “Sometimes it rubs off when I spend some time with him.”  
 
    “But you’ll agree with me that the two people I heard must be from the Dark Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s what Egil and I think. He didn’t believe it could be coincidence that two people had been conspiring against me just before another group tried to kill me. The two things are too remarkable to be a coincidence. They have to be connected. You know Egil doesn’t believe in coincidences. If anything happens it has to be for a definite reason.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “I think so too. I’d give a lot to know who they are.” 
 
    “The only clue we have is the engraved coin Erika showed me. We imagine the engraving is of a coat of arms that shows a bear and a boar. Egil’s looking for it, but so far, he hasn’t found anything. He warned me it wouldn’t be easy. There are some tomes on the noble houses of Norghana in the Camp library, and he’s already gone through them. He hasn’t found anything.” 
 
    Nilsa looked disappointed. “Well, I don’t have access to the Royal Library. It’s a pity, because we could look for it in there. There are thousands of tomes in it, and I’m sure there’ll be some about the coats of arms of all the Norghanian houses, together with their history. We might try to sneak in, but at the moment it’s under constant watch. In fact the whole castle is monitored, from the dungeons underground to the tops of the towers.” 
 
    “I noticed that.” 
 
    “We’ll think of something. Let’s not be in a rush and end up in the dungeons…” 
 
    “Tell me, what interesting things have you found out as Gondabar’s liaison and personal messenger?” 
 
    Nilsa gestured with her hand, and her expression turned secretive. “A lot of interesting things go on here. Very interesting.” 
 
    “Go on, don’t keep me in the dark!” 
 
    “The first is that King Thoran and his brother Orten have summoned all the Eastern nobles to a very important meeting, which is going to take place shortly. In it they’re going to complete their preparations for the final offensive against the West.” 
 
    “It would be great if we could overhear what they’re planning.” 
 
    “That’s rather complicated, if not impossible. The Throne Hall and the royal chambers are under observation day and night by the Royal Guard. Thoran’s a bit paranoid, going by what I’ve heard from the Royal Rangers who are protecting him.” 
 
    “That information would be very helpful to Arnold and the Western League.” 
 
    Nilsa sighed deeply. “If you’re caught spying, you’ll be executed straight away.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “I’m not sure we ought to take part in this political game of East against West,” she said with dulled eyes. 
 
    “You want us to stay on the edge of things?” 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “I don’t know… I’m a Ranger, I serve the King, and whether we like it or not, Thoran is King. He’s not a Shifter.” 
 
    “The crown belongs to Egil’s family by right of succession,” Lasgol countered. 
 
    “That’s a political game. I don’t think we ought to take part. We’d get into an endless fight between sides, and I fear we’d come out very badly from it.” 
 
    “And also, you’re from the East.” 
 
    She nodded. “So I am. Which influences my feelings about this war, I can’t deny it, but it doesn’t change my opinion that we ought to stay apart from the political fighting and the struggles for power.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” she asked, sounding troubled. 
 
    “Egil warned me that this new situation would test us all.” 
 
    “Do you think we ought to help Egil? Support the West?” 
 
    “The more I think about it, the more I believe each of us must decide, weighing up what’s at stake: the kingdom, honor, our friendship – and most of all, our lives.” 
 
    Nilsa snorted and lay back on the bed. “That’s a lot to weigh up. I know that if I think too hard about it I’m going to end up with one of those headaches when you feel you’re going to explode.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled sadly. He felt the same. There were a lot of things to consider. The decision, for each one of them, was going to be a very complicated one. 
 
    He tried to cheer her up. “Luckily we don’t have to decide today.”  
 
    “Very true,” she replied, watching Camu, who was chasing a spider across the ceiling. 
 
    “What else interesting has happened?” 
 
    Nilsa propped herself up. “Magi. Ice Magi and their cursed magic,” she said, clenching her jaw and her fist. 
 
    “What’s happening with the Ice Magi?” 
 
    “They’re here, at the castle.” 
 
    “I thought they were still in training.” 
 
    “They were, in Mage Eicewald’s tower. He’s been training three young magi. They arrived at the castle a few days ago. There was a big to-do. King Thoran met with Eicewald for half the day, and there was a lot of loud shouting in the Throne Hall. He’s let him have one of the towers of the castle, and nobody is allowed to go near, not even the Royal Guard. Not that anybody would go near it anyway. Not when they’re practicing their dirty magic all day long.” 
 
    “They practice here, at the palace? That’s very dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, they create ice storms and all kinds of spells in that tower. You can hear thunder and strange noises that freeze your blood. The tower gives off a cold that freezes the soul. It’s all filthy magic.” 
 
    “Magic isn’t filthy…” 
 
    “Say what you will, but you know what I think.” 
 
    “I know…” Lasgol had no desire to force an argument with her about magic, so he let it pass. 
 
    “And also, there are strange rumors in the palace about Eicewald…” 
 
    This caught Lasgol’s interest. “What kind of rumors?” 
 
    “They say he’s very powerful… and a bit shady…” 
 
    “He had to be powerful, just to survive.” 
 
    “Not exactly… they say he didn’t die in the fighting because his magic isn’t only Water Magic.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that? The Ice Magi specialize purely in Water Magic. That’s why their spells are so powerful, because they only use that element and they put all their power into it.” 
 
    “They say there’s something else… although nobody knows what it is.” 
 
    “Where do these rumors come from?” 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “Guards, nobles, servants, stable boys, everywhere. Everybody’s talking and then denying they’ve ever done anything of the sort.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean the rumors are true. It sounds to me more like gossip. Egil says that Norghanian Magi are born with an affinity to the element of water, and that for them the natural thing is to develop their power using this element.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about filthy magic and I don’t want to. I’m only telling you that they’re here and that their leader is strange…” 
 
    “Have you met him?” 
 
    “Met him? Of course not. I’m liaison and messenger for the Rangers. I don’t deal with Magi. And nor have I any desire to!” 
 
    “Then how can you be sure the rumors are true?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen him, and it made my hair stand on end. I felt something horrible in my stomach and I got goose-bumps all over.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s a Mage, and you loathe them.” 
 
    “No. I saw the four of them when they were moving to the north tower of the castle. He was the only one who gave me that horrible feeling.” 
 
    “That doesn’t prove much…” 
 
    “For me it’s proof enough.” 
 
    “A bad feeling?” 
 
    “Call it what you will, a bad feeling, an omen, my instinct, whatever you like. There’s something really weird about that mage.” 
 
    “We’ll have to check him and see whether there’s any truth in what you say.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you. It’ll give you a bad feeling that’ll last all day.” 
 
    Lasgol was almost sure his friend had felt like that because of her hatred and fear of magic, and that seeing a powerful mage about, whom strange things were rumored had impressed her so intensely that she had felt ill. Whatever the case, he would have to investigate to make sure and avoid unpleasant surprises. 
 
    “When are you going to see Gondabar?” 
 
    “As soon as we finish catching up.” He winked at her. 
 
    “Well, right now he’s with the King and his counselors. We still have some time left.” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    Play hide-and- seek? came the message from Camu. 
 
    “He wants to play hide-and-seek.” He pointed to the creature, who was now on one of the bunk beds. 
 
    “Hide-and-seek? Here? But there’s nowhere to hide in this room.” 
 
    “He cheats.” 
 
    “He’s going to use his magic?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You know what he’s like.” 
 
    Nilsa wagged her finger at Camu. “No magic.” 
 
    Camu began to protest with mournful little shrieks. 
 
    You know Nilsa doesn’t like magic. 
 
    My magic good. 
 
    I know, but she doesn’t understand. For her all magic is bad. 
 
    I know. 
 
    So, if you want to play, it can’t be hide and seek. 
 
    Then sleep. 
 
    Good idea. Rest and get your energy back. 
 
    Almost before Lasgol had finished transmitting the thought, Camu was already asleep. 
 
    “He’s fallen asleep,” Nilsa said in surprise. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to play without magic.” 
 
    Nilsa’s gaze lingered on him. “He really is bigger.” 
 
    “It’s not only his body that’s grown, so has his mind.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded and then changed the subject. “Let’s talk about the others. How are Ingrid and Viggo?” 
 
    Lasgol told her about their parting. Both friends seized the chance to talk about lighter matters, and good humor and joy came back to them like a cool spring breeze. They were both happy about their reunion and about having a true friend to confide in and lean on in that particular place. Something told Lasgol that he was not going to have too pleasant a stay in the capital, and that he was going to need a friend. 
 
    “Rest for a while,” Nilsa said. “I’ll go and get you something to eat.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He smiled fondly at her. “Actually, I’m beginning to get hungry after so much talking.” 
 
    She laughed. “After you’ve eaten, you’d better go and report to Gondabar.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Nilsa left the room, and in her haste she almost bumped into another Ranger who was coming out of one of the other rooms. Lasgol smiled. She had not changed a bit, she was still the same Nilsa as ever, and that made him happy. He realized he had been feeling so much at home with her that he had forgotten to ask where he had to present himself. He rested until she came back with food, and the redhead joined him for the meal. Feeling restored, he got up, ready to report to Gondabar. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” Nilsa said. “I have to go on my rounds as messenger and liaison.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at her gratefully. “See you later, then.”  
 
    “I’ll come by to see how you’re doing when I’ve finished my duties.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, and she left as quickly as she had before. 
 
    Camu, wake up. 
 
    A moment later his friend opened his eyes. I awake. 
 
    Stay in the room and wait until I come back. I have to see Gondabar. 
 
    I wait, said Camu, and curled up to go on sleeping. 
 
    Lasgol was hoping nobody else would come into the room that day, or they would be in trouble. An idea occurred to him. 
 
    Camu, can you sleep while you’re camouflaged? 
 
    Don’t know. 
 
    Try and see. 
 
    Right. Camu became invisible, and Lasgol waited to see what happened. He was intrigued. Suddenly the creature became visible again. As he said nothing, Lasgol went over to the bunk. Camu’s eyes were tightly shut and he was breathing deeply. He was asleep. The experiment had not worked; he could not sleep while camouflaged. He stroked him and woke him up gently. 
 
    Camu, wake up, he messaged softly, so as not to alarm him. 
 
    Camu opened his eyes and looked at his own body. No camouflage? 
 
    I’m afraid not. It seems that when you fall asleep you’re not able to keep yourself camouflaged. 
 
    Camu cocked his head to one side, then the other. Bad, he messaged sadly. 
 
    You ought to practice and try to do it. It would be a very valuable skill, especially in situations like this, with people all around who might spot you. 
 
    I try, Camu messaged confidently. 
 
    That’s my boy, Lasgol messaged back, and stroked his head. 
 
    Might not able. 
 
    Yes, I know, but you try anyway. You never know what skills you might develop until you try. 
 
    You able? 
 
    Lasgol thought about it. I’m not sure. Probably I couldn’t keep one of my skills going while I’m asleep either. I’ve never tried… He smiled. I’ll have to find out too.  
 
    Both try. 
 
    That’s right. But I can’t do it now, I’ve got to go and report. You keep trying and see if you make any progress. 
 
    I try. 
 
    He left Camu in the room. If he could succeed, although it was not very likely, it would be a very useful skill. Lasgol hoped his mischievous friend would succeed, for the good of the whole group. 
 
    It was time to report for duty and see why Gondabar had called him. A shiver ran down his spine. 
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    Lasgol left the room and came to the spiral stone stairs of the blackish tower. They did not only go up but also went down underground, which surprised him. He was on the ground floor, so they must lead to some kind of cellar, presumably for storing food. He decided to go down and take a look, and found two Rangers guarding a barred steel door. This was not a larder. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” one of them asked him aggressively. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, I have to report…” 
 
    “Upstairs. These are the Rangers’ dungeons.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes widened in surprise. “I didn’t know we had any…” 
 
    “Where d’you think we keep the ones we catch?” 
 
    “Access is forbidden except with Gondabar’s explicit permission,” the other Ranger explained. 
 
    “Understood. Thanks.” 
 
    “Now then, up you go!” 
 
    Lasgol did as he was told and went up the wide staircase to the ground floor of the tower. There he found a large dining-room which opened on to the kitchens. Several older Rangers were there chatting at long oak tables, and they exchanged greetings.  
 
    “Where do I have to report?” 
 
    “Third floor,” two of them answered, almost at the same time. Another jabbed his thumb upwards. 
 
    Lasgol thanked them for the information and went on. He had the impression that going in circles up that endless staircase would make anyone dizzy, but luckily the impression was false. The tower was larger than it looked from the outside, which surprised him. 
 
    On the second floor he found a wide hall where several Rangers were looking after weapons and equipment, as well as barrels and sacks with what he guessed were provisions and weaponry. 
 
    “Do you need any supplies of equipment or food?” a Ranger asked him. He was fat, and getting on in years. 
 
    “No, I have to report.” 
 
    “First time in the capital?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Third floor, ask for Ranger Liriuson.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You needn’t ‘sir’ me. I’m just a plain Ranger, veteran but plain. You’re a Specialist.” He indicated Lasgol’s clothes. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’m still not sure how I’m supposed to address my fellow-Rangers.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll learn as you go on. If you need food or any piece of equipment – weapons, clothes, traps, mounts, whatever – here in the capital, I’m your man. Ranger Helmond, Quartermaster.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’ll bear that in mind.”  
 
    “Just one thing: the Royal Rangers have preference when it comes to anything to do with equipment, so all I’ll be able to give you is second-rate stuff. All the best, first-rate or above, is reserved for them.” 
 
    “Above?” Lasgol asked in surprise. He could understand that there would be first-rate and second-rate material, but what could be above that? 
 
    “There are certain components and weapons that are very hard to get hold of. Those we classify as superior level, and they’re not within the reach of all Rangers.” 
 
    “I see. I’m sure that whatever I’m given will do me perfectly well.” 
 
    “It’ll do that and more, you have my word as Quartermaster. Everything I hand out is checked and has my personal approval.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and gave a small bow of appreciation. “I’ll pass by before I leave.” 
 
    “I’ll be here. I’ve spent fifteen years in this post, so I don’t think I’ll be moving.” He winked. 
 
    Lasgol saw that his hands were those of a man who worked with them a lot: weathered, cracked, large and strong. Helmond turned and went on with what he was doing, which was greasing bows to protect them. 
 
    He went on up the spiral stairs to the third floor. When he opened a door into a huge room, he saw five Rangers working behind three large desks. On one of the walls hung large, detailed maps of different regions of Norghana. On another of the walls, the maps were of foreign kingdoms and distant regions of Tremia. Lasgol stared at all this in amazement. The other two walls held shelves full of reference tomes. The Rangers who were working there were all busy writing, some on parchments, others in tomes. They did not seem to notice that he had opened the door. 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    One of them looked up. “Yes, Ranger?” he asked without paying him too much attention. 
 
    “I’m looking for Ranger Liriuson.” 
 
    The Ranger pointed to the end of the room and went on working. They all looked very busy. As he walked past them, Lasgol took a quick glance and realized that they were writing mission orders. This must be where they were prepared. He thought it most curious. As he passed one of the maps of Norghana he noticed that it was covered in pins, each with a ribbon with what seemed to be something written on it. The writing was too small for him to read, but he was so piqued by curiosity that he used his Hawk’s Eye skill to see what it said. To his great surprise he could read the names of Rangers on missions, whose locations were recorded in this curious way. He would have to tell this to Egil, who would love it. Perhaps he already knew, since he was in charge of the mail at the Camp and worked directly with the capital, with those same Rangers, all the time. 
 
    Ranger Liriuson was a man in his seventies, bald, with thick white eyebrows. He was looking down in concentration at the parchment he was writing on. The whole huge table was covered with papers and tomes. 
 
    “Ranger Lasgol Eklund reporting.” 
 
    Liriuson finished the sentence he was writing and looked up, so that Lasgol now saw his face.  His features were very sharp, and his eyes grey, but his most striking feature was his large curved nose, like a vulture’s. 
 
    “Orders, please,” he said. His voice was soft and calm. 
 
    Lasgol handed him his orders, and Liriuson read them attentively, without hurrying. 
 
    “Fine. Just a moment,” he said, and went on writing. 
 
    Lasgol, not knowing what to do, went on standing in front of the desk, looking at the incredible maps he presumed the Green Cartographers from the Specialty of Nature must have drawn. 
 
    Suddenly a sixth Ranger came into the hall and opened a large sack. “I’m going up to the pigeon-house. Orders, please.” 
 
    The five Rangers each gave him a handful of scrolls, and the Ranger put them in the sack, ready to send. Lasgol wondered where the pigeon-house was: probably on the top floor of the tower. 
 
    Liriuson took out a whistle from one of the drawers in his desk and blew on it three times. Lasgol feared that the sound would pierce his eardrums. Nothing was further from reality, as it happened: they were barely audible. Neither Liriuson nor the other Rangers moved a muscle and simply went on with their work. Suddenly a new Ranger entered the hall and came up to Liriuson’s desk. 
 
    “Take Ranger Lasgol Eklund to our renowned leader Gondabar,” he said to the Ranger. At the same time, he gave Lasgol back his orders, and the Ranger bowed respectfully. 
 
    Lasgol wanted to say goodbye to Liriuson, but he had already begun to write on another piece of parchment, not raising his eyes from it, so he had no choice but to follow the Ranger. They left the hall and went up one floor. 
 
    “These are Gondabar’s personal quarters,” said the Ranger. “Nobody can come in without permission.” 
 
    Lasgol saw an anteroom with a long seat. At the far end was an oak door with two Rangers guarding it. “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “The upper floors of the tower are occupied by the Royal Rangers. Don’t go in unless invited. They don’t like snoops, not even our own people.” He winked. 
 
    He left Lasgol in the anteroom and went in to see Gondabar. Soon he came out again and beckoned Lasgol who went in hurriedly. He found himself in a corridor with three doors, and the Ranger knocked on the one on the left. 
 
    “Come in,” came a voice. The Ranger gestured toward the door and left. 
 
    The leader of the Rangers was sitting behind a large desk ornamented with natural motifs, artistically carved. Once again Lasgol was surprised by how old he looked. He must have been in his eighties, but he looked even older, with a gaunt body and a long, sharp, prominent nose. He had almost no hair left, and his face was wrinkled by time and a hard life. He looked stern, but the deep gaze of his eyes revealed a hint of kindness. 
 
    Lasgol handed him his orders. “Master King’s Ranger, Ranger Lasgol Eklund at your service,” he said formally.  
 
    Gondabar looked him up and down, studying him. 
 
    “Yes, I remember you. You’re a Ranger one doesn’t forget.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Lasgol replied. He was unsure whether the comment was a compliment or a reproach. 
 
    “You have two Elite Specialties, which are they?” Gondabar asked. 
 
    Lasgol showed him his two medallions: “Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker,” 
 
    “Both are very difficult. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “What familiar do you have?” 
 
    “A Snow Panther, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s excellent. But you haven’t brought her with you, have you? The city is no place for a panther. We’d have problems.” 
 
    “No sir. I left her in the forest, not too far away.” 
 
    “Ah, very well, that’s good.” 
 
    “Will I be able to go and visit her?” 
 
    “Of course, as long as it’s not too often. She must get used to your absence and to waiting for you. You won’t always be able to take her with you – for your own good and for hers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    The leader of the Rangers read the orders. 
 
    “True… true. These orders are from my own hand.” 
 
    “I came as soon as I received them.” 
 
    Gondabar nodded. “Good. Dolbarar wrote to me and told me everything that happened in the North. It’s troubling news, and the King will want to hear about it. I’ll tell him as soon as I’m granted a personal audience with him. He’s very busy with all the preparations for the war with the West.” 
 
    “I can imagine, sir,” Lasgol said. He would have loved to find out what Thoran was planning. 
 
    “The other matter of gravity that Sigrid has told me about is what happened at the Shelter, this business of the Dark Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised that Gondabar would even have mentioned it. Dolbarar had flatly refused to do so. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was attacked by one of them,” he explained, trying to see whether Gondabar genuinely felt they were real, or if he, like Dolbarar, was going to deny it. 
 
    “Sigrid explained to me. There have been unusual rumors about this group for a while now. I never gave them much credibility, but this attack, and other strange events, are beginning to worry me. I think it’s time to stop denying the possibility that this group exists within our beloved corps. We need to find out what’s behind all this, and how much of it is true. That’s what I intend to say to our leaders. I don’t want any unpleasant surprises because we failed to investigate thoroughly when we should have done so. The war, and our service to the King, are our main concern at this moment. All the same, I don’t like the implications of having a group of traitors in the shadows, still less if they’re our own people. We need to protect the integrity of the corps. Pull out the weeds, destroy the poisoned seeds before they germinate and contaminate others. I have to admit that we may have let our attention lapse lately. We’ve been too focused on those events that involve the crown, the war with the Frozen Continent, and now this civil war. It’s possible that things have been going on and we haven’t noticed because of this. I intend to remedy that. There’ll be no dissidents operating on the margins of the Path and the law of the kingdom among our people, not as long as I’m the leader of the Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol muffled a gasp. “Yes, sir,” he said. The fact that Gondabar accepted the rumors as true and wanted to look into them was a huge step forward. He had been afraid that the Leader too would refuse to believe in their existence. 
 
    “Have you any idea why the Dark Rangers should want to kill you?” Gondabar asked. He was looking at him inquisitively. 
 
    “Well… actually, no… I haven’t the slightest idea why.” 
 
    “This is something we need to find out, and it may help us trace who’s behind this secret organization.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I can to help,” Lasgol offered. 
 
    Gondabar raised a hand. “At this moment, and until we have more information, your main goal is to keep out of their reach and alive. I’ll be honest: you’re no good to us dead. It wouldn’t help to establish who the Dark Rangers are, and most important, who their leaders are. Don’t misunderstand me: I’m concerned about your wellbeing, you’re a Ranger, one of our own. I know what I’m telling you may sound cold, but I’d rather tell you the truth. Alive, you might lead us to their leaders. Dead, I doubt it.” 
 
    “You want me to act as bait?” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it… Stay alive and help me unmask whoever is the leader of the organization. That’s what I want. What I’m asking of you.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” Lasgol was grateful for Gondabar’s honesty. He did not pussyfoot around, he was direct, albeit rather cold. Lasgol preferred that to flowery words that hid other intentions. 
 
    “That’s why your new destination, until further notice, will be here in the capital, in my service.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Besides, the King has asked me to start bringing the best Rangers closer to the capital. You’re one of the brightest of the new batches, so that in any case, for the moment your place is here.” 
 
    Lasgol arched an eyebrow. “One of the brightest?” he asked in surprise. He did not think of himself like that at all. Ingrid, Astrid, Viggo or Molak were much better than he was himself. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve been recommended to me personally.” 
 
    “Personally?” Lasgol could not help himself asking. He was even more surprised. 
 
    “Yes. By someone whose opinion I value greatly.” 
 
    “May I ask who, sir? 
 
    “You may, but I’m not going to tell you. There are no favorites among our Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Of course, sir.” Deep down inside however, he was wondering who it could have been. Had it been a friendly recommendation? Perhaps from Dolbarar himself, or one of the Master Rangers? From Sigrid, or the Elders of the Shelter? Suppose on the other hand it had been a malicious one? A trap set by the King or his brother? Or by the Dark Rangers? These new orders of Gondabar’s were making him very uneasy. He would rather be anywhere else in Norghana than the capital. 
 
    “The first thing I want you to do is to familiarize yourself with the city. Explore it, analyze it, get to know it. A Ranger is outside his natural environment in a great city like this, which is why it’s important to adapt to it. You must be able to carry out your tasks just as well here among stones and people, as in the woods and fields outside these walls. It’s hard. You won’t be the first or the last to find it strange and difficult. Especially if you weren’t raised in a city. Were you?” 
 
    “No, sir. I come from a small village.” 
 
    “Then you’d better go out and experience the capital. Embrace it, don’t reject it.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, sir.” 
 
    “Think of it as a new stage in your training.” 
 
    Lasgol bowed his head. “I thought I’d finished all my training.” 
 
    “A Ranger never stops training and learning. So says the Path, and so we follow it,” Gondabar recited. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Lasgol hastened to agree. He had thought that after the Camp and the Shelter there would be no more training. He was finding out that he still had a lot to learn. 
 
    “When you reach my age, you’ll realize that in life all experiences teach us something. Sometimes good things, sometimes less so. Try things out and learn, young Ranger.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded in agreement. He knew Gondabar was right. The big city was a different world to the one he was used to, and he needed to get to know it. 
 
    “At my leader’s service,” he said with a slight nod, then withdrew. 
 
    “Keep your eyes wide open,” Gondabar recommended in farewell. 
 
    Lasgol left the hall with an incipient bitterness rising from his stomach to his mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn the following day Nilsa went to fetch Lasgol for breakfast. In the common dining-room they chatted a little with other Rangers before starting their day. The atmosphere in the tower was very cordial, which pleased Lasgol. He noticed several Royal Rangers, who were sitting at a long table and eating a little apart from the others. 
 
    “The Royals are a bit particular, they keep to themselves,” Nilsa commented in a whisper. 
 
    “Any special reason?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not really. It’s because they’re the elite corps and they want to maintain their status. That’s what the veterans say.” 
 
    “Not mingling with ordinary everyday Rangers like us…” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “That’s right.” 
 
    “I think that’s a bit classist.” 
 
    “They’re the best and they’ve earned it,” she said in their defense. Her eyes shone with admiration as she watched them. 
 
    “True, but even so…. they could be more sociable…” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “They could, it’s true… I’d like to be one of them myself someday.” 
 
    “Royal Ranger?” 
 
    “Yes, but for that you first have to be a Specialist.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. You could be chosen for your distinction in missions, or in war.” 
 
    “I know, or else by personal choice of the King. But to become a Specialist first, then try to enter, that’s the most realistic way. That’s what I think.” 
 
    Lasgol patted her on the back. “You’ll manage both, I’m sure of that. There’ll be no greater Mage Hunter and Royal Ranger in all Norghana.”  
 
    Nilsa blushed. “If only,” she said, looking longingly at the table of the Royal Rangers. 
 
    After this they went to see Camu, who was still trying to create the ability to sleep while camouflaged. He had not succeeded yet, but he was persistent. 
 
    I do it. You see, he messaged Lasgol. 
 
    You might not be able to develop that particular skill… 
 
    I can. 
 
    Maybe you won’t be able to… 
 
    Yes, I able, his friend said stubbornly. 
 
    Lasgol sighed deeply. When Camu got something in his head it was all-but-impossible to make him change his mind. 
 
    “He’s very headstrong,” he muttered to Nilsa. 
 
    Not headstrong. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “You’re better off not knowing.” 
 
    “Ugh! Filthy magic!” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “It’s something that’ll help us.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and frowned. “I don’t want to know, or to be involved.” 
 
    “All right. Forget it. We’ll leave him here.” 
 
    “I’ve got the key to this room. I can lock it, and then nobody’ll bother him.” 
 
    Is that all right with you, Camu? 
 
    I succeed. 
 
    “He’s okay with it,” Lasgol said. He knew Camu would not move until he admitted defeat. They would have to wait. 
 
    Be careful, and don’t let anyone find you’re here. 
 
    Camu did not reply. He had fallen asleep again. 
 
    Nilsa locked the door behind them and they went down into the courtyard. Here Lasgol stopped to watch the soldiers practicing. 
 
    “It occurs to me that I have to deliver a few messages around the city,” Nilsa said eagerly. “You can come with me, and that’ll give me the chance to show you around.”  
 
    “Considering that’s just what Gondabar told me to do and I have the best guide in town, it would be wonderful. I should think there are hundreds of things to see in this great city.” 
 
    She smiled broadly. “Thousands.”  
 
    “As it’s the first day, I’d be happy with a hundred,” Lasgol said teasingly. 
 
    “Done,” she replied, and laughed. 
 
    As Nilsa ran her errands, she showed him the most interesting parts of the city. First the upper part, home to the nobles and lords with riches and influence. There were noble families from Norghana’s glorious past as well as the nouveau riche, mainly traders who had made their fortune in business. Wars were good business for certain traders, particularly those which involved weapons, information and influence. The noble area was marked by its sober but strongly-built grand houses, in the purest Norghanian style, where the priority was enduring the harsh winters rather than architectural beauty and unbridled luxury of other distant kingdoms, like that, of the Noceans. 
 
    At noon Nilsa had to go back to the castle, and Lasgol was left free to roam that area and those to either side. He took the opportunity to see and learn as much as he could, although he felt a little like a fish out of water among so much rock, so many buildings and people – such an incredible number of people. By the time he got back to the castle he was already missing the trees, mountains and rivers outside terribly. He felt a little smothered, as if there was not enough air to fill his lungs. He realized that this was not something physical or real, but he felt it all the same. He hoped he would get used to things, and surely he would manage that before long. 
 
    While they ate that evening he told Nilsa about this. It was perfectly normal, she assured him. The same thing had happened to her. It was a sudden and massive change of environment, and the mind needed time to get used to it. She assured him that he had nothing to worry about and that he would acclimatize soon enough. Lasgol, feeling reassured, thanked the redhead for her encouraging words. 
 
    Over the next three days they repeated this exploration, varying the areas each day. Lasgol found the market area, Nilsa’s favorite, very interesting, even though the enormous number of people strolling around it buying all kinds of goods increased his sense of oppression. There were too many of them, and he could not breathe. In addition to this, the Norghanians were so brutish and rude by nature that the experience of making his way through that crowded area was not much to his taste. Nilsa laughed at him, calling him a peasant and a village oaf because he was unable to get used to the crowds which constantly thronged the business area of the great city. She now felt like a fish in water, even though she kept bumping into people, since the moment she saw something that caught her eye she lunged to look at it without judging distances or dodging other people. 
 
    The area of craft workshops appealed far more to Lasgol. It too was busy, but (he was delighted to find) not quite so much. There were countless master-craftsmen and stalls selling everything from weapons to armor and utensils, which he would have loved to hold in his hands and study. The weapons, mostly in the Norghanian style, were wonderful, and those imported from other realms left him open-mouthed. He spent some time admiring a spear and sword from Rogdon which the armorer who was selling them swore belonged to a Royal Lancer, a member of the cavalry who protected the King of Rogdon. 
 
    Nilsa told him that Norghania had initially been built to protect the people of the region from the cold of the lethal winters. Hence the buildings and walls of the city were of massive stone and rock, which came from the famous quarries in the Norghanian mountains. It had been designed to be a great fortified city, protecting its residents not only from the cold but also from the enemy. Lasgol was delighted by the workshops and the century-old forges which were one of the main characteristics of Norghana, a country devoted to mining and metal-working. The mines in the north and west of the realm were the most famous in all Tremia, together with conquest and piracy, which were deeply-rooted in the Norghanian culture. If they had become a power in the continent, these were the reasons for their success. Lasgol knew this, and was deeply unhappy about the element of piracy. 
 
    The next morning, he was due to go out with Nilsa to carry on exploring the city when Gondabar came for him and told him to come with him. The leader of the Rangers was frowning, as if things were not going well. Lasgol began to feel nervous, guessing that he himself was involved in some way. He followed Gondabar along the dark, rocky corridors of the royal castle, with two Rangers leading the way. Suddenly the Leader turned to Lasgol. 
 
    “The King has granted me an audience,” he explained to him. 
 
    “Oh… and I have to be present too?” 
 
    “The audience is to be in the Throne Room. The King is considering certain important matters there. He’s asked that you be present.” 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach knotted. He wondered what the King could want with him, and Gondabar’s expression was not reassuring. He said nothing and followed his leader to the Throne Hall, which was heavily guarded. After consulting with the King, he and Gondabar were allowed to enter. 
 
    As he entered the Throne Hall, he felt a pang. In front of him he saw the spot where his mother had died, and it was as though someone were poking a hole in the middle of his stomach with an icicle. For a moment he could not walk. There was an enormous anguish in him that would not let him breathe, and he lagged behind a little. Unconsciously, he put his hands to his throat. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Gondabar asked when he saw that he was not moving any further. His tone was stern. 
 
    “Coming…” he managed to say as he shut his eyes and tried to erase from his mind the terrible memory the place brought back. He could still see his mother’s face in her final moments, could almost feel her in his arms. The memory struck him as if he were being torn in two by a huge two-headed Norghanian axe. He had to make a great effort not to throw up, but somehow he kept on walking. He had thought he would find it easier to deal with, but he had been wrong. Being back in that grim place was more than he could cope with. 
 
    They stopped in front of the king. Gondabar bent one knee, and Lasgol did the same. Unobtrusively, he glanced at the King, who was seated on the throne. His brother Orten was not present, and Lasgol was grateful for that. He would have enough trouble with Thoran as things were. 
 
    The King waved his hand to signal Gondabar to speak. 
 
    “Your Majesty, thank you for granting this audience to your humble servant.”  
 
    The King gestured to him to get to his feet. “We need to talk about the situation in the North,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, my liege.” 
 
    Lasgol took a good look at the King’s companions. On one side was Commander Sven, on the other First Ranger Gatik. Sven was looking at him out of the corner of his eye, without paying very much attention. The Commander of the Guard was unmistakable because he struck an alien note amid the huge blond Norghanians who made up the King’s Guard. Thin and not very tall, with dark hair and eyes, Sven was different, even though he was considered the best warrior in Norghania.  
 
    Lasgol turned his eyes to the First Ranger, Gatik, who looked just as he remembered: tall and thin, in his mid-thirties like Sven, but with blond hair and a short beard. His expression, as usual, was determined and stern, and he was staring back at him intensely. Lasgol remembered that on the orders of Uthar the Shifter, Gatik had shot against Egil, and that to save his son’s life, Duke Olafstone had given up his own. Lasgol knew that Egil bore this continually in mind and did not rule out the possibility that he might seek revenge someday. But his friend was intelligent and would do so at the right time, when circumstances were ideal. 
 
    In front of the King was the Ice Mage Eicewald, and Lasgol was surprised by his appearance. He was a tall, strong man, undoubtedly a Norghanian. He had the long white hair of all Ice Magi, of whom it was said that their blond locks turned white when their magic began to concern itself exclusively with the element of water and they became Ice Magi. Eicewald’s eyes and gaze, on the other hand, were dark, almost pure black, like two deep wells whose bottoms are invisible. Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. Not only was that dark gaze not Norghanian, it was also ominous. Now he understood why there were such rumors about this man. 
 
    “Your majesty, this is the Ranger who reported the events in the Frozen Territories. I have brought him at your request.” 
 
    The King looked at Lasgol up and down for a long moment. He scratched his chin, finally narrowing an eye as he recognized him. 
 
    “I know you,” he said. “You’re Darthor’s son, aren’t you?” 
 
    Sven raised an eyebrow. “And Dakon’s,” he added. He too was watching Lasgol with absolute distrust. 
 
    “True. Now I remember all that business… I thought you were with Dolbarar.” 
 
    The comment took Lasgol aback. Did the King really not remember him? Did he not have him located and kept under observation? If so, he could not be the one who was seeking to murder him. This eliminated one of the main suspects they had identified. Lasgol watched him unobtrusively, lowering his eyes and taking a quick glance in case he noticed something in his expression, in his eyes and decided not to trust him for the moment. It might be a trick to confuse him. 
 
    “It’s the youngest Olafstone who’s with Dolbarar,” Sven said, emphasizing the surname. 
 
    Thoran looked at him and nodded. “Ah, yes, that’s right. You’re a friend of his, aren’t you? Dolbarar interceded on your behalf after the incident with the Shifter.” 
 
    “That is right, your Majesty,” Lasgol replied respectfully. 
 
    Thoran nodded several times, and his gaze gleamed with understanding. Now he had recognized him and knew who he was. Even so, Lasgol still did not trust him. 
 
    “He was sent to the North on a mission, my liege,” Gondabar added, “and he found the Wild Ones resettling the territory in large numbers.”  
 
    “Is that true?” Thoran asked Lasgol. 
 
    “It is, your Majesty.” 
 
    “It isn’t just an exaggeration to gain credit…?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Lasgol replied in surprise, suddenly serious. He had reported truthfully about what he had found. 
 
    “You’re not lying to your King, are you? If you are, I’ll interpret it as a maneuver to help the West by distracting my attention from the offensive, and you’ll hang…” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth, your Majesty,” Lasgol replied as emphatically as he could. “It’s not a maneuver of any kind.” 
 
    “It had better not be, or else you’ll lose your head!” the King said threateningly. His tone was brusque, almost violent. Lasgol realized that he was tense, very tense. Probably because of the preparations for the offensive and the deeply discouraging news from the north and southeast, where the Zangrians were all-too-active. 
 
    “You have my word as a Ranger, your Majesty.” 
 
    Thoran stared at him once again. He did not seem very convinced. 
 
    “How many villages did you find, and how many Wild Ones?” 
 
    “Three large villages, though there might be more. In each one there were several hundred Wild Ones.” 
 
    “That’s what it said in the report I received. So, you can corroborate that?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty, I can. One of the villages is beside a mountain, and in it the Semi-Giants have a shelter.” 
 
    “Inside it?” Gatik asked suddenly. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I believe the Semi-Giants prefer to live in deep caverns.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Gatik said. “That would explain why we so seldom see them on the surface.” 
 
    “Must I assume that they’re resettling the Frozen Territory?” Thoran asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily, your Majesty,” Sven said. “They might be simply testing us to see how we react.” 
 
    “Are you implying that they’re testing my mettle?” 
 
    “It might be so, my liege,” 
 
    “Nobody dares test my mettle and then comes out unscathed. Least of all those savage brutes.” 
 
    “A forceful action would give them clear warning that we’re not going to allow their expansion into Norghanian territory,” said Gatik. 
 
    “I’ll crush them for their insolence!” the King cried in a fit of rage. 
 
    Sven looked at Gatik questioningly, and the First Ranger held his gaze. “We can’t divide our forces, your Majesty,” Sven said. “We need to focus on a single front, that of the West. Sending part of our army to the North would be a tactical error.”  
 
    “I don’t make errors!” brayed Thoran. 
 
    Sven bent his head and let his argument drop. Lasgol guessed that he feared the king’s fits of rage. 
 
    Mage Eicewald had remained on the fringe of the conversation. Now he suddenly said: “Tell me about the Ice Specter.” His voice sounded deep and distant, at odds with his appearance. 
 
    The King turned to the Mage, apparently annoyed by the interruption, but did not order him to be quiet. Seeing that the King was saying nothing to the Mage, Lasgol answered him. 
 
    “It can’t be harmed with steel,” he explained, “and it’s a being, or a creature, with power.” 
 
    Eicewald turned to him eagerly. “Tell me everything you saw, in detail. Don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, with a sideways glance at the king, who was leaning back in his throne to listen. He told them everything he had seen, with as much detail as he could remember. When he had finished his story, for a long moment Eicewald remained staring at the far end of the Throne Hall, his gaze distant. 
 
    “It’s not good news,” he said at last to the King. 
 
    “It’s nothing but a magical creature,” Thoran said with a wave which implied that it was no more than a minor annoyance. “I’ll crush it with my men.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, my liege.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Thoran brayed, furious that the Mage should contradict him. 
 
    “As the young Ranger said, steel won’t kill it,” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? It sounds like hogwash to me.” 
 
    “I think I can guess what kind of creature it is, and it might be very problematic.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Besides, if steel can’t kill it, magic will, right?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Well then, get rid of it.” 
 
    Eicewald was thoughtful for another long moment. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that, my liege.” 
 
    “Aren’t you an Ice Mage with enormous power? Can’t you kill a mere creature from the Frozen Continent?” 
 
    “That’s exactly the point, my liege. It’s not a mere creature.” 
 
    “Then what is it? Because it seems to me that my First Mage is incapable of getting rid of a small annoyance for me” – his voice was disdainful – “then that raises doubts about his credibility and worth.” 
 
    Eicewald did not flinch. He did not seem to attach any importance to the comment. “That creature, if it’s what I suspect it is, won’t be at all easy to kill. Not by me, or by any mage.” 
 
    “Hah! You say that because you can’t kill it with that supposedly great power of yours.”  
 
    “I say it, your Majesty, because there are certain types of magic that are very difficult to counter. And I believe we find ourselves faced with such a case. My magic, and that of the other Ice Magi, will not be enough to kill this creature.” 
 
    “Of little use are my Magi to me, in that case,” the King said angrily. 
 
    Eicewald went on without flinching. “I would advise your Majesty to leave this matter in my hands and not begin any campaign against the creature until we’ve studied it and are sure it is what I believe it to be.” 
 
    “Bah!” Thoran said furiously. “That’s no kind of strategy.” 
 
    “My knowledge is at the service of my King.” 
 
    “What I need is your destructive magic, not your knowledge!” 
 
    “My magic is also at your service, but we need to know how and when to use it so that it works effectively, my liege.” 
 
    “Your magic is not much use to me if it doesn’t rid me of my enemies!”  
 
    “Until the First Mage finds a way to attack this creature of the ice,” Gatik put in, “we ought to focus our efforts on defeating the West.”  
 
    Sven glanced at him and nodded. 
 
    “Yes!” Thoran yelled at the top of his voice. “We have to finish off that accursed Olafstone and his league! I want them all dead, their heads on pikes stuck at the entrances to their fiefdoms so that everybody can see what’s in store for those who dare oppose me!”  
 
    “It shall be done,” Sven assured him confidently. 
 
    “They’ll pay with their lives,” Gatik added. 
 
    Thoran got to his feet. “I’ll unite Norghana again under a single flag. I’ll turn this kingdom into the most powerful of the North. One day I’ll conquer the Western lands. The haughty Rogdonians who today treat us as if we were northern barbarians will beg me for mercy when I conquer their realm.” 
 
    Sven and Gatik looked at him in amazement. The Rogdonians, the lords of the West, had the best cavalry in all Tremia. The Norghanians had the best infantry, but it was widely known that the infantry could do nothing against a cavalry charge. The King’s words unsettled them. 
 
    “The Rogdonians have declined to support our cause,” Sven said, “but that’s not reason enough for a war, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Of course they’re not going to help me! They know that as long as we’re divided, we’re a weak nation. The last thing they want to see is a strong, united Norghana. Then we’d be their rivals for the control of Tremia. I’m telling you now: one day we’ll march with a great army of brave and proud Norghanians and take Rogdon’s capital. By my forebears, we will!” 
 
    Lasgol noticed the concern in the eyes of Sven and Gatik. Even Eicewald, who seemed immutable, half-closed his eyes. They did not like what they were hearing at all. A king who talked in a fit of rage about taking Rogdon, one of the most powerful kingdoms of Tremia, when he still had a civil war to win and the Zangrians to discourage, was an insane king. 
 
    “Rogdon is a long way away, and it’s not a threat, my liege,” Sven pointed out. “Zangria is a much closer danger, and a greater one.”  
 
    “Those Zangrian swine! My brother will deal with them. I’ve entrusted him with that. If they dare set foot in Norghanian territory, he’ll destroy them.” 
 
    “Duke Orten has taken the Blizzard Army with him to his fortress in the south,” Sven said. 
 
    “Is that a complaint, Commander?” 
 
    “No, my liege, but it might be better not to split our forces.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to let that snake, the King of Zangria, attack me from behind when I march on the West!  My brother will be in charge of repelling the advance of his troops if he has the gall to try anything.” 
 
    Sven had to step back in the face of the King’s intensity. “Yes, my liege…” 
 
    “We’ll crush the West. With the Thunder and Snow Armies, the Invincibles of the Ice plus the mercenaries, we’ll finish them off in less than a season. I’ll unify Norghana once again and lead her to the glory she deserves. We’ll be feared throughout the continent, as we were before. The Zangrians won’t dare to come back to set their greedy eyes on our lands. Of that you can be absolutely sure.” 
 
    “Of course, your Majesty,” Gatik and Sven said almost in unison. Eicewald remained silent. 
 
    “And now leave me, all of you. I want to think.” 
 
    They all filed out of the hall, leaving King Thoran thoughtful on his throne. Lasgol took a last glance at the King before he left. He had the clear feeling that this man would be true to his promises and threats, or else die in the attempt. And this troubled him deeply. 
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    Three days later, Nilsa and Lasgol were wandering around the city and exploring it as if it were a dense forest. Little by little, he was growing used to the great rocky metropolis. He was grateful to be away from the royal castle; the experience in the Throne Hall had left a bad taste in his mouth, and he was trying not to think about it. The thousand and one interesting things the great city offered were a good escape. 
 
    He noticed that the streets were emptying and night was beginning to fall. “I think it’s getting late,” he commented. 
 
    Nilsa looked up at the moon, which was beginning to make its appearance in an overcast sky. “Yeah, we’d better go back or we’ll be sanctioned. There’s a curfew in the castle. If we’re shut out, we’ll be punished. Gondabar’s very strict about that. Every Ranger in the capital has to be back in the tower before the day’s over. Unless he’s on some special mission.” 
 
    “What special missions are there?” 
 
    “Missions of Expertise… which are always very secretive. And others of a more sensitive nature…” 
 
    “Spies, wars, and that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I see…” Lasgol felt that he would prefer not to be kept informed of missions like that. Mainly because they would get him into trouble, and he had a tendency to do just that, on a grand scale. Without meaning to, obviously. 
 
    “How quickly the day’s gone by!” he pointed out. 
 
    “Of course it has. You want to see the whole city in the blink of an eye, and that’s just not possible!” 
 
    “It’s bigger than I thought. We haven’t managed to see everything I wanted to see today.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed. “Huh, that won’t be for lack of trying.”  
 
     “I’m sure there are a thousand places more to discover in this great city of rock and steel.” 
 
    She winked at him. “There are, but to hunt them out and visit them all would take months, and time is something we don’t have.”  
 
    “I’m sure you already know plenty of the most interesting corners.” 
 
    Nilsa smiled. “Yeah, quite a few. I’ve been here for a year as messenger and liaison, and I’ve had to cover all sorts of places, both in the city and outside it.” 
 
    “They must be really intriguing.” 
 
    “There’s a bit of everything.” She winked at him again. “Some are, some less so. Then there are the lower-class areas and the outbuildings where all kind of illegal transactions take place and all kinds of crimes are committed. We’ll skip those areas.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Viggo would be delighted to visit them.” 
 
    “You bet!” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Follow me. I know a shortcut that’ll get us back in time to avoid being punished.” She set off again. 
 
    She headed to a street on her right at full tilt and turned a corner. Lasgol was following close behind her so as not to lose her, since she had the habit of zooming off like an arrow so that if whoever was following her blinked, he would lose her. They turned into a long alley and broke into a run. It was dimly lit, but as it was not one of the better areas of the city this was not surprising. He smiled at Nilsa, who smiled back. It reminded him of when they had been in the Camp, practicing as a team. They had shared great moments there which would unite them for the rest of their lives. 
 
    “Be careful,” she warned. “The pavement’s irregular around here. I’ve taken more than one good fall at night.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and winked. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    With those good thoughts he looked ahead, and his trained eye warned him of a bump in the badly-paved street. As it was a poor neighborhood he took it for granted that it was simply due to poor workmanship and the fact that the street had deteriorated over time. Or it might also be one of the parts affected by the siege which had been repaired quickly and sloppily, which would not have been surprising. Lasgol pointed out the bump to Nilsa, and she skipped it nimbly without trouble. This made him smile. When Nilsa was paying attention to things she had no accidents; it was when she was acting impulsively that they happened. Unfortunately this was exactly the way his friend behaved. It was charming and frustrating at the same time. Lasgol smiled to himself again. He was very happy to be able to be spending so much time with her. 
 
    Halfway down the street he noticed another bump, this time a larger one. This particular street was in bad need of repair, especially because it was so badly-lit, if indeed it was lit at all, and at night the bumps and potholes in the pavement were hard to see. When he used his Night Vision skill, he saw the bump clearly. He pointed it out to Nilsa, but this time, although she skipped to avoid it, her back foot stepped on a jagged protrusion. Lasgol, seeing this, was afraid she would lose her balance, but she kept it and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    There came a metallic click. He turned his head toward the sound and saw with surprise that it had come from where Nilsa had put her foot. He was about to warn her when there came an explosion of smoke and dust. She gave a cry and fell. 
 
    Lasgol stopped abruptly and nearly fell forward. “Are you all right?” he called to her. 
 
    She only grunted and shook her head. She seemed to be stunned. As Lasgol went to help her, he heard a whistle: a lethal sound. Instinctively, or perhaps thanks to his training, he threw himself down like lightning, and as he did so an arrow brushed past his head. He got to one knee, and while he turned toward the northern part of the street, where the arrow had come from, he readied his bow and nocked. All this he did in a single swift, fluid movement. 
 
    Another arrow brushed past his ear. He whipped his head to one side, narrowed his eyes and located two archers at the end of the street. One was on the left, sheltered behind a barrel, the other on the right, behind the cover of the thick wooden column of a portal. Lasgol realized that he and Nilsa had fallen into a trap. 
 
    “Ambush!” he called to her, and released against the one on the left with his short bow. As they were in the city on duty, they were both wearing their Ranger gear with regulation short bow, knife and axe. His arrow skimmed past the head of the archer crouching behind the barrel. He was dressed in dark clothes and wore a scarf over his nose and mouth. His partner was similarly clad, and both were carrying short bows. Had they chosen the wrong targets to ambush? Was it really he and Nilsa they were after? Considering his previous experience, he had to admit that it could easily be the case.  
 
    Nilsa tried to struggle to all fours, but she was dizzy and could not manage it. 
 
    “Stay flat on the ground!” he shouted. If she got up they would get her, whereas flat on the ground, she had a chance. But he had to defend her, or she would be lost. He nocked another arrow. 
 
    The archer on the right released. 
 
    Lasgol saw the arrow flying straight to his heart. The shot was precise and powerful, and he had no time to dodge it. He put his right forearm in front of his chest to protect his heart. The arrow struck him in the center of his arm protection and pierced it. Pain stabbed through him. The tip of the arrow had penetrated the flesh of his forearm. He ignored the pain, though if it had touched some nerve he would be in trouble. He focused, searched for his inner pool of energy and called upon two of his skills, Improved Agility and Cat Reflexes, one after the other. Luckily they worked, which was not always the case – particularly in dangerous situations or if he was wounded. He was also getting steadily better at invoking skills like these. The more often he did it, the faster and more effectively he could use them. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he saw them releasing once again at him. He rolled to one side to avoid being hit by the assailant on the left. Thanks to the help of his magic he was able to dodge the arrow, which came close but failed to touch him. Analyzing the shots, he realized that those two archers were very good. If he had not been a Specialist Ranger, and without his magic, he would be dead by now, with two arrows in his heart. The realization made him distinctly uneasy, particularly when he thought about Nilsa. 
 
    He released to defend himself and hit the beam the assailant on the right was hiding behind. His quarry ducked when he saw the shot. Foreseeing that the one on the left would get him in a moment with a new shot, he rolled over again at lightning speed and found that he had predicted correctly, but he managed to dodge the arrow narrowly. He nocked and released against the archer on the left, at the same time rolling to the opposite side to avoid the one on the right. He realized that he could not go on with this cat-and-mouse game, that sooner or later they would catch him. He finished the turn, nocked, aimed, released, and almost got the archer on the left. They were good, both at releasing and at dodging. Things were turning ugly. 
 
    Suddenly the archer on the right turned his aim to Nilsa. With his heart in his mouth Lasgol saw the arrow skim past her head where she was still on the ground trying to recover. Knowing he had to take the risk, he called upon his True Shot skill against the archer on the right, whose shoulder he could see standing out from the beam. With one of his normal shots he knew he would never hit his target; he was over a hundred and fifty paces away and there was very little light. Hitting a small area of shoulder at that distance was beyond his ability. The problem with invoking his True Shot skill was that it took him longer and required more concentration than his other skills, since it was one of the most recently-acquired ones and he had still not completely mastered it – quite apart from the fact that it consumed more inner energy. This put him in grave danger of being hit in the meantime. 
 
    The archer on the left got up from behind the barrel and aimed at Lasgol. His skill was about to manifest itself, and he did not want to interrupt the process. He gambled. The archer released. Lasgol, who was aiming at his opponent’s shoulder, concentrating hard, saw the green flash of the skill running along his arm and bow and released. His opponent’s arrow was flying straight to his heart, as he had expected. His own flew toward the shoulder of the other archer, who was staying protected behind the beam. 
 
    As Lasgol saw the arrow on its way, he moved his own bow in front of his heart, and the arrow hit it so hard that it snapped. He heard a moan and saw that his arrow had stuck deep into the shoulder of the archer behind the beam. He tried vainly to release against Lasgol, cursed and began to retreat. Lasgol dropped his bow and unsheathed his knife and axe. The other archer was aiming at him again. 
 
    He released. 
 
    Lasgol rolled over his head, not letting go of his weapons, and the arrow missed him. But now he could not counterattack and was too far away to throw either knife or axe. He had no choice: he had to keep moving toward the attacker. He rolled over his head again and the archer adjusted his shot to allow for the movement, but Lasgol noticed this, rolled sideways instead of forward and dodged the arrow. But he was running out of options, and in one or two more shots the archer was going to get him. As soon as he came a little closer, he would be completely at his attacker’s mercy. He rolled forward twice more and the assailant waited without releasing, still aiming, seeking the exact moment, when Lasgol had already begun his movement. The archer knew that his victim could not dodge the arrow at such a short distance. 
 
    He tried a couple of trick moves, but the murderer did not fall for the bait. His eye was fixed on his victim, waiting for the ideal moment, the final one. 
 
    Now he had it. 
 
    But suddenly Lasgol heard a whistle coming from behind him. It was another arrow cutting the air! 
 
    He made to turn, fearing that it might be too late, but he saw that the arrow was not for him. Instead, it flew past him straight toward the assassin, who did not see it because his eyes were fixed on Lasgol. The arrow hit his bow. From the impact and the surprise, he lost his grip, and it fell to the ground. Lasgol turned to see Nilsa on her knees nocking another arrow. 
 
    It had been her! 
 
    Lasgol took the opportunity to get to his feet and run like lightning toward the assassin. As he saw him coming, the man took out his knife and short axe. 
 
    A Ranger’s knife and axe! 
 
    The assailant glanced at Lasgol, then at Nilsa. There was a brief moment of doubt, then he ran off down the street. 
 
    “Move over, Lasgol!” came Nilsa’s warning. 
 
    The assassin was running with all his might and was almost at the end of the street. Lasgol stopped and moved aside to give her a clean shot. 
 
    Lasgol watched Nilsa, her short bow at the ready, aiming with a look of deep concentration. The assassin was nearing the end of the street and was more than two hundred paces away by now. Lasgol doubted whether she could hit him at that distance with a short bow. 
 
    She released. The arrow flew. 
 
    Lasgol saw it swish beside him, then it struck the assassin in the back. His body arched, he took two steps, and then fell to one side. 
 
    “Great shot,” Lasgol gasped. He remembered now what a good distance archer she was. 
 
    Nilsa lowered her bow, “I’m feeling a bit queasy,” she warned him. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    Lasgol was worried that there might be more assailants in the cross-street at the end. “I’ll go and see if there’s anyone else.”  
 
    “Be careful.”  
 
    Lasgol turned, and to his amazement the body of the assassin had vanished from the end of the street. He walked forward warily, crouching, his weapons at the ready. Behind him Nilsa nocked her bow again. 
 
    “I’m covering you,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded and approached the corner with great care. 
 
    There was nobody there. 
 
    He tracked and found two trails of blood on the ground. They had wounded both of them, and they had fled up the street. He turned to Nilsa and gestured to show that there was no danger. Nilsa lowered her bow and tried to clear her head. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily in relief. They had escaped by the skin of their teeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Gondabar said. He was shaking his head behind his desk, deeply annoyed. It was midnight, and two oil lamps lit his sober Tower office. 
 
    Nilsa and Lasgol had just told him what had happened. With them were three veteran Rangers who were investigating the event. 
 
    “In the middle of the city?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. In Centipede Street, in the southeastern quarter.” Omnisen explained. He was the most experienced Ranger, and in charge of the case. 
 
    “Robbery?” 
 
    “We don’t think so,” Nilsa said. She looked at Lasgol, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    Omnisen shook his head emphatically. “This was a full-fledged ambush, sir.” 
 
    Gondabar gave him a look of astonished disbelief. “An ambush? Of two Rangers? In the capital?” 
 
    “It looks like it, sir.” 
 
    “Agents of the West? Zangrians?” Gondabar exclaimed with a mixture of annoyance and disbelief. “Who could have done a thing like that?”  
 
    There was a tense silence. 
 
    “They used traps… Rangers’ traps,” Omnisen explained. 
 
    Gondabar got up from his chair as if sharp spikes had come through the seat. “By all the frozen winds of the north!” he cried. “Rangers’ weapons used against Rangers?” 
 
    “That’s correct, sir. My men have analyzed them.” Omnisen indicated the other two Rangers. “They’re our own.” 
 
    “That’s terrible! Are you suggesting this was carried out by Rangers?” 
 
    Nilsa and Lasgol, who were keeping silent, gave a slight nod. 
 
    “In my opinion,” Omnisen reasoned, “either it was Rangers that did this, or else someone who wants to frame us.”  
 
    “It can’t be the first, and I don’t understand what the second might hope to achieve.” 
 
    Lasgol cleared his throat unobtrusively, and Gondabar turned to him. “Speak, Lasgol.” 
 
    “Nilsa and I think it was Rangers. They were very good archers, and they knew how to use traps.” 
 
    “No Ranger would try to attack two other Rangers in the capital,” he replied incredulously. 
 
    “That statement is correct, but there’s more to it than that, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “What more?” 
 
    “They’re not ordinary Rangers, they’re Dark Rangers. And they aren’t attacking Rangers in general, they want to kill me.” 
 
    The three veteran Rangers exchanged uneasy glances. Nilsa was nodding. Gondabar was about to reply, but stopped midway. He reconsidered and shut his mouth. There was a long, tense silence. 
 
    “This is really serious,” he said at last. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Omnisen agreed. “Nothing like this has happened for a very long time, least of all here in the capital. There’s been the occasional fight over money or a woman among our people, but an attempt on two Rangers is something I can’t remember. Although it’s true that one or two have lost their lives in a strange way lately…” 
 
    “It could also be the work of the Dark Rangers,” Nilsa insisted. 
 
    Gondabar made a soothing gesture. “Let’s not come to over-hasty conclusions without further evidence. We don’t really know whether this attack was carried out by the Dark Rangers. In fact, we don’t even know whether they really exist.” He stared at the three veterans. It looked as though he wanted to reassure his men by downplaying the implications that the incident had actually been an attack by the dark faction. 
 
    “The rumors are spreading,” Omnisen said, as though offering the leader a chance to speak freely in front of them. 
 
    “I know they exist and that they want to kill me,” Lasgol insisted. “And after this second attack there can’t be any doubt about it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that’s not true,” Gondabar said. “I’m saying that we need to investigate it and clear it up before we jump to conclusions.” He was thoughtful for another moment. “Omnisen, I want you to carry out a thorough investigation of the event and search for possible perpetrators. They must still be in the city if, as Nilsa and Lasgol have said, they’re wounded.” 
 
    “One of them might have died,” Nilsa remarked. “I got him full in the back. It’ll depend on what protection he was wearing. I couldn’t see them properly, I was half-stunned.” 
 
    “Well, if you were stunned and it was dark, that was a great shot,” Omnisen pointed out. 
 
    Nilsa smiled, acknowledging the compliment. 
 
    “Find them,” Gondabar said to the veteran Rangers. “Warn the Guard at the gates of the city, so that they keep an eye open for two wounded men leaving.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Omnisen said, and left at once with his two fellow-Rangers. 
 
    “This situation is more serious than I’d anticipated,” Gondabar admitted. “I didn’t think the Dark Rangers might try anything in the city. Firstly, because I wasn’t fully convinced of their existence… or rather I was hoping they were a myth and that in reality it was nothing more than a handful of corrupt, discontented Rangers. But this incident shows not only that they’re real, but that they have leadership and they’re daring. To attack you in Norghania is a reckless act, which implies that they had it carefully planned.” 
 
    “That’s what we think too,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “I don’t want the rumors about the Dark Rangers to surface among our people, although it’s going to be very difficult now that Omnisen and his men know what’s going on. There are things that not even the best Rangers can keep to themselves. I’ve asked them to be discreet in their investigation, but I’m afraid that discretion won’t last for very long.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t all the Rangers know about it, so that they’ll be alert to any suspicious activities, sir?” asked Nilsa. It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    Gondabar shook his head firmly. “We need to check rumors and suspicions, or else we’ll have one half of the Rangers suspecting the other half. It’ll be complete chaos, and that’s precisely what I’m trying to avoid. In situations like this it’s best to act prudently. We’re not just talking about having a traitor among us, we’re assuming we have an organized group of them, and what’s even worse, a well-organized one. I can’t allow half my men to spend their time suspecting the other half – as if we didn’t have enough problems with the civil war and the division it’s created among us.” 
 
    “We understand, sir,” Lasgol said. He had not realized the repercussions of spreading the rumor throughout the Rangers would have. 
 
    “Besides – and unfortunately – this changes things.” 
 
    Nilsa and Lasgol stared at their leader in puzzlement. Gondabar was thoughtful for a moment, then sat down again. 
 
    “I have new orders for you, Lasgol” 
 
    “Yes, sir…” Lasgol said doubtfully. 
 
    “You can’t stay in the city. You’re in danger. In order to protect you fully, it seems to me now, you’d have to stay in this tower and never go out. That would be a waste of your skills as a Ranger, and what’s worse, we’d be showing weakness, which is something we can’t afford to do. We must never show ourselves to be helpless before the enemy, be it human or animal. So says the Path. No, I don’t want to condemn you to being shut up in here, and nor do I want you to stay in the capital running risks. If they’ve tried here, it’s because they’re watching you. They have agents here, and unfortunately right now it’s going to be impossible to find them, what with all the bustle and confusion of the imminent campaign against the West which is flooding this city with people from all over the kingdom. Trying to find them is going to be extremely difficult, and I don’t believe in luck.” 
 
    “Norghanians and foreigners,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “That’s right, foreigners too. The King has looked for allies to support his cause outside our borders.” 
 
    Lasgol knew he meant the mercenaries and paid militias whom Thoran had hired. He did not think they were likely to be involved, but at the same time it was true that they made the search more complicated. 
 
    “What do I have to do?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve given it some thought, and although I have needs in the West, I can’t send you there either. The situation there right now is very complicated and not entirely under control, and with your predicament… it’s not the best place to be protected.” 
 
    “If not the West, then do I go back North?”  
 
    “No, the business of the North is in the hands of Mage Eicewald and King Thoran. They’ll deal with it in due course. Until then you mustn’t even go near the North. If they need you, they’ll call for you.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    Gondabar scratched his bald pate. His eyes were distant for a moment, as if he were reconsidering his decision. “I’ve received an urgent request, and I think you’re a perfect fit for this mission. It’s a long way from the capital and in open country, so I hope you’ll be safer there. There are rumors that a Zangrian contingent is getting ready to cross the southeastern border. They’re very active, and we’re having trouble checking their movements. I want you to go there as an explorer.” 
 
    “To the Zangrian border?” 
 
    “Yes. You’ll be more protected there than you are here. You’ll leave at once and in secret. Nobody except the three of us will know of either your departure or your orders.” 
 
    Lasgol accepted his new orders, although his mind had not fully adjusted to them. He had only just arrived in the capital, and he still did not know the city or the court. 
 
    “Nilsa, I trust you completely,” Gondabar said. “None of our people must know about this. I very much fear we might have a traitor in this very tower.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. You can always trust me. Besides, Lasgol is my friend. I’ll always protect him, with my life.” 
 
    “You’re lucky, Lasgol. Friends like this are what you need in confused, difficult times like these.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I have the best of friends, sir,” he assured him confidently. 
 
    “Nilsa, get everything ready for his departure in secret. Not a word to anybody in the tower.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, although I don’t think we have a traitor in the tower. Everyone here is either a veteran Ranger or a Royal one. They’re all loyal to the corps and the King.” She said this as though she did not want to accept that the possibility even existed. 
 
    “I’m very much afraid we’ve been infiltrated. I don’t know how far, but I have that feeling. I’m a cautious leader, and I’d rather cover my back. Not a word to anyone. Remember, your friend’s life is at stake – and your own, for helping him.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded repeatedly. Now she was nervous; Lasgol could feel it. Gondabar’s words had unsettled her. There might be one or more traitors among the Rangers of the tower after all. 
 
    “I’ll get everything ready straight away.” 
 
    “Right. Off you go,” Gondabar said, and Nilsa left like lightning. 
 
    “She’s a good girl, very helpful, a little skittish,” Gondabar commented, and in his voice Lasgol became aware that the leader of the Rangers genuinely appreciated Nilsa, which pleased him greatly. 
 
    “Any other orders, sir?” 
 
    “No. Present yourself to Commander Emerson at Mortgon Fort, south of the village of Norwestal. He’s in charge of keeping an eye on the movements of the Zangrian troops. He has a Ranger with him, but he’s asked for more help. It looks as though the Zangrians have sent a very skillful and intelligent general, by the name of Ganzor. He’s said to be very good at guerrilla warfare, and he’s making things very hard for us. We’re afraid General Ganzor might cross the border in secret and launch an attack on our rear while we’re marching or fighting westward. The King is worried about this possibility. There’s an ancient rivalry between the kingdoms of Zangria and Norghana, and although we’re at peace, I wouldn’t be surprised if they invaded us. The Zangrians are like that. We need to be alert.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. I’ll watch the movements of the Zangrian army very carefully.” 
 
    “Beware of Ganzor’s tricks. Don’t let him fool you.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes peeled, sir.” 
 
    “Good luck, Lasgol.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the threat of the Dark Rangers. I’ll deal with it personally. We have to get rid of this stain on the honor of our corps. They’ll all hang. You have my word on that as Leader of the Rangers.” 
 
     Lasgol nodded respectfully. Gondabar’s words eased his mind. The problem was out in the open, and the leader was going to deal with it. He breathed out in relief as he left the room. 
 
    When he went back to his room, he noticed that there was movement in the tower. He heard Omnisen’s voice giving instructions to several Rangers. As he was going downstairs, two Royal Rangers passed him. They stared at him, and he began to feel nervous. What did they want? Could they be Dark Rangers? Were they going to try to kill him? Right there and then? Surely not? 
 
    “You’re Lasgol, aren’t you?” said the one on his right. 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. “Yes…” he said, and reached unobtrusively for his weapons. 
 
    “We heard what happened to you.” 
 
    “Yes?” he said, stiffening even more. 
 
    “It’s a disgrace. In our city, to one of our own people,” said the other. 
 
    “Oh… I see you know about it already…” 
 
    “Yes, there are some things that spread like wildfire among us,” said the one on his left. 
 
    “We’re watching your back. If you need anything, the Royal Rangers will protect you.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes widened in surprise. He had not been expecting this reaction. “Thank you very much,” he said, and relaxed a little. 
 
    The two Royal Rangers moved aside to let him pass. 
 
    “Huh,” he said in relief, and went on, remembering Gondabar’s words. He himself was already beginning to suspect everyone, even the Royal Rangers in their own tower. He shook his head, entered the room and locked the door behind him. 
 
    I able! came Camu’s message. 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled. Able? 
 
    I able! 
 
    It took him a while, until at last he understood. Oh yes, the new skill! 
 
    I sleep. Camouflaged. 
 
    That’s fantastic! 
 
    Happy, Camu transmitted. He began to dance. 
 
    Lasgol forgot all his troubles for a moment and felt deeply happy that his little friend had succeeded. It was a double happiness, on the one hand because he had developed a skill through effort and determination, and on the other because it meant that he could develop new ones, which opened up a whole new world of possibilities. He could not even imagine the things Camu might achieve, given time. His power was growing, and so was his intellect. Lasgol promised himself that he would encourage him to keep working at it. He would do so calmly, in stages, naturally, because that was what he had done himself. He did not want to force or impose anything on his partner. 
 
    I’m really delighted about your success, my friend. 
 
    Camu came over to him and licked his hand affectionately. Lasgol responded by stroking his head. 
 
    Shortly after this, Nilsa and Lasgol left the city on horseback through the southern gate. Night and all the preparations that were going on hid their escape. They rode as far as the outskirts, and when Lasgol gave a signal, Nilsa stopped. 
 
    “This is where Ona is waiting for me.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she replied as she dismounted. 
 
    Camu became visible beside her, and she wrinkled her forehead at the sight of his magic in action. 
 
    “Camu, wait with Nilsa.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Lasgol dismounted and went into the forest. He put his hands to his mouth and whistled the summons, then waited. For a long moment nothing happened. He began to fear that something might have happened to the panther. He tried again. Nothing. He waited a little longer and finally used his Gift to call her. 
 
    Ona. Come to me. 
 
    The panther did not appear, and he wondered whether she might have gone away. He had spent a number of days in the city and had only been able to come and visit her a couple of times. Perhaps her feline instincts had been stronger than her training. Could he have lost her? If so, he would be devastated. They had never been separated before, and doubt began to gnaw at his spirit. 
 
    A moment later the panther appeared amid the undergrowth. 
 
    Lasgol sighed in relief. Ona. Good, he transmitted, and waited for her to reach his side. He crouched and spread his arms wide. Ona put her head on his shoulder and he hugged her. 
 
    You’re the best panther and the best familiar, he transmitted as he stroked her back. 
 
    Ona rubbed her head against his own, showing her love for him. She gave a chirp which sounded as though it were a sob, and he knew it meant that she too had missed him. For a moment they stayed there in an embrace with Lasgol petting her lovingly, which she seemed to appreciate. 
 
    He led her to where Nilsa and Camu were waiting. 
 
    Ona. Play, Camu transmitted at once and started playing with her. 
 
    Nilsa put her hands to her mouth. “Wow, what a beautiful snow panther!”  
 
    “Isn’t she just?” 
 
    “She’s so lovely!” Nilsa said. She was staring at Ona, spellbound. 
 
    Ona glanced at Nilsa in between her playful fighting with Camu and growled at the sight of Lasgol beside her. 
 
    “It looks as though she’s jealous,” Nilsa commented with a giggle. 
 
    Ona. This is Nilsa. Friend, Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    “It’s because she doesn’t know you yet.” 
 
    Ona looked at Nilsa and came over to sniff at her. Ona. Nilsa. Friend, he transmitted again, to make sure she understood. 
 
    Ona stopped in front of Nilsa, who was so nervous she could not stay still and was giving little jumps to left and right. 
 
    The panther sniffed at her again, stared at her and then went back to play with Camu, who was waiting for her lying on the ground, tummy up. 
 
    “Does that mean she accepts me?” Nilsa asked excitedly. 
 
    “She accepts you, yes.” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    “Anyway, just a warning. She’s a big cat, so you need to earn her trust.” 
 
    “Oh, I will, don’t you worry,” she replied, clapping her hands eagerly. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Now I think it’s time to say goodbye.” 
 
    Nilsa sighed. “What a pity we can’t spend some more time together,” she said ruefully. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again soon enough. Try to find out as much as you can in the capital, but don’t take any risks. The King and his people are very dangerous.” 
 
    “I will, and don’t worry, I’ll be extra-careful.” 
 
    They hugged in farewell. “Good luck!” she said. 
 
    “And to you,” Lasgol replied, and mounted Trotter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol set off to the southeast on his faithful Trotter, with Ona and Camu following. What would this new mission bring him? He did not know very much about the Zangrians, apart from the fact that there was great enmity and rivalry between the kingdoms of Zangria and Norghana, which partially shared a common border. The Rangers themselves had come into being when the Zangrians had been on the point of conquering and annexing Norghana. This fact was not exactly a good omen.  
 
    During the journey he took the opportunity to experiment with Camu and his ability to sleep camouflaged. It turned out that this, like every other skill, came with certain restrictions: although he could sleep while he was invisible, it was not altogether advisable, since it did not allow him to restore the energy he had used up during the day. This was a problem, since that was precisely what he needed to do while he was asleep. They also found out that in order to keep the skill active while he was asleep, he needed an intact reserve of energy. However, once what was left of his energy was used up, the skill failed. Camu was not at all happy about this. He wanted the skill to be kept up indefinitely, and at the same time wanted it to let him renew the energy he had lost. 
 
    Not happy, he had transmitted in thought and feeling. 
 
    You need to understand that all magic has its limitations. 
 
    No limitations. 
 
    Yes, all magic has limitations. That’s the way Nature balances powers. Otherwise there’d be some who were so great or powerful they could destroy the very world we live in. 
 
    Not understand. 
 
    Lasgol wondered how to explain the concept. The best way would be with an example. 
 
    Imagine that an Ice Mage created a winter storm that never ended and sent it to affect Tremia indefinitely. After a while the whole surface of the continent would be frozen and would kill the majority of the living creatures on it. Do you understand? 
 
    Bad Mage. 
 
    He might be bad or he might have done it carelessly or by accident. Either way, if a power has no limits, it’s very dangerous. 
 
    I understand. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. I’m glad.  
 
    But I want to sleep camouflage always, he insisted. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. You can’t. It uses up your energy, and when that’s run out, you can’t keep up the skill any longer. 
 
    I sleep, generate more energy. 
 
    It looks as though if you sleep with a skill active, you don’t regenerate energy. Sorry. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    The ways of magic are mysterious… 
 
    Camu looked at him with his head cocked to one side and blinked hard. You not know.  
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing. Exactly, I don’t know. 
 
    Then I want more energy. 
 
    Hmmm… well now, that’s another complicated business. In your case I don’t know whether the amount of energy you were born with grows as time goes on or not. There are some beings this is true for, whereas in others the lake or pool of energy they were born with stays the same forever. And that might be anything from small to immense. 
 
    Yes, grow. 
 
    We don’t know. 
 
    I know. 
 
    Wanting isn’t the same as knowing. 
 
    But I want. 
 
    I want my pool of inner power to grow too, but it’s not in our hands. Or at least I don’t think so. 
 
    No? Hands of who? 
 
    Of Nature, I’m afraid. 
 
    Camu bent his head and blinked hard repeatedly. I want more energy. I want to generate asleep camouflaged. 
 
    Sure, and I want the moon, but… 
 
    Why you want the moon? Camu asked, his head cocked. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. It’s an expression. It means we all want things that are unattainable, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to get them. 
 
    I get them. 
 
    I don’t think so… 
 
    I get. You see. 
 
    Lasgol heaved a sigh. Fine. We’ll see. 
 
    Camu began to dance. I tell you when I get. 
 
    Perfect. I’ll be waiting. I hope I don’t have grandchildren by then. 
 
    Grandchildren? What is grandchildren? 
 
    Leave it, I’ll explain some other time, Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    They travelled for a week, and during that time Lasgol tried by all means possible to make Camu understand that he did not have unlimited power. Also, that he could not develop all the skills he wanted, which was the next subject of argument. Needless to say, the creature did not like this at all. Lasgol knew it was impossible, but no matter how hard he tried to convince Camu, he could not. He was as stubborn as a mule – or probably even more so. Although Lasgol despaired at times and rolled his eyes, in fact he enjoyed his discussions with Camu. Half the time he spent explaining things, and the other half they spent arguing about what Lasgol had just said. Somehow Camu always managed to make an argument out of almost any subject, particularly those that concerned his skills, his qualities or his great personality. 
 
    The landscapes of southern Norghana were much flatter and greener that those of the center and north, and Lasgol was grateful for the change in scenery. The green fields, barely covered with snow and in bloom, were something he had not had much opportunity to enjoy. Nor was he the only one, since Ona and Camu were having a wonderful time playing among the tall grass and flowers – Ona in particular. Every now and then she would stop to sniff at some new flower she had never seen before or an insect she did not know. For some reason insects caught her attention and she would study them intensely, without missing a thing. To Lasgol’s surprise it was not that she was fascinated with them or enjoyed their exotic beauty; instead she would leap and catch them with her claws, showing incredible agility and skill. She did not miss a single insect, however tiny. When she caught one, Camu would eat it and encourage her to catch more. Lasgol found their behavior deeply strange and interesting at the same time. 
 
    The only one of his partners who behaved with some semblance of sanity was Trotter. He never complained or protested about anything and most of all, he did not do odd things. Lasgol, who was very grateful for this, whispered endearments to him and patted his neck gently. When they reached a clearing with a stream running through it, Lasgol decided to rest a while and let the pony drink and graze. Before he could say a word or send a mental message, Camu dived into the water in search of trout, river-crab, frogs or any other animal he could chase. Ona followed him in delight, which was strange as she was a great cat, and they are not known to be fond of water. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and let them play. What choice did he have? He dismounted and took the satchel of provisions and his two bows, the short one and the compound. He liked to have them at hand at every moment: a wary man lived to be old. He let Trotter loose so that he could freshen up and graze, and the poor animal, seeing the exhibition Ona and Camu were making of themselves in the river, moved off to drink further upstream. 
 
    Trotter, good boy, Lasgol said in a mental message. The pony looked back at him and moved his head up and down as though nodding. 
 
    The sun was high in a clear sky and the temperature was very pleasant, which they were all grateful for. Lasgol sat down on the rocks and tended to his weapons: first his bows, then his knife and axe. A good Ranger always had to keep his weapons in excellent condition. Danger could appear at any moment, and anyone who was not ready might end up in a grave, particularly in the current uncertain times in Norghana. When they were finally tired of playing, Ona and Camu came back to his side, soaking wet, and they lay down beside him to dry in the sun. Shortly after this they were both sleeping like logs. 
 
    “I guess it’s my turn to keep watch,” Lasgol said with a resigned smile. Trotter was looking at him from a few paces away where he was quietly grazing. Thank goodness I’ve got you, he messaged, and the pony nodded again in agreement. Lasgol was unsure how much of what he transmitted Trotter was able to grasp, but he had the impression that it was more than he had thought. 
 
    He took the opportunity to eat some salt meat from his provisions, and after a while the two sleepyheads woke up. 
 
    Did you have a good rest? he asked them. 
 
    Yes, rest, Camu said as he stood up on his four legs. Ona stretched and gave a lazy chirp. 
 
    Good thing we’re in open country and we can see the enemy leagues off. Otherwise… 
 
    No danger, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Yeah, but there might have been. 
 
    Not here. 
 
    There could always be danger, and we always need to be on the alert, Lasgol said. He felt like a father lecturing his children, or rather like an older brother. 
 
    Ona grunted and began to look alert. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Sure, now you’re listening.  
 
    Camu began to dance. 
 
    Why don’t you try to improve your skills instead of sleeping and dancing all day? 
 
    Camu stopped dancing and blinked hard. I try, he transmitted, making it clear that he was offended. 
 
    Lasgol had known that the comment was going to sting, but he liked to tease him once in a while. Fine. Let’s do a few useful things. I’m going to go over all the ingredients in my Ranger’s belt in case I’m getting low on any of them. Then I’ll prepare a couple of elemental arrows, just in case. 
 
    I busy, Camu replied, sounding piqued. 
 
    Lasgol held back a smile and set to work. Camu, three paces away from him, shut his eyes. He was trying something. Lasgol did not know what it might be, but knowing him he would be trying out something new. Ona, seeing that Lasgol was working and Camu concentrating, lay down between them and watched them attentively. When Lasgol had put all his ingredients in order he began to make a fire arrow. It was not his favorite, but it was the simplest to prepare, since he had no workshop at his disposal and was in open country. 
 
    As he was making it, kneeling on a blanket, he glanced at Camu a couple of times. He was still, with his eyes shut, and since Lasgol could not perceive any magic coming from him and had seen no golden or silver flash, he guessed that he was not succeeding at whatever he was trying to do. Ona had stretched out beside Camu and was watching everything Lasgol was doing, since Camu seemed to have been turned to stone. Lasgol went on to make a second fire arrow. They were very effective, although he had to be very careful carrying them. Luckily, the quivers the Rangers carried were especially designed for that purpose, with separate lined compartments for the different types of arrows. Egil was fascinated by them, as well as by the special belt they wore. Lasgol found them well-planned and adapted for their purpose, but he was not as fascinated by them as his scholarly friend. For him they were useful, rather than anything else. 
 
    He looked up to keep an eye on Camu, but could not see him. He had vanished, and so had Ona. Where had they gone? 
 
    “I can’t afford to let my concentration slip for a single moment,” he muttered to himself. “I bet they’ve gone to play somewhere around here.” He could see Trotter, very relaxed beside the stream, but of Ona and Camu there was no trace. He sighed. It was like having to look after two mischievous children who ran away to play the moment he stopped paying attention. Suddenly he felt the hair at the back of his neck prickle. Was Camu using magic? If so, and if he himself had felt it, he could not be far away. He waited a moment, but they did not come back, and as he had to finish the arrow he decided to keep working without stopping to worry. 
 
    Suddenly he became aware of a shadow and turned on his knees. Ona was back beside him, but there was no Camu. 
 
    Ona. Good. Where’s Camu? 
 
    The panther looked at him, then to his right, and chirped with something like a moan. 
 
    Where Camu? he asked the panther. She repeated the gesture and the chirp. 
 
    Lasgol looked at her, baffled. Camu, are you okay? he asked.  
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    If you’re hiding, it’s not funny. Make yourself visible. 
 
     There was no answer, nor did Camu appear. Lasgol cursed under his breath and turned to finish his arrow so that he could start searching for the playful creature. He must be playing one of his tricks. One of these days he would have to teach him that they were not really funny at all. He rolled the two arrows in the blanket and was about to take them to the quiver when he saw the shadows change, and turned to see why Ona had decided to move. 
 
    Camu appeared in the exact spot where he had been before Ona was staring at him, not entirely happily. 
 
    Camu…  what on earth are you doing? 
 
    The creature stared at him with his bulgy eyes wide. New skill. 
 
    What new skill? And why weren’t you answering me? 
 
    Concentrating. Can’t. 
 
    Ona growled unhappily beside him. 
 
    Camu, behave. You frightened Ona, Lasgol scolded him, and turned to put his arrows in the quiver. He did this with extreme care, wondering how he could make Camu understand that his games would get them into trouble one day. He turned to tell him off. 
 
    And he had a shock. 
 
    Neither of them was there. 
 
    “By all the icebergs!” Lasgol shouted aloud. Where are you hiding? Come back at once! Enough with the games! 
 
    There was a long silence, and he realized that this was simply impossible. They had been only two steps away a moment before. He looked around and saw only green fields dotted with flowers of different, intense colors. It was normal enough for Camu to have vanished – he loved to play hide-and-seek – but where had Ona gone?  
 
    Then suddenly the two of them became visible, precisely where they had been before. Lasgol leapt backwards. 
 
    Not go. Always here, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Lasgol was so astonished that it took him a moment to grasp what had happened. You haven’t moved? 
 
    No. Always here. 
 
    So why didn’t I see you? Why didn’t I see Ona? You I can understand, but her? 
 
    I tell you. New skill. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes widened. You camouflaged Ona? 
 
    Yes. I camouflage Ona. 
 
    That’s fantastic! 
 
    Ona growled again unhappily. 
 
    Ona not like. 
 
    I can see that, but it’s great! 
 
    I tell. She not understand. 
 
    How did you do it? 
 
    Not know sure. 
 
    Do it again, please. I want to see it. 
 
    I do, Camu transmitted, and shut his eyes. A moment later he and Ona vanished in front of Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol clapped his hands in delight at his little friend’s success. It’s amazing! 
 
    Camu became visible, and with him Ona, who complained once again and this time moved away from her friend amid growls and moans. 
 
    How does it work? 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Okay. Can you do it again with Ona at the same distance she is now? 
 
    Try. Camu shut his eyes and vanished a moment later. Ona, on the other hand, stayed visible. 
 
    It doesn’t seem to work at a distance. 
 
    Camu became visible again. Ona. Come, he transmitted to the panther, but she protested and moved further away still. 
 
    She doesn’t seem to want to. Try with me, Lasgol suggested. 
 
    Camu repeated the skill, with Lasgol beside him in the same spot where Ona had been. Nothing happened. 
 
    How odd. I wonder why. 
 
    Not know. Ona yes, Lasgol no. 
 
    Let’s try with some other things. This is an amazing discovery. 
 
    Can’t. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Tired. No energy. 
 
    Ah, you’ve overdone the experimenting. Don’t worry, sleep and get your energy back. 
 
    Almost before the message was finished, Camu had lain down and was fast asleep. Lasgol waited patiently for him to wake up, but it took him a whole day and night. When he woke up they experimented until he had nearly exhausted his inner energy, but they got no further. For some unknown reason he could make Ona vanish, but not Lasgol. In addition, it only worked if Ona was practically glued to his side. Even so, this was a new skill they could use to make Ona pass unnoticed, as long as they could teach her not to get nervous at the magic and not to move from Camu’s side, both of which were very unlikely. Whatever the case, Lasgol was very happy about this new skill of Camu’s. He thought of naming it, but was unable to think of anything suitable. He decided to wait until he saw Egil again and allow him to do the honors. He would surely be delighted to. 
 
    With his spirits cheered by the new discovery, Lasgol set off to the meeting point to begin the mission Gondabar had entrusted him with. Camu was so proud of his new skill that every time Ona was distracted he made her vanish, which she did not find in the least amusing. Afterwards he did his happy dance to celebrate, while she growled at him in annoyance. Lasgol laughed and could not avoid smiling from ear to ear. Even Trotter seemed happier, although this might have been because Camu was too occupied torturing poor Ona to mess with him. 
 
    When they arrived at the village of Norwestal, Lasgol took a good look at it from a distance. It was the furthest settlement to the southeast. Beyond the village he could glimpse great forests. According to the map he was looking at, the border with Zangria was a day’s journey away. When he realized that he could almost see it, his skin crawled. In the village he met a great number of Norghanian soldiers, who were very busy. This was not a good sign. Soldiers tended to idle when there were no urgent orders. These ones were working hard, unloading and checking carts of supplies which must have arrived recently. 
 
    Lasgol decided not to go into the village, but instead to make his way on to the frontier fort of Mortgon, half a day’s journey further south. They went on into the forest and found it easy enough to reach the fort. This was not very large and nor did it look very sturdy, but it served its purpose. It would withstand a few attacks by an enemy force. 
 
    He turned to Camu. Ona and I are going to the fort. You wait here until I come for you. Do you understand? 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Behave. 
 
    I always behave. 
 
    Yeah… yeah… keep on experimenting with your skills, see what else you can develop. 
 
    I try. 
 
    Lasgol said goodbye to Camu, stroking his crested head and back. 
 
    We’ll be back soon. 
 
    He made his way on to the fort, with Ona beside him, telling her to be calm and stay close to him all the time. The soldiers were not happy about having snow panthers nearby.  
 
    They arrived at the heavily guarded gate. “Ranger Specialist Lasgol Eklund,” he called loudly. He could see bows aimed at him from the part-stone, part-wooden towers on each side of the wrought iron gate. In front of the gate a dozen soldiers with round wooden shields and one-handed axes were watching him uneasily.  
 
    “The panther’s with me. She’s my familiar,” he announced. The soldiers relaxed a little, but not too much. 
 
    “Let him through,” came a voice. It sounded authoritative. Lasgol guessed this must be an officer. 
 
    The soldiers at the gate moved back, and with a tremendous shriek the gate opened inwards in two parts. Inside, the fort was like an anthill, with more than a hundred soldiers in it. He walked in slowly, concerned about Ona. The soldiers moved away and pointed at her with worried expressions, some with fear in their eyes. Lasgol set his chin and walked confidently so that nobody would dare question his presence, still less that of Ona. 
 
    “The officer in command?” he asked a couple of soldiers who had the air of veterans. 
 
    “Far end, on the right. The best-looking barracks.” 
 
    Lasgol gave a nod and went on past twenty or so men practicing combat with axe and shield to the accompaniment of a sergeant’s yells, and several of them stopped to look at him. The sergeant glanced aside at him and barked at his men to carry on practicing. 
 
    Lasgol went past two weather-beaten, rather unwelcoming barracks and went up to the one which had been pointed out. At the door were two soldiers on duty. Lasgol introduced himself, and the officer must have heard him, because the door of the barracks opened and a senior officer came out to meet him. 
 
    “The new Ranger they’re sending me?” he asked directly. 
 
    “Commander Emerson?” 
 
    “One and the same.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m the Ranger they’re sending you.” Lasgol showed him his orders. 
 
    The officer glanced at them. “Welcome, Lasgol. We’re grateful for any and all help. We’re short of Rangers, and the Zangrians keep moving their men to try and distract us. A new explorer and tracker will be very much appreciated. Nice animal,” he added, pointing at Ona, who stared at him, suddenly tense. She did not like to be pointed at. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Have you had any experience with Zangrians? I’m asking because you look young, and I haven’t seen you near the southeastern border before. I’ve spent half of my life here, and I know just about everybody who’s passed through this area.” 
 
    “No sir… in fact I don’t know much about them,” Lasgol was forced to admit, feeling a little embarrassed. 
 
    “I’ll explain briefly. The Zangrians are a crude people with a short temper, shorter even than our own, and that’s one of the shortest in the continent as it is. They’re belligerent, and their King Caron doesn’t much mind going to war. In fact, it’s thought to be one of his aims. He wants to expand his power, and for that he needs to conquer more lands. He’s spent years having confrontations in the south of his kingdom, by the Thousand Lakes. He’s in dispute with King Dasleo, the monarch of Erenal, over them. Dasleo isn’t a warrior king, but nor is he going to let himself be trampled on. Erenal is very rich and prosperous. Caron is also looking north, towards our own kingdom, because now he sees us as weak. He’s a dangerous king, with a people who will gladly follow him into war. They’re dangerous. If their efforts at the Thousand Lakes are fruitless, it’s very likely that he’ll try the same thing here, in our kingdom.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to take in all this information. There was one detail that did not fit. “Don’t we have a peace treaty with Zangria?” 
 
    “We have a peace treaty with them, that’s true. But there’s a small setback: the monarchs who signed it are no longer alive.” 
 
    “Uthar…” 
 
    “On our side, and Volkstren on the Zangrian side. It seems that King Caron doesn’t fully intend to honor the agreement signed by his predecessor.” 
 
    “But aren’t treaties between nations binding when they’ve been signed by previous kings?” Lasgol asked. The moment the question had left his lips he knew he was being naïve. 
 
    “Every king tends to have his own ideas and only respects what interests him. I don’t have much confidence that King Caron will respect the peace treaty, and nor does Duke Orten. King Thoran’s brother doesn’t trust the intentions of the Zangrians, and that’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Your task will be to watch the Zangrian army’s war camp and report any strange troop movements. Duke Orten has the Blizzard Army in his fortress, along with his personal guard. In case the Zangrians set foot in our territory or make any suspicious moves, we need to pass on the information so that he can respond.” 
 
    “Will he attack the Zangrian forces?” 
 
    “If they cross the border and enter Norghanian territory, he will. It’s a question of honor.” 
 
    “It might not be the most prudent thing to do… considering the situation in the west…” 
 
    The Commander stared at him for a moment, as though studying him. 
 
    “We serve the king. We do that by following our orders. I have mine, you have yours. We don’t question the decisions of those above us. That’s the first rule in the army.” 
 
    Lasgol understood the officer’s warning, and nodded respectfully. “Of course,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not a bad thing for a soldier or a Ranger to think, but that’s not his job. That’s what our leaders are for. They’ll decide which is the best course of action is. We carry out our orders when they’re given to us.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    The Commander made an affirmative sign behind Lasgol, which puzzled him. He wanted to turn around, but thought it would be rude to turn his back on the Officer. Suddenly he felt himself being held from behind, with his arms pinned to his sides. He saw somebody’s arms pressing against his own, and however hard he tried, he was unable to free himself from them. The strength behind those arms, whoever they belonged to, was enormous. He tried to struggle, and suddenly his feet were off the ground. He felt that he was being spun around, unable to set foot on the ground. The situation was dangerous, and he had to free himself at once. He was about to use his Gift to help him do so when he heard a full-throated shout.  
 
    “Lasgol! How wonderful!” 
 
    He recognized that voice at once. 
 
    “Gerd! Big guy!”  
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    “Lasgol! My friend!” the big guy said, laughing.  
 
    “Gerd, put me down so I can give you a hug!” 
 
    “I’m giving you a good one already!” he called back, without either letting him go or stopping his spinning. 
 
    Ona growled and got ready to attack. Ona. Quiet, Lasgol ordered her. 
 
    The panther chirped doubtfully. She did not like what was being done to him, and she wanted to stop it. 
 
    Lasgol, fearing she would hurl herself at Gerd, repeated the order: Ona. Quiet. 
 
    “Put me down, Gerd, you’re making my panther nervous.” 
 
    “Your panther?” Gerd stopped spinning and looked back at Ona, who growled threateningly at him. He smiled from ear to ear and finally put Lasgol down on the ground.  
 
    “What a beautiful animal!” 
 
    “Her name’s Ona.” 
 
    Gerd crouched and looked into her feline eyes. “Hi there, little one,” he greeted her in a friendly voice. 
 
    Ona did not trust the big guy or his friendly greeting. She stiffened and growled in warning. 
 
    “You’d better not touch her. She doesn’t like strangers.” 
 
    “But it’s me, Gerd. Animals adore me.” 
 
    “I know, big guy, but she doesn’t know you yet.” 
 
    Gerd turned his attention back to Lasgol. “Hey, I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “And me to see you, my friend!”  
 
    They hugged one another tightly. For a long moment they remained locked in that embrace, both deeply aware of the great friendship which united them. 
 
    “It feels as though it’s been ten years!” Gerd said. 
 
    “I feel the same way, even though it’s only been one long year.” 
 
    Gerd was so happy that his smile lit up his whole face with an expression of overwhelming delight. 
 
    Lasgol looked him up and down. “How are you, big guy?” 
 
    “Very well, though not as well as you. You look fantastic!” 
 
    “But you’re even bigger and stronger than you were last year.” 
 
    Gerd rejected the thought with a gesture. “No way!” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him more closely and was able to verify that his friend had genuinely grown, both in height and breadth of shoulder. 
 
    “You look like a grown man,” he said. “You’re the spitting image of a Norghanian warrior god. You ought to grow your hair a bit longer and carry a huge two-headed axe on your back.” 
 
    “Hohoho! I’d like that, but don’t forget, I’m a Ranger, not a warrior.” 
 
    “Yeah, a giant Ranger,” Lasgol said laughing. 
 
    “I see you two already know each other,” said the Commander, who had been watching this reunion. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lasgol said. “We’ve been friends ever since we were at the Camp.” 
 
    “The best of friends,” said Gerd, nodding eagerly. 
 
    “We trained together,” Lasgol explained. 
 
    “That’s something that unites people,” the Commander agreed. “The same in the Rangers as in the Army, I guess.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd nodded simultaneously. 
 
    “Good, that’ll make it easier for you to adapt to the fort and the border. Gerd, look after your friend.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “You’ll soon be given orders, both of you. Until then, let him get settled in.” 
 
    “I’ll take charge of that, sir.” 
 
    The Commander nodded and turned back to his command quarters. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you around. Although there isn’t much to see. All forts are the same.” 
 
    “I’ve never been in an army fort before.” 
 
    “Oh, of course! What am I thinking of! This is my second fort, and quite honestly they’re all built the same way, stone by stone and tower by tower.” The big guy pointed to the wall which surrounded them and the six square towers: one at each corner of the square wall, and one on either side of the single gate. 
 
    “It looks pretty sturdy.” 
 
    “The lower part of the wall is – it’s pure rock – but the upper part is wooden, just like the upper parts of the towers. From what the soldiers have told me, forts are built and then abandoned according to need, so they don’t make them as strong as castles or fortresses.” 
 
    “I see. But anyway, it looks very solid.” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t rain fire,” Gerd commented, and his face took on an expression of fear. 
 
    “How can it rain fire? Don’t tell me that’s what you’re afraid of?” 
 
    “No… well… a bit, yes… they tell me the Rogdonians and the Zangrians have Fire Magi. They can make fire rain down, and even create volcanoes in the middle of a camp.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, that’s nonsense. You mustn’t believe everything they tell you. They’re probably saying it just to make people afraid. Don’t pay any attention to them.” 
 
    “It was veteran soldiers who were talking about it, and they were very serious.” 
 
    Lasgol wanted to ease his friend’s mind, but he knew that what he was saying was possible. Egil had already told him that Fire Magi were very powerful and were capable of burning half Tremia. 
 
    “Have you seen a Zangrian mage in the time you’ve spent watching the border?” 
 
    “No… but there are more and more Zangrians on the other side of the border all the time…” 
 
    “Well then, take it easy. Until we meet an enemy Mage there’s nothing for us to worry about.” 
 
    “And if we meet one?” Gerd asked fearfully. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “We make sure we’re three hundred paces away.”  
 
    “Out of his reach…” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Gerd smiled back. “Ufff, I’m feeling better already! I’m so happy you’re here! I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    “Same here, my friend!” 
 
    They went on walking, with Ona beside them. Gerd bent down and spoke friendly words to her. Lasgol messaged to her: Gerd. Friend. There was scarcely any need for this. Gerd had a gift where animals were concerned, and the panther trusted him almost at once. She let him pet her, and he showered her with affection which she obviously appreciated. Lasgol watched them, both surprised and delighted. His friend was a wonder. He could have been an amazing Beast Whisperer, or any other Wildlife elite specialty. He had a gift from the gods when it came to dealing with animals. If not for his fears, he would have been a Specialist by now. 
 
    “She’s a beauty and a delight,” Gerd said to Lasgol as he scratched Ona’s head and she licked his hand. 
 
    “Tell me, how have you been getting on?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Very well! Captain Esgunson has had me patrolling the Zangrian border all this time, as well as the border villages, to check on the activity of our southwestern neighbors. He sent me to this fort because the Zangrian activity has moved close to here. Now I report to Commander Emarson. He’s very worried about the movements of the Zangrian forces.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about them. What can you tell me?” 
 
    Gerd stopped beside the well in the center of the fort. “Well, they’re very short and ugly.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud, and the soldiers in charge of the water looked at him in surprise. He lowered his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean, short and ugly?”  
 
    “Really very ugly,” Gerd said emphatically. 
 
    “Describe them to me. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one.” 
 
    “They’re a lot shorter than us Norghanians, and more compact. They’re… square… yeah, that’s right. I’d say they’re nearly as broad as they are tall.” 
 
    “So that must mean they’re strong?” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “They’re broad-shouldered and barrel-chested. And they have short legs, which are also strong. They come up to here.” He held his hand at the level of his stomach. 
 
    “That’ll be for you, because you’re a giant. They’d come up to my nose.” 
 
    “Nah, even less, they wouldn’t even reach your chin.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “You can pick them out from a long way away because they’re so hairy and ugly. That’s what stands out most.” 
 
    “Explain that,” Lasgol said, still smiling. 
 
    “They’re hair is black and scruffy and their noses are wide and flat. Their hair and beards are shaggy and tangled. And their eyes are darker too. Except for their skin, which is like ours, the rest is all dark. When you see one you’ll realize.” 
 
    “From the way you describe them they sound like the exact opposite to us: we’re tall, blond…” 
 
    “And handsome.” 
 
    “Well, that’s arguable.”  
 
    “I think we are, compared with them. And their uniforms are yellow and black, which doesn’t help.” 
 
    “I think I’m starting to get the idea. What weapons do they fight with?” 
 
    “Square metal shields and spears.” 
 
    “Curious.” 
 
    “I’ve been studying them all year, and I think they use spears to compensate for their short stature.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “They fight well and they’re strong and tough. That much I have found out.” 
 
    “Have you fought one of them?” Lasgol asked in surprise. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “No, but I’ve seen them practicing a number of times, and trust me, they’re hard as rocks.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. And what’s happening around here?” 
 
    Gerd sighed. “The Zangrians are putting together an army very near, in a large war camp. I guess that’s the reason why they sent you too.” 
 
    “Yup, it looks as though things are getting dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ve got the feeling they’re going to cross the border and invade us…” Gerd’s face had shadowed. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll dare to?” 
 
    “Two seasons ago I’d have said no. I’ve been watching them day and night, and their movements didn’t show anything more than that they wanted to put pressure on us at the border. But now they have an army waiting, on the brink of invading us. I think now that it’s about more than just making us nervous and putting pressure on us. I believe they’re capable of crossing.” 
 
    “If they do, there’ll be war.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded uneasily. “Just what we needed…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerd agreed. “There’ll be plenty of deaths if they do cross.” He was looking aside at the Norghanian soldiers around them. 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “Hey, is Camu with you?” Gerd asked suddenly. He was looking all around, intrigued. 
 
    “Yeah, he stayed in the forest. I didn’t want any trouble with the soldiers.” 
 
    “Good idea. I guess he’s as mischievous as ever, right?” 
 
    “I’d say even more so, and more stubborn.” 
 
    “I’m so much looking forward to seeing him!” 
 
    “I’m sure he feels the same way.” 
 
    “I’d love it if you would take me to see Camu so I can say ‘Hi’ to him. I’d love to. We’ve still got some time left.” He glanced aside at Commander Emarson’s quarters. 
 
    They left the fort, and Lasgol took Gerd to where he had left Camu resting. 
 
    Camu, where are you? 
 
    He got no answer. 
 
    Camu, wake up. I have a surprise for you. 
 
    Surprise? came Camu’s message. 
 
    A friend. 
 
    Who? 
 
    Come out and see for yourself. 
 
    The creature appeared from behind a group of bushes. 
 
    “Camu!” Gerd called, smiling broadly and spreading his arms in welcome. 
 
    Gerd! came Camu’s joyful response. He gave several shrill shrieks of excitement and in three bounds threw himself on the giant, who embraced him closely. Camu licked Gerd’s whole face with his blue tongue, and the giant laughed in delight. Lasgol watched the happy scene with a mixture of joy and tenderness that touched him deeply. Ona chirped lovingly beside him. Lasgol scratched her head, and the panther replied with a grateful grunt of contentment. 
 
    “You’re huge!” Gerd said to Camu, still smiling. 
 
    Camu shrieked happily. 
 
    You more big, Camu transmitted, but Gerd did not catch it. 
 
    “Camu says you are too,” Lasgol relayed to him. 
 
    “Huh? Can you speak with him?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “His intellect has grown too.” 
 
    “He talks back to you?” 
 
    “Yup. We communicate with mental messages.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    “Well, you know… it’s because of the Gift…” 
 
    “Magic…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gerd’s face changed. There was fear in his eyes now, and his expression shadowed. He dropped the arm that was holding Camu, but the creature went on licking him, excited about the reunion. Gerd made an effort to defeat the fear magic aroused in him, impelled by his feelings of affection for Camu. 
 
    Lasgol could see in his eyes the inner struggle his friend was going through. He wondered whether he would ever overcome his fear of the arcane and unknown. This inner battle Gerd had to fight was a constant in his life, and it would always be that, because defeating those fears was a daily task. 
 
    Gerd looked at Camu, and suddenly his face lit up. He overcame his fear and once again hugged Camu, who clung to him. 
 
    “Now tell me everything I’ve missed. I want to know it all.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’ll tell you everything, big guy.” 
 
      
 
    Lasgol spent the following days getting used to the fort and its military routine. It was rather curious, with a hundred soldiers inside the fort milling around in constant activity. When they were not dealing with supplies and distribution, they were practicing with their weapons or repairing those parts of the fort that needed attention. Lasgol found it all too small and crowded. He could barely take a step without bumping into a soldier. He was definitely not too keen on the military life inside the fort. Ona liked it even less. As for Camu, he was outside, trying to develop a new skill, though Lasgol did not know which. He had encouraged him to do this; after all, it was little short of impossible to make him change his mind once an idea had taken hold in it. 
 
      
 
    The best moments of life in the fort, for Lasgol, were those when he went out exploring with Gerd. They had a whale of a time doing this. Lasgol was pleasantly surprised with how well his friend handled himself in the southern forests, and particularly with his knowledge of the area. That morning the two of them had gone out scouting, without any soldiers to lead, which always left them feeling relieved. It was not that they had anything against the soldiers – far from it – but they themselves were Rangers, and the soldiers were clumsy and noisy in the forest. The two of them exchanged looks of disbelief when the soldiers tripped over, or made more noise than a herd of wild horses at a gallop. Gerd shrugged and forgave them. They were trained to fight, not to make their way stealthily and unobserved through forests and plains as they themselves were. 
 
    Gerd indicated a winding stream ahead of them. “See the river through the trees?” he whispered to Lasgol.  
 
    “I can see it.” 
 
    “That’s the border, right here. It’s the southernmost point in our kingdom.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “The other side is Zangrian territory?” 
 
    “Exactly. Like to go into the kingdom of Zangria?” 
 
    Lasgol opened his eyes wide. “You mean cross the river?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the giant replied with a smile. 
 
    “But… that… wouldn’t it cause a political conflict?” 
 
    “Only if they catch us.” 
 
    “Gerd… we’re on the brink of going to war with them. You don’t really mean it, do you?” 
 
    Gerd laughed. “Obviously you’ve never been at the border before. I cross it all the time, alone or with soldiers.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in amazement. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s what we do here. We cross over to their side and then we spy on them or harass them.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “You’d better believe it, because they do exactly the same thing.” 
 
    “What? That’s insane! Why?” 
 
    “It’s called harassing tactics, or as we call it, Border Games. Some days we spy on their activities, others we burn their supplies, or poison their water, or frighten their horses, and so on. They do the same on our side.” 
 
    Lasgol could not believe what his friend was telling him. “What if you’re discovered? Or if you find a group on this side?” 
 
    “Then there’s bloodshed.” 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his forehead. “You leave me dumbfounded.” 
 
    “Yeah… it’s hard to believe. I went through the same feeling during my first days on the border. Now it seems quite normal.” 
 
    “But I’m afraid of setting foot in Zangria.” 
 
    “That’s because you respect the border and the law. Let me tell you, that doesn’t count for much here. What happens at the border stays at the border. On both sides.” 
 
    “Even when there’s bloodshed?” 
 
    “Especially then. They call them ‘border skirmishes’ and don’t attach too much importance to them. A few dead soldiers don’t rate as important for either of the kingdoms. It’s something that’s accepted as normal.” 
 
    “And here I was thinking there might be a diplomatic incident…” 
 
    Gerd burst out laughing. “That’s because you’re a goody-goody and a newbie.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friend, who was smiling from ear to ear. “And you’re a know-it-all frontier giant!” They both laughed as they stared across at the other side of the river. 
 
    “Things are a bit different here at the border. You’ll get used to it. Plenty of things go unnoticed, or else people turn a blind eye to them.” 
 
    “I see…” Lasgol said in surprise. He had always thought that people needed to be very careful at borders and avoid causing conflict. It seemed that he had been mistaken. Or else that he himself was distinctly innocent. 
 
    Gerd was scanning the whole width of the stream, as well as the forest around them. “There’s no danger. Come on, let’s cross.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re with me. It’s time you visited Zangria.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that…” 
 
    “In any case, the Zangrians haven’t got any Rangers like ours for us to worry about. Their soldiers are noisy and clumsy. We’d hear them from a league away.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that better.” 
 
    “Although they do have some pretty good explorers – not as good as us Rangers, but they’re not bad.” 
 
    “Okay, understood.” 
 
    “Ready to cross?” 
 
    “Hmm… I don’t really know…” 
 
    “Come on! Don’t chicken out!” Gerd said. He waded into the river with his bow above his head so that the water, which came up to his chest, would not reach it. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe that of the two of them, he was the one who was chicken. How things changed. He raised his own bow above his head and waded into the river after Gerd. Zangria was waiting for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerd and Lasgol spent the next few days leading various patrols along the border river under orders of Commander Emarson, some by day and others by night. The Commander had been told that several enemy explorers had crossed over to the Norghanian side, and was not at all pleased. 
 
    That morning, Gerd arrived with his patrol and reported that he had found the trail of two Zangrian agents who had crossed the river. Emarson was furious and sent more patrols. Lasgol’s task was to lead them and follow the trail Gerd had found. In the forest the soldiers were like moles in daylight, unable to find and then follow the most obvious trail. This particular one, however, was not so obvious. Lasgol was having trouble following it, which told him that the agents had hidden it well. It was that of two men whom Gerd had identified as agents, which meant they were very likely to be spies. They would have to be careful. Ona went ahead, tracking. 
 
    The soldiers accompanying Lasgol were veterans. In a battle he would have been delighted to be able to rely on them, but in a man-hunt they were far from ideal company. Their quarry was going to be able to hear them coming from a league away, but the Commander’s orders had to be followed. After following the trail for half the morning, Lasgol realized that they were circling around the fort at a safe distance. Then the trail turned north, toward the village of Norwestal. When they reached this, the trail vanished when it reached the stables. They had taken horses. Where they had gone on to from there was a mystery, since there were hundreds of tracks at the stables, both of men and horses. The village was crowded with soldiers, and messengers were arriving and setting off all the time. 
 
    Unable to follow the trail any more, Lasgol went back to report to Commander Emarson. 
 
    “They must be spies,” the Commander concluded. “They’ll have orders from someone inside.”  
 
    “Inside, sir?” 
 
    “The capital, probably.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in surprise. “The capital’s under close observation, and there are thousands of soldiers in it.” 
 
    “There are also Zangrian spies and agents.” 
 
    The Commander spoke with such conviction that Lasgol had no choice but to believe him. 
 
    “There’s nothing else we can do. I’ll report to the capital so that they strengthen the checkpoints at the entrance to the city.” 
 
    At that moment Gerd came into the fort with a group of soldiers and strode toward them. His face was very serious. “Commander, there’s a lot of activity in the enemy camp.” 
 
    “Has he arrived?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “That’s not good news.” 
 
    Lasgol guessed they were talking about the Zangrian war camp not far away on the other side of the river, where an army had slowly been building up. He did not know who had arrived, but it must be someone important. 
 
    “Right. We need to be sure of what happens in that cursed camp. I want you to take two groups, cross to the other side and bring me a report on what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Commander… it might be better if we went on our own,” Gerd said casually. And he jabbed his thumb at Lasgol. 
 
    Emarson looked at the two for a moment, then at several of his men. “Yes, for this mission you’d better go alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “No risks. Go, spy and come back alive.” 
 
    “No problem,” Gerd assured him. 
 
    “If you’re captured, I won’t be able to do anything for you, you know that.” 
 
    Gerd nodded forcefully. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get ready and leave at nightfall,” the Commander ordered, then went back to his tasks. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Gerd with a question in his mind. “Won’t he help us?” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “That’s the way things work on the border. They deny the evidence. If we’re captured, the Commander will act as if it had never happened.” 
 
    “But we might be tortured… murdered…” 
 
    “That’s how things are here. The same goes for the Zangrian side.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. He believed in not abandoning a comrade, least of all in enemy hands. The Commander had explicitly told them that he would not come to their aid, and he had a feeling of intense unease. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, pal. I feel the same. We don’t leave anybody behind, but here people don’t see things our way.” 
 
    “Well, they ought to. I’m not saying he ought to launch a full-fledged attack on the Zangrians, but at the least he ought to try a rescue if it’s at all possible.” 
 
    Gerd shook his head again. “What happens at the border stays at the border. Remember that.” 
 
    “I don’t like that saying at all.” 
 
    Gerd smiled and shrugged. “That’s how things are. We have to accept it. But don’t worry, I’ll never leave you stranded.” 
 
    “Neither will I, my friend, whatever the situation,” Lasgol said confidently. 
 
    Gerd gave him a massive slap on the back. “Well spoken, pal! I wasn’t expecting any less!” 
 
    Lasgol was knocked two paces aside from the blow and left breathless for a moment. “Have you… realized… you’re getting stronger… by the day?” 
 
    Gerd blushed and shrugged. “Oops, sorry, sometimes I can’t control my strength.”  
 
    “Oh, sure…” said Lasgol, moving his shoulders back and forth, trying to recover from the slap. He was not exactly strong, and his friend’s affectionate gesture had left his head ringing. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get ready for the mission.” 
 
    “Tell me something: aren’t you worried? Aren’t you afraid?” 
 
    Gerd thought for a moment. “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “But we’re going to infiltrate ourselves into enemy territory and spy on a war camp…” 
 
    “Hmm, no, no fear at all. I know it’s very dangerous, don’t get me wrong, but I’m not afraid. I’ve crossed over a number of times before, and it doesn’t scare me. It’ll be more dangerous, but it’s a danger I can see, hear and feel. That eliminates the factor that really terrifies me sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, fine.” 
 
    “Thanks for your concern.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, big guy. Now explain everything I need to know for the mission.” 
 
    “No problem,” Gerd said with a smile. 
 
    They left the fort at midnight, reached the river and crossed it, accompanied by Ona and Camu. Once in Zangrian territory, they made their way to the enemy camp. Like four shadows that had come to life they crossed the forest, with Gerd leading the way and setting both pace and direction. Lasgol was impressed by his friend’s new experience and self-assurance. They had learnt many things at the Shelter this past year, but Gerd had learnt more, through real experience, on the border. 
 
    Suddenly he stopped with his fist raised in a signal. Curiously enough, Ona and Camu understood the gesture even though he had not taught it to them, or perhaps they had interpreted his body language. Whichever the case, they knew they had to stop and keep absolutely silent. They were very clever. Gerd turned his head toward Lasgol and pointed to the east, using three fingers. Lasgol understood that they had company. Gerd went westward, and they went on until he signaled them to stop again, this time with four fingers pointing to the west. Lasgol deduced that they were Zangrian night patrols, combing the forests in search of enemies. In search of them. 
 
    Danger, Lasgol warned Camu and Ona. 
 
    I see. Four soldiers. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. They were inside a very dense forest, and it was nighttime. He himself could not see the patrol. 
 
    You see them? 
 
    West. Four soldiers. Ugly. 
 
    Its nighttime. You can’t see their faces from here. 
 
    I see. 
 
    How? 
 
    Good eye?  
 
    Lasgol did not know what to think. Is that a new skill? 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    What do you mean, not yet? 
 
    I try to improve eye. Not do. 
 
    You’re trying to improve your night vision with a new skill? 
 
    Night vision. 
 
    But you can already see better than we do. 
 
    See more. 
 
    Lasgol had to admit that he was right. If he succeeded, it would be a skill that would come in very handy in situations like the present one. 
 
    Good. Try to do it. When you succeed, tell me. 
 
    I do. I tell. 
 
    Out of curiosity, why do you want to improve your night vision? 
 
    To catch bats. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his face. You’re impossible. 
 
    I possible. 
 
    Lasgol dropped the subject. Gerd signaled to them that they could set off again. 
 
    With dawn beginning to break, they came to the enemy camp and looked for a good spot to hide and spy. Lasgol sent Camu to watch the east and Ona the west. That way he and Gerd would be better covered. Lying on the ground behind some boulders on a rise, he took a good look at the Zangrian war camp. Gerd was lying beside him, narrowing his eyes to get a better view of what was happening. 
 
    Lasgol was taken aback by its size. “Wow, it’s big. How many, would you say?” 
 
    “I can count thousands of tents. The Zangrians usually have five people to a tent, so I think there could be five thousand soldiers in this camp.” 
 
    “Bad business. This is already a complete invasion force.” 
 
    “They must be waiting for reinforcements so that they can enter our territory.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Since I’ve been watching them, more and more soldiers have been arriving at the camp. A couple of weeks ago there were less than half as many. They keep on the move so that they’re not surprised, every few days they change the camp site, and every day more men arrive. Why do you think all they’re doing is bringing in more soldiers?” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged uneasily, and Gerd nodded. 
 
    Soldiers many, came Camu’s message. 
 
    Yeah. You’d better be careful, there are watch patrols. 
 
    I careful. Soldiers no see. 
 
    Don’t be overconfident… 
 
    Soldiers no Rangers. No smart. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Camu was right, but he did not want his little friend to get too cocky. He called upon his Hawk’s Sight and Owl’s Hearing skills to get a better view of what was going on. 
 
    “The three large tents in the middle must be for officers,” he commented. “They’re a lot bigger than the rest.”  
 
    Gerd’s gaze sought them, and he nodded. “From what the Commander told me, the spies report that General Ganzor himself is in command of this army.” 
 
    “The name doesn’t ring a bell. Is he someone important in Zangria?” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “They say he’s the best general in the realm, and that the King gave him this appointment because he’s very astute. They call him ‘The Fox’.” 
 
    “If a highly-regarded general is here leading this army, I very much fear it’s not just for maneuvers.” 
 
    “I agree. In addition to that, the Zangrians are in an undeclared war with the kingdom of Erenal. They’re vying for the Thousand Lakes, which is a wide stretch of territory between the two kingdoms. They’ve been disputing that land for over a hundred years.” 
 
    “And they still haven’t settled the dispute?” 
 
    “Nope. From what I’ve heard, Erenal is a very advanced kingdom in art, culture and science, and very rich thanks to trade. Zangria is a very much a military kingdom and isn’t as rich. It looks as though Erenal’s keeping Zangria at bay, so now they’re looking to expand northwards, into our own kingdom.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound worse and worse…” 
 
    “Yeah. Everything points to an imminent invasion. The arrival of General Ganzor seems to indicate that.” 
 
    “Has he arrived?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I warned the Commander, and that’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s General Ganzor? Couldn’t it be someone else?” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “I saw him arrive myself, with an escort of a hundred men. He fits the description they gave me: tall, strong, with short black hair and long beard down to his waist, dressed like a Zangrian officer. I could see his general’s stripes.” 
 
    “You must have had to get really close to take in so much detail.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it wasn’t easy. They have patrols covering the surroundings all the time, but I managed to dodge them and get close enough.” 
 
    “You’re very brave,” Lasgol said, smiling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that much. It’s just that the Zangrians don’t scare me. I’m afraid of them, don’t get me wrong. I know that if I’m found out and caught, I can expect torture and death. But I’m not afraid of the missions I’m entrusted with. I’ve realized that what I really fear are things I can’t see or touch. Situations my mind can’t understand – like Camu’s magic, for instance.” 
 
    “Camu’s magic is harmless for us,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I try to tell myself, that the little one’s magic can’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Hmph, little one is precisely what he’s beginning not to be.” 
 
    “He’ll always be the little one for me,” the giant said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, compared with you he is.” 
 
    “For now,” Gerd chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, right, for now. In the future, we’ll see.” 
 
    Suddenly they heard full-throated shouts coming from the middle of the camp. 
 
    “There’s something bad going on,” Gerd said, suddenly tense. 
 
    Lasgol looked closely at the camp. The shouts grew more intense. Now there were a number of voices yelling. They were sounding the alarm, and the soldiers were rushing out of their tents and arming themselves. The officers were ordering them to regroup while they themselves tried to understand what was happening. 
 
    Lasgol sharpened both his hearing and his vision. 
 
    “Can you understand what they’re shouting?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “I don’t know any Zangrian.” 
 
    “I’ve learnt a few words. Try telling me what you hear, and we’ll see if we can work out what’s going on.” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated, and the words reached him. One was very clear. He repeated it to Gerd, trying to make it sound like the original. 
 
    “That’s Emergency.” 
 
    Lasgol said something else. 
 
    “Not a clue.” 
 
    He repeated the next words very slowly. 
 
    “I can recognize two words: General and death.” 
 
    The sentence was being repeated, more loudly. 
 
    “I think they’re shouting that they’ve murdered the general,” Gerd said. 
 
    “You sure? Are you translating it correctly?” 
 
    “Let’s see, say it again.” 
 
    Lasgol listened carefully to the shouting and repeated the words to Gerd. 
 
    “They’ve murdered the General.” 
 
    “It sounds pretty unlikely to me.” 
 
    “Judging by how excited they are, I’d say I’m right.” 
 
    Lasgol saw that the command tent was now surrounded by officers. Several of them, who seemed to be the senior ones, were barking orders. One of them was shaking his head, and on his face was an expression of utter disbelief. Lasgol focused on him and sent more of his inner energy to increase his Owl’s Hearing skill. He was speaking to one of his fellow-officers. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I can’t believe he’s been murdered in the middle of the camp. It must be something else.” 
 
    “It’s pretty unlikely, that’s true.” 
 
    Lasgol was not at all sure that Gerd had translated correctly. “How could anyone get to the General’s tent in the middle of the night, avoiding all the scouts patrolling in the forest and the camp, and murder him?”  
 
    Gerd nodded. “It’s practically impossible. There are guards every five paces. I can’t have translated right…” 
 
    The officer was looking all around. He pointed to a grove of trees and began to shout orders. Several groups of soldiers went into the trees. There was no doubt that they were searching for someone. 
 
    “I don’t know whether it’s a murderer, but they’re looking for someone,” Lasgol said. The patrols were now spreading out across the entire perimeter of the camp. 
 
    “They’re tracking, that’s right.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here, and fast,” Lasgol said. “This looks like a wasp’s nest that’s been hit with a stick.”  
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    Soldiers. Many, came Camu’s warning from the east. 
 
    Ona arrived at a run from the west and chirped in a mournful moan which meant that she had seen danger. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here now!” Lasgol said. We leave. Now, he warned Camu and Ona. 
 
    “But… have I got this right? Suppose someone’s killed General Ganzor? Who would have dared? To try something like that in the middle of his war camp is insane!” 
 
    Lasgol was about to agree with his friend when a voice interrupted him. 
 
    “Who d’you think it could be?” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd spun around to the voice at once and aimed their short bows. 
 
    “Go easy on those bows. To have my own people catch me is all I need when I’ve just managed to dodge the Zangrians.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd stared at the figure, but what with the surrounding darkness, the black clothes he was wearing and the dark scarf which covered his nose and mouth, all they could see were a pair of dark eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” Lasgol asked threateningly. 
 
    “We don’t recognize our friends any longer, weirdo? I can understand that the big guy here wouldn’t after a whole year… he isn’t the brightest spark either and he’s sure to be having a panic attack right now, but you ought to.” 
 
    Is Viggo! came Camu’s message. 
 
    Lasgol recognized him at last. “Viggo!” 
 
    “Viggo? Is that you?” Gerd asked incredulously. 
 
    “Of course, it’s me. Who else do you know who’s capable of slipping into the middle of the Zangrian camp and eliminating their famous general while he’s asleep?” This was said with enormous satisfaction and pride as he lowered his scarf so that they could see his face. 
 
    Gerd lowered his bow and hurled himself at him to give him a bear-hug. “Viggo! I can’t believe it!” 
 
    Lasgol was shaking his head, unable to believe that Viggo was actually there. 
 
    “Put me down, you giant!” Viggo was protesting, but Gerd, laughing joyfully, held him off his feet in a tight bear-hug. 
 
    Soldiers come, Camu warned Lasgol. 
 
    “We have to get out of here right away,” he said to Gerd and Viggo. “Soldiers are on their way.” 
 
    Many soldiers, Camu added. 
 
    “Put me down, giant! We’re going to get caught thanks to your snail’s brain!” 
 
    Gerd set him down. “I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “Let’s make a move. We can celebrate when we’re not in danger of death any longer.” 
 
    Thanks to his enhanced senses, Lasgol could now hear and see hundreds of soldiers coming from all directions. 
 
    Camu, run. 
 
    I go. 
 
    Viggo hugged his friend tightly, then slapped him on the back: “Come on, big guy, we’re off.” 
 
    Gerd and Viggo left the forest at the speed of lightning, as if the trees were in flames and on the point of reaching them. A moment later came Lasgol, who had stayed behind to wipe out their tracks. Camu joined him, and they vanished into the next stretch of forest like shadows of the night. 
 
    A swarm of soldiers surrounded the area where they had been only a moment before. There was no trace left of the Rangers. 
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    “Viggo! I can’t believe it!” Gerd said, and hugged him again with the strength of a bear, full of an enormous joy at seeing his friend again after a whole year. Luckily they were in Norghanian territory by now, and out of danger. 
 
    “You have the body and the strength of a semi-giant from the Frozen Continent, but the brains of an ant,” Viggo complained. “Could you please put me down?” 
 
    Gerd ignored the comment and began to spin with Viggo in his grasp, laughing delightedly as he did so. Lasgol watched them with a broad smile he could not erase from his face. 
 
    Viggo fun, Camu transmitted. He was visible now. 
 
    Lots, Lasgol had to admit. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much!” 
 
    “I haven’t missed you at all.” 
 
    “Yes you have!” 
 
    “Like the prisoner misses his captor.” 
 
    “You’ve missed me really, I know that.” 
 
    “Put me down, you’re making me dizzy and I’m going to throw up on you.” 
 
    “Not until you admit you’ve missed me.” 
 
    “What are you? A big baby? I’ll rephrase that: a giant baby?” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    Lasgol could not stop smiling. The scene was tender as well as funny, 
 
    “All right, you hairless ogre, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    Gerd set Viggo on his feet and looked him up and down. “You look just the same!” 
 
    Viggo made a face. “You look bigger and uglier.” 
 
    “Come here!” Gerd said. He put his arms around him again, though not with a bear-hug this time. 
 
    “Don’t break my back, I need it.” 
 
    Gerd let him go. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” he asked reproachfully. 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. “Now look here, giant. D’you really believe that when someone’s sent on a murder mission they go shouting the fact to the four winds?” 
 
    “It’s not shouting it, it’s telling me, your best friend.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head exaggeratedly. “You’re not my best friend.”   
 
    “Yes I am, and you know it.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, my friend who’s as transparent as river water” – Viggo jabbed his finger at him – “is completely incapable of keeping a secret. Anybody could get the information out of you with some trick or another and you’d put me at risk. Or even worse, you’d be scared and spill it all.” 
 
    “No way. I can pretend perfectly well and I don’t scare easily anymore,” the big guy said, sounding offended. He crossed his arms over his huge torso. 
 
    “Sure, and I can fly.” 
 
    Very funny, Camu commented again, and Lasgol laughed aloud. 
 
    Viggo turned to him. “Now then, weirdo, what are you doing here? Hadn’t you gone to the capital?” 
 
    “Complications…” Lasgol said with an apologetic gesture. 
 
    “In trouble again? How is it that you manage to attract all the trouble in Tremia?” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    Camu let out a little shriek, and Viggo glared at him. “Don’t even think of it, bug,” he said with a look of distaste. 
 
    Camu took two steps, and in a single bounce he threw himself at Viggo, who ended up on the ground with Camu on top licking his face. 
 
    “Stop it, you bug!” he kept saying, but without making any effort to dislodge him. Ona, seeing Camu’s way of greeting him, decided to do the same, jumped on him and began to lick his face too.  
 
    “By all the Wild Ones of the Ice! Lasgol! Take your pests off me!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Deep down you love it really, and you know it!”  
 
    As for Viggo, he protested from the ground, but did not move a muscle to avoid the attentions of Ona and Camu. 
 
    Lasgol allowed the two of them to torture Viggo with their display of affection for a little while longer. Viggo complained to high heaven, at the same time trying to hide the smile that kept creeping on to his face. It was obvious that he was enjoying all the attention he was getting from the two wild creatures. 
 
    Okay, let him be, he’s had enough by now, he finally transmitted to Ona and Camu. 
 
    They both moved aside, but stayed close to Viggo, as if they were waiting for another chance to pounce on him and smother him with affection. Viggo had this strange effect on people and animals. You always felt like helping him, consoling him, even though there was no obvious reason for it, if anything the opposite. But it was as if he radiated that feeling toward those around him. 
 
    “Disgusting pests,” he protested, and his charm resurfaced, wiping out the previous feeling completely. Lasgol felt like spanking him rather than giving him a hug, but he went over to him and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “I’m really glad to see you, nightmare.” 
 
    “And so am I to see you, weirdo.” 
 
    “And so am I to see the two of you,” Gerd said. He hugged them tightly, squeezing them together in the process. 
 
    “Stop hugging me, you muscle-mountain!” Viggo complained bitterly. 
 
    Lasgol, who was feeling the effect of Gerd’s enormous strength, shared Viggo’s feeling up to a point, but on the other hand he was delighted that Gerd was so big, outgoing and affectionate. 
 
    “Okay, okay… it’s just that it’s so long since we’ve been together…” 
 
    Viggo shook his arms and stretched his back and neck the moment Gerd let him free. “What a brute you are. You’re worse than a troll!” 
 
    Gerd was smiling from ear to ear. He was in seventh heaven. 
 
    “Let’s see, big guy, what have you been doing all this time?”  
 
    Gerd inflated his chest proudly. “Watching the border with Zangria.”  
 
    “Well I wouldn’t say you were making a very good job of it.” 
 
    Gerd frowned. “Why d’you say that?”  
 
    “Because they’ve brought half the Zangrian army to that camp. They didn’t seem very worried about the fact that the Great Norghanian Ranger Gerd was keeping an eye on them.” 
 
    “But they haven’t crossed over.” 
 
    “They haven’t crossed over because I just killed their mighty general.” 
 
    Gerd looked offended. “I’ve done my job really well.” 
 
    “Yeah, and that’s why they had to send me.” 
 
    Gerd looked imploringly at Lasgol. “We had them under close observation, didn’t we, Lasgol?”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Well, now there aren’t going to be any more problems for a while,” Viggo said, and put his hand on his weapons. 
 
    “Who sent you? Dolbarar?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Nope. This is a mission from Duke Orten, King Thoran’s brother. He’s in charge of making sure the Zangrians don’t attack us from behind. He’s counting on the Blizzard Army if they do, and with yours truly to discourage them.” He jabbed his thumbs at himself as if he himself were a lethal weapon of mass destruction. 
 
    “Something of a suicide mission, don’t you think?” Lasgol said. He was worried about the incredible risk his friend had just run. 
 
    Viggo puffed himself up like a peacock. “That’s why they gave it to the best.”  
 
    “To the one with the least common sense, you mean,” Gerd said. He was shaking his head. “What a lunatic mission.” 
 
    “I’m a Natural Assassin. The best, in fact. There’s no mission I can’t carry out.” 
 
    Gerd looked distinctly displeased at this. “Don’t get so cocky, just because you were lucky in this mission. That doesn’t mean you’re infallible, or that they might not have captured you or killed you.”  
 
    “I agree with Gerd on this. This mission was insane. A thousand things could have gone wrong and you’d have ended up tortured and strung up from a tree.” 
 
    “Bah! That’s nonsense. Those Zangrians are clumsier than a penguin in a tavern. They’d never have caught me, not in a thousand years!” 
 
    “You’ve got a swollen head, and it’s going to cost you dearly someday,” Gerd pointed out. 
 
    “And you’re a mountain of fears,” Viggo countered. 
 
    Gerd rolled his eyes. “You’re hopeless.” 
 
    “That’s why you love me so much,” Viggo retorted, fluttering his eyelashes and looking utterly innocent. 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud. “Viggo, you’re a pain in the neck. Don’t you see we care about you? You’ve got to admit, the mission was suicidal. Why did you go through with it?” 
 
    “For two reasons. First and foremost, because Orten isn’t someone you can say no to. He’s a bad-tempered cretin, as big as he’s brutish, and a very unpleasant human being. Haven’t you heard what they say about him in his fortress? He tortures and rapes, the pig.” 
 
    “The King’s brother?” Gerd said in amazement. 
 
    “Yup. You may be from the nobility and the brother of the king, but that doesn’t guarantee you’ll be a good human being. In fact, I’m beginning to think it guarantees the opposite, if anything. I’d far rather deal with some illiterate farmer than with a Norghanian noble. A thousand times a thousand, in fact.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted in disgust. “Just what we needed…” He was ashamed to have someone like that controlling the realm along with his brother Thoran, whose reputation was not so bad, but everybody knew that he had an explosive temperament and was capable of anything when he burst out in fury. 
 
    Gerd was shaking his head in disappointment. “Well now, the kingdom’s obviously in wonderful hands. Here on the border you don’t hear about these things. I’m not sure whether it’s out of fear or ignorance. I guess a little of both…” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “It’s not wise to speak ill of kings and nobles.  That leads you to the dungeons, or worse.” 
 
    “And the second reason, you’re not letting me finish my explanation,” Viggo went on, looking as though he could not understand why they had interrupted his eloquence, “is that I’ve got to prove I’m the best Assassin in the kingdom. Rumor has it that there are two very good ones already, Mortensen and Hiltzason. The first one is an Assassin of Nature, and the second one a Natural Assassin. People say they’re the best. I want to be better than them, to get to be the best, and that’s why I’ve got to prove it. This has been my first great demonstration,” he added proudly. 
 
    “You’ll end up proving how a braggart gets hanged,” Gerd said, shaking his head. 
 
    Lasgol was nodding. “You’d better be careful, or else you’re going to be the Natural Assassin with fewest completed missions.” 
 
    “You’re both wrong. Nobody’s going to hang me, because to do that they’d have to catch me first, and that’s not going to happen. And anyway, there are several precedents of Natural Assassins who’ve died on their first mission.” 
 
    “All the more reason!” Lasgol growled. 
 
    “You’ve got to be careful! You’re not invincible!” Gerd added. 
 
    Viggo put his hands on his hips. “You two are worse than the fussiest mother in Tremia. Nothing’s going to happen to me, as I’ve just demonstrated. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have shown up and just gone on my way without stopping to say hello.” 
 
    “Well… not that either…” Gerd said, sounding hurt. 
 
    “We worry about you,” Lasgol explained. “You’re not exactly the most sensible of the group.”  
 
    Viggo grinned mockingly at him. “Maybe, but I’m the best in it.”  
 
    “What d’you mean?” Gerd cried. “Ingrid’s a lot better than you.” 
 
    “Don’t even mention her to me,” Viggo replied with a look of distaste. 
 
    “Sure, because you don’t like her,” Gerd said. 
 
    “I don’t like her at all, in fact I loathe her,” Viggo said defiantly, with his arms crossed. 
 
    Gerd could not believe his ears. He turned to Lasgol. “He loathes her the way you loathe the woman you love,” he said, and shrugged. 
 
    “Nonsense. Besides, Natural Assassins can’t have attachments. It’s bad for our lifestyle.” 
 
    “Lifestyle?” Lasgol repeated. “Come on, you haven’t been a Natural Assassin for even a month.” 
 
    “I need to get used to it as soon as possible. No women, no family, no ties.” 
 
    “And friends?” Gerd asked, sounding worried. 
 
    “Hmmm… friends, just the right ones ...” 
 
    “Are Gerd and I among the right ones?” Lasgol asked him, although he already knew the answer. 
 
    “You two? Well, let me think…” 
 
    “What do you mean, let me think?” Gerd shouted in disbelief. “We’re your best friends!” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “I’m not sure it’s good for me. The weirdo who gets into trouble with every step he takes, and as for you, you’re a frightened giant who’s going to bring me nothing but trouble…” 
 
    Gerd began to gesture wildly. “I just can’t believe this!” 
 
    Suddenly Viggo’s expression changed, and a broad smile appeared on his face. “Of course you two are among the chosen ones!” 
 
    “We’d better be,” Gerd said, and jokingly threatened him with his fist. 
 
    “I feel really honored,” Lasgol said with heavy irony. “It’s a privilege I’m not sure I’m going to be able to repay.” 
 
    “No need,” said Viggo. “I’m like that, big-hearted. I like to be warm and kindly,” he added. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, and Gerd shook his head in protest. 
 
    “So tell me, what did I miss?” Viggo asked after a moment. 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd told him everything they had been through. When they had finished, he was thoughtful for a moment. 
 
    “The Zangrian problem’s resolved now, big guy. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about them for a while. Without their great general, they’ll think twice before they cross. Besides, I don’t think there’ll be many generals who’ll volunteer to invade Norghana, knowing what’s happened to the most illustrious of them. As for you, weirdo, it seems pretty certain to me that it was the Dark Rangers who tried to eliminate you in the capital. I’m glad the redhead helped you come out alive. She’s clumsy, but she’s a fantastic shot. And nice. But don’t tell her I admitted that. I don’t want her to adore me.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted in amusement. “Yeah, Nilsa’s sure to adore you for that little acknowledgement…” 
 
    “We need to find out who’s the leader of the Dark Rangers. They’re a serious problem. They’ll try to kill you again, and on top of that I think they’re the ones behind the attempts to kill Egil.” 
 
    “We’ve got no proof of that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “The agents who are trying to kill Egil are Zangrians,” Gerd pointed out. 
 
    “It’s a hunch I have.” 
 
    “But without evidence…” 
 
    “I trust my hunches,” 
 
    “Yeah, because they’re always right,” Lasgol said teasingly. 
 
    “Not always, I admit, but I’d rather follow a hunch than wander around blindly not knowing where the attack’s coming from.” 
 
    “We need evidence that shows clearly who wants us dead.” 
 
    “I wonder what we’ll do the day no-one wants to kill one of us,” said Viggo. “Especially the weirdo and the know-it-all.”  
 
    “We could all go fishing by some quiet lake,” Gerd said eagerly. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds really interesting,” Viggo shot back, looking utterly bored. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “First let’s try to find out who wants to kill us and get this problem sorted out. Then we can go fishing, or whatever.” 
 
    “All right,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Very much all right,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Right, then. What are you going to do now, Viggo? Coming to the fort with us?” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “I can’t. I have to go back to Orten’s castle. Besides, nobody must know what I’ve done, or even the fact that I’ve been here. It’s secret, on pain of death, at my own hand. In fact, I’d have to kill you both, because you know what I’ve just done and who ordered it.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd exchanged looks of disbelief. 
 
    “But today I’m feeling magnanimous. I’m not going to kill you.” 
 
    Gerd made a gesture of wiping imaginary sweat from his forehead. “Thank goodness.” 
 
    “I was worried sick,” Lasgol said with feigned horror. 
 
    “Aren’t I charming, really?” Viggo asked with a huge smile of satisfaction. 
 
    “You’re a pain!” both Lasgol and Gerd said in unison. 
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    For two more weeks, Commander Emarson had Lasgol and Gerd watching the Zangrian war camp. At the end of the first week, half the enemy army had broken camp and gone southwards, toward the Zangrian capital. By halfway through the second week, there was not a single soldier left at the site. 
 
    “What news have you brought me today?” the Commander asked. Gerd and Lasgol had crossed the border to check on the movements of the Zangrian forces in the area, and had just returned. 
 
    “Not much, sir,” Gerd reported. “The war camp is deserted, and there’s no trace of any significant contingent of troops anywhere on the southeastern border.”  
 
    Emarson nodded. He seemed pleased. “I’ve had reports that the reason for the Zangrian troops’ withdrawal is the murder of General Ganzor on his way to the camp. Or perhaps in the camp itself, though I find this hard to believe. Do you have any proof of this? Did you find any evidence to back it up?” 
 
    Gerd and Lasgol exchanged unobtrusive glances and shook their heads. 
 
    “We don’t know anything about it, sir,” Lasgol said, trying to hide the fact that he was lying. It was not something he was any good at. He would have preferred not to have to, but explaining their encounter with Viggo would put their friend in a difficult position. The missions entrusted to Natural Assassins were secret, and Duke Orten would not appreciate this secret being revealed, not even to a Commander of his own army. It was not good business for it to be known who ordered murders, and what kind they were – not even for Orten, whose reputation was appalling. 
 
    “Aren’t there any further signs of activity?” 
 
    “We’ve found some patrols, but they’re the usual ones,” Gerd explained. “They keep watch on the border just as we do. Apart from them, we haven’t noticed anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “That makes me feel easier. For a moment I thought the Zangrians were going to attack. The death of their general, however it may have come about, gives us a respite which we badly need. I’ll inform Duke Orten of the situation. You two keep patrolling the border on both sides, in case it’s a trick and they’re playing cat-and-mouse with us.” 
 
    For another week they kept careful watch on the border in case the Zangrians were setting up a trap for them and they fell into it through overconfidence, but they found nothing. No trace of the Zangrian army. Viggo had been right: the death of the general had been a major setback. They would have to wait and see how they would react. Lasgol suspected that King Caron and his nobles were not going to forgive the murder of one of their most illustrious generals, or allow it to go uncontested, and the consequences were not likely to be at all pleasant. 
 
    “I don’t fully trust those Zangrians,” the Commander said, sounding relieved, “but for now it looks as though everything’s calm.”  
 
    “We’ll keep a watch, just in case,” Gerd said. 
 
    The Commander shook his head. “No, not you two. I have new orders for the two of you.” He handed them a scroll, and Lasgol and Gerd read what was written on it. 
 
    “They’re sending us to Duke Oslevan’s castle,” Lasgol said. “I don’t understand…”  
 
    “I’ve no idea where that is,” said Gerd. 
 
    “In the Duchy of Levanberg. It’s the easternmost county, on the border with the West of the kingdom.” 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol was beginning to understand. “They’re sending us to the battlefront…” 
 
    The Commander nodded. “The King has summoned all his Rangers.” 
 
    “So… this can only mean it’s the beginning of the great offensive against the West that we’ve all heard everyone talking about,” said Gerd. 
 
    “It looks like it. I can’t confirm or deny it.” 
 
    “Are you coming with us, Commander?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately not. My orders are to look after the border and keep watch on the Zangrians. It’s going to be a lot more difficult without you two, obviously, but we’ll go on carrying out our duty.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Gerd said. He had noticed the officer’s compliment, which was unusual in him. 
 
    “I’ve always had a high opinion of the Rangers, more than ever now that I’ve worked with you two. You’re both exceptional. I wish my men were half as skilled as you are… well, anyway, I’ll get by.”   
 
    Both Gerd and Lasgol felt honored by his words. “Good luck, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Good luck to you both. Take care at the front.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd withdrew to rest at the far end of the barracks, which the soldiers had kindly let them have for their own use. It was the best spot because it was the quietest, and they were able to relax there. At the entrance there was a great deal of bustle, with people coming in and going out all the time, and in addition the bunks at that end were less often used and hence were in better condition. It touched Lasgol that the soldiers should have let them have the best place to rest, because it meant that they respected them. Not so much for being who they were – they had hardly talked with them – but for the work they did: because they were Rangers. The soldiers were aware of what they brought with them, and that they saved lives with their knowledge and skills. 
 
    “What do you think?” Gerd asked Lasgol when they lay down to sleep. He looked worried. 
 
    “That the offensive is beginning at last. That’s the only reason I can think why the King should have decided to summon all his Rangers. The Commander didn’t want to acknowledge it openly, so he must have had orders to keep it secret. I think it’s quite clear.” 
 
    “They’re sending us to war,” Gerd said, downcast. 
 
    “We knew this day would come. It was inevitable. Thoran was going to go against the West sooner or later, and we’re his Rangers.” 
 
    “I know. I’d like things to be different… for us not to be involved… because of everything that brings with it. Not only going to war, but because of Egil… because of his family…” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel the same. I don’t want to go to war, especially considering it’s against our brothers from the West, against Egil’s family.” 
 
    “What are we going to do, Lasgol?” Gerd asked, and in his voice, his friend could hear the doubts in his heart. 
 
    “I think each one of us is going to have to look into his own soul and decide when the time comes.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, and I still don’t know what to do. I’m a Ranger, my farm’s in an eastern county, I serve the King…” 
 
    “But you don’t want to go against Egil and his family.” 
 
    The big guy nodded. On his face it was easy to see the torment his heart was suffering. Whichever option he chose, it was going to hurt him deeply. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do… what about you?” 
 
    “I… I don’t think I’ll know until the moment comes.” 
 
    “You’re from the West, and you’re Egil’s closest friend, the son of ... you know…” 
 
    “You think because of all that, I’ll lean towards the West?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so…” 
 
    “I’m also a Ranger, a Specialist, and I serve the King.” 
 
    “He’s not a good King. He shouldn’t even be the King, by descent.” 
 
    “But the fact is, that he is the King. We don’t choose who rules. We serve whoever does. Whoever he may be, because we serve the country, Norghana.” 
 
    “So, you’ll support Thoran?” 
 
    “I haven’t said that. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I have the same doubts, and I feel just as divided as you do.” 
 
    “I thought, that out of all of us, you’d be the clearest about this.” 
 
    “Partly I am, partly not. It’s funny how honor and duty make you see things differently, even those things that seem obvious.” 
 
    “Yes, it is…” 
 
    “Stop turning it over, rest. Tomorrow we leave, and the journey’s going to be a long one. If you can’t sleep, just think that you’ll do the right thing when it really matters. That’s what I do, and it helps me to fall asleep.” 
 
    “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “No, my friend, thank you.” 
 
    “Me? What for?” 
 
    “For being such a kind person and such a good friend.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lasgol,” Gerd said, blushing. 
 
    “Sleep well, big guy.” 
 
    The two friends slept, wishing they did not have to face the terrible decision they knew they must make. 
 
    The following day they gathered together their gear and set off, leaving the fort and the Zangrian frontier behind, with their gaze set on the northwest. The two friends, far from being in high spirits, were downcast. On the other hand, Ona and Camu were delighted. New landscapes, new discoveries and a load of adventures awaited them. Lasgol would have to explain that they were going to a war and what this meant, but he decided to leave it until later. He did not feel up to it at the moment. 
 
    The journey to the Duchy of Levanberg turned out to be very entertaining. Gerd enjoyed the company of Ona and Camu immensely, and they certainly loved him. They spent every moment of rest playing, and even as they travelled, Gerd played with them from his mount. He had asked Lasgol to teach him a few of the basic commands he used with Ona. Lasgol had obliged with pleasure, although he was not sure whether the panther was going to heed him, since according to Elder Gisli, familiars only obeyed their Whisperers. Gerd started by giving orders to Ona to do small things, presenting this as a game. At first the panther simply ignored him, but he went on trying with his good humor and optimism. To Lasgol’s surprise she began to obey the giant, who could not have been happier about his success. There was no doubt that Gerd had a special gift with animals. 
 
    With Camu, he played his little friend’s favorite game: hide-and-seek. Camu would go ahead and hide among the trees. He would come out shrieking from his hiding-place as if he were a highway robber attacking them. The first couple of times Gerd let him win, but then he began to find him, which Camu did not like. He hated to lose, so he cheated and used his power to camouflage himself. Lasgol realized this and pointed it out to Gerd, who was not happy with Camu using his magic. He still could not get over his deep-rooted fear of magic and the arcane. 
 
    Camu noticed that something was up with his big playmate, who had stopped playing with him and turned serious. 
 
    What happen with Gerd? 
 
    You cheated, Lasgol explained. 
 
    No cheat. 
 
    If you play hide-and-seek using magic, that’s cheating. 
 
    Magic mine, no cheat. 
 
    If you play against a human without magic it is. You have an advantage he doesn’t. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    You understand? 
 
    I understand. 
 
    I’m glad. 
 
    Gerd angry? 
 
    He’s not angry. He’s… worried… he’s afraid.  
 
    Afraid? 
 
    He’s afraid of magic. 
 
    Like Nilsa? 
 
    Well, not exactly like Nilsa. She hates it. Gerd fears it, that’s different. 
 
    Yes, different. 
 
    It’s better if you don’t use your power in front of them. 
 
    And if danger? 
 
    Then yes, absolutely. 
 
    My magic good. 
 
    I know. But you yourself say that other people’s magic isn’t, and you try to counter it. 
 
    Yes, but mine good. 
 
    Fine. Yours is good and other people’s isn’t. Understood, Lasgol conceded so as not to argue any more with his little friend, who had a peculiar sense of what was good or evil, particularly with regard to magic. 
 
    Camu traveled on beside Gerd’s mount and spent the day bouncing and capering and dancing until the big guy smiled. By the next day they were the best of friends again and went on playing like two giant children, which Lasgol had the impression that they were. 
 
    He was very much enjoying Gerd’s company. The giant was a delightful person, someone to go to the end of the world with, an excellent companion for any adventure. Of all his comrades, he was the easiest to get along with. He never made any trouble, and was always happy and willing to help. It was true that every once in a while his fears would creep back, but Lasgol was already used to this and knew how to soothe him. He was not always successful, but he was beginning to think there was more hope. 
 
    At last they came to the Duchy of Levanberg, the westernmost territory under the control of the nobles of the East. In the distance they could make out Duke Oslevan’s castle on top of a hill, dominating an expanse of flat green land. Great stretches of woodland further to the east completed the landscape. 
 
    “D’you know anything about the Duke?” Gerd asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Nothing, apart from the fact that he’s one of the eastern dukes.” 
 
    “I wonder what he’ll turn out to be like.” 
 
    “Well… being a duke and from the East…” 
 
    Gerd laughed out loud. “Yeah, better not to know.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    It was not long before they glimpsed the duke’s forces, posted outside the castle, to the south. More than five hundred tents, which must have held around two thousand soldiers: a considerable force.  
 
    When they arrived at the camp, they identified themselves as Rangers and were let through. 
 
    “Report to Captain Lenson in the command tent,” the sergeant in charge of the watch patrol told them. “Access to the castle is closed by order of the Duke.” 
 
    They went on to the castle, which rose impressively to dominate the surrounding land. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being the lord of a castle like this,” Gerd commented. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the castle and wrinkled his nose. “D’you really want to be a bad-tempered, noble despot?” 
 
    “Well, no, not really…” 
 
    “Well, to be the lord of that castle that’s what you’d have to be.” 
 
    Gerd smiled. “In that case I’d rather be a merry Ranger.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought. If you want a castle, a duchy or a county, remember you’d need to deal with all the responsibilities it involves. Going by what Egil’s told me about his family, there are plenty of those, and they’re pretty unpleasant. I don’t think you or I were made to deal with certain things that being a member of the nobility requires.” 
 
    “I only wanted the castle… it’s awesome.” 
 
    “So it is. But like everything that glitters in this world, there’s a price to be paid for owning it.” 
 
    “A price that requires us to do rather unworthy things.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “In that case I don’t want it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Nor do I. I’m happy with my friends.” He glanced at Camu and Ona, then at Gerd, with a broad smile on his face. 
 
    On their way to the camp they watched the soldiers working non-stop in front of the castle. They were everywhere. 
 
    “I wonder why they’re not all safely sheltered inside the castle,” Gerd commented. 
 
    “That’s a good question. I don’t really know. I guess it means they’re going to leave soon and they’re already organizing the war camp.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s logical.” 
 
    “Besides, that castle isn’t big enough to house all these troops.” 
 
    “No? To me it looks pretty big and solid. It has three round towers and a good courtyard. At least that’s what it looks like from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, big guy, but the barracks must hold a thousand men, so where are the rest of them supposed to sleep? On the battlements? In the courtyard?” 
 
    “Oh… I see…” 
 
    “It’s one thing for them to get inside, a very different one for them to be able to live in there. If a superior force attacks them, they’ll go inside and take cover within the castle. But if there’s no threat, all those men inside the fortress would get in the way of the daily tasks and they wouldn’t be able to rest or get their jobs done.” 
 
    Gerd gave him one of his friendly slaps on the back. “Wow, you sound like a true military strategist.” 
 
    “I think I’ve spent too much time with Egil, and these things have rubbed off.” Lasgol had almost fallen off Trotter under the impact of his friend’s caress. 
 
    As soon as they entered the camp, they knew that the soldiers were getting ready to leave. They were loading weapons, provisions and water on to carts pulled by mules and oxen. Various sergeants were urging their men to work faster. From the shouts of the non-commissioned officers, Lasgol guessed that their departure must be imminent. 
 
    At the officers’ tent, Captain Lenson was pointed out to them. They dismounted and reported to him as he was giving orders to two veteran sergeants. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Rangers reporting,” Gerd snapped out. 
 
    Captain Lenson pointed to Ona, who had stayed a few paces back with Trotter. “Is that panther yours?” 
 
    “She’s mine, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Don’t let her move from your side. Look at the effect she’s having.” 
 
    Lasgol turned and found a circle of soldiers watching Ona. “She won’t stray from my side,” he assured the officer. Ona. With me, he ordered her mentally. 
 
    The panther obeyed at once. As she leapt forward, the circle of soldiers broke up. Several of them fell backwards from the shock. Ona came to Lasgol’s side and sat down beside him. 
 
    Ona. Good, Lasgol told her, and scratched her head. Meanwhile Lenson was watching with great interest. 
 
    “Remarkable,” he commented. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.”  
 
    The officer held out his hand. “Orders?” 
 
    Gerd and Lasgol handed them to him, and the officer read them. 
 
    “All right. The Duke isn’t seeing anybody right now. But consider yourself introduced. The Rangers’ tents are to the north, a little apart from the rest. Go there and await orders.” 
 
    “Are we leaving soon?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “That’s nothing you need to worry about. We’ll leave when the Duke tells us to.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lasgol said. 
 
    On their way to the Rangers’ tents, Ona caused a sensation among the soldiers, who moved away or else reached for their weapons when they saw her. As she was walking between Lasgol and Gerd, nobody challenged her. They all realized that these were Rangers, and as a rule the soldiers did not mess with them. It was a well-known fact that this was not a wise thing to do, even for the tallest and strongest of the Norghanian warriors. The Rangers tended to fell them like tall pine trees. 
 
    At the Rangers’ tents they found a dozen of them, all veterans, around three fires. Lasgol and Gerd greeted them and were offered the comfort of fire and hot food. Gerd wasted no time settling down and beginning to devour the stew they had been offered. Lasgol sat down beside his friend, with Ona at his back. The Rangers complimented Lasgol on his panther, and he thanked them. 
 
    Food was even brought for Ona, with Lasgol’s permission. Talk was not very lively, since most Rangers preferred to eat in silence or simply to relax. Not far away the soldiers were making a racket as they carried out their duties amid the shouts of their officers. Lasgol felt good among his comrades. There was a curious atmosphere of camaraderie and quiet among them, as if they knew that this was the calm that preceded the storm.  
 
    Gerd had a second helping of stew, and one of the veteran Rangers began singing an ode to the brave defenders of the Path in a deep, melodious voice. Lasgol could not help but notice how different the Rangers were from the soldiers. 
 
    “The winds of war have brought us three fierce panthers to help us,” came a feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd turned at once. They knew that voice. In fact, they knew it very well. 
 
    It was Ingrid! 
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    “Ingrid!” Gerd cried with an enormous smile. He went across immediately to give her one of his bear-hugs.  
 
    “Gerd, it’s so nice to see you again!” 
 
    “You’re looking great!” he said, and lifted her off the ground. 
 
    “I see we keep the same old habits,” she said to Lasgol as Gerd spun around with her. 
 
    “Big Guy doesn’t lose them,” Lasgol said with a smile. He was delighted to see his partner again. 
 
    “Gerd, would you mind putting me down? Everybody’s staring at us, and I have a reputation to keep up.” 
 
    Gerd looked at her with his head thrown back. “What reputation?” 
 
    “As a tough no-nonsense girl. You’re ruining it…” 
 
    “It’s good to show a bit of feeling and love. They’ll understand.” The giant gave her another spin. 
 
    “Put me down, or I’ll show lots of love and feeling and give you a lump on your forehead.” 
 
    The giant roared with laughter. “Okay, okay, I’m putting you down.”  He set her down on her feet, and she hugged him. 
 
    “Are you bigger and stronger, or are my eyes deceiving me?” 
 
    “I might be a bit more of both,” he replied, blushing in embarrassment. 
 
    Lasgol too hugged her. “Ingrid, what on earth are you doing here?”  
 
    “King Thoran’s summoned all the Rangers for the offensive. I was sent here a few days ago.” 
 
    Ona approached Ingrid and sniffed at her. 
 
    “I think she recognizes me,” she said to Lasgol. “Hi, Ona, it’s Ingrid, from the Shelter, remember me?” she whispered in the softest, most feminine tone she could. This surprised Gerd, who stared at her as if he did not know who was speaking. 
 
    Lasgol was about to send a mental message to Ona, but there was no need. The panther, recognizing Ingrid, rubbed herself against her leg and let her stroke her head. 
 
    “Hello, Ona. I see you’ve grown too.” 
 
    “A little, yes.” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Where are you keeping Camu?” 
 
    “Outside, to avoid trouble.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Better that way. He’s too unpredictable.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea how much easier I feel to have you with us,” Lasgol admitted. Simply being in the presence of his friend made him feel better. 
 
    “Me too,” Gerd said. “Bad times are on their way.”  
 
    Ingrid smiled, which was a rare thing in her. “Let’s sit by the fire and catch up. I bet I’ve missed some really interesting things.” 
 
    The three sat down and told each other about their doings until night had fallen around them. The other Rangers withdrew one by one to rest. They went on chatting in whispers, so as not to be heard. 
 
    “My missions have been a bit different from yours,” Ingrid said. “More warlike…” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” Gerd asked. He was looking puzzled. 
 
    She pointed to the west. “I’ve been on the other side. Helping the soldiers from the East to take up their positions, or else securing the ones they’d just taken. I’m not going to lie to you, what you see at the front is pretty nasty. A lot of death and destruction…” She bowed her head. There was a look of defeat on her face, which surprised Lasgol. Ingrid was a force of nature, and her vigor and determination were unbelievable. 
 
    “A lot of horror?” Gerd asked with fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, Gerd, a lot. When I was told to come back to this side I was relieved. Spending too much time at the front isn’t something to be recommended. I’m telling you about it so that you’ll be prepared.” 
 
    “I imagined it wasn’t going to be a pretty sight,” Lasgol said, a little anxiously. 
 
    “Have you seen any of our comrades?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Not seen them, but I know Molak and Luca are a little further north with part of Thoran’s forces, getting ready. Molak and I communicate when we can, though I haven’t seen him since the Shelter.” She turned to Lasgol. “Have you seen Astrid?” 
 
    He shook his head, and his sadness was obvious. “No, in fact I’ve had no news from her. I don’t know anything about her. Have you seen her?” 
 
    “No, sorry, I haven’t seen anybody. But don’t worry, Astrid knows how to take care of herself. She’ll be okay, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I was wondering,” Gerd asked, “how’s our army divided up? Why aren’t all our forces here? D’you know?” 
 
    “According to what I’ve been told, there are four major points where they’re gathering the troops together. East” – she indicated their own surroundings – “then the county of Bleedsen to the north, where Molak is; to the south, in Orten the King’s brother’s Duchy;  and finally the capital.” 
 
    “When d’you think the offensive will begin?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Any moment now. The troops here are ready. I think we’re waiting for Thoran to arrive with his forces from the capital.” 
 
    “We need to warn Egil,” Lasgol whispered. 
 
    “I’ve got Milton with me,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve been in contact with Egil.” 
 
    “What news has he had?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “That the moment of truth has arrived.” 
 
    “Uh-oh…” 
 
    “Do you think his brother Arnold has the slightest chance?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “From what I’ve seen, no. The King has far more troops and supplies.” 
 
    “Egil will think of something,” said Gerd. 
 
    “I’m not sure he’ll succeed this time,” said Ingrid. “He’s massively outnumbered.”  
 
    “We’ll have to wait and see,” said Lasgol. He was trying to sound optimistic, although he too was not very sure Egil could save the West. 
 
    “Do you have any news of the knucklehead?” Ingrid asked suddenly. 
 
    Gerd and Lasgol exchanged a glance and smiled. “You’re going to love this,” Lasgol said. He went on to tell her about Viggo’s feat and their meeting with him. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding!” 
 
    They shook their heads. “He did it,” Gerd assured her. 
 
    “In the middle of the Zangrian war camp?” 
 
    “Yes. Isn’t it pretty impressive?” 
 
    “Insane is more like it! It was sheer suicide! How could he ever have thought of it? Because he’s an idiot, that’s why!” 
 
    Gerd put his hand on her arm. “Take it easy, Ingrid, everything came out all right.” 
 
    “It was sheer luck that he came out alive!” 
 
    “I think there was also quite a lot of skill on his part,” Lasgol said, smiling. 
 
    “The next time I see him I’m going to tell him a few home truths.” 
 
    “You always do,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “And this time it’ll be a lot stronger. What stupidity! He’s the only one who could have come up with something like that! How half-witted can you get?” 
 
    Gerd and Lasgol were looking at her in amusement. When Viggo was the subject, she lost her poise completely. They let her calm down, which took her a moment. 
 
    Suddenly a veteran Ranger appeared, escorted by two others. “Hello there, introduce yourselves,” he said, but it sounded more like an order. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ingrid, who nodded. “Lasgol Eklund, Specialist.” 
 
    “Gerd Vang, Ranger.” 
 
    “New arrivals?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I’m the Ranger in command here. My name’s Milbeg Gundersen.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd stood up, but with a wave he gestured to them to sit down. “There’s no need for formalities among us. Gondabar’s put me in command of the Rangers in this camp. Tomorrow at dawn there’ll be a meeting. Rest for now.” 
 
    Gundersen went back with the two other Rangers to one of the tents assigned to them. 
 
    “I didn’t know he was the one in command,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he’s a good Ranger and leader. He has a good reputation among the other Rangers.” 
 
    “It’s curious that we haven’t got ranks the way they do in the army,” Lasgol said thoughtfully. “How are we supposed to recognize who’s in command in situations like this?” 
 
    “As a rule, position and experience are respected,” Ingrid explained. “First, Royal, Specialist, Veteran and Novice Rangers. But in special situations like this one we have several Specialists and several veteran Rangers, and someone has to be in command. Gondabar chooses them and appoints them. Those three you’ve just met are in command here, with Gundersen heading them.” 
 
    “It’s a curious system,” said Gerd. “As I’ve always been in forts and among soldiers, I hadn’t even thought about it.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Nor had I till now.”  
 
    “In other camps there’ll be veterans in command too, chosen by our leader.” 
 
    “And how do we recognize them?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Look closely at their medallions. They wear one around the neck that you won’t have seen before. It’s round and carved from stone. A circle indicates second-in-command and two circles a chief.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” said Gerd. 
 
    “They’re not used very much, since Rangers usually work alone on their missions. It’s for these special cases where there are a lot of us and a chain of command is needed.”  
 
    “The world of the Rangers is always full of surprises,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “You can say that again!” Gerd laughed. 
 
    “And how much we still have left to discover!” Ingrid added. 
 
    They retired to rest. Ingrid had told them that they could sleep in her tent. She had ample space, although considering Gerd’s huge size it was a tight fit. Lasgol felt a sense of reassurance sleeping beside his two friends. The sense of safety Ingrid gave him and the sense of comfort the big guy gave him affected him deeply. 
 
    Before the first rays of light, Gundersen assembled them all in front of the tents. From his expression and that of the two other Rangers with him, Lasgol knew it would be bad news. 
 
    “Listen to me, everyone,” he said bluntly, without preamble. “Today we set off. We’re going into Western territory, then we go on as guides for the army.”  
 
    The Rangers were silent, their faces grave. They were all aware of what was coming. Ingrid, Lasgol and Gerd exchanged worried glances, but said nothing. 
 
    “Our mission is to ensure that the way is clear. I don’t need to remind you that if we fall into an ambush, all those men” – he waved at the soldiers, who were beginning to wake up and stand to attention in response to the shouts of the officers – “will die. It’s your responsibility to avoid that happening. The enemy knows we’re coming, and they’ll be waiting for us. They’ve had time to get ready. The duty I’m giving you is to ensure that they arrive at the battlefield without a scratch. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” they all cried in unison. 
 
    “We’re going to split up. The main group will explore and track at the head of the army. Two groups will keep watch on the flanks, and a smaller group at the rear. At the first sign of the enemy, you’re to report to me. I’ll be marching with Duke Oslevan and his officers. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Most of you are veteran Rangers, so you know what we’re about to face. I needn’t remind you of the price that’s paid for mistakes in a war. The Path teaches us to be prudent and always think things over twice before making a decision. Today I want you to remember this, for your own good and for that of all those soldiers whose eyes, ears and noses we are. We’ll protect them from the enemy, as the Path says.” 
 
    “So we will,” said several veterans. 
 
    “The novices, and those of you who haven’t seen too much action yet, I want you to keep close to a veteran. Mafes and Ondos” – he looked at the two seconds-in-command – “will take charge of assembling the groups and assigning orders. Remember, we need to stop the enemy leading us into a trap. Now go and do your duty with honor. For the King! For Norghana!” 
 
    The Rangers repeated the cheer. Lasgol too uttered the words, and as he did so, he felt his stomach tying itself into a knot. 
 
    They began to get ready, with the army around them striking camp. Shouts from the officers came from all directions. 
 
    “I’m going to speak to Mafes, I know him,” Ingrid said, and went away. Lasgol and Gerd stayed to get their gear in order, trying to hide their nervousness but not altogether succeeding. Lasgol sat down with Ona and petted her, and she licked his hand. 
 
    Ona. Good, he said to her. He wondered how he could make her understand that they were going into a war and that the danger was very soon, going to become very intense and real. He looked into the panther’s cat-eyes and knew it would not be necessary. Her instincts would let her know. 
 
    Ingrid came back after a while. “I’ve had a word with Mafes, and I’ve managed to keep all of us in the same group. It was hard because we’re two Specialists and a novice, but in the end he accepted. Leenbiren’s coming with us.” She indicated a veteran Ranger with the sides of his head shaven. He was almost as big and strong as Gerd.  
 
    The veteran saw Ingrid pointing at him and came over to them. “We’ll set out as soon as they give the order,” he said. “We have to lead the way, so follow my orders and everything will be all right.” 
 
    “No problem,” Ingrid said. 
 
    He pointed to Ona, sensing that something did not fit. “I thought you were a Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    “I’m a Beast Whisperer too.” 
 
    “Double Specialty?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    Leenbiren looked at him in surprise. “This is going to be interesting. There hasn’t been one like you for centuries. We’ll see whether you’ve got the guts as well as the talent.” 
 
    “He’s got them,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    “Then this campaign will be easy as pie,” he said and walked away, laughing. 
 
    “Interesting type,” Gerd said. “Looks as though he has trolls for breakfast.” 
 
    Lasgol chuckled. “Yeah, I was thinking the same.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, he’s a veteran and a very good fighter. He’ll come in handy if we get into trouble.” 
 
    “I’d rather have Viggo,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Who knows where that scatterbrain is?” 
 
    “Sure to be deep in something dangerous,” Gerd said. 
 
    Lasgol could not help thinking it was true. Immediately he thought of Astrid. It was sure to be true of her too. 
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    The order to march came in the form of horns, which sounded deafeningly throughout the whole camp. The soldiers formed up in a long column, four abreast. They saw Duke Oslevan leave the castle with his personal guard and his lesser nobles. His scaled dress-uniform shone silver, as did his winged helmet. In one hand he held a round wooden shield with a silver star at its center. At his waist he carried a Norghanian sword, and he wore a deep red cape. 
 
    “That’s not exactly a discreet outfit for someone on his way to battle,” Ingrid commented. 
 
    “The eastern nobles are like that,” Leenbiren said disdainfully. “They like to shine.” 
 
    “He’d better stay in the rearguard,” Gerd pointed out, “or he’ll attract a shower of arrows.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about him, newbie. He won’t go anywhere near the front. He’ll stay behind giving orders. That’s how things work.” 
 
    Gerd wrinkled his nose. “I’m not that much of a newbie. I was in the campaign on the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “You were? You must still have been in the Camp.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “All three of us were there,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Well I never! The Ice Gods have blessed me with a bit of luck. I thought you were greener.” 
 
    “We’re green, but we’re beginning to take on a bit of color,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Hah! I like that. And I’m half rotten, I’m so past it, but I still have a campaign or two left before I’ve finished rotting.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell,” Ingrid said, pinching her nose as if he smelled bad. 
 
    Leenbiren gave a guffaw. “This campaign’s going to be interesting. On we go, it’s up to us to lead the way for this pack of shining little soldiers.” 
 
    They mounted and set off. At the same time the remainder of the Rangers left, heading west. They crossed the imaginary line which separated the two halves of the kingdom and entered territory which was under the control of the Western League: enemy territory. Lasgol had warned Camu, who was following them in his camouflaged state. Leenbiren led the march and set an easy pace. He was in no hurry to fall headlong into an enemy ambush. 
 
    They crossed a large river, and the other Rangers separated to find the positions they had been assigned. Lasgol turned on Trotter’s back to look back and saw the Duke’s forces setting off. They moved as if their muscles were stiff, knowing that they were heading into war and that bloodshed and death awaited them. 
 
    After half a day they came to the largish village of Milendren, which was deserted. The villagers had fled with nothing more than the clothes on their backs when the warning came that the forces of the East were on the march. Lasgol thought of Skad, his own village, which was a little further northeast. He hoped the Duke’s forces would not go there, for the sake of Martha and Ulf and the other inhabitants. Thinking about Martha and Ulf filled him with a longing to see them and hug them. How much he would have given to be able to enjoy a quiet dinner with them at his own home!  
 
    He smiled. Dinners with Ulf were never quiet, especially if he had taken a little too much of his painkiller. He knew that visiting them would be impossible under these circumstances. Besides, the probability was that Skad would have been evacuated by now. 
 
    “Who’s the best tracker among you?” Leenbiren asked. 
 
    “Lasgol,” Ingrid said. “He’s extraordinary.”  
 
    “Okay, Lasgol. You lead the way. Make a good job of it, because we’re risking our lives. They’ll have watch patrols hidden all around.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol replied, and moved ahead on Trotter. He dismounted and began to track the path and its surroundings. Ona went close beside him. He could not see Camu, but he knew he would be somewhere nearby. 
 
    Ona. Track, he ordered. The obedient panther began to sniff ahead of him. 
 
    Camu, you too. Warn me if you see anything. 
 
    I warn. 
 
    “Hey, big guy, cover his back,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    “With pleasure,” Gerd replied. He dismounted, armed his bow and placed himself behind Lasgol. 
 
    “Ingrid, check the village.” 
 
    “It’s empty,” she replied, unwilling to leave her two partners. 
 
    Leenbiren glowered at her. “It’ll be empty when you’ve checked it.” 
 
    Ingrid leapt off her mount and readied her short bow. Leenbiren stayed a little behind on his horse, his compound bow at the ready, watching their rearguard in case they should be surprised from behind. Lasgol found any number of tracks of the villagers, who had clearly fled in a hurry, and there were also footprints of soldiers: nothing especially worrying. There were also a couple of tracks going into the forest which caught his attention. 
 
    Ingrid went into the village warily. She flattened herself against the wall of one of the houses and with her bow armed, looked around at the square and the houses around it. Everything seemed deserted. With a quick movement, she changed position and flattened herself against the opposite wall, crouching, to check the other side of the square. She took care not to offer an obvious target in case there was an archer in one of the buildings. 
 
    Lasgol followed the tracks to a small ravine, but there he lost them. Gerd followed him closely, covering his back. Ona chirped to his right, and Lasgol signaled to Gerd to follow him to where she had stopped. She had found the trail. 
 
    Ona. Good, he transmitted to her, and petted her. When he went on, he found traces of a campfire. Two men, of average size and not wearing military boots, had spent the night there. They were not warriors, but they might be agents. He showed Gerd the two pairs of prints that led away from the camp and went on to the north. Gerd in turn examined them, and they followed the trail. 
 
      
 
    Ingrid went into the biggest house of the village. She switched weapons and took out Punisher, her special tiny bow, then slowly nocked an arrow. She started to go upstairs to the next floor in search of a good view of the village. Going from one house to another would take her forever. Suddenly a figure appeared at the top of the stairs, armed with short axe and shield, and hurled himself at her. In an instinctive move, at lightning speed, she aimed and released. The arrow hit the figure above the top of his shield, in his forehead. Ingrid flattened herself against the wall and let the assailant roll past her as he fell down the stairs. She nocked again, but the man did not get up. He was dead. 
 
      
 
    Lasgol saw that the trail led to a group of boulders the size of houses, then vanished behind them. He signaled Gerd to stop. 
 
    “They’re behind those boulders,” he whispered. 
 
    “What d’you want to do?” 
 
    “I don’t want to put Ona in danger. If they have bows she could be wounded, or worse.” 
 
    I go, Camu said. He had suddenly become visible beside them. 
 
    “My, you scared me!” Gerd cried, looking horrified. Camu looked at him with his bulging eyes and licked his hand. 
 
    “You’ll have to get used to it, big guy.” 
 
    “I know, what happens is I see him appear and he startles me out of my wits. I know it’s because I’m…” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it…” 
 
    “You will, just wait and see.” 
 
    Lasgol turned to Camu and pointed. Can you climb up those boulders? 
 
    I can. 
 
    Fine, climb up and tell me what you can see. 
 
    Camu became invisible again, and Lasgol, Gerd and Ona waited at the ready. 
 
    I up. 
 
    What do you see? 
 
    No good. 
 
    Enemy? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Two?  
 
    No. Six. 
 
    Six? 
 
    Yes, and horses. 
 
    “There’s a complete patrol behind those boulders,” Lasgol told Gerd. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Six at least, maybe more that Camu couldn’t see.” 
 
    “Well, good job we didn’t try to catch the two we were after.” 
 
    “Yeah, thank goodness.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Move back before they see us.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They sought refuge behind a couple of oaks and kept their eyes on the boulders. 
 
    “I have the feeling that those trails we’ve been following were put there for us to find,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “A trap?” 
 
    “Yes, for trackers like us.” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “For Rangers. Bad business.” 
 
    “Yup. They’ll be ready, waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    Ingrid stared out at the square from a window at the top of the village leader’s house. As it was the largest and tallest building, she had a good view. Suddenly she saw movement in one of the houses to the north, and decided to investigate. On her way she took a look at the dead warrior downstairs. He did not seem to be a watchman or an explorer; he was armed to kill and was wearing dark clothes, not those of a soldier. 
 
    “That’s odd…” she murmured under her breath and went out, crouching. She stayed close to the walls of the buildings, looking to all sides, with her bow at the ready. In each action she had to choose which of her three bows was the most suitable, and for short distances like this the two smaller ones were best. She was also carrying the compound one on her back for long and middle distances. Following Egil’s advice, she had named each of them. The tiny one, the first she had named, was Punisher. The short one she had decided to call Swift, since of the three it was the fastest to nock and release. The compound bow she had called Spot-On, since of the three it was the one that gave her the most precise shots. 
 
    When she reached the building where she had seen movement, she switched bows and nocked Punisher, which was better in closed spaces. She could have gone in with axe and knife, which would have been logical in that situation, but she was an Archer and had grown used to her bows, so that now, hand weapons felt strange to her. It was not that she could not use them, because she could, and very accurately as well.  
 
    She opened the door carefully. The moment she did so, a spear flew out from inside. Luckily she had foreseen trouble and stayed to one side of the door, with her back to the wall. In a swift movement she rolled over her head, went past the door and saw her attacker, then released and finished her roll to the other side of the door. She heard the sound of a body falling on to the floor and peered inside, but there was nobody else. She went in with her bow at the ready and examined the body, which was that of a dark-clad warrior armed with spear and shield: definitely not a watch guard. She went out and decided to comb the village in case there were more of those warriors waiting in hiding. 
 
    “They were waiting for us…” she muttered to herself. 
 
      
 
    Lasgol communicated with Camu: Where are they? 
 
    Three left. Three right. 
 
    Okay. Warn me if they move. 
 
    I warn. 
 
    “It’s a trap. They’re waiting for us. If we go any nearer around the boulders, we’ll both end up dead.” 
 
    “So do we retreat?” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave this trap here so that other people could fall into it.” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “Do we attack?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Lasgol replied. He winked. 
 
    For a while they worked on their arrows. Then each of them faced one of the ends of the boulders. They nocked their bows, aimed high to fly clear of the rocks and released simultaneously. The arrows flew in a very high, short arc and fell immediately behind the boulders. There followed two explosions of fire. 
 
    “Will it work?” Gerd asked, while Lasgol nocked another arrow. 
 
    “Let’s hope so. They’re carrying a double charge.” 
 
    They heard screams, and at the same time two columns of black smoke rose to the sky. The target sites were on fire. 
 
    “Get ready in case they attack,” Lasgol said. 
 
    The giant nodded. Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his Cat-like Reflexes and Improved Agility skills. Two green flashes ran through his body. 
 
    They heard the neighing and galloping of horses and aimed. Three riders came out of one side, three from the other, carrying spears and round shields. Lasgol released at the first one on his side, and Gerd did the same almost at the same moment. The arrows hit the chests of the first two riders on either side, who fell off their horses. Lasgol nocked again rapidly, and Gerd did the same a moment later. They released at the second riders, who were already charging at them, but these were better covered with their shields. Both arrows were aimed at the uncovered shoulder which was holding the spear, and both hit their targets. The riders grunted in pain, but did not fall.  
 
    The wounded riders stopped their charge, and the two last ones took their places. They raced toward the two Rangers, who were now obliged to bring them down or else be skewered. Both friends aimed carefully and released, knowing that they would have no second chance. The arrows flew the short distance and buried themselves in the unprotected heads of their attackers, who tumbled to the ground. The riderless horses raced past Lasgol and Gerd, who were already nocking another arrow, and the two wounded riders fled. 
 
    They escape, Camu transmitted. 
 
    “They’re getting away at a gallop,” Gerd said, as though wondering whether to shoot them in the back. 
 
    “Let them live. They’re wounded, they won’t be fighting for a while.”  
 
    Gerd nodded and lowered his bow. 
 
    I follow, Camu’s message reached him. 
 
    No! Don’t follow them! 
 
    Enemies. I follow. 
 
    Camu! Come back at once! 
 
    His friend became visible on top of the boulders. He looked at Lasgol with his head on one side. He was not happy. 
 
    Not fun. Follow fun. 
 
    Lasgol gave a loud snort. Come back and don’t get into any trouble. 
 
    Camu did as he was told, but not before transmitting the message: Boring. 
 
    A short while later they joined Ingrid and Leenbiren and told them what had happened. 
 
    “They left those infernal nuisances so that they’d take out our explorers and trackers,” Leenbiren explained. “Probably to get rid of Rangers like us.” 
 
    “They definitely weren’t soldiers,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Nor explorers either. The trail they left was too obvious. They wanted us to follow them.” 
 
    “What I said. They’re Ambushers. They try to slow down the troops’ advance. If they get rid of our explorers – us – the troops don’t get any further.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t succeed,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “They didn’t succeed with you. We’ll see what’s happened elsewhere.” 
 
    “Will there be more?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “Sure to be. Our army advances in three sections. Each group will have to face the same thing, and – I very much fear – worse than that. This doesn’t smell good to me. It seems to me that this King of the West, this Arnold, is pretty clever – either him or one of his counselors. They’re going to make things difficult for us.” 
 
    The three friends glanced at one another. They all knew who the intelligent counselor was. 
 
    Leenbiren gestured behind him. “We’d better get on. The Duke’s forces are already arriving.” 
 
    Further on they came across another obstacle, a huge one this time. A canyon between two mountains stretched before them. Cutting off their way through was a huge landslide of trees and rocks. It looked as though half the mountain had come down and blocked the pass. 
 
    “This wasn’t caused naturally,” Gerd said. 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “Far from it.” 
 
    “This is going to hold the troops up for a while,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Leenbiren pointed up to the top of the canyon. “Make sure there are no more traps around, and especially up there.” 
 
    Gerd gasped. “That’s going to be quite a climb.” 
 
    “I’ll go up the right-hand side,” Ingrid volunteered. 
 
    “And I’ll take the left,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Go carefully,” Leenbiren warned them. “It’s steep, and you might have company at the top.” 
 
    They started their climb, and Lasgol told Ona and Camu to stay below. He did not want to risk their lives. 
 
    Leenbiren and Gerd tracked the lower area and found no more dangers. Ingrid went up as if she were taking a stroll in the countryside, with enviable strength and stamina. Lasgol found it harder, but they both managed to reach the pass, which was at a fair height. This was Rangers’ territory, and the soldiers could never have climbed up there. They took the last stretch with their weapons at the ready in case there were warriors waiting for them there, but Lasgol glanced briefly from behind a rock and saw that the summit was deserted. He signaled to Ingrid that there was no danger. Ingrid signaled back with the same message. 
 
    They went down carefully, since the descent was often more complicated than the climb, and joined one another in front of the landslide that blocked the pass. 
 
    “The Duke isn’t going to like this. It’ll delay the advance by several days.” 
 
    “Can’t we make a detour?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The detour would mean we’d be delayed for several days longer.” 
 
    “Let’s report back and secure the area, then.” 
 
    As Leenbiren had predicted, the narrowness of the pass meant that it took them several days to clear the canyon. The Duke was very unhappy about the delay. The troops went on working there for a whole week. There were several further small ambushes which they were able to sort out, but which delayed them. Nor were they the only ones who were having problems, because the other groups of Rangers were affected too. Duke Oslevan was attacked twice, once on the right flank, the other at the rear. They were able to repel the attacks, but they suffered casualties. The Western attackers did not try for open battle. Instead they launched guerilla attacks and fled afterwards, so that they suffered few casualties. The attack from the rear was particularly painful. The Western soldiers managed to set fire to fifty or so carts of supplies and equipment which were following behind the Duke’s advance-guard and were not so well protected. They tried to save the remainder once the attack had been repelled, but many of the carts had been put out of action. Several of the Rangers who had been keeping watch at the rear had been killed in the attack, as well as all the soldiers who had been protecting the carts. 
 
    Every day and a half a messenger brought and took back news. The Duke was not at all pleased with the progress they were making. They needed to arrive at the city of Trondehan, where they were due to join the remainder of the King’s armies, and they were running very late. Knowing the King, Lasgol understood the Duke’s concern. Making him wait would almost certainly provoke one of his outbursts. 
 
    Finally, they reached the summit and saw the city of Trondehan in the distance. It looked completely deserted. 
 
    “It’s been abandoned,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Like every village and farm, we’ve passed on the way,” Leenbiren pointed out. 
 
    “There’ll be ambushes waiting for us in there,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Almost certainly,” Lasgol agreed. He was staring down at the city in search of any sign of life, but without finding any. 
 
    Leenbiren pointed to the south. “I don’t think we need to go in.”  
 
    A gigantic column of soldiers was arriving at the city. 
 
    “Thoran’s armies,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “That’s right,” the veteran confirmed. “I’ll go and tell the Duke. Secure the last stretch.” He left at a gallop. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol saw something that looked very familiar. “Look,” he said, and pointed to a fir tree by the side of the road. 
 
    “Isn’t that…” Gerd began. 
 
    “Milton,” Ingrid said. 
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    Perched on a branch, watching them, was Milton. Lasgol dismounted and reached out his arm to the beautiful bird, which flew to him with a shriek of recognition. 
 
    “How are you, Milton?” he asked him affectionately as he stroked his plumage. 
 
    Gerd too petted him. Milton hooted. Knowing the bird’s grumpy nature, Gerd took it as a compliment. 
 
    “Funny. He’s come back very soon.” 
 
    “Come back?” Lasgol repeated. 
 
    “I sent him to Egil so he could keep me informed.” 
 
    “Then he must have come back with important news.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ingrid said. She went up to Milton, and he clicked his beak at her. “What a character you are,” she scolded him, ignoring his clicking. “Let’s see that leg.” She unfolded the message he carried tied to his right leg. 
 
    “What does it say?” Gerd asked. He was looking fearful in case it was bad news. 
 
    “I can’t read it. It’s in the language of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Egil and his safety measures.” 
 
    Ingrid passed him the note. “Here, you’re the only one who can read it.” 
 
    Lasgol activated his Ring of the Frozen Tongues and began to read aloud: Dear friends and comrades. A most difficult time in our lives has arrived, which is going to require all our courage, honor and determination. 
 
    “That’s not a good start,” Gerd said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Don’t be too hasty,” Ingrid said. “It might not be bad news.”  
 
    Gerd gave a skeptical grunt. 
 
    Lasgol went on reading: The final chapter in the conflict between East and West has now begun inexorably. There’s no way to hold back what must come and will forever mark both our persons and our futures. Our decisions and actions from now on will have a significant and definitive impact on our lives and on the future of Norghana. 
 
    I consider you the best friends anyone could ever imagine and wish for. I have been deeply fortunate to have you all in my life, and I will always be grateful for your sincere and generous friendship until the day I die. That’s why I’m not going to ask for your help at this crucial moment. Each one of you will have to decide what his or her honor, heart and soul dictate that they must do. I won’t judge you, I could never do that. Whatever happens, whichever side you support, whoever wins this horrible war, I’ll always be your friend. Like you, I never wanted to see myself involved in this situation. If I could, I’d stay aside from this barbarity of brothers fighting against brothers. Unfortunately, and because my own brother has asked me for help, I can’t do that. I must get involved and help him. Because of this I’m giving you this warning: be very careful, and never be trustful. Things will not be what they seem, and at every corner there will be an unpleasant surprise. I’m sorry, but I must help my brother, even though I consider all of you too as my family. 
 
    May water, fire and rock, not be the cause of suffering and pain for you. 
 
    A big hug, and my unconditional love to all five of you. 
 
    Your friend, who loves you, 
 
    Egil Olafstone. 
 
    “Profound words,” Ingrid said as Lasgol finished reading the letter. Her gaze was distant. 
 
    “He’s not asking us to join him,” Lasgol said, moved by his friend’s words. “That does him credit.” 
 
     Ingrid nodded. “He might have asked us to help him out of friendship… and yet he hasn’t. It’s a very honorable gesture. I feel very lucky to be his friend.” 
 
    “Me too,” Gerd said with his eyes moist. 
 
    “The end of the letter makes me wonder,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “What d’you think it means?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “He’s warning us that he’s planned things that will put us in serious danger,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “But he doesn’t specify what.”  
 
    “We’ve already lived through a few,” said Lasgol. “The guerrilla warfare, our supplies being destroyed, our advance being delayed with traps…” 
 
    “I’m afraid this is only the beginning,” said Gerd. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Egil has prepared some much worse things, and that’s why he’s warning us.” 
 
    “We’ll have to be very careful,” said Lasgol. He sensed something ominous to come. 
 
      
 
    Duke Oslevan’s troops joined King Thoran’s armies outside Trondehan. The city, one of the most important in the West of Norghana, was found to be completely deserted.  King Thoran and his court nobles accommodated themselves inside the city. The Invincibles of the Ice took charge of their protection, in addition to the Royal Guard and the Royal Rangers. The Armies of Thunder and Snow camped outside, one to the north and the other to the south of the city. To the west, the mercenaries set up their tents. To the south, the other Dukes and Counts of the East settled as they arrived with their forces. 
 
    Duke Oslevan hurried into the city to report to his lord, King Thoran. Judging by how fast he was walking under the weight of his armor, it was clear that he feared His Majesty’s wrath. Ingrid, Lasgol, Gerd and Leenbiren set up camp with the rest of the Duke’s men to the south of the city and watched the remaining lesser nobles arriving and setting up camp alongside them. The Rangers, as was their habit, stayed a little apart from the soldiers and the militias belonging to the noblemen. 
 
    At nightfall hundreds of campfires surrounded the city, and the thousands of soldiers sat around them to eat their rations and sing odes of heroic acts and of gods out of Norghanian mythology. Lasgol knew that they were really singing because they were nervous about what was approaching. So were they themselves, particularly after Egil’s message. Lasgol could feel in his stomach that things were going to turn ugly very soon. Gerd was saying nothing about it, but Lasgol could read the fear in his friendly eyes. Ingrid, for her part, stayed firm and resolved, as ever. Nothing seemed to affect her. 
 
    They had just come back from their shift on watch duty and sat down to eat. Lasgol waited until Leenbiren had gone to talk with his fellow-veterans before he spoke to Ingrid about something that was troubling him. 
 
    “Ingrid…” 
 
    She passed him a bowl of hot meat stew. “Yes?” 
 
    “I want to ask you something.” 
 
    “From your expression, I gather it’s rather serious.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I don’t know how to put it.” 
 
    “You want to know whose side I’m on.” 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw dropped. “You know me too well.” 
 
    “You’re easy to read, just like him.” She jabbed her finger at Gerd, who was sitting beside Lasgol and had already started on his second helping. The giant shrugged and went on eating, although he was listening closely to the conversation. 
 
    “So where do you stand, then?” 
 
    Ingrid considered her answer. “I’m a Norghanian, from the East, a Specialist Ranger, I serve the King and the realm.” 
 
    “You’re with the East…” Lasgol said, sounding discouraged. 
 
    “I haven’t said that exactly. I’m neither with the East nor the West.” 
 
    “But you’re from the East,” Gerd pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but before anything else I’m Norghanian. I love my kingdom and I’ll protect it.” 
 
    “We’re in the East,” Lasgol said. “With Thoran…”  
 
    “We’re where circumstances have placed us.” 
 
    “We could change those circumstances,” Lasgol said, hinting that they might go to the other side. 
 
    “We could, it’s true, but that wouldn’t be very intelligent. First, because it would mean treason, and they’d hunt for us to hang us. Secondly, because we’d be going over to the losing side, where we’d probably end up dead anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t think the West can win?” 
 
    “Have you seen Thoran’s army?” 
 
    “Yeah… it’s a pretty big one.” 
 
    “I’ve spent the day analyzing it. He has two thousand five hundred Invincibles of the Ice, four thousand soldiers of the Thunder Army, and another four thousand of the Snow Army. The militias of the nobles have another five thousand men. And Count Volgren and Duke Orten are yet to arrive, the Count with two thousand five hundred men, the King’s brother with another three thousand from the Blizzard Army. And the foreign mercenaries make up another four thousand.” 
 
    “That’s twenty-five thousand men…” 
 
    “How many do you think the West has?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    “They won’t even have a third of that. Eight thousand, ten with luck if they’ve managed to get help from outside, which I doubt.” 
 
    “It’s a complicated situation for them,” said Gerd. 
 
    “It’s an impossible one,” Ingrid corrected him. 
 
    “They have Egil,” Lasgol pointed out. “With him on their side, nothing’s impossible.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that Egil won’t be an incredible help for them, but I don’t think he can change the outcome. Thoran will come out victorious. The numbers are on his side.” 
 
    “And he has Ice Magi,” Gerd said. 
 
    “One point more in my favor,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Then do you choose the winning side?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I choose the side I was assigned to,” 
 
    “And suppose Egil needs our help?” 
 
    “In that case I’ll help him.” 
 
    Lasgol was not expecting Ingrid to say this. “You’ll help him?” 
 
    “Egil’s my friend. He can always count on my help.” 
 
    “And if that forces you to act against your duty, against the East?” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t.” 
 
    “And if it does, what’ll you do?” 
 
    Ingrid was silent for a moment. Her face showed none of her usual determination. She hesitated, which was strange in her. Very strange. 
 
    “I’ll follow my heart at the moment. That’s all I can say.” 
 
    “It’s enough for me,” Lasgol said, and smiled. He trusted that Ingrid would do the right thing when the moment came. Unfortunately, he had the feeling that the moment would inescapably arrive. And this troubled him. 
 
    Gerd helped himself to a third bowl of stew. There was not much meat left and a lot of thick broth. He grumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Are you planning on finishing the whole pot?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “There’s only the dregs left. It’s not my fault I’m so big and need more food than you lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re twice our size, but you eat three times as much. I don’t get it.” 
 
    Gerd shrugged. “I burn a lot of it off?” he ventured, and went on eating. 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol laughed. They finished their dinner with idle chit-chat. Nothing about wars or sides. Then they went to sleep in one of the Rangers’ tents. 
 
    Dawn brought the arrival of the forces belonging to Count Volgren, the most powerful of the Eastern nobles. The Rangers were sent to patrol the surroundings of the city again, but found nothing. Lasgol was sure they were being watched, but from a safe distance. When the Rangers were sent further west, the watchers presumably melted away. This gave the impression that the forces of the West were avoiding confrontation and only attacked when it favored their own interests. 
 
    For two more days they waited for the arrival of Duke Orten’s forces. It was rumored that the King was not at all happy about his brother’s delay. Lasgol and Gerd were chatting with other Rangers about the situation and what was on the horizon when someone put their hands over Gerd’s eyes from behind. 
 
    “Who am I?” asked a little voice. 
 
    Gerd recognized it at once. “Nilsa!” 
 
    “Exactly!” she said with a loud giggle, and let the giant see. He spun around. 
 
    “What are you doing here? How wonderful!” Immediately he lifted Nilsa off the ground and began to spin, laughing as he did so. She laughed with him. 
 
    Leenbiren was on his way back with their orders. “A friend of yours?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, from the Camp. From our team.” 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “It’s our turn for patrol duty, so when you finish saying hello I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “We’re leaving? Duke Orten hasn’t arrived yet.” 
 
    “The King’s tired of waiting for his brother. He’s given the order to move on. The Duke will have to catch up with us later on.” 
 
    “I see,” Lasgol said. The decision did not seem a very intelligent one to him, but instead over-hasty. 
 
    “Tell your friend that she can join us if she hasn’t been assigned to any group yet.” 
 
    “Thanks, I will.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. If she’s half as good as you lot, today’s my lucky day.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “She’s very good.” 
 
    Leenbiren smiled in satisfaction and went to get his things ready. 
 
    “You’re huge!” Nilsa said when Gerd put her back down. 
 
    “And you’re even prettier!” 
 
    “Am I really?” she replied, with a coquettish look. 
 
    “I can’t believe my eyes! Nilsa! What are you doing here?” cried another feminine voice. 
 
    Nilsa turned and saw Ingrid. She ran to her friend and hugged her tightly. They held the embrace for a long moment, overjoyed to see one another again. 
 
    “I’ve been looking forward so much to seeing you!” Nilsa said. 
 
    Ingrid put her hands on her cheeks and looked her up and down. “And me to see you.” 
 
    “You’re just the same as ever,” Nilsa said  
 
    Ingrid smiled. “You’re a little bit more grown-up.”  
 
    “Thanks!” Nilsa said and spun around so that Ingrid could have a better look at her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerd said, “how come you’re here? I thought you’d be in the capital.” 
 
    “Gondabar sent me with messages for our people and for Gatik. He told me that once I was here I had to follow the First Ranger’s orders. I delivered all my messages and asked Gatik what my duties were to be, thinking he’d keep me as a messenger.” 
 
    Ingrid arched an eyebrow. “And he didn’t?”  
 
    “Something strange happened. Gatik gave me a funny look… at first he didn’t even notice me, but then I think he recognized me.” 
 
    “Recognized you?” Ingrid repeated. 
 
    “Yes, I thought it was from serving Gondabar in the city, but it wasn’t that, it was because of what happened with the Shifter. It was strange. He said: ‘You were with the ones who found out the Shifter’, with something odd in his voice and expression, as if he was displeased. I said yes. Then his expression turned even more hostile. He told me to report to the Rangers at the perimeter because he didn’t need me.” 
 
    Ingrid crossed her arms. “Oh… wow…” 
 
    “Yeah. It hurt me a bit, I’m an excellent messenger. Gondabar appreciates me. I don’t know why Gatik doesn’t.” 
 
    “It might be because we bring trouble with us,” Lasgol said. “He must remember us.” 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “Afterwards I reconsidered and realized that I could join you, and I started madly looking for you.” She smiled happily. 
 
    “That’s Gatik’s loss,” Gerd said, laughing. 
 
    “You bet,” said Ingrid. “I can’t believe we’re together again.” She gave her another affectionate hug. 
 
    “Me neither!” 
 
    Seeing the two in one another’s arms, Gerd could not hold back and hugged them both with one of his huge arms. Lasgol watched them with a huge smile from ear to ear, then joined them. The other Rangers stared at them as if they were mad, or worse. Shows of affection in the north were not widespread, and among the Rangers even less so. They did not care. They were delighted to be together again. 
 
    “The only one missing is Viggo,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Shh,” Ingrid warned her. “Don’t even mention him. He’s quite capable of appearing out of the blue.”  
 
    Gerd laughed. 
 
    “He was with the King’s brother,” Lasgol whispered.  
 
    “Then he still hasn’t arrived,” Ingrid said.  “Thank goodness.”  
 
    They broke up the group hug, and Nilsa began to ask Ingrid and Gerd a thousand questions. As soon as they had given her one answer, she had a new one ready. 
 
    Leenbiren came back, now fully equipped. “We’re moving, group. Get ready.”  
 
    They set off northwest. Everybody knew that their final destination was the capital of the West, Estocos, where Arnold Olafstone – the King of the West, as his subjects now called him – was waiting for them. Leenbiren informed them that they would be in charge of keeping watch and tracking on the left flank. The news eased Lasgol’s mind to some extent; at least they would not be in the lead, where there was the most danger. Then he reconsidered this. Knowing Egil, he would almost certainly attack their flanks, so that they were in danger once again. He mentioned this to his comrades when Leenbiren was not listening. 
 
    “Don’t keep thinking about what’s going to happen,” Ingrid said. “Let’s obey our orders, and whatever has to come will come. We’ll face it together and come out of it, the way we always do.” 
 
    “If you spend all your time wondering what Arnold and Egil have got planned, you could go crazy,” Nilsa said. They had read to her Egil’s letter. “The possibilities are endless.” 
 
    Lasgol knew that the girls were right, but he could not stop his mind trying to find ways out of all the scenarios he could think of. Some of them were impossibly intricate, and probably with no solution whatever. 
 
    Gerd slapped him on the back. “Let it go. You won’t get anywhere that way, and all you’ll do is get anxious. I’m telling you from my own experience. That’s how my terrors start.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You’re right. I’ll stay positive.” He went over to Ona and petted her. The panther looked at him with her cat-eyes and rubbed her head against his leg. Straight away he felt better. 
 
    Camu, you’re following close behind, right? 
 
    I follow. 
 
    Close? Don’t start chasing animals in the forest. 
 
    Close, he transmitted, and Lasgol wanted to believe him. He already felt in better spirits. If he had his friends with him, he could face anything that came their way. There was only one thing that saddened him: Astrid. Where was she? Why did nobody know anything about her? Was she all right? He had to trust that she was. He heaved a deep sigh. Astrid would manage, no doubt about it. 
 
    They explored the left flank, and all they found were two other groups of Rangers with similar orders. With so much vigilance it would be difficult for anyone to surprise them. On the other hand, the army was moving with amazing slowness. It looked like a colossal red-and-white metal snake winding along the endless road. It could be seen from leagues away, and if anybody wanted to attack it, it could not run away. At the head, went the militias of the nobles, with the nobles themselves in the lead. These were followed by the Thunder Army, then behind them the foreign mercenaries, and then finally the Snow Army. Lasgol realized that all the mercenaries had been placed between the King’s two armies. He was sure that this was ‘just in case’. The Invincibles of the Ice followed, clearing the way for the King himself with the Royal Guard and Rangers. 
 
    They marched all day and rested at night. As they were in enemy territory they camped in a rectangle, with each group making one side. The first night was very tense. The King sent all the Rangers to form an outer ring of sentries, as wide as possible. He was clearly nothing if not distrustful and vigilant. Under the circumstances it was a good thing, except for the Rangers, who could not sleep at all at night. 
 
    For three days they went on their way without any trouble. The King allowed the Rangers no rest, and kept them patrolling around his armies day and night. Nobody complained, not even when they began to feel the exhaustion of it. Leenbiren knew they would not be able to go on without a rest, so that night he stopped them. 
 
    “Keep watch from this position and try to get some rest. I’ll go and see how the nearby groups are doing.” 
 
    The group kept watch on their surroundings, but there was no trace of the enemy. Lasgol searched the area for tracks, along with Camu and Ona, but found nothing. When he went back to the others, Camu became visible and greeted everyone, and they all welcomed him gladly. Ona, who wanted to be included, joined in the petting. 
 
    Gerd laughed and spread his arms to welcome them. “Come to me, you pair of fiends!” 
 
    “They’re a pair of naughty fiends,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I think Ona’s the most beautiful panther in the world,” Nilsa said as she petted her. 
 
    “Don’t you find it a bit strange,” Lasgol commented, “that King Thoran isn’t waiting for his brother? He’s got the Blizzard Army with him.” 
 
    “They say he hasn’t got a lot of patience,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Nilsa nodded repeatedly “What they say is absolutely true. He doesn’t have a relaxed side, either. He has terrible outbursts, and he’s capable of anything when he’s in the middle of one.” 
 
    Gerd’s eyes opened wide. “Have you seen it?”  
 
    “No, not me personally. I’ve only seen the King from afar at the Royal Castle. I’m not allowed to go near him. It’s normal, for reasons of security, and I’m grateful for that. Just imagine if I were to trip and knock something over and he had an outburst and I ended up without my head!” 
 
    Gerd’s face wore an expression of terror. 
 
    “You’re exaggerating,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I’m not, honestly. The Royal Rangers have told me about it. When he’s normal he’s a coherent, intelligent man. But when he has a fit… nobody’s safe, not even Sven and Gatik, who are his trusted men and defend him to the death.” 
 
    “Wow, what a character,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It’s not exactly the best quality in a monarch,” Lasgol commented. 
 
    Nilsa chuckled. “Well, as Viggo would say, when have you seen a monarch with any good qualities?” 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head. “As long as it’s just that…” 
 
    “Let’s hope it is,” Gerd added. 
 
    “He called for me, and he seemed hard and distrustful. Everybody respected and feared him. He silenced Sven, and Gatik was very careful when he spoke to him. That much I did notice. He didn’t have any outbursts, but I did find him severe.” 
 
    “To keep himself on the throne he’ll need to be tough and distrustful,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Well,” Gerd mused, “he must’ve had one of his outbursts and decided not to wait for his brother any longer. Not the wisest course of action.”  
 
    Nilsa nodded. “That’s probably it. Sven must have tried to dissuade him and not been able to.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it wasn’t a significant tactical error,” Ingrid said. 
 
    They did not sleep that night either, and with the dawn they set off. 
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    On the fifth day they came to the great river Numedals, one of the largest in all Norghana. It represented a major obstacle which Thoran’s army would have to overcome, since Arnold had destroyed the three bridges that spanned it. Thoran called Sven, Gatik, Count Volgren and the recently promoted generals of his armies, Generals Olagson and Rangulself, to discuss the situation. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends watched from a distance. The Rangers still kept the security cordon around the army to prevent surprise attacks and spying by enemy agents. 
 
    “Take the chance to get some sleep,” Leenbiren told them. “We don’t know when we’ll get another, and you all look dreadful.”  
 
    “We really do,” Nilsa said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m shattered, and my head aches terribly,” Gerd said. 
 
    Ingrid winked at him. “That’s because you have a great lump of a head. And because of lack of sleep, of course.”  
 
    Gerd smiled. “Off to sleep, then.” 
 
    “I’ll take the first shift, you rest,” said Lasgol. 
 
    A moment later they were all sleeping like logs. Lasgol stayed awake by communicating with Camu and Ona, who were coping far better with the lack of sleep because they simply lay down and snoozed wherever they happened to stop. 
 
    Ingrid relieved him, and he collapsed on the spot. When he woke up he realized his comrades had made a campfire and were already eating. 
 
    He got to his feet. “Have I missed anything?” 
 
    “Not really,” Leenbiren said. “It looks as though they’re working out whether to build a bridge or cross further north somewhere where the current’s less strong.”  
 
    “Does that mean it can be crossed?” Nilsa asked. “I don’t like big rivers with strong currents very much.” 
 
    Leenbiren shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been told.” 
 
    “I know this river,” Lasgol said, and they all looked at him. “If you’re from the West you know it. It’s the largest river we have. The Numedals is two hundred paces or so wide and the height of three men in depth. It also has very strong currents.” 
 
    “Well then, I don’t like it at all,” Nilsa protested as she ate her helping of salt meat. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound promising,” Gerd said, looking worried. He took a bite out of a piece of black bread. 
 
    “But it can be crossed, can’t it?” Leenbiren asked. “That’s what I’ve been told.”  
 
    “I’ve never been there, but further north there’s a place where you can. But it means quite a detour, and crossing at that point would mean we’d have to go through the Eternal Forest, which is right on the other side of the crossing. I know that, because my father took this same route once and told me about it. They were building a reservoir further north, and the builders were having trouble with bandits. They asked the Rangers for help. My father was sent, along with a comrade of his. He told me that the river was spectacular and the views from the reservoir were impressive.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to take any chances crossing it recklessly,” Nilsa said. “Can’t we build a raft?”  
 
    Leenbiren arched both eyebrows. “For thousands of soldiers?” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t stop to think that one through.” 
 
    “A wooden bridge would work better,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Gerd pointed to the river. “Have you seen that current? It would carry a house away. And besides, it would take too long to build. I don’t know whether our King would have enough patience. If he can’t even wait for his brother, then I don’t think he’s going to start building bridges.” 
 
    “We’ll soon find out,” said Leenbiren. He indicated the army camp, where there was a lot of activity going on. The officers were giving out orders among the soldiers, who were already beginning to get into formation. 
 
    It was not long before a messenger arrived with the King’s new orders. They were to leave for the north immediately. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to have to get wet,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    “I’m not at all happy about this,” said Nilsa biting her nails. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Gerd said. “You stay right by my side and I’ll help you. The current won’t be able to move this great body of mine.” He gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
    Nilsa smiled at his words of support, but the smile vanished a moment later. The great red-and-white metal-scaled snake began its march once again, slowly but steadily. The detour took them three days, following the course of the river to the north, until they reached the point where it was possible to cross. By then the advance-guard of Rangers had already crossed and secured the opposite side. The army stopped and awaited orders. More Rangers crossed the river to secure more of the land on the other side, and that was when they realized the difficulty. 
 
    “But they almost drifted, with their horses and all!” Nilsa cried. “The current’s incredibly strong!” 
 
    “Hmmm… it’s true, it doesn’t look easy from here…” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “If those Rangers have crossed,” Ingrid said confidently, “so can we, perfectly easily.” 
 
    “What you call ‘those Rangers’ are all veteran Specialists who make up the advance-guard and are responsible for making sure there’s no ambush waiting for us,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    “We’re Specialists too,” Ingrid pointed out proudly. 
 
    “Well…. Gerd and I aren’t…” said Nilsa. She was already very nervous and was beginning to find it hard to stay still. 
 
    “And you’re not veterans either,” Leenbiren corrected Ingrid. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what we are. We can cross that river with no problem.”  
 
    “It’s pretty swollen,” Lasgol said. “It must be because of the spring thaw from the mountains in the northwest.” 
 
    “Look over there,” Leenbiren said. “They’re going to measure whether it’s possible for the infantry to cross.”  
 
    “And how do they do that?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “The way it’s always been done in the army,” Leenbiren replied with an odd smile. 
 
    Then they saw a rope being tied around the waist of a soldier of the Snow Army. Afterwards they handed him his axe and winged helmet. He was wearing a scaled coat of arms which covered him from neck to thighs. 
 
    “I don’t know what they’re going to do,” Nilsa said, “but I don’t like it.” She was hopping from one foot to the other as she watched. 
 
    “Why are they putting everything on him as if he were going to battle?” Gerd asked. 
 
     “Because he can’t leave anything behind,” Leenbiren explained. “Every man has to cross with all his equipment.”  
 
    The soldier gave a war-cry and lowered himself into the river. Three of his comrades were holding the rope around his waist to secure him against the current. He started to wade into the river, and all of a sudden, the water was up to his waist. He went further in, and it had soon reached his chest. Rangers and soldiers alike watched the progress of the ‘measurer’. 
 
    “I don’t like this method of measuring depth at all,” Nilsa commented. She was biting her nails. 
 
    “It is a bit primitive,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “It’s always been done like this,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    Lasgol was uneasily watching the poor soul who had been chosen as the ‘measurer’. If the current took him, he was not sure that the rope would save him from drowning. He would be rescued, it was true, but he would probably be drowned under the weight of all his gear. 
 
    “He’s at the halfway point!” Nilsa said excitedly. 
 
    The water was up to the soldier’s neck by now, and he was fighting against the strength of the current, which was even greater at that point. 
 
    “I’m not sure he’s going to make it,” Gerd said worriedly. 
 
    With great effort and courage, the soldier managed to reach the other side. The worst part, as they had expected, was the central stretch, where the water was deepest and the current strongest. After that, the final part of the crossing was manageable. 
 
    “How do we know that the rest of the soldiers can wade?” Nilsa asked suddenly. 
 
    “They choose a short one, so that they can calculate,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “But there’s always someone even shorter. They’ll have a hard time.” 
 
    Gerd gave a loud snort. 
 
    “That’s the way things are in the army and in war,” Leenbiren concluded. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m a Ranger, not a soldier,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “I think all of us here are glad about that,” Leenbiren agreed. 
 
     “You can say that again!” Gerd agreed. 
 
    Ingrid was nodding firmly. “It’s a greater honor to be a Ranger.”  
 
    “Well, don’t tell them that or else there’ll be a fight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t. But that’s what I think.”  
 
    The orders to cross were not long in coming. The King sent the remainder of the Rangers first to secure the entire perimeter. On the other side was the Eternal Forest, as large and leafy as a small kingdom. An entire army could hide within it: several, in fact. The generals and Sven looked very worried about what might be waiting for them within the forest and were giving orders to both Rangers and their own men. 
 
    When it was the group’s turn to cross, they did so on horseback. Lasgol had trouble calming Trotter, as he was carrying Ona with him. Since the pony could not hold more weight, Lasgol handed Camu to Ingrid, who he knew would not mind. Nilsa was too nervous, and in addition Camu was in his invisible state, which would make her even more anxious. Gerd was not a good candidate either; panic was already beginning to show in his face, and carrying the creature would only add to his fears. Ingrid was the only one who could, and she did not mind at all. They took advantage of a moment when Leenbiren went to get his orders, and Camu climbed on to Ingrid’s horse. 
 
    They went into the water, with Leenbiren in the lead. Ingrid followed, then Nilsa and then Gerd, with Lasgol in the rear. The first part of the crossing was not too much of a problem, except that the horses were deeply restless and needed to be soothed. The soldiers meanwhile were watching from the riverbank, knowing that when the Rangers had crossed it would be their own turn. The vast majority would wade across, then afterwards would follow the carts of supplies and equipment. 
 
    When they reached the middle of the river, things turned complicated. The horses did not touch bottom all the way and had to swim with their riders on their backs. The strength of the current was doing its best to drag them downriver. Lasgol found things very difficult, because the panther was terrified by the current and the amount of water around. Trotter was swimming with all his strength, fighting against the current. In front of him Gerd and Nilsa too were having a hard time: Nilsa because of her nerves, Gerd because he weighed so much and his horse was almost unable to carry him in the water. But gradually they began to win the battle against the current, and when they reached the shallower area, the horses could find footing at last and calmed down a little. They went on until they came to the opposite shore, where a large group of Rangers were waiting for them. 
 
    “That was no fun at all,” Nilsa complained. She was still shivering, half from being soaked and cold and half from the aftermath of her fear. 
 
    “That was intense,” Gerd said. He was still pale as a ghost. 
 
    “What d’you mean?” said Ingrid, who looked as though she could not believe their protests. “It was easy as pie.” 
 
    Camu, are you all right? Lasgol messaged. 
 
    I fine. Not like river. 
 
    I can understand that. 
 
    No cross again. 
 
    No, not for now. 
 
    Never. 
 
    Never… we’ll see… Lasgol transmitted. He knew they would have to come back, and if there were no bridges… 
 
    “Our job’s to watch the right flank,” Leenbiren told them. 
 
    “Are we going into the forest?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “No, we follow the river and do that further on. It’ll be easier. This forest is so dense it’s going to be a job to cross it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Ingrid said. 
 
    They set off, and, as they did so, they saw the last Rangers crossing. Then came the turn of the soldiers. Lasgol hoped that none of them would die in the process, but after what they had been through he feared that whether they were short or not, some of them would not make it because their armor and weapons weighed too much. As they advanced along the riverbank they looked back curiously to watch the first soldiers crossing. 
 
    “Let’s tether our horses in the forest and watch,” Ingrid suggested. 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “All right, but only this group. We have orders to follow.”  
 
    From the riverbank they could see that the soldiers belonged to the Thunder Army, all of them Norghanian, tall and strong. Though with some difficulty, they managed to cross. The water only came up to their chests, not their necks. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t go so badly,” said Leenbiren. 
 
    “Wait for the militia to cross,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “And the short ones,” Nilsa added. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers began to cross. At first they did so carefully, one by one, but it was going to take forever for the whole army to cross like that. Soon the officers began to organize their men so that they now crossed in groups. They chose three points far enough apart not to get in the way of the others, and the three armies began to enter the water at the same time. At the northernmost point was the Thunder Army, ten abreast and very close together, like a great rectangular block. Following their example at the central point were the foreign mercenaries, who were much less organized and tightly-grouped. They were very nervous, particularly the Noceans. For them, used to the deserts, crossing that giant river was terrifying, since water was unknown to them. At the southernmost point the Snow Army was crossing, also in an orderly and compact way. 
 
    It looked to Lasgol as though they had built three large, very wide, bridges to cross the great river. But not everything was going smoothly. Several foreign soldiers lost their footing in the middle and were swept away by the current, as were some of the Snow Army. The militias and the forces of the nobles waited beside their lords. The King had the Invincibles of the Ice with him, and they would be the last to cross. 
 
    “Poor devils,” Nilsa said as she watched the water carry them away, never to return. 
 
    Gerd pointed. “There are some soldiers trying to rescue them.”  
 
    “They won’t have much luck,” Ingrid said with a frown. “And if they’re not careful, the same thing will happen to them.”  
 
    She was right. In spite of the efforts of their comrades, soldiers and militia were swept away by the current, and some of the rescuers suffered the same fate. The first lines reached the opposite shore and went into the forest to make room for those arriving behind them. 
 
    Leenbiren breathed out heavily in relief. “We seem to be crossing at last.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” said Nilsa. She was still biting her nails, unnerved by what she was seeing. 
 
    “We’re going to lose a few men,” Ingrid said. “We’ll see if they manage to keep up the formation until they’ve all crossed, then the loss will be minimal.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Gerd agreed. “They need to keep up the formation, or it’ll be a disaster.” 
 
    “They’re well-trained,” Leenbiren said. “They won’t break it.” 
 
    The soldiers began to arrive, and Lasgol and his comrades began to relax. It was a major obstacle, but they had overcome it. Nilsa and Gerd relaxed, and a smile appeared on their tense faces. 
 
    “Let’s get into our positions,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    They turned toward the great forest. All of a sudden, they heard a distant hum, very deep, as if a thousand bees were on their way. A moment later the hum became louder. Something was coming at great speed from far away. The ground began to shake under their feet. 
 
    “What the heck is that?” Leenbiren asked in confusion. 
 
    Ingrid was looking in every direction. “It sounds like… a cavalry charge?” 
 
    “There’s no room for a cavalry charge,” Gerd said. 
 
    The ground was now shaking more powerfully, and it was becoming hard to keep their balance. The hum had become deafening, as if the Wind God was roaring in their direction. A strong wind struck them suddenly. It was so damp that they were left soaking wet. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Leenbiren shouted. 
 
    “It’s an earthquake!” Nilsa cried. She could no longer stay on her feet because of the tremors. 
 
    Lasgol, who was trying to keep his balance with Ona beside him, knew instinctively that something very bad was about to happen. Something with a shattering force was on its way. He received Camu’s message at the same time: Run. Escape, 
 
    “To the forest, quick!” he shouted. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Ingrid asked. Her face was wet and her blonde hair blowing in the wind. 
 
    Nilsa was holding on to Gerd so as not to fall. Ona was already leading the way into the forest. She stopped, looked back at them and gave a mournful moan. She smelt danger, and she was begging them to follow. 
 
    “To the forest, now!” Lasgol shouted. 
 
    “To the forest!” Ingrid repeated, and they all ran, trying not to lose their balance amid the tremors. Leenbiren was the first to arrive, and he clutched at a tree. The others followed close behind and did the same. The tremors were now unbearable and the roaring of the wind was deafening, as though horses by the hundred thousand were galloping towards them. 
 
    “I love you all!” Nilsa shouted, perhaps thinking that she was about to die, even if she did not know what was causing it. 
 
    “Hold fast!” Ingrid yelled. “We’ll come out of whatever this is!” 
 
    Gerd was so pale that he looked as if all the blood in his body had drained away. Lasgol was holding Ona with him. Hold on tight, he messaged, fearful of what was on its way. 
 
    I cling to tree, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Ona gave a moan of fear. Lasgol took off his Ranger’s belt and tied her to the tree. 
 
    Suddenly a tremendous roar struck them, both in body and mind. Lasgol saw a colossal wave, tall as five houses, coming down the river, dragging with it everything in its way. It was so monstrous that there was no room for it in the river and was overwhelming everything it met on the banks as well. 
 
    “It’s a giant wave!” he shouted. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Leenbiren shouted back. “It’s a river!” 
 
    “Anything’s possible in Tremia!” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “Hold tight, it’s coming!” Lasgol shouted. 
 
    The edges of the wave swept the shore as it passed in front of them and hit them with devastating strength. 
 
    Hold tight! 
 
    Nilsa screamed. The strength of the water had nearly uprooted her tree and dragged her away with it. 
 
    “Hold tight!” Ingrid shouted, and as she did so she swallowed water down to her lungs. 
 
    Gerd was clinging fast, managing to hold on because of his weight and strength. Leenbiren clenched his jaw and clung to his own tree with all his might. 
 
    The great wave passed in front of them, sweeping everything in its passage along with it. There was three times as much water in the river as usual, and it was going to flood everything in its way. And then Lasgol realized what was really happening. He let go of his tree and ran to the shore. When he looked downriver, he saw the giant wave carrying off all those soldiers who were still crossing the river, along with those who were close to either side: both those who had arrived already and those who were getting ready to cross. 
 
    “Nooooo!” he cried in horror, and his comrades joined him. 
 
    “It’s swept away all the soldiers who were crossing!” Nilsa cried. Her hands were on her cheeks and there was a look of terror on her face. 
 
    Gerd put his hands to his head. “This is dreadful!”  
 
    “There’s not a single soul left,” Ingrid said sadly. 
 
    “How many casualties?” Leenbiren asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I couldn’t say for sure, but I think more than a quarter of the soldiers, ours and the foreign ones…”  
 
    “And the King?”  
 
    “He stepped back when he saw the wave. He’s safe. It looks as though he and his nobles haven’t suffered any casualties.”  
 
    Leenbiren sighed in relief. “I can see the Invincibles restoring order. They haven’t suffered any casualties either.” 
 
    “But how did this happen?” Nilsa asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “An earthquake, or something else natural?” Gerd suggested. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “This wasn’t natural. This was prepared and set in motion.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “It was a trap.”  
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    Ingrid looked at them up and down. “Is everybody okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, scared to death, but fine,” said Gerd. He was shivering uncontrollably. 
 
    Nilsa was shaking her arms and legs. “And soaking wet, but fine.” 
 
     Lasgol ran to check how Trotter and the other horses were. They had left them tethered and the water had not swept them away, but they were terrified. He did what he could to soothe them, using the techniques he had learnt with Elder Gisli for dealing with animals in dangerous situations. 
 
    Confusion was general among the soldiers, who were running in every direction, unable to believe what had just happened. Some ran from the river in terror, others ran to try to rescue the men the great wave had carried away. The officers shouted orders to their men, without much success, and the rise in river-level now made it impossible to cross. On both banks the soldiers were trying to reorganize themselves and get the situation under control. 
 
    “Wait here, I’m going to see what new orders there are,” Leenbiren said, and ran to the crossing-point. 
 
    “What d’you mean, it was a trap?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “This was the work of Arnold and his people,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Egil, to be precise.”  
 
    Nilsa was looking up and down the river with eyes wide as saucers. “How did they do it? I can’t see how.” 
 
    “I think… I’m beginning to get an idea how,” Lasgol said. “They undammed the reservoir further up in the mountains.” 
 
    “And created that giant wave?” Nilsa said. 
 
    “It could very well be that,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “It seemed to me there was more than that to it… as if there was magic involved,” Gerd said. He was still looking frightened. 
 
    “It could be that too,” said Ingrid. “They might have combined both things, the dam and magic. Eh, Lasgol?”  
 
    He nodded. “The West must have a Mage with them. A Mage of Water could have made the flood even bigger and helped to create a colossal wave like that.” 
 
    Gerd was open-mouthed. “Amazing…” 
 
    “Filthy magic,” Nilsa protested. She folded her arms defiantly. “It’s cost us thousands of men.” 
 
    “More than magic, it was our friend’s intelligence,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “We’d better be careful,” Gerd said, “or one of the traps he’s prepared against the King’s armies might be the end of us.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yeah, that’s exactly why he sent us that letter, to warn us.”  
 
    Ingrid too nodded thoughtfully. “We’re going to need to keep our eyes open.” 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd nodded eagerly. 
 
    It took the army three days to establish some order among their ranks. Half the men who had not been swept away had succeeded in crossing, but the second half were still waiting. The river went back to normal, and there was no second wave, which was what the generals were afraid of. Rangers were sent up-river to the reservoir to confirm Lasgol’s suspicions. The entire wall of the dam had been destroyed, and all the water it contained had been sent down-river. It had not been an accident. It had been done deliberately, with careful planning. 
 
    To the group’s surprise, they knew several of the Rangers who had been sent to investigate. They met them as they were on their way back. 
 
    “Hi there, comrades!” Luca said with a smile. 
 
    Lasgol hugged him. “Luca! How good to see you again!” 
 
    “We’ve just come from the reservoir.”  
 
    “And it was an interesting climb,” came another voice from behind Luca. They turned and saw Molak, who was on his way towards them, smiling broadly. 
 
    “Molak!” cried Ingrid. She threw herself into his arms and kissed him with such enthusiasm that the Sniper dropped the magnificent long bow he was carrying. 
 
    “Ingrid seems delighted,” Nilsa giggled. She was watching her friend kissing Molak, who was left very nearly breathless. 
 
    The others chuckled as they watched the scene. 
 
    “I… wasn’t expecting to see you…” Ingrid said apologetically as she let go of Molak. 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, and laughed with great good humor. 
 
    “How’ve you been, Molak?” Lasgol said, and the Sniper hugged and greeted all the rest. 
 
    “They put Luca and me in the same group. I can see there’s no way of separating you either…” 
 
    “Have you seen Astrid?” Lasgol asked hopefully. 
 
    They both shook their heads. “No, sorry, Lasgol,” Luca said. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine,” Molak said. “You’ll soon come across her, the way you did with us.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Lasgol said, without much conviction. 
 
    “So tell us, what have you been doing?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Leenbiren, seeing that they were old friends, left unobtrusively so that they could talk freely. They sat down in a circle and chatted for some time, exchanging experiences and information. Ingrid and Molak went off to be alone for a while, and Luca stayed with them until they were finally called back to their group. They had to take up their watch duties again. Ingrid said goodbye to Molak with anther passionate kiss, which once again left him all-but-breathless. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, please,” she said. 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Don’t be too trustful.” 
 
    Molak smiled lovingly at her. “Nothing’ll keep me away from my warrior goddess, not even death.”  
 
    “Don’t even mention that!” 
 
    “Don’t be superstitious. You take care of yourself too, and don’t get into more battles than the ones you really have to.” 
 
    “I never do.” 
 
    “D’you promise?” 
 
    “I can’t promise that,” she said, and shrugged. 
 
    Molak smiled and nodded. “At least take care.” 
 
    “That I can promise.” 
 
    “See you on the other side of the forest,” Luca said. 
 
    They took their leave after much hugging and laughing. After Luca and Molak had left, they went on chatting: all except Ingrid, who was thoughtful. 
 
    At last, and with the Rangers still checking the level of the water all the way up to the reservoir, the remaining soldiers crossed. It took them longer because of the care they took, even though now the flood had passed and the river was lower. It was hardly surprising, since they had just seen it take the lives of thousands of their comrades. After the soldiers came the turn of the craftsmen, the carpenters, the smiths and all the supporting manpower of an army, with their carts laden with supplies, tools and utensils. They were the ones who had most problems in crossing, but luckily the mules and carthorses were huge and found footing all the way. After them went the noblemen and their forces. The last ones to cross were the King and his Invincibles of the Ice. 
 
    From there they made their way into the Eternal Forest. Lasgol and his group took up their positions, covering the right flank. They advanced on foot, leading their horses. The forest was not only huge but tremendously dense, full of bushes, brambles and all kinds of vegetation which made progress very difficult. Lasgol had Ona with him, and she managed perfectly well. Poor Trotter on the other hand had a hard time. Lasgol walked ahead of the pony, leading him by the reins and calming him with soothing whispers at every step. The others advanced in the same way, leading their mounts. 
 
    “I can see why it’s called the Eternal Forest,” Nilsa said, “because it looks endless.” 
 
    “And hard to get through,” Gerd said with a smile. “It’s going to take us an ‘eternity’ to cross it.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Ingrid said, pretending disbelief. “Have you made a joke out of a frightening situation?”  
 
    “It looks as though I have,” Gerd replied. He was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    Leenbiren laughed. “A touch of humor raises the spirits.” 
 
    Lasgol gave a short laugh. If he had been with other Rangers he did not know, or with soldiers, he would not have been half as relaxed. He would not have felt protected, as he always did with his friends, and he was glad he was with them in this situation. If he had had to go by himself with Leenbiren, he would have been very worried about what was ahead of them. 
 
    They could not see the army, because the vegetation was so thick that it did not allow them to see more than fifteen paces ahead. All the same, they could hear them perfectly well. A patrol was noisy enough, but thousands of soldiers could be heard leagues away. And if they could hear those soldiers, so could the forces of the West. Lasgol had no doubt that Arnold and his Western League knew perfectly well that Thoran’s armies were crossing the enormous forest at that very moment. 
 
    “We’re stopping,” Leenbiren said. “We’ll have something to eat and look for trails.” He glanced at Lasgol and Gerd as he said this. 
 
    They went out to check the area around, Gerd to the south and Lasgol to the north. Finding any trail was really difficult, because everything was dense with vegetation: earth, trees, rocks, and even the sky, although this last was only an optical illusion. The crowns of the trees were so wide and leafy that they covered the whole sky when they looked up. 
 
    “Everything’s in order,” they reported. Nilsa and Ingrid were sleeping, and Leenbiren was taking the first shift. 
 
    “Have something to eat, and then sleep. We’ll take turns to watch.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Gerd said, Immediately he searched among the provisions for something to put in his stomach. 
 
    “No trace of the enemy?” Leenbiren asked Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Not a trace.” 
 
    “There isn’t because we can’t see it, or because there really isn’t?” 
 
    “I think because there really isn’t. This is a good spot for hiding tracks, but I think I’d have found them if there were any.” 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “You’re a Specialist. If you don’t find any enemy trail, then there’s none to be found.” 
 
    “All the same,” Lasgol commented, “this forest is a good place for an attack. We wouldn’t see it until it was right on top of us.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. We’re moving blindly through a forest that won’t let you see anything a hundred paces ahead. We could be heading straight for a trap, and we wouldn’t see it until we were there.” 
 
    “We have Rangers on watch all around the perimeter,” Gerd said between bites of cheese. 
 
    “Even so… I don’t trust it. The trap at the river was masterly. He’s pretty clever, this Arnold.” 
 
    “We’d better not be too confident,” Lasgol said. He had the feeling that at any moment thousands of soldiers from the West were going to appear from among the trees and hurl themselves at them. 
 
    They went on through the forest for two more days, and the deeper they went into its green and brown heart, the more strongly Lasgol felt that they were going to be attacked at any moment. He was not alone in this. Ingrid walked on with her brow furrowed, and Gerd with eyes full of fear. Nilsa was so nervous that twice now she had released against a shadow in the forest. The reality was that being surrounded by so much vegetation that would not let them see, was making them very nervous. 
 
    “If they attack us,” Lasgol said, trying to reassure them, “even if we don’t see them, we’ll hear them coming.”  
 
    Gerd nodded. “That’s true, there’s nothing noisier in a forest than a soldier.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better,” Nilsa said. She was aiming her bow to the right and left every couple of paces. 
 
    “Lasgol’s right,” Leenbiren said. “If a large force attacks us, we’ll hear them coming from a distance. We’d better keep quiet. We’ll move on in silence.” 
 
    The veteran’s idea was a good one, but it made the journey harder and tenser. Without any conversation, alert to any noise in the forest, they were having a hard time, particularly Nilsa. If they did not get out of that forest very soon, she was capable of releasing against one of them by mistake. 
 
    D’you see any enemies? Lasgol messaged Camu. 
 
    Only animals. 
 
    Don’t go chasing after them. 
 
    I well-behaved. 
 
    Yeah, sure… 
 
    Lasgol was using his Hawk’s Sight, Owl Hearing, and Animal Presence skills every now and then to sense enemies. As Camu had already told him, he could only perceive animals. His skills only worked for a limited time, and once they ended he had to invoke them again. He could not do it continuously, because then he expended all his energy and ended up exhausted. Hence he had to ration their use. The more he thought about the situation they were in, the more he felt that this was the ideal place for an ambush. He was sure the King and his generals also knew this, and were prepared for it. What did Egil have in store for them? He probably knew that they were all expecting a guerrilla attack in the forest, and perhaps that was why he had opted for the strategy at the river, instead of in the forest. Egil was very intelligent, and if the opponent was already expecting an attack in there, they would probably not carry it out. They would strike when they were least expecting it, and the Eternal Forest was not that place. 
 
    With those thoughts, they were nearing the end of the forest. 
 
    “It can’t be much further,” Leenbiren said. He was checking his Ranger’s map and peering at the sky through the treetops. 
 
    “How many days have we been in here?” asked Gerd, who had lost count. 
 
    “Five days and nights,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “To me it seems like a whole season,” said Nilsa. She sounded annoyed. 
 
    “It’s because we’re so tense,” Lasgol said, “and there’s no change in the landscape.” 
 
    “We’ll soon come out into the open,” Leenbiren reassured them. “Lasgol, Gerd, track the area and report back.” 
 
    Lasgol went on with all his senses alert. He still had the ominous feeling that suddenly thousands of Western soldiers were going to come out of the bushes to attack them. He called upon his skills and felt easier when he failed to perceive anything strange. 
 
    Ona, Camu. With me, he messaged. 
 
    As they moved away from the group Camu became visible and came over to him. Lasgol stroked him lovingly. Ona and Camu rubbed against one another as they liked to do. They tracked a wide area together and found nothing out of the ordinary. There was no other human presence in that forest, and finally Lasgol relaxed a little. They were reaching the end of the forest and there had not been the attack he had been fearing. 
 
    He turned to go back to his comrades, and at that moment a strange smell reached his nostrils. He noticed that both Ona and Camu were sniffing. They too had picked up the smell. 
 
    What’s that smell? 
 
    For an instant his partners went on sniffing. Ona was the first to realize, and gave a very shrill chirp. 
 
    Fire! Camu transmitted, with a note of fear and urgency. 
 
    Lasgol sniffed the smoke and this time it reached him clearly: it was the smell of fire. He could not see either flames or smoke, but the smell was there, the unmistakable proof that something was burning in the forest. He concentrated, to pick up the direction of the wind. It was coming from behind him, and the fire must be at their heels. He turned and ran to warn his friends. 
 
    “Fire!” he cried as he arrived at a run. 
 
    Ingrid spun around like lightning. “Fire?” 
 
    Nilsa threw her head back to sniff the air. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Leenbiren asked. Like Nilsa, he was trying to scent it in the air. 
 
    “Fire behind us!” Lasgol cried as he reached them with Ona at his side, Camu was with them, invisible. 
 
    “I can smell it!” Ingrid said suddenly. She had turned to face in the direction the smoke was coming from. 
 
    “Fire!” came Gerd’s warning as he too came running. 
 
    Leenbiren seemed puzzled. He could not see any smoke, and was looking in every direction. “Where are we going to go?” 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of the forest!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “With all this dense vegetation a fire could be fatal,” Gerd said with definite fear in his voice. 
 
    “We’ve got to warn them!” Leenbiren said. He pointed in the direction the army was marching in. 
 
    “Let’s warn them, then get out of here,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Let’s go!” shouted Leenbiren. 
 
    They went at a run, leading their mounts, which was not at all easy in the dense vegetation. Lasgol looked back to check that Trotter was all right, pulling on his reins all the time. The poor pony looked nervous. Probably he was already able to smell the smoke, which was reaching them with greater intensity at every step. 
 
    “Look!” Nilsa called out uneasily. 
 
    Between the treetops they now saw an enormous black cloud which covered the sky. It seemed to be advancing toward them. They could see no flames, but from the density and the size of the cloud of smoke, they must have been there. The horses were now very nervous and neighed, trying to get rid of their halters, desperate to escape.  
 
    They went on as fast as they could, running toward the troops, parallel to the front of flames. The smoke hit them like a blow, suffocating them and surrounding them. After it came an unbearable heat. 
 
    “Cover your mouth and nose with your scarves!” Leenbiren shouted. 
 
    By now it was practically impossible to control their mounts. Several outbreaks of intense fire appeared a few paces ahead, so that they were forced to change direction. 
 
    “It’s on top of us!” Gerd shouted. 
 
    The fire was now moving with greater speed and intensity. They could see it a few paces away, and the flames seemed to be searching out their bodies. The heat was getting stronger, so that they seemed to be running inside a wood-fired oven. The smoke was making it hard to breathe, and both Nilsa and Gerd were coughing desperately. Leenbiren led the way, followed by Ingrid. Lasgol brought up the rear with Trotter behind him and the flames trying to catch them. 
 
    Leenbiren pointed ahead at the column of soldiers. “There they are! Fire! Run!” he yelled at them. The soldiers, who had already realized something bad was going on, became extremely nervous at the word ‘fire’. An officer stopped Leenbiren. 
 
    “What are you shouting, Ranger?” 
 
    The veteran Ranger jabbed his finger behind the officer. “Fire! From the south! It’s right on top of us!” 
 
    The officer turned to the south, where Leenbiren was pointing. The great cloud of smoke was coming upon them like some evil being from the abysses that some enemy sorcerers had called up to bring death to them. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s fire?” 
 
    “Of course it’s fire! We’ve got to get out of the forest, or we’ll be dead!” 
 
    Ingrid gestured to her comrades not to wait and ran toward the north. As they ran after her, there came warning cries from other Rangers. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    “From the south!” 
 
    “The forest’s on fire!” 
 
    “Get away to the north!” 
 
    The officer heard the cries. Without stopping to think twice about it, he turned around and called to his men: “We’re getting out of the forest! Run for your lives!” 
 
    The order went from the captain to the sergeants, who passed it on. A moment later the soldiers were racing through the forest in search of safety, with the fire gaining on them. It would soon catch any who lagged behind. 
 
    The cries of warning set off a real stampede. The soldiers, running for their lives, stepped over those who fell – and what with the density of the forest and the irregularity of the terrain, there were many of them. Unfortunately nobody stopped to help the fallen. They were all caught up by panic, fleeing like runaway horses. The flames were licking the backs of the laggards. The faster they ran, the faster the fire seemed to advance, and the screams of terror and pain were bloodcurdling. 
 
    Ingrid was leading the group to the north. Seeing they could not manage their mounts, they had to let them go. 
 
    “Set them loose!” cried Gerd. 
 
    “But they’ll die!” Nilsa said. She was trying to master her pony, which was wild with terror. 
 
    “They won’t die! They know where they have to go!” 
 
    “Do what he says,” Ingrid told her. 
 
    They let their ponies go, and they shot away like arrows to the north. 
 
    Run to safety, Trotter! Lasgol communicated to Trotter, and let go of his reins. The pony neighed and ran off like lightning after the other horses. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Ingrid shouted, and began to run with all her strength. The others followed her. With no horses to worry about any longer, they could now run freely. The scene behind them was chaotic, with thousands of soldiers fleeing in panic from a gigantic fire, which was running through the whole forest, swallowing up everything in its path. 
 
    “We’ll make it!” Ingrid said as she flew through the trees. Nilsa was two steps behind her, and Gerd and Leenbiren were trying to keep up with the tremendous pace she was setting. Lasgol, at the rear, glanced back and saw that they were now putting a distance between themselves and the flames. The soldiers, on the other hand, were not so lucky. The men of arms were not Rangers, used to running through forests. Nor did they travel as light as the Rangers, without armor and with only light clothes and weapons. Under the weight of chainmail, helmets, shields and great war axes, they could barely run. And when they did so, they could not keep it up for long, and in that terrain, dense and difficult, even less so. 
 
    Ona and Camu followed Lasgol. Run to safety. We’ll meet again later!  Lasgol messaged to them. 
 
    Ona let out a moan which Lasgol interpreted as a ‘no’. 
 
    Us with you, Camu transmitted 
 
    Don’t worry about me! Get to safety!   
 
    No. Us with you, Camu transmitted. Ona too did not move from his side. 
 
    Lasgol felt so honored to have friends like those two that his eyes moistened. All right then, let’s go! Don’t let the fire catch us! 
 
    Ingrid pointed ahead. “There’s the end of the forest!”  
 
    She had led them to safety, like a gazelle fleeing from a predator. 
 
    “We’re there!” Nilsa cried as she glimpsed the open space between the last trees of the forest. 
 
    “Safety!” cried Leenbiren. 
 
    Lasgol took one last glance back. They had put distance between themselves and the fire, which was still advancing. They were going to be safe. 
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    At the end of the forest they came to a halt. Before them spread an expanse of green fields of tall grass. They watched for some time, looking for any hint of danger, but nothing caught their attention. 
 
    “Strange…” Ingrid commented. 
 
    Nilsa was scanning the horizon. “Strange in what way?” 
 
    “There’s no trace of Arnold’s forces. That fire wasn’t accidental, it was deliberate. I’m surprised they’re not waiting for us at the edge of the forest, to attack us as we flee from the fire.” 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “That would make sense.”  
 
    “Maybe the fire wasn’t started by them,” Gerd suggested. 
 
    “I’m afraid it was,” Ingrid said firmly. 
 
    “I think so too,” Leenbiren said. 
 
    “What do you think, Lasgol?” she asked. 
 
    “I was afraid they’d be waiting for us at the edge of the forest, with archers,” Lasgol said thoughtfully. Ingrid was right, the ambush had not been complete. Perhaps it had not come out right and they had been expecting the fire to surround them and consume them completely. Perhaps because of the changing direction of the wind, they had not succeeded. 
 
    At that moment the first soldiers emerged from the forest a hundred paces to their left. They were running as fast as they could to the fields, trying to put as much distance as possible between their backs and the flames. A moment later another group of soldiers emerged from the forest, also at a run. The group of Rangers watched the stampede as thousands of soldiers appeared running, panic-stricken, along the edge of the forest. 
 
    Suddenly the ground underneath the first soldiers sank, and they vanished, swallowed up by the earth. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ingrid said in amazement. 
 
    Lasgol called upon his Hawk’s Sight skill to see what was happening more clearly. The earth had not really swallowed them. Instead they had fallen into a huge pit that had been carefully covered with grass. 
 
    “It’s… a trap…” he groaned. 
 
    Before he could finish puzzling out what was happening, all the first contingent of soldiers fell into similar pits and vanished from the face of the earth as if by magic. The entire edge of the forest was a colossal pit. 
 
    “Stop!” cried Ingrid when she realized what was happening. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” Leenbiren shouted to them. 
 
    But the soldiers who were behind them, instead of stopping, went on running and pushed aside the ones in front who were trying to stop and avoid falling. Carried away by panic, they were pushing their own comrades into the colossal pit, which stretched for more than a thousand paces along the edge of the forest. Lasgol calculated that it must be five paces or so wide, and judging by how the soldiers were disappearing into it, another five deep. 
 
    Some of the officers realized what was happening and started shouting the order to stop. The soldiers who were still running out of the forest failed to hear this and crashed into those who were trying to stop, so that hundreds of their fellow-soldiers fell into the pit, all along its length. The shouts of the officers grew more desperate. Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Leenbiren and Lasgol joined in, gesturing to them to stop, but it was like trying to stop a herd of panicking buffalos. 
 
    The soldiers went on falling, more than a thousand of them by now. 
 
    “What’s in the pit?” Nilsa asked. She was hopping up and down to try to see inside it. 
 
    “Pikes, stakes or something like that,” Leenbiren said. “The ones who fall in will be skewered.” 
 
    “Or even worse than that…” said Lasgol. 
 
    They all turned to him. “What d’you think it is, then?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol scratched his temple thoughtfully. He could not see the bottom of the pit from where they were, and he began to feel uneasy. 
 
    Suddenly, three hundred paces away, they saw the grass rise in three places. He pointed. 
 
    “What is it?” Leenbiren asked. 
 
    From the three spots appeared four archers. They had been hiding there. 
 
    “It’s a dozen archers,” Leenbiren said in puzzlement. “What do they expect to achieve with that?”  
 
    Nilsa armed her bow. “They’re beyond my reach. I need to get closer.” She ran off. 
 
    “I’m going with her,” said Ingrid. She was getting her compound bow ready. 
 
    “You won’t reach them,” Lasgol warned her. “They’re carrying long bows. They’re four hundred paces from the pit and six hundred from here.”  
 
    “We have to try and stop whatever it is they’re going to do.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Lasgol agreed. He ran with them to the pit, where more soldiers were still falling over the edge. Gerd and Leenbiren followed them. When they reached the pit, Lasgol was able to see what was inside. There were no stakes or spears to kill those who fell in. It was something worse. A lot worse. 
 
    “It’s oil…” he muttered in horror when he saw a mass of soldiers soaked in oil in the bottom of the pit. 
 
    A dozen fire arrows flew from the spots where they had seen the enemy archers, aimed at different points within the pit. 
 
    “Move away!” Lasgol yelled to his friends. 
 
    Ingrid and Nilsa were already aiming with their bows. “Gerd! Pull them back!” he shouted at the giant, who was coming to their side. 
 
    Gerd looked at Lasgol, who signaled with both hands, and understood. The arrows fell into the pit, and there followed several explosions of fire. The flames caught, and the soldiers screamed in terror. 
 
    Gerd grabbed the two girls’ cloaks as they reached the edge of the pit and pulled them back with all his strength, so that they both fell backwards. A great flame surged up from where they had both been standing a moment before. The pit was on fire. 
 
    “Get out of there!” Lasgol shouted at them. 
 
    The screams of the soldiers who were burning alive were deafening and terrifying. The archers from the West nocked a fresh set of burning arrows. 
 
    “Move back, quick!” 
 
    The fire arrows fell into the pit, and with this second volley it caught fire from side to side. It burned like a great funerary pit, and in it, the soldiers from the East were consumed by fire. 
 
    Seeing the flames, the remaining soldiers who were still coming out of the forest stopped. A few more poor devils fell into the flaming pit, pushed by their own comrades. They were the last. The remainder managed to stop in time. 
 
    The enemy archers ran off into the distance and disappeared. The officers were shouting to their men to organize themselves and clear the pit at either end. But it was not easy, since with the two fires, the one in the pit and the other in the forest which was gaining on them, the soldiers were paying no heed either to reason or to the shouts of their superiors. Those who were about to fall into the pit were desperately pushing their comrades back toward the trees, but at the same time those at the edge of the forest wanted to escape the fire behind them. It was a desperate moment, until the soldiers who were between the forest and the pit realized what was going on and began to push not only back, but towards the sides. Gradually sanity returned. 
 
    The last ones to come out of the forest with the fire at their heels were the nobles and the King himself. They had come very close to perishing in there, since they had been trapped in the forest by the great human blockage that had formed. The armies re-grouped on the other side of the burning trench. The officers managed to impose order, and for the moment the situation seemed controlled. The men began to get their breath back, but they were exhausted and affected in spirit. It was one thing to face the soldiers of the West, a very different one to face deadly traps. 
 
    The officers called the rolls. The casualties had been numerous, and horrible. King Thoran was beside himself. He shouted at his generals, his nobles and anyone who happened to be in front of him. Gatik got the worst of it, because the King accused him of incompetence. He blamed him for the fact that the Rangers had not spotted the traps in the river and the forest, and most of all, had not spotted the flaming pit. Gatik defended himself, claiming that the Rangers had been alert at all times, but that the traps had been planned and executed with masterly skill specifically to elude the vigilance of the Rangers. The King went on to accuse him of having traitors among his people who were working for the West, and there was nothing Gatik could say against this. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd and Lasgol knew perfectly well who had planned those masterly traps, which had killed a third of the King’s army. Neither they nor any other Ranger had found them in time. In fact, there were a dozen Rangers in the rearguard and another dozen in the vanguard who had not yet come back. The ones at the rear must have found the fire, and the ones at the front the pit, but they had not lived to tell the tale. Leenbiren knew they were dead, and he had told Lasgol and his friends so. Unfortunately, they thought, he was right. A Ranger always comes back to report, and those other Rangers had not done so. 
 
    Lasgol felt sad about their deaths. Not only because they were comrades, but because of who was responsible for their death: Egil. They had not died at his hand, but he had known that there would be Rangers keeping watch. He had made sure that they would not see the traps, and that if they did, they would not live to tell anyone about them. War was like that, and Lasgol knew it. They were all aware of the fact, but living with it so close at hand was a very different thing. He took comfort thinking that perhaps the soldiers of the West had taken them prisoners and that perhaps they were not dead. On the other hand, it was only a remote possibility. The Rangers would have fought back, and there would have been bloodshed. 
 
    To avoid even stronger criticism from the King and to protect his own neck, Gatik sent the Rangers ahead to secure the route to the walled city of Estocos. The King of the West was there with his forces, waiting to be besieged. Neither Thoran nor his generals were expecting Arnold and the Western League to come out to fight in the open, least of all now that their traps had worked and caused great casualties without any on their own side. Lasgol and his group were to keep up patrols around the army, which was waiting for the Rangers to come back once they had searched the entire route to the capital of the West. 
 
    Around the Eastern war camp everything was quiet and the Rangers were on watch. Luckily nothing happened, and a few days later the advance-guard of Rangers came back to report that the road to Estocos was free of danger. King Thoran had no desire to wait a single moment longer and made his armies set out in the middle of the night. He wanted to get to the city, take it and then put an end to Arnold and his forces at all costs, without wasting a single moment. He wanted the city burning, and its inhabitants in flames along with it. 
 
    Thoran’s armies marched for a week, during which there were no more ambushes. At nightfall on the seventh day, they arrived at Estocos, the stronghold of the King of the West. The great city was waiting in readiness for the arrival of the enemy. 
 
     From the hill a thousand paces away, Lasgol and his friends could see the thousands of lights which illuminated it. In towers and on battlements, soldiers of the West awaited them with bows, axes and spears. There was no sign of the Western armies, which (so everybody assumed) must be well-protected inside the city, waiting for the siege to begin. Even with the casualties they had suffered, the armies of the East were superior in both numbers and training to those of the West, who were the warriors and militia of the Olafstone and the other noblemen who made up the alliance of the Western League. They had no professional army like Thoran’s, which did not mean they were not going to fight with all their might against it. 
 
    King Thoran ordered his armies to take up their positions and set up camp, after which the siege would begin at dawn. The Thunder and Snow Armies, with their generals at their head, established themselves eight hundred paces from the walls. Behind them came the mercenaries, and beside them the nobles and their militias. Finally, in the rear, Thoran took up his position with his Invincibles of the Ice and his Royal Guard and Rangers. They were received with loud calls from horns and drums. Those inside the city did not appear to be intimidated by the Eastern armies, at least to judge by the din they were making. Once again it was the turn of the Rangers to set up a circle around the armies, to be alert to any possible trick. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends were sent to keep watch on the area around the city’s north gate. They kept a thousand paces away and searched the nearby forests just in case; they had already had enough scares and upsets. Quite possibly Egil still had another surprise up his sleeve. He was not going to let Thoran take his city, the castle of the Olafstones, of his family, of his father, without putting up a firm resistance to the bitter end. Lasgol thought about how hard it must be for his friend to see his plans and strategies unfolding while he himself was so far away at the Camp. On the one hand it gave him an alibi, as they would not be able to accuse him of helping his brother. It also left Dolbarar free of guilt and the risk of being hanged along with him. On the other hand, Egil would be suffering because he was unable to see at first hand what was going on, so that he could create new plans to help his brother in the critical moments of the campaign. Lasgol was glad of this. If not, Egil might be captured and hanged, or end up dead in some other way for siding with the West. He would not forgive himself if anything bad should happen to his friend, and he hoped with all his being that Egil would not do anything crazy. 
 
    “It’s going to be ugly and bloody, this siege,” Leenbiren commented. 
 
    “You don’t have to cheer us up so much,” Ingrid snapped back with some annoyance. 
 
    “I’m telling you so that you start to get used to the idea. I’m the veteran, it’s my duty.” 
 
    “Why don’t they give up?” Nilsa said. She was watching the city wall in the light of the torches that illuminated it. They could see soldiers on watch duty making their rounds along the towers and battlements. “There are fewer of them, and they’re less well-prepared than the King’s armies. They’ve got no chance of winning.” 
 
    “This is their land, their home, they won’t yield,” Lasgol said. He realized that he had spoken with too much feeling, with the words coming straight from the heart. He too was a man of the West. This was his own land. 
 
    Leenbiren frowned. “It’s Norghanian land. It belongs to the King.”  
 
    Lasgol realized his mistake and corrected it. “That’s the way they feel it.” 
 
    “Well then, they ought to give up and get out of the city before Thoran devastates it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t sell the bear-skin before you’ve killed the bear,” Ingrid said. “They’ve already killed a third of our people, and now they have the advantage of a fortified position behind walls. It’s not going to be at all easy.” 
 
    “Tomorrow the King’ll give the order to lay siege to the city and build siege machines. That walled position’s going to fall.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll see.” 
 
    “You will,” the veteran assured her. “I’m going to see what the other patrols are reporting. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    The four friends sat down under a group of trees and had something to eat. Ona curled up beside Lasgol, and Camu became visible. He sat down beside Gerd, who petted him. 
 
    “D’you think Egil will have prepared another surprise?” Gerd asked. He was scratching Camu’s tummy as he lay on the ground with his legs in the air and his blue tongue hanging out of one side of his mouth, obviously in seventh heaven. 
 
    “You can bet your weight in gold he has,” came a voice from the shadows of the forest behind them, and they all reached for their weapons like lightning. 
 
    “You insist on aiming at me every time I appear. Could you please lower your bows?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Ingrid asked, in a voice that threatened death. 
 
    “Who else but your beloved knucklehead.”
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    “Viggo!” Gerd cried in delighted.  
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head in total despair. “I can’t believe it’s you!” 
 
    Viggo came out into the open and lowered the scarf that covered his face. He was dressed completely in black, streaked with green-brown, so that he blended seamlessly into the dark mass of the night forest behind him. 
 
    He spread his arms wide. “The best and greatest Assassin Ranger Norghana has ever had.” 
 
    “The vainest, that’s for sure,” Ingrid retorted. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you!” Nilsa said. She threw herself into his arms with such force that they both nearly fell over. 
 
    “You’re as clumsy as ever,” he protested. 
 
    “And you’re as much of a moaner!”  
 
    Viggo hugged her tightly and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    Nilsa blushed. “Bolder and bolder,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    He smiled roguishly at her. “Couldn’t be any other way.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare come near me,” Ingrid said, and held her finger up at him menacingly. 
 
    “Come on, Blondie, you know you’re dying to give me a hug and a kiss.” 
 
    “What I want is for this just to be a nightmare. I’m going to wake up straight away and you won’t be here.” 
 
    Gerd went to hug Viggo. “Don’t be like that,” he said to Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol came forward to hug him as well. “I’m very happy to see you, pal.” 
 
    “And me to see you.” 
 
    Camu leapt on to him. Viggo fell over, and both Camu and Ona proceeded to lick his face amid his pretend-protests. When he finally got up he wiped his face with his cloak and turned to Ingrid. 
 
    “You’re more dazzling than I remembered.” 
 
    “Nonsense. It’s dark and we can barely see each other. How am I supposed to be radiant?” 
 
    “Because that’s how my heart sees you.” 
 
    She glared at him threateningly. “You’re going to get my fist in your face.” 
 
    Viggo gave her a huge smile in return. “Come on, give me a hug. Even if there’s no kiss to go with it.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare try anything…” 
 
    “Of course not. Who do you think I am?” 
 
    Viggo went up to her and put his arms around her, gently at first and then more tightly. Ingrid was not at all convinced, and it showed on her face. For a moment they kept up the embrace. Ingrid relaxed, and Viggo hugged her more tightly, pressing her body against his. 
 
    “You’re going to get what for…” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Against all expectations, Ingrid did not slap him. They drew apart, but stayed looking into each other’s eyes. There was a moment of silence. The others watched, without saying a word. In the end Ingrid realized that they were staring at them and broke the spell. 
 
    “Well now, knucklehead, what are you doing here’” 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “I’ve come to your rescue.” 
 
    “I don’t need anybody to rescue me, least of all a half-man like you!” 
 
    “Aah,” Viggo murmured in delight. “As spirited as always. I love it. It goes straight to my heart.” 
 
    “I swear I’m going to hit you.” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Lasgol put in. “He’s not here because of you.”  
 
    Ingrid looked at him, then back at Viggo. “So why, then?” 
 
    “The weirdo’s right,” Viggo smiled. “I can’t reveal why I’m here. I’m an assassin, and if I did I’d have to kill the lot of you, and all that sort of thing…” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Come on! Tell us! What mission are you on?” Nilsa asked excitedly. 
 
    Viggo looked mysterious, then shook his finger. “It’s for your own good. It’s better if you don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Either you tell me why you’re here or I’ll clobber you!” Ingrid said threateningly. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to be at the receiving end of your caresses, but I don’t think this is the ideal moment, Blondie. You know, because of the war, the deaths and all that. Our moment will come.” He gave her a roguish smiled and winked. 
 
    Ingrid was about to explode, but before she could, Viggo had turned and vanished into the darkness of the forest. 
 
    “Where’s he gone?” she cried furiously. 
 
    “I think you scared him,” Nilsa said, trying to muffle a giggle. 
 
    “I’m going to rip him to shreds when I catch him!”  
 
    Gerd was looking towards where Viggo had disappeared. “I have the feeling that it’s going to be harder and harder to catch him.”  
 
    Lasgol had to agree. “You have a point,” he said thoughtfully. If Viggo was there, it meant bad news for someone: very bad news, news of death. Considering that he was under orders from Duke Orten, it meant he was here to eliminate the competition. Or else some powerful western noble, or perhaps Arnold himself. No, not Arnold: he was in the Olafstone castle in the midst of the walled city, surrounded by the whole Western League, which was loyal to him. Viggo could never get to him. It was crazy. Then he thought about the attack on the Zangrian general and realized that it too had been crazy, and yet Viggo had accomplished it. Now he was really worried, not about Arnold but about Viggo, because who could say what crazy act he was going to carry out? 
 
      
 
    Leenbiren had not been mistaken about the siege machines. Thoran ordered the building of catapults, battering rams and ladders for the taking of the city. It would take the soldiers several days to make them, so the King ordered the siege to begin. Estocos was a big city, but it only had two walled gates: one to the north and one to the south, presumably because if it were besieged, this would make it easier to defend. However, whoever had designed and built it had not been expecting it to be besieged by Norghanians. Or perhaps they had, since rivalry between East and West went far back in time, and Norghana had not always been a unified kingdom. In ancient times it had been divided into regions ruled by warlords. 
 
    The armies had not separated, but remained as one at a prudent distance of fifteen hundred paces. They put up tents and camps while they waited for the order to attack. The forces inside Estocos made no sign of abandoning the protection of the walls to fight in the open. Thoran had already expected this to be Arnold’s strategy, so he urged his men to get a move on with the machines. It seemed that he did not want to keep the city besieged for a long time so that the inhabitants died slowly from hunger and thirst, which was one of the normal tactics when besieging a walled city which would be difficult to take, like this one. He was not looking for a slow victory based on attrition, which would be safer for his own troops. No, he wanted to take the city as soon as possible, at whatever price. 
 
    So they started to fell trees and bring rocks to use as missiles from a nearby quarry. They did not have enough carts, most of them having been lost in the forest fire, so they had to build new ones. And not only had they lost the carts, but also the supplies and materials they needed. Thoran was not happy about this, not in the least. It took them three weeks of hard work to build the catapults and rams. The catapults were not huge, but they would be mobile enough to be pushed to within five hundred paces and assault both walls and city. They managed to build two dozen, and although they were not as powerful as the huge traditional catapults, they were expected to have a similar effect when their missiles were released simultaneously. The six battering rams they had built, on the other hand, were huge, and looked capable of withstanding the defensive efforts of an entire army. They would be used to demolish the two city gates, which were strongly reinforced and manned. 
 
    During this time the Rangers had been keeping watch around the city. Gatik wanted no more surprises. Lasgol and his friends were in the forest and nearby fields day and night, checking that nobody came in or out. Several groups of Rangers gave them support and made sure that they took turns and varied their positions, so that they were never at the same spot in case the enemy was watching them in turn. Lasgol felt that they were playing cat-and-mouse with an imaginary enemy, since nobody went into the city or came out of it. Gatik meanwhile sent Rangers to the south to secure a supply route from the East in case the siege had to be extended, as well as to the north, to make sure no reinforcements or supplies reached the enemy. Nilsa was still annoyed because she was not the one who was given the First Ranger’s orders to deliver. She had no idea why Gatik did not like her.  
 
    Ingrid made light of it. When she herself became First Ranger, she assured Nilsa, she would appoint her as her messenger and personal liaison. Nilsa could not have been happier. For some reason Lasgol was able to envisage both of these things, and was delighted. The thought cheered him up in the midst of all the uncertainty which the waiting had created in everyone. 
 
    As they were in constant movement, and often at night, it was easier to spend time with Camu and Ona. When Leenbiren was asleep, Camu became visible and Lasgol let him play with Ona nearby. Everything seemed calm, a tense calm which became even tenser when the Rangers sent to patrol the north failed to come back. Gatik did not like this one little bit. King Thoran made light of it, saying that it was probably the result of skirmishes with western rebels who were trying to reach the besieged city. He went on with his plan to take the city with the siege machines. Gatik sent three other Rangers north, this time veteran Specialists: a Tireless Explorer, a Forest Survivor and a Tireless Tracker. They would not be taken by surprise and would return to report. 
 
    One night, it was their turn to keep watch on the area behind the tents belonging to the King and his followers. The whole area was occupied by the Royal Guard and the Royal Rangers, and nobody could come within four hundred paces of it. King Thoran’s tent was easily recognizable as the biggest and most sumptuous. Around it were those of his nobles, of equally good quality. On the other hand, there were two others – triangular, plainer and unlike the others – which caught his interest. These were the tents of the Ice Magi. In one of them lodged Mage Eicewald.  He was unmistakable, not just because of his long tunic, hair and mage’s staff, which were white as snow, but because he was as strong as a Royal Guard and his eyes, black as coal, did not match his pale Norghanian face. In the other tent were lodged the other three Ice Mages he had been training. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that all three were fairly young, though in their Ice Mage attire and with their Mage’s staves, they gave the impression of being very capable. He watched Eicewald training them. They spent the entire night practicing a single defensive spell, as far as he could tell thanks to his Gift, though the other soldiers and nobles were unable to so. To them it looked as if the Mages were doing nothing but shutting their eyes, concentrating and meditating. But it was not that simple. Lasgol was able to see the translucent defensive spheres they were raising to protect themselves from magical attacks. Each of the three was inside a sphere which protected him from enemy spells.  
 
    He watched them for half the night, and sensed that the exercise consisted of sending energy to the spheres and keeping them active as long as they could. It was a test of resistance. It also showed that these Magi had large amounts of energy within them. When he focused on trying to perceive their magic, he felt an icy cold climbing up his spine and realized that he was able to distinguish the power of each sphere. Although they looked the same, perfect in shape and translucent, he could feel which one was the most powerful, which one would stand up best to enemy attacks. He found this curious, because he had not known that he could do anything of the sort. But he could not stay watching as long as he would have liked, for fear of arousing suspicion.  
 
    And at dawn of the fourth week of the siege, the attack began. The horns blared, and a thousand soldiers began to place the catapults in position by pulling them on long ropes. Sven ordered all of them to focus on a single wall so that the effect would be more devastating, and they were set up in a row in front of the southern wall and the lower part of the city. Sven sent another thousand men to form a defensive line in front of them. However, in spite of the threat, the forces of the West did not emerge from the city. 
 
    Seeing that Arnold was not taking any risks and was staying inside the city, Thoran decided to begin his attack. First he sent a messenger to the city gate with the promise that if Arnold and the nobles of the Western League surrendered and swore fealty to him, he would not hang them, and they would be able to keep their titles and possessions in the West. Lasgol thought it was strange and suspicious that the King should be so magnanimous toward his enemies. On the other hand, it was the only way to prevent massive casualties. Thoran was impetuous and had an explosive character, but he was intelligent and knew that this would be the least complicated way of resolving the situation,  
 
    Whether he intended to keep his word was another matter entirely. Lasgol did not know of any precedent for this, so that he could not be sure whether or not Thoran would break his word. To keep Norghana united and strong, he was going to need the nobles of the West, whether he liked it or not. Killing them all would not induce the peoples of the West to follow him, rather the opposite. The Olafstone, the Dukes of Svensen and Erikson, the Counts Malason, Bjorn, Axel, Harald and the other nobles were deeply rooted in the lands of the West, and neither their families nor their subjects would accept Thoran as their ruler after a bloody betrayal. 
 
    The messenger received Arnold’s answer without delay. He demanded that Thoran surrender the crown, which was his own by right of lineage, and swear obeisance to him, and the war would end. Thoran and his nobles would keep their lands and titles. The reply deeply displeased Thoran, who ordered the catapults to devastate the city. 
 
    And so, the attack on the walled city began. 
 
    The soldiers who were operating the catapults loaded their weapons with enormous rocks that they had piled up nearby in great pyramidal heaps. Simultaneously, the officers gave the order to launch. The catapults gave out a shrieking noise which ended in an abrupt thud when the missiles were launched. Considering how big they were and the distance which separated the machines from the wall, it took only the blink of an eye for two dozen enormous rocks to strike the southern wall, the battlements and the two defensive towers. The rock wall withstood the punishment impassively as the rocks crashed against it, but they did not manage to break it. The battlements, on the other hand, were seriously damaged. Rock struck against rock, and fragments of stone were hurled everywhere. The soldiers in the battlements and towers ran for protection, but they could not all reach safety and hence became the first casualties of the siege. 
 
    The officers in command of the catapults ordered a second load and a re-calibration of the shot, as several had launched too low and failed to damage wall or battlements. While the soldiers loaded the catapults with the aid of small cranes, pulleys and mules, those responsible for calibrating the machines were trying to maneuver the weights which controlled the launch mechanism. It took them a dozen shots before the catapults were properly calibrated, and then they began a serious onslaught. Pieces of rock, parts of the missiles and parts of the upper section of the wall flew out with every impact. 
 
    The soldiers of the West left the southern wall, to shelter inside the city. The punishment the wall was suffering was terrible, but it was still holding. The missiles flew the short distance to crash against wall, towers and battlements almost simultaneously, so that the destructive effect was even greater. The two towers were still holding, but it was obvious that they would not survive much longer.  
 
    For another whole week, the catapults launched destruction on the defenders. On the third day, one of the towers collapsed inwards. By the sixth, the second one too had fallen, this time outwards. The battlements were destroyed and deserted. The wall, on the other hand, was damaged but still standing. It did not look as if the catapults could break it. The attackers tried to concentrate on a single area for two consecutive days, but the impacts did not succeed in breaching that solid structure. Finally, they destroyed the part of the city’s southern zone which was adjacent to the wall, in order to make it easier to conquer and harder for the defenders to defend. 
 
    On the seventh day Thoran gave the order to take the walls. 
 
    The armies began to move. 
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    While Thoran’s armies maneuvered themselves into position, ready to assault the city, Lasgol took a good look at the Olafstone castle in the center of the battered city. Longingly, he recalled the times he had been there with Egil. He felt saddened by the destruction the catapults had wrought on walls, towers and battlements, as well as on the lower part of the city. War always brought destruction, death and suffering. He knew it, and feared for the fate of the city and its inhabitants who were sheltering inside. 
 
    The Thunder Army, the one which cleared the way for others to follow (as their motto said), formed themselves into a long rectangle in front of the southern gate, out of reach of the archers and any possible siege weapons which might have been set up inside the city. They were wary, even though there had been no attempt from the defenders to attack them. Not for the moment – but the situation would soon change.  Lasgol knew this with absolute certainty. 
 
    The Snow Army marched in a long column, four abreast. It passed the eastern side of the city, keeping a safe distance of a thousand paces, then took up a close formation facing the northern gate. Like their comrades, they made sure they were out of reach of the defenders, eight hundred paces from the north gate. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends had been given the duty of keeping watch on the northern perimeter. They had been covering a wide area and had found no trace of the enemy. Now they were watching the maneuvers of the Snow Army from a nearby hill. From here they had a very good view of the whole battlefield. Lasgol was surprised by the strategy Thoran had decided on. 
 
    “It doesn’t look as if they’re all going to attack the southern wall, the one that’s been damaged,” he commented. 
 
    “It’s the easiest to climb,” Gerd said. He too looked puzzled. 
 
    Leenbiren nodded. “Or to use to destroy the gate and go in.”  
 
    Ingrid was looking on thoughtfully. “I think Thoran’s generals mean to attack several points at once, so that the defenders don’t just concentrate on defending the walls.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Nilsa said, wrinkling her nose. “If they all attack the same point and the defenders all defend that point, there’s going to be a major blockage.”  
 
    “And that wouldn’t be good for the Easterners, who need to get in so that the troops can flood the city,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Thoran gave his nobles the order to get their forces into position. The Counts and Dukes of the East moved forward until they were facing the eastern wall. From the militias of each noble house a dozen rectangles were formed, though they were neither as compact nor as well-organized as those of the armies. Each one bore the banners and colors of their lord, facing the wall. Here they awaited the King’s orders. 
 
    At last the mercenaries moved forward until they were standing, facing the western wall. They were unmistakable because of the foreign banners they carried, and in particular because of their appearance, which was very unlike that of the Norghanians. The Nocean mercenaries, sons of the deserts of southern Tremia, whose skin was the color of ebony, caught the eye as something unknown in the north. They wore black and white tunics and coats of mail, and were armed with scimitars and small round metal shields. They were as strong as the Norghanians, or stronger, and their muscular appearance and fierce stares were intimidating. The Noceans had a reputation for being good fighters, skillful with scimitar and curved knife. They were also said to be astute and inclined to be treacherous. In the North it was said that it was not a good idea to turn your back on a Nocean if you did not want to find a knife buried in it. They liked their coin and expected to be handsomely paid if they were needed. In their culture there was a long tradition of war and the use of mercenaries. The Nocean Empire was always involved in internal wars, so that there was a good supply of soldiers and mercenaries. All this made them good fighters, and they were hired throughout Tremia to fight both internal wars like this one, between Norghanians, or external ones. 
 
    Those from the Kingdom of Irinel in the most easterly part of Tremia were unusual in appearance: very pale, almost as much so as the Norghanians, and redheaded. Their hair and moustaches were an intense copper-red, which made them identifiable from a league away. Their faces and arms were almost entirely covered in freckles, by the thousand. They were slender and agile rather than big and strong. They fought with short swords and round flat metal shields. On their backs were harnesses containing a dozen javelins, and these they either threw at the enemy from a distance or held in one hand, in lieu of a short sword, with their shield in the other. Their marksmanship was excellent at a short distance. At less than a hundred paces they were infallible, and a thrown javelin could easily penetrate armor of mail or scales like that of the Norghanians. Their manner of fighting was rather curious, in that they used their javelins almost like short bows at the beginning of each fight, and then either switched to their short swords to finish, or used the javelin again. It was a style of combat which the Norghanians neither understood nor were used to, which gave these mercenaries a significant advantage. 
 
    There were other groups of mercenaries from kingdoms in the center of Tremia, but smaller. Several of these groups looked more like bandits, as far as appearance and weapons were concerned. With coin you could get hold of every kind of armed men, but these might well be the scum of other kingdoms looking for the chance to fight and shed blood for money: thieves, murderers, rapists, and suchlike. King Thoran, like other monarchs, put no restriction on mercenaries like this filling their ranks. In war you had to get hold of whatever allies you could, whatever their origin or character. Of course he did not trust them, and had ordered Sven to keep them under constant surveillance in case they caused trouble or even deserted at the moment of battle – which often happened with this type of group. The King, in fact, had only given them half their pay; the other half would be paid when the war was over – if they survived to collect it, obviously. 
 
    Ingrid was nodding, seeing how the different forces had been lined up. “They’re definitely going to attack all four walls at once.” 
 
    “That’ll complicate things for the ones inside,” Leenbiren said. “They’ll have to divide their own forces to defend them.” 
 
    “It’s pretty clear that the southern wall will fall first,” said Nilsa. 
 
    Gerd nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”  
 
    “Well… if you were Arnold, where would you concentrate your defense?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “On the southern wall, obviously,” Nilsa said. She was biting her nails in anticipation. 
 
    Lasgol was following Ingrid’s line of thought. “Arnold will have to send most of his men to defend the southern wall, and the other three will be vulnerable to being climbed and captured, because he won’t have enough soldiers to defend them all.”  
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “That’s why they’re going to attack at four points at the same time, with one of them very much weakened. I think it’s a good strategy.” 
 
    Thoran stayed back with the Invincibles of the Ice, a little to the south. The city was now surrounded. A funereal silence hung over it, like an omen of death. Everybody, attackers and defenders alike, was aware of what was about to happen. The horns sounded as Thoran gave the order to attack. The Invincibles of the Ice moved forward to stand in front of the catapults. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “Shouldn’t we be there fighting with them?”  
 
    Leenbiren shook his head curtly. “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nilsa asked. She too had not been convinced by the answer. 
 
    “We’re Rangers. Taking part in battles and conquering cities isn’t our function. That’s the army’s job. We have other things to do. Each of us has to do our own job.” 
 
    “But we can fight,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Not in a siege. Without armor, helmet and shield to protect you, there’s not much chance of you lasting more than a moment trying to take those walls. You’d be riddled with arrows, or else rocks or boiling oil would fall on you, and without protection you’d have a horrible death. Let the heavy infantry deal with it.” 
 
    “Ouch…” Gerd said, making a face at the mere thought of it. 
 
    “Soldiers train for this type of combat. They know what they’ve got to do. Don’t worry, when we’re needed they’ll call us. Not now. Now they need us to keep watch, and that’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded, but judging by her expression she was not entirely convinced. She knew she could make a contribution, and being on watch did not seem to her to be much of one. 
 
    The Snow Army moved in a long formation which spread along the entire north wall, amid war-cries and howls. They were unmistakable, with their white breastplates over chain mail and winged helmets. They were armed with war axes and round shields of reinforced wood, though not swords, and they trod heavily on the ground: men of the North with blond manes, pale eyes and complexion, broad shoulders and strong arms. They were carrying ladders, hooked ropes and long poles. Behind them three great battering rams moved toward the gate in the wall. They were led by General Rangulself, who was barking orders to his men. 
 
    Suddenly a mass of archers appeared on the empty wall. The Snow soldiers roared at the sight and carried on advancing without losing step. The Western archers nocked and aimed, and at an order from the battlements, thousands of arrows fell on the soldiers of the Snow. The attackers raised their shields, without stopping. The arrows hit shields and soldiers, producing the first casualties. The soldiers of the East roared and howled in fury, while the defenders nocked and released again. A thousand arrows fell on the white tide, hitting the front lines in their advance. 
 
    On the southern side, the Thunder Army was moving toward the wall with deafening Norghanian war-cries. Norghanians as massive and strong as the Wild Ones of the Frozen Continent moved forward with axe in one hand and round shield in the other. Brilliant red breastplates, streaked diagonally with white, covered their torsos, which were protected by chainmail of metal scales. As with their fellow-soldiers from the Snow Army, their heads were protected by winged helmets, and they carried ladders and ropes to climb the wall. Three battering-rams were moving to the gate, escorted by a hundred of the biggest warriors. 
 
    The defenders appeared behind the broken battlements of the southern wall. It was so battered that they could barely stand on top of it. While the Thunder Army advanced amid war-cries and roars, a thousand defenders placed themselves as best they could on top of the broken wall. They released against the deafening red-and-white tide of attackers, who immediately raised their shields to protect themselves. They roared even more loudly, and received the next volley of arrows as if they were immortal. The defenders could see that they were causing casualties, but failing to stop the advance of the Thunder Army, which now reached the foot of the southern wall amid cries and shouts. The defenders changed tactics. As soon as ladders and ropes appeared on the wall and the soldiers began to climb, they attacked them with the same rocks they themselves had been hurling at the wall. They dropped huge boulders and pieces of broken battlement on the soldiers, who were crushed under their weight. Helmets and armor could do little to soften the impact, which knocked them from their ladders and ropes. Even so, they kept coming. 
 
    The mercenaries launched their attack on the western wall like a horde of savages, without order or leadership. The different groups began the attack on their own, as if they were fighting alone. They raced to the wall instead of keeping to a disciplined march, shouting as they ran: shrill, prolonged cries quite different from the short, deep roars of the Norghanians of the Thunder and Snow armies. The defenders saw them coming towards them so fast that they had no time to release more than three volleys of arrows before the mercenaries reached the foot of the wall. They put their ladders and ropes in place to start climbing, but the defenders exchanged their bows for weapons that were more effective at short range. The horde was welcomed with spears and javelins hurled from above. 
 
    The nobles by the eastern wall were the last to start into action, as if they were assessing the success or failure of the other forces before deciding whether or not to launch their own attack. Sven had to go to them with the Royal Guard to make the nobles attack the wall, and they were not too eager. Taking walls was not worthy of the nobility, and so they had informed Sven, but he (with the King’s approval) had ordered them to fight just like the others. The dukes, counts and lesser nobles of the East had not been happy about this. For them a duel with swords or a battle in the open on horseback was worthy of their lineage, whereas taking a wall and enduring a rain of arrows in the attempt was considered neither worthy nor honorable. That was for commoners. 
 
    Sven ordered them to take the wall, and finally, amid curses and oaths, the nobles obeyed. They sent their men into attack, but as they were militia and personal guards they were not even half as organized or disciplined as Thoran’s army soldiers – although they were considerably better than the mercenaries. The troops of the nobles opted for a quick advance, not quite at a run but very nearly, and with the same idea in their heads: to avoid the fusillade of arrows. What none of them had realized – though the army soldiers did – was that it was easier to protect yourself with your shield while marching than while running. The militia did not do it at all badly, and reached the foot of the wall without too many casualties as the Western soldiers released arrows and javelins at them.  
 
    The fighting at all four walls turned to carnage in the blink of an eye. The mercenaries and the noblemen’s troops were trying to climb while the defenders riddled them from the battlements. A few managed to reach the top, but were unable to secure their position. The archers and spear-carrying soldiers of the defenders pushed them back fiercely. They were defending their lands and their homes. They were not going to let the enemy take their walls without putting up a fierce defense. 
 
    As the soldiers of the Thunder and Snow armies tried to climb the walls, they received a barrage of arrows and rocks, together with something else which was feared by all soldiers: from above the two gates, boiling oil was poured on them. The soldiers screamed in horror as they were burnt. The battering rams were also being attacked with fire arrows, and the whole area where the boiling oil had fallen had caught fire, destroying the first rams and killing many of the soldiers who were defending them. 
 
    Little by little, the attacking forces began to reach the top of the wall and were able to secure areas where their comrades could climb. The fighting was becoming fiercer, more brutal and more desperate all the time. By now the soldiers on both sides were fighting not only for their leaders but to save their own lives in the midst of total chaos. The rams were battering both gates, and the defenders, who were far fewer, were beginning to lose ground.  
 
    “They’ve begun to take all four walls,” Ingrid commented. 
 
    “I thought it would be a lot harder for them,” Gerd said, sounding rather surprised. 
 
    “Our army’s the best in Tremia,” Leenbiren said proudly, and Ingrid and Lasgol exchanged a puzzled look. 
 
    “The Westerners are Norghanian too,” Nilsa pointed out. “They’re good fighters.” 
 
    “Not that good, judging by how little they’ve put up with,” Leenbiren countered. 
 
    All of a sudden, a massive crash sounded over the shouts of battle. The two gates, unable to withstand the attack any longer, had been shattered by the rams. The defenders poured oil over them and set them on fire to prevent the soldiers from coming in. Both rams and gates burnt with intense flames. The eastern soldiers had to retreat to avoid being swallowed up by the fire, which was licking the stone walls around the gates. 
 
    “The gates have fallen!” Leenbiren exclaimed. “We’ll soon be able to go in!” 
 
    “There’s something that’s puzzling me,” Lasgol commented. He was watching the defenders, using his Hawk’s Sight skill. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The defenders… they’re all archers or javelin throwers.” 
 
    Nilsa indicated her own bow. “Well, it’s the usual way to defend battlements, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, in principle…” 
 
    Ingrid realized, suddenly. “But there’s no infantry to support the archers.”  
 
    “And that’s why they can’t hold when the Eastern infantry gets to the top,” Gerd said thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Lasgol said, “and it puzzles me. First you defend the walls with archers and javelin throwers, but when the enemy infantry climbs up, you call your own infantry to push them back. Archers can’t fight hand to hand against infantry. They’d be wiped out, especially by the Thunder and Snow armies. They’re all warriors who are tremendous at close combat.” 
 
    “So, where’s Arnold’s infantry?” Nilsa wondered. “Why aren’t they backing up the archers?”  
 
    Leenbiren shrugged. “That’s a very good question. It might be a tactical error.” 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid shook their heads. “Arnold doesn’t make tactical mistakes,” Lasgol said, although what he really meant was that Egil did not make tactical mistakes, least of all one as big as that. 
 
    “No, it’s too obvious a mistake,” Ingrid said. “Even we’ve noticed, and we don’t know much about military tactics.”  
 
    Nilsa and Gerd exchanged looks that said ‘This is Egil’s doing’, but said nothing. 
 
    “Look!” Leenbiren called. “The Archers are drawing back!”  
 
    It was true, the Western archers were withdrawing in a very organized manner: too organized. It had been planned in advance. A quarter of them faced up to the eastern infantry on the wall in order to stop them reaching the others, who were retreating quickly but in an orderly manner. Outside, at the foot of the wall, the forces of the East saw that they had taken the walls and began to climb more energetically. More than half the forces outside were still unable to climb because of the build-up of soldiers, and the broken gates too were jammed with soldiers trying to get in while groups of defenders blocked their way. 
 
    Suddenly they saw a rider appear on top of the hill. Lasgol and his friends saw that he was a soldier from the West. A moment later, behind the rider there appeared a dozen more. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Leenbiren asked. He had seen them too. 
 
    “Riders from the West,” Ingrid said. 
 
     All of a sudden a long line of riders appeared along the entire horizon. 
 
    “Who on earth are they?” Leenbiren asked. 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to understand what was going on. “They’re… Arnold and his forces.” 
 
    The riders launched the attack, and behind them appeared the infantry. Thousands of soldiers were now racing down. 
 
    “It can’t be!” Leenbiren muttered. “Arnold and his men are inside the city, defending it!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “That’s what they’ve led us to believe.” 
 
    “It’s a trap! We have to warn our people!” Leenbiren shouted. He ran off to give the alarm. 
 
    “Egil…” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Egil,” Lasgol agreed with a smile. 
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    The Western forces came down on the forces of the East, who were besieging the city like an unexpected winter storm. Arnold Olafstone galloped at their head, leading the charge. Beside him rode the nobles of the Western League: Svensen, Erikson, Malason, Bjorn, Axel, Harald and the other lesser lords of the West. They came from the north and attacked the troops of the Snow Army, who were attacking the northern wall, from behind. Half the soldiers were on top of the wall they had just conquered, the other half at its foot. Leenbiren arrived at a gallop to warn them. General Rangulself, seeing the enemy forces charging, gave the order to form a defensive barrier in front of the wall. 
 
    Nilsa had covered her eyes with her hands. “They’re going to destroy them…” 
 
    “They won’t be able to stop the charge,” Lasgol said. “They’re very badly positioned, and half their forces are either on top of the wall or inside chasing the archers.”  
 
    “I’d bet my pay that the archers are going back inside the castle to hold out behind the walls,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You can bet the castle is empty too,” Ingrid said, indicating the thousands of soldiers who were following Arnold. 
 
    “And you’d win both bets,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “Egil’s set a masterly trap,” Ingrid said admiringly. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting any less of him,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    Arnold and his forces hurled themselves like a cyclone against the barrier of the Snow Army soldiers. They were hurled aside by the impact, and the riders broke the defensive barrier. The soldiers on top of the wall had no bows and hence were forced to come down to help their comrades, but they could not do much. By the time they reached the foot of the wall, the Western riders had finished off almost all the forces which were trying to resist them. When they arrived to fight alongside their comrades, they suffered the same fate. There were fewer of them, and they were divided in two by the wall. They had been caught in the worst possible position. 
 
    Duke Erikson took a third of the Western forces and went to attack the forces on the eastern wall. These were in the same situation as the soldiers of the Snow, with half their men on top of the wall and the other half at its foot. Duke Svensen took another third and went to attack the mercenaries on the western wall. From a distance, the surprise attack looked like a black-and-blue tide which crashed against the northern wall, then divided into two rivers which surrounded it and advanced to flood the whole length of the eastern and western walls. 
 
    Inside, the Western archers ran to take cover in the Olafstone castle. Here they would fight their pursuers, who were still unaware of what was going on outside. Meanwhile the horns of the Eastern armies began to sound. The officers, who had already realized the trap, were making a desperate attempt to regroup their men. 
 
    “What do we do?” Nilsa asked very nervously. Her bow was ready, and she was hopping right and left as she watched the battle, unable to stay still. 
 
    “We ought to fight…” Gerd said uncertainly. 
 
    “On which side?” Lasgol asked sharply. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “That’s a good question.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know… with the East?” Nilsa suggested. 
 
    “Or the West?” Gerd said. His eyes were wide with uncertainty. 
 
    “If it’s a matter of fighting,” Lasgol said, “I’d say the West.”  
 
    Ingrid narrowed her eyes. “Actually, right now the battle’s tilting more toward the West…” 
 
    “Then we go with the West?” Nilsa asked, sounding more puzzled still. 
 
    “Mm, no,” Ingrid said. “The battle could still take plenty of turns. Thoran has bigger forces than Arnold, and he also has the Invincibles of the Ice. That’s a massive advantage.” 
 
    “With the East, then?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “No, neither of them.”  
 
    Nilsa and Gerd looked at her in surprise. “We’ll have to go with one of them,” they said, almost simultaneously. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Lasgol is right,” Ingrid said. “We’ve been ordered to keep watch, and that’s what we’re doing. Until we get fresh orders, we’re going to stay doing that without taking an active part on either side. And that way we’ll avoid divisions and getting ourselves into trouble.” 
 
    Her three friends considered this. “I think that’s fair,” Lasgol agreed at last. 
 
    “Do all four of us agree?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Agreed,” they all said. 
 
    Erikson’s forces charged against those of the Nobles of the East. Unluckily for them, they were at the foot of the wall giving orders and hence received the full charge of the cavalry, followed by the Western infantry. The Eastern dukes and counts shouted orders to their men in an attempt to contain the enemy assault. The problem was that half of them were either on top of the wall or else inside it. Erikson led his men with masterly skill, not giving the enemy nobles time to prepare an adequate defense. 
 
    On the other side of the city, by the eastern wall, Duke Svensen charged against the mercenaries, who found themselves completely taken by surprise. The nobles had understood the warning horns, but the mercenaries, who were unfamiliar with them, did not realize what was coming, and the forces of the West charged against them. The Noceans, powerful and skilled with the sword, fought with all their might. When the mercenaries of Irinel saw the charging infantry, they hurled their dreaded javelins and caused serious losses among the attackers. Those who had climbed the wall climbed halfway down their ropes and ladders and hurled themselves on to the attacking soldiers. The fight between mercenaries and Western soldiers became complete chaos. 
 
    Arnold went into the city through the north gate with a third of his forces and began to expel the invading soldiers of the Thunder Army who were already in the city. The battle was a hard one, because although there were fewer of them – as half of them had not yet entered the city – those soldiers were formidable adversaries. The Westerners were not as strong, nor were they so well prepared for combat. But they were defending their lands and their homes, and fought with the courage and determination of those who know they are defending their own people and what the Ice Gods have given them on earth. 
 
    Arnold spurred his men on and led them with great valor, delivering blows with the Olafstone sword of his father, and felling every soldier who crossed his path. They fought with courage and strength, but it soon became obvious that Arnold’s forces were helpless against the soldiers of the Thunder. The lesser nobles who were with him saw that they were in serious difficulties and advised him to withdraw. Realizing that they were going to lose this battle, Arnold heeded their advice and changed tactics. He gave orders to his people and went to the castle where his archers had taken refuge. His soldiers followed him at once. The Thunder soldiers regrouped and waited for the reinforcements which were managing to find their way in through the wall and the southern gate. When their numbers were strong enough they went after Arnold, knowing that if they killed him they would have won the war. They had him close at hand, and all they had left to do was to kill him. 
 
    Outside the city it was a different story. The forces of Erikson and Svensen were finishing off the troops of the Eastern nobles and the foreign mercenaries. They were suffering a great many casualties, particularly at the hands of the mercenaries, who were aware that there was no escape for them and that they would get no help from the eastern Norghanians. The fighting was fierce on both sides, but the Western forces were winning and had the enemy in retreat. 
 
    Thoran, leaving the mercenaries to their fate (as they had expected) sent the Invincibles of the Ice to help the nobles. The King needed his nobles, but not the mercenaries, since if at the end of the day their side won and the mercenaries did not survive to collect their pay, the result would be a perfect deal. Erikson had the Eastern nobles defeated by the time the Invincibles arrived to help. The fight between the Invincibles and Erikson’s forces was unbalanced. The Western soldiers fought with axe and shield, full of courage and ardor, but the Invincibles wielded sword and shield with uncanny skill, and the balance tilted at once toward the Invincibles. Not even Erikson and the nobles of the West with him were able to make a breach. The Invincibles had no equal when it came to fighting in close formation, and they proved it by ruthlessly killing Erikson’s men. Seeing the level of casualties he was suffering, Erikson called the retreat. 
 
    “Look, Erikson and his men are retreating,” Nilsa pointed out. 
 
    “Nobody can defeat the Invincibles of the Ice,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “They’re not called the best infantry of the continent for nothing,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “But Svensen and his men are destroying the mercenaries,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    Ingrid was watching with half-closed eyes. “Yeah, it looks as if they’ve taken control of the whole eastern wall.”  
 
    “Can you see if it’s Svensen?” Gerd asked Lasgol in surprise. “I can’t see him from here.” 
 
    “It’s because of my skills, you know what I mean…” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “Ah, I see…”  
 
    Nilsa pointed. “Those troops of Erikson’s are withdrawing to that northern hill they came down from, and the Invincibles aren’t going after them.” 
 
    “Thoran will send them after Svensen,” said Ingrid, sure of what was going to happen. 
 
    They watched the Invincibles turning to face Svensen’s forces, who were dealing with the last of the mercenaries on the eastern wall. 
 
     “How can you be so sure about that?” Nilsa asked her. 
 
    “It’s what I’d do myself. In an open field, the Invincibles have no rival. Sending them into the city is a risk. But along the wall it means certain victory.” 
 
    “Let’s see what happens,” Gerd said. He did not sound totally convinced. 
 
    The Invincibles formed a line of ten men abreast and marched on Svensen’s forces. The fight against the mercenaries had been chaotic, but against the Invincibles it was going to be nothing of the sort. The elite infantry of Norghana was extremely disciplined and knew how to act when facing the enemy at all times. Svensen tried to charge against them with the few cavalrymen he had left, and failed. The line of Invincibles held fast, and he lost his cavalry. After this the forces of the West tried to hurl themselves at the Invincibles, but the result was the same. They were cut to ribbons. The Westerners had neither the discipline nor the skill in combat of their rivals. They went for them with axe and shield in hand, shouting, and a moment later they died under the sword. For every Invincible they managed to kill, they lost nearly ten men of their own. Svensen, seeing that they were being decimated, called the retreat. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Ingrid said with folded arms. 
 
    “Well, yes ... you were right,” Gerd had to admit. 
 
    “They’re retreating to the hill, with Erikson’s men,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Can you see what’s happening to Arnold in the city?” Ingrid asked Lasgol. “I can’t see him in the streets or buildings, what with the smoke and dust.” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated and sent more inner energy to his Hawk’s Sight to see what was happening more clearly, and located Arnold and his men running to shelter in the Olafstone castle. The Thunder Army was at his heels, and for a moment Lasgol thought that he was not going to make it. Arnold and his men were fleeing for their lives down streets, between buildings, followed by enemy soldiers who saw they had victory in front of them.  
 
    “They’re in serious trouble,” Lasgol told his friends. He explained what he was seeing. 
 
    “I hope they manage to get to safety,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Are you with the West now?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    Gerd shrugged. “I don’t know who I’m with.” 
 
    “With the losing side?” Nilsa asked, and Ingrid looked at her in surprise. 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “He’s Egil’s brother,” she said apologetically. “I don’t want him to get killed.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Gerd. 
 
    Ingrid too shrugged. “We couldn’t be more divided and confused. Okay, now we’re with the losing side,” she conceded. 
 
    Lasgol felt the same. He did not want Arnold to be killed. He knew him and knew that he was a good person, quite apart from the fact that he was Egil’s brother and the legitimate heir to the crown. The Thunder soldiers were running through the streets like wild animals pursuing their prey, and they were catching up with it. Arnold and his men managed to get into the castle a moment before they were caught, and lowered the portcullis behind them. Lasgol saw movement in the towers and battlements he had strolled along with Egil during his visit. The surviving archers appeared on top of them and released against the Thunder soldiers. 
 
    “The archers!” Ingrid cried. She could see them on the towers now. 
 
    “This is getting interesting,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Bloody, you mean,” Gerd said, sounding downcast. 
 
      
 
    And so it was. The archers released against the Thunder soldiers, who were milling around in front of the castle gate, unable to break it down. They protected themselves with their shields, but the archers released again and again, following Arnold’s orders. The general of the Thunder Army realized that without siege machines they would be unable to enter the castle, and ordered the retreat. The soldiers began to withdraw, without turning their backs on the archers. If they did so, they would die before they were out of their reach. 
 
    “They’re really disciplined,” Ingrid said, sounding impressed. 
 
    “Yeah, in that situation I’m not sure I’d be so calm,” Nilsa admitted. 
 
    “A lot of them are dying,” Gerd said unhappily. 
 
    “More of them would die if they broke ranks,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    Lasgol stroked Ona and Camu who were beside him, motionless, while the great battle was taking place. 
 
    The Thunder Army, or what remained of it, withdrew and left by the southern gate to join the survivors of the Snow Army. The Invincibles also received the order to retreat. Very slowly, showing that they were not afraid of anybody or anything, they went back to where Thoran was waiting for them with the rest of his battered forces. 
 
    Erikson and Svensen, seeing those forces regrouping by the King’s camp, went into the city through the northern gate and came to the Olafstone castle. Arnold lowered the bridge and raised the portcullis, and all the survivors of the Western forces took shelter inside the castle. Those of the East did the same at Thoran’s camp. 
 
    “That was an impressive battle,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “One that hasn’t finished yet,” Ingrid added. 
 
    “Who won?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Neither side, I’m afraid,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “For a long while I thought the West had won,” Nilsa admitted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerd said admiringly, “but the Thunder soldiers and the Invincibles… are awesome.”  
 
    “Particularly the Invincibles,” said Ingrid. “They’re the ones who turned the battle in favor of the East.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    “Thoran will try to take the castle,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Nilsa was doubtful. “You think so? He’s lost a whole lot of soldiers. There’s barely anybody left standing from the Thunder and Snow armies. Not to speak of the mercenaries who’ve been swept away” 
 
    “I’m afraid Thoran will go on till the end,” Ingrid said sadly. 
 
    “Unfortunately I agree,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Horns rang out from Thoran’s war camp, calling all the forces to regroup. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Gerd asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Those horns are calling us too,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I think we’d better go and find out what’s going to happen now,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “We can’t go to the castle,” Lasgol pointed out uneasily. “They wouldn’t let us in, in any case.” 
 
    “Then let’s go back and find out what Thoran’s planning,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. It was the most sensible thing to do. They set off through the forest, leaving behind the city and the battlefield where thousands of people had lost their lives in the assault. He knew only too well that more would die, and his heart grieved for them. 
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    King Thoran’s camp was on a war footing. There were soldiers everywhere, many of them wounded, seeking help from the camp surgeons and their own comrades. The cries of pain of the wounded and dying were deafening. Surgeons, stretcher-bearers and soldiers were doing as much as they could, but it was blood-curdling. Many of those men would never see another dawn, others would bear the after-effects for life. Losing an arm, a leg or an eye was very common in those battles. The worst things of all, were the agonizing death and the suffering of those who knew they would not survive, but were not yet at the gates of the realm of the Ice Gods.  
 
    Thoran had summoned Sven, Gatik, Mage Eicewald, the generals and his surviving nobles to his tent. He had gathered them together to decide on a new plan of action now that Arnold and his forces were sheltering in the castle. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends looked for Leenbiren, but could not find him. They asked the other Rangers, but nobody had seen him. They realized that there had been casualties among the Rangers, especially those who had been in the north on surveillance. This made them fear the worst about the veteran. 
 
    “If he hasn’t come back, I’m afraid he must have died in the battle,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Perhaps he couldn’t come back for some other reason,” Gerd said, not wanting to believe the worst. 
 
    “Look around you. There are thousands of soldiers wounded. And over there” – she pointed to the city in the distance – “there are tens of thousands of dead.” 
 
    “I can see… it’s just that I don’t want to think that…” 
 
    “He might be wounded or lame, and hasn’t been able to come back,” Nilsa said, though she did not sound too convinced. 
 
    “Or else he’s been captured, big boy,” Lasgol said to reassure him, although he too thought that Leenbiren had probably died in the battle. 
 
    They reported to the Rangers in command, who ordered them to set up a watch-patrol around the perimeter, eight hundred paces from the camp. They went for provisions before they took up their positions and met Luca and Molak, who were also getting ready to follow their new orders and begin their watch-duty. 
 
    Ingrid beckoned Molak aside to talk, and Luca whistled. “What a battle!” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “What side have they given you?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Southeast.”  
 
    “Ah, that’s all right, it’s behind the camp. You’re in no danger there.”  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t be so sure of that. If the enemy tries a surprise attack, it’ll be from our rear…” 
 
    “Oops! That’s true,” Gerd had to admit. 
 
    “Be very careful,” Nilsa said to Luca. 
 
    “I always am. Besides, I’ve got Molak with me, and he knows what he’s doing.” Luca indicated his comrade, who at that moment was busy kissing Ingrid behind a tent. 
 
    “Yeah… that’s for sure,” Nilsa said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    They all smiled, and for a brief moment, the horror of war seemed a distant thing. A moment later the screams of a dying soldier with an arrow buried deep in his stomach brought them back to reality. 
 
    “You all be very careful too,” Luca said. 
 
    They had been allocated the northwest. They knew it was a bad site, because if there was an attack from the city by the left flank it would come directly to their own position. They found a good place to hide among rocks and a group of oaks, and settled down to wait. They could see several fires at different points in the city which had not quite gone out, so that parts of it were lit up. Night fell gradually and covered the bodies of the dead, as if bringing them the eternal rest they deserved. The castle was left in almost total darkness. The area around it, on the other hand, was well illuminated in case anybody came close to it. The archers would kill anyone who tried. 
 
    Nilsa, who was the best long-distance archer, climbed to the top of a tree. Ingrid stayed among its roots with her three bows at the ready. Gerd found a place among the rocks and watched the great city and all the dead around it. He looked anguished. They were all affected by the horror of the deaths they had seen, by the pain and suffering of all the wounded and those who had lost dear comrades. Lasgol thought that for the families of those thousands who had lost their lives in that fratricidal war, there would be still greater pain and suffering. The idea saddened him greatly, and he felt a profound anger and frustration. 
 
    “I’ll take the first shift,” he said to the others. Walking a little would help him to feel better, even though he doubted whether he would ever forget all this horror. 
 
    “Be careful,” Ingrid said, “and at the slightest sign of danger, call us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Don’t go further than a hundred paces,” Nilsa called from the top of the tree. 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    He signaled to Ona to come with him, as soon as they had disappeared into the darkness of the night, Camu became visible beside him. Lasgol stopped for a moment and bent over to stroke his partners’ heads. 
 
    You’re the best, he said lovingly. 
 
    I yes. 
 
    Lasgol gave a little chuckle, Yes, you are. 
 
    Ona second best. 
 
    Well, I think you’re both equally good. 
 
    Camu bent his head and blinked, then he looked aside at Ona. The two best, he concluded. 
 
    That’s the way I like it, Lasgol said happily. 
 
    He explored the area carefully, and as Nilsa had advised him, he did not go more than a hundred paces from the others. He crouched down to observe the city in the distance and the western expanse, in case he could see any sign of danger. Ona and Camu were beside him, both alert. Suddenly he thought he had glimpsed a moving shadow through the trees, a little to his left. 
 
    He pointed. Watch. Ahead, Left, he transmitted to his two companions. 
 
    Watch, Camu sent back. Ona stiffened, and her bristling tail showed that she was ready to attack. 
 
    Lasgol nocked his short bow and stealthily approached the trees. He was a hundred and thirty paces or so from his friends. He had only seen a shadow, perhaps a fox or something of the sort, so he decided to say nothing for the moment and instead get closer to make sure it was not a spy from the West. As he was beyond the safety limit, he put all his senses on the alert. When he reached the trees, Ona immediately got ready to attack. 
 
    Someone, Camu warned him. 
 
    It was no animal there, but a person. He raised his bow and aimed to his right, where he could make out a shadow hiding behind a tree. 
 
    Ona on the right. Camu on the left, he told his companions. 
 
    Camu became invisible, and Ona crouched in the underbrush. They moved forward with great care. He was aiming at the tree, expecting the figure to come out in one or other direction. At last he was standing under the branches of the tree. 
 
    Ona. Camu. Bring down, he ordered. 
 
    The two animals charged, one on either side. 
 
    Nobody, Camu communicated. 
 
    Nobody? Where did he go? 
 
    “Are you looking for me?” came a voice above his head. 
 
    Lasgol knew he had been completely duped. The figure was among the branches above his head, not behind the tree. 
 
    He raised his bow in a lightning movement. With another, even swifter, movement the figure snatched it away before he could release. He froze. 
 
    “You wouldn’t shoot your beloved, would you?” 
 
    He peered between the branches and saw a figure dressed completely in black. And a pair of green eyes, which to his soul were unmistakable. 
 
    “Astrid!” 
 
    It her! Camu’s message reached him as the creature appeared beside her. 
 
    “How big you are, Camu,” Astrid said. She petted him, and he let her stroke him in delight. 
 
    Ona moaned from below. She too had recognized Astrid and wanted to join in the affection. 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” Lasgol cried, surprised and delighted” What are you doing here?” 
 
    With incredible agility, she dropped to the ground. She gave him back his bow, and Lasgol slung it on his back. 
 
    “How…” he began, but she put her arms around his neck and kissed him with such passion that he was left breathless. 
 
    “As…trid…” he tried to say, but she went on kissing him. He had to give in and let himself be carried away by his feelings. 
 
    “I’m on a mission,” she told him when she had stopped kissing him. But she kept her arms around him, looking at him all the time with a loving smile and a special brilliance in her eyes. 
 
    “You could’ve told me you were here. I’ve been worried sick about you.” He did not want it to sound like a scolding, but he could not avoid it. 
 
    “I’ve been very worried about you too, love,” she said, and gave him a smile that was full of tenderness. “I’m delighted to see you without a scratch.” She kissed him again, all the time holding him tightly, squeezing him against her. 
 
    “And so am I to see you,” he replied the moment their lips parted. “Are you really well?” He tried to move a little away so that he could get a full view of her. 
 
    “I’m perfectly well,” she assured him, and clasped him to her again. “You’ve no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do this.” 
 
    He smiled. “The same as me.”  
 
    “So, tell me. How much do you love me?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    “Only a lot?” she said. She put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Ummm…. well… tons. You know. “ 
 
    “Tons?” she repeated. Her expression suggested that she was not entirely happy with the answer. 
 
    Lasgol, who had no idea what to say, was finding things difficult. He wanted her to know how much he loved her, but he could not find the words. Words had never been his forte. He looked around and then up at the sky, trying to find a good answer, and at last he found it. “I love you as far as the stars,” he said, smiling. The answer would have to do. It was a good one, or at least so he thought. 
 
    “You mean as far as the stars and back,” she teased him with folded arms and a look of pretend-disapproval. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said, hoping she would like the reply. 
 
    “Not bad, but you’ll have to improve on it,” she said, and gave the trace of a smile. 
 
    Seeing the smile, Lasgol felt he was out of the hole he had dug himself into with his first answer. He showed her, with a sweet and passionate kiss, everything she meant to him. 
 
    “That was much better,” she said, and winked. 
 
    “You know I love you with all my heart.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I want to see it and hear it.” She looked at him to make sure he had grasped the message. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You make me sweat, my love.” 
 
    “That’s how it should be,” she replied, and smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    They embraced for a long moment in silence, filled with an intense joy, both experiencing the love they felt for one another in the midst of very turbulent times. 
 
    Astrid pointed up to the stars in the sky. “Always there and back, no matter what.” 
 
    He looked up in turn and nodded. “Always,” he promised. 
 
    “Are the others well?” 
 
    He nodded. “All well. Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd are with me.” 
 
    “I’m glad. They’ll protect you.” 
 
    “I can protect myself.”  
 
    Astrid smiled at him. “These are difficult times. It’s better if you’re in good company.” 
 
    He was unable to hold back his uncertainty. “What mission are you on? What orders has Thoran given you?”  
 
    Astrid sighed deeply. “It’ll be better if you don’t know.” 
 
    “How d’you mean, better?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous for you to have that information. I want to protect you.” 
 
    “If you tell me, I’ll be able to help you. You’re the one in danger, not me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You can’t help me, and it would put you in serious danger. I can’t do it, for your own good. For our own good.” 
 
    “You have to let me choose that myself.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I don’t want you to do. I’m trying to protect you. If I tell you my mission, just by giving you the information I’d be putting you in danger of death. Besides, I’m sure you’d try to stop me, and we could both end up dead.” 
 
    “Then it’s something very risky. I hope it isn’t a suicide mission.” He was remembering the one Viggo had carried out at the Zangrian war camp. 
 
    “It’s not a suicide mission. I promise. Risky? Yes, they all are, even more so in my specialty.” 
 
    “What’s the King ordered you to do?” Lasgol insisted. His voice was troubled. 
 
    “It’ll be better if you didn’t know, my love. Really. Everything’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’ve got a very bad feeling right now. I know something’s going to go wrong. I couldn’t bear to lose you.” 
 
    “You’re not going to lose me. I’m going to carry out my mission. Everything’ll be all right. We’ll be together again very soon.”  
 
    Lasgol had a feeling of something ominous, and his stomach was churning. He made one last attempt. 
 
    “If you love me, then trust me and tell me.” 
 
    “I love you with all my heart. That’s why I can’t tell you. I’m not going to put you in danger.” 
 
    Before he could argue any further, Astrid kissed him passionately, turned and went into the forest without a word of goodbye. 
 
    Lasgol was left reeling. 
 
    I follow?  Camu transmitted. 
 
    For a moment he was tempted to say yes, but then he thought better of it. No matter how much he might wish to help her, no matter how much he loved her, he had to accept her decision, even though he was utterly opposed to it. 
 
    No, Camu, he messaged back, I already know where she’s going. Unfortunately, he suspected what her mission was. 
 
    The night passed without any further surprises, and at dawn he told his friends what had happened. 
 
    “She’ll carry out her mission,” Ingrid assured hm. 
 
    “And she’ll come back unscathed,” Nilsa added.  
 
    “It’s her mission,” Ingrid said. “And besides, I can see she did it to protect you. I think what she did was absolutely right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d say that.” 
 
    “She should’ve let you help her,” Gerd said. 
 
     “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    Suddenly their attention turned to the south. In the distance they could see soldiers, a large number of them. They were arriving at the camp, but there was no alarm. Instead they could hear enthusiastic shouts among the soldiers of the East. 
 
    Gerd narrowed his eyes. “Who are they?” 
 
    “Going by the red-and-white colors and the banners I can make out,” said Ingrid, “I’d say they’re the Blizzard Army.”  
 
    “They are,” Lasgol confirmed. He had called upon his Hawk’s Sight skill. “Duke Orten, the King’s brother, is leading them.” 
 
    “Better late than never,” said Gerd. 
 
    “This is going to tilt the battle in favor of the East,” Nilsa said confidently. 
 
    “It looks like it,” Ingrid agreed, although she sounded cautious. 
 
    Lasgol wrinkled his nose. This was certainly bad news for the West. 
 
    “I’m going to see if they can tell me what’s going on,” Nilsa said, and slipped away. 
 
    The others waited. There had been no movement in the surroundings of the city since the battle, and it seemed uninhabited. But every now and then Lasgol would glimpse a shadow moving through the streets and the rubble of the buildings which had been shattered by the catapults. With the exception of the Olafstone castle the city appeared deserted, although it was really nothing of the kind. People moved through it surreptitiously: probably enemy agents carrying messages, or else spying on Thoran’s armies. They must already know that Orten and his troops had just arrived. 
 
    Nilsa came back at dusk with fresh news from the war camp. “The King and his brother have been screaming at each other since the moment they first laid eyes on each other,” she told them, and her expression made it clear that it must have been a spectacular argument. “Thoran was blaming Orten for his delay, and the Duke was pointing out that it had been unacceptable for them to attack without waiting for him.” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “It must have been quite a slanging-match.”  
 
    “Considering what a couple of brutes they’re both known to be,” Ingrid commented, “it must have been colossal.”  
 
    “I was told the Royal Rangers were almost deafened by their shouting.” 
 
    “Pity we weren’t able to hear it,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I managed to,” Lasgol said. “Owl Hearing,” he explained with a shrug. “It was a monumental quarrel.” 
 
    “Do they hate each other, or something?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “It looks like it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Nilsa corrected her. “They’re really inseparable. Going by what people say, they really support each other completely. After the arguments, they make peace with lots of beer and go back to being inseparable.” 
 
    “So they must be at it now,” said Gerd. “They’re going to need plenty of barrels of beer, by the looks of things.” 
 
    “They’re sure to be celebrating their victory already,” Ingrid said. “With Orten’s reinforcements and the catapults, the Olafstone castle will soon fall. They won’t be able to hide inside for long.” 
 
    Gerd was staring at the distant city. “I’d go along with that.”  
 
    “D’you think Arnold will surrender, or fight to the last man?” Nilsa asked uneasily. 
 
    “Let’s hope he surrenders,” Gerd said hopefully. “If he resists, they’ll be picked off one by one. There’s no sense prolonging the agony and suffering of his people. I hope he listens to reason and common sense and the goodness of his heart prevails.” 
 
    “You’re asking a lot,” Ingrid said. She looked as though she was not at all sure that this would happen. “Nobles and kings don’t have much common-sense in situations like this, and either very little goodness of heart, or none at all. Otherwise they wouldn’t be nobles or kings.” 
 
    “There must be some good ones,” Gerd objected. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Nilsa said. “From what I’ve seen at the court, there are none whatsoever. And the Royal Guard and Rangers think the same. I know, because several of them have told me so. ‘Get out of their way if you don’t want to end up crushed underfoot’ is the advice I’ve been given most often at the palace.” 
 
    “Uffff… well, that’s wonderful,” Gerd muttered. 
 
    “On the other hand,” Ingrid said, “you don’t have to be such an extremist. There are some decent noblemen. As for kings, I have my doubts. I hope Arnold’s one of them. The problem is that the situation he’s in is a very delicate one. If he surrenders, he’ll be at the mercy of those two brutes. I’m not sure if they’d keep their word, even if they were to promise him he wouldn’t hang. And if he doesn’t surrender, he’ll condemn everyone with him at the castle, and there are a lot of them.” 
 
    Gerd was shaking his head slowly. “What a really difficult situation. I hope he’s able to surrender, and they spare him and his nobles.” 
 
    “The nobles, maybe,” said Ingrid, “because they need them to manage the western lands. The counties and duchies they rule need leaders who can direct them. Killing them all would be a bad business, particularly because the hatred it would create in those duchies and counties would last for generations.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “Their families, and the families of the people who live in those lands, won’t either forgive or forget.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ingrid said. “Although it wouldn’t be the first or last time in Norghana that all the enemies were put to the axe.” 
 
    “We’re a barbaric people,” Gerd said. He sounded disgusted. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much so,” Nilsa agreed with a shrug. 
 
    Lasgol had been silent until then. “I wouldn’t sell the bear-skin yet…” he murmured. 
 
    Ingrid looked at him in surprise. “You don’t think Arnold still has a chance, do you?” 
 
    Lasgol pointed to the north, beyond the city, and they all turned to look. A contingent of several thousand soldiers was approaching the city. They were dressed in black and yellow, which were not Norghanian colors. They wore silver armor and helmets and carried steel spears and square shields, also of steel, striped in yellow and black. 
 
    “Who are they?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “They’re short, hairy and very ugly,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Zangrians!” Gerd exclaimed. 
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    Night fell over the city of Estocos and Thoran’s war camp. The activity in both places was frantic. Thoran, his brother Orten, and the generals were arguing about the presence of the Zangrian troops outside the city, to the north. Meanwhile their officers were getting the armies ready to attack the new enemy. In the city, several retinues had gone from the Olafstone castle to the newly-arrived army. Everything suggested that there would be an alliance between the Western forces and the Zangrians. Thoran and his armies would now have to fight both of them. 
 
    “You were saying about surrendering…?” Lasgol said to his friends. They had changed positions and were now a little further to the north and east of an oak wood not far from the city. With the arrival of the Zangrian forces, they had received orders to move the surveillance positions forward. 
 
    “It looks as if the West has got the advantage back,” Gerd said  
 
    “I was sure the East would come out on top,” Nilsa said. She sounded utterly incredulous. 
 
    “There’s nothing definitive in this war. Thoran has the Invincibles and the Ice Magi. And no matter how tough and well-prepared those little Zangrians might be, I wouldn’t bet my pay on them.” 
 
    “There are quite a few of them,” Gerd said. “More than the troops Orten has brought with him.”  
 
    Nilsa nodded. “Yeah, I’d agree that the West has regained the advantage.” 
 
    “This has got to be Egil’s doing,” Ingrid said, arms akimbo. She was watching the Zangrian army. 
 
    “Almost certainly,” said Lasgol. He smiled in acknowledgement of his friend’s brilliant work. He was incredibly talented, particularly seeing that he was orchestrating everything from the Camp, many leagues away from there. 
 
    “I have to admit that Egil is really exceptional,” Ingrid said. She sounded deeply impressed. “He has an amazing mind. What a range of traps and strategies and special effects.” 
 
    “He certainly has,” Nilsa agreed. “The moment we turn our backs, he creates another master-stroke. Thoran must be beside himself with frustration.” 
 
    “That’s why Orten took so long,” Lasgol said. “Probably the Zangrians kept him busy in the south.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “That makes sense. They’ve been keeping him back on purpose so that he wouldn’t get to the battle in time.” 
 
    “Or at least not before those Zangrian forces,” Nilsa pointed out. “They’ve had to make a very long detour to reach Estocos from the north.” 
 
    “They must be General Ganzor’s troops,” Lasgol mused, “the one Orten ordered to be killed. I knew that gamble would have repercussions.”  
 
    “And we know who killed him.” 
 
    “Talking about me again?” came a voice. When they turned, they realized that Viggo was watching them nonchalantly from behind a tree. 
 
    “Viggo!” Nilsa cried in surprise and delight. 
 
    “How did you get here without us realizing?” Ingrid demanded. 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, easy?” 
 
    He smiled broadly and spread his arms wide. “Because I’m good.”  
 
    Didn’t you detect him? Lasgol messaged Ona and Camu. 
 
    No. Viggo silence. 
 
    Ona whined in apology. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. If Camu and Ona had not detected Viggo coming close to them, it meant that their friend was becoming genuinely skillful. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you,” Gerd said, and gave him a hug. 
 
    Nilsa joined in, smiling. “Me too.” Lasgol too joined them. 
 
    Viggo turned to Ingrid. “Come on, Blondie, give me a hug.” 
 
    She folded her arms aggressively. “In your dreams.” 
 
    “Everyone will think you’re not happy to see me.” 
 
    “Of course I’m not. You’re always in some kind of trouble.” 
 
    “Ingrid, don’t be so mean,” Nilsa said. She urged her with a nod towards Viggo. 
 
    “This time you’re not mistaken,” Viggo replied, and made a face at her. 
 
    “See what I mean?” 
 
    “What trouble?” Gerd asked, looking worried. 
 
    “Well… it’d be better if I discussed this problem with Lasgol alone.” 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd exchanged puzzled looks. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Why only with him?” Ingrid asked with a frown. 
 
    Viggo looked into her eyes. “Isn’t it enough that it’s me who’s asking?” 
 
    “Of course it’s not,” she said angrily. “I want an explanation, particularly if you’re involved in whatever it happens to be!”  
 
    Viggo sighed and put on an expression of delight. “How beautiful she is when she’s angry with me…” 
 
    She threatened him with her fist. “I’m going to give you a black eye!”  
 
    “All right, then,” he agreed resignedly, knowing he was not going to make her change her mind. “It’s a tricky subject, and the weirdo and I need to talk about it.”  
 
    Nilsa narrowed her eyes. “That means helping the West. Right?”  
 
    Viggo gave in. “Correct.”  
 
    “Why do you get yourself into this?” Ingrid asked him accusingly. “You don’t care who wins, whether it’s East, West, North or South.” 
 
    “Very true. Let’s say I have personal reasons which oblige me to get involved.” 
 
    “That makes even less sense to me.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Believe what you like, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    There was a silence. Ingrid and Viggo glared at each other, neither being the first to look away. 
 
    “I want to know what you’re up to. I don’t trust you. I’m sure it’s a terrible idea.” 
 
    He smiled. “I can’t tell you. You’ll have to trust my judgment.” 
 
    “You don’t have a single scrap of judgment. Your head’s full of sawdust.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing my heart’s full of roses for you.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled, and Gerd seemed to be holding back a guffaw. 
 
    “I’m going to give you two black eyes!” Ingrid threatened. She advanced toward him with her fists raised. With incredible agility, he sidestepped as though he were sliding across the grass to safety. 
 
    Lasgol went to stand between the two of them and put his hands on their chests. “Please don’t fight,” he begged them. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Ingrid insisted, “don’t give in to him. I don’t like this at all.”  
 
    “Let me hear what he has to say first.”  
 
    “It’s a mistake to listen to this blockhead,” Ingrid said. But she gave in with a gesture. 
 
    Lasgol moved closer to Viggo. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    Viggo whispered something in his ear, and Lasgol turned back to Ingrid immediately. “I’m going with him.” 
 
    “Hell! I knew it, he’s already persuaded you to do something stupid!” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Gerd asked Viggo, sounding worried. 
 
    “It’s a secret, big guy.” 
 
    “Are you going to help the West?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Viggo scratched his chin. “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Surely you’re not going to Estocos?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo exchanged a glance, then nodded. 
 
    “I knew it! It’s crazy!” 
 
    “It’s important, Ingrid,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It’s utter stupidity!” 
 
    “Arnold doesn’t need you,” Nilsa pointed out. “He already has the Zangrians, and they have the advantage.” 
 
    “Besides, they’ll kill you if they catch you,” Gerd warned them. “You’re Rangers, they’ll take you for spies.”  
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy,” Viggo said casually. “But I’m sure it’s going to be fun.”  
 
    “You get crazier every day. Lasgol, this is utter lunacy. Don’t go with him, whatever he may have said to convince you. Don’t let him drag you into it.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ingrid, but I must.” 
 
    “It’s treason if you help the West.” 
 
    “We knew this moment would come. I have to help them. It’s my decision.” 
 
    Ingrid cursed the heavens. 
 
    “It’s a terrible idea,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Can I come with you?” Gerd asked unsurely. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “No, big guy. The fewer of us there are, the better.” 
 
    “You stay with the East,” Lasgol said. “Viggo and I will help the West. That way the Panthers will have done their best for Norghana.” 
 
    “If anyone catches you on either side,” Ingrid warned them, “you’ll both hang.” 
 
    “We know,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “And even so, you want to go?” 
 
    “I’ve got to.” 
 
    “All right then,” Ingrid said resignedly. “But we’re going to help you. We’re Snow Panthers and we stay together, even if the kingdom doesn’t.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo, who nodded. 
 
    “Let’s get ready,” said Ingrid. 
 
      
 
    A little while later the five friends, accompanied by Camu, approached the city from the west. Lasgol had had to leave Ona in the forest. This mission was not for her, and he did not want anything to happen to her. At two hundred paces they flattened themselves on the ground. The final stretch of a hundred paces was full of dead mercenaries and Western soldiers. 
 
    “Nilsa, nock your bow and keep watch,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “The rest of us will move on among the dead,” said Viggo. 
 
    “There’ll be guards on watch on the wall,” Lasgol warned them. “Even if we don’t see them in the dark.”  
 
    “The moment you see one, Nilsa,” Viggo said, “you know what to do.”  
 
    She nodded and stayed there crouching, her bow at the ready. 
 
    The others crawled stealthily on until they were passing between the corpses. Luckily, they had not yet begun to smell, although passing them was grim and ominous. Lasgol found himself wishing that the funerary fires would burn and carry all these men away, respectably and honorably, to the kingdom of their gods. It seemed an abomination that they should be left there, forgotten, without being granted the respect they deserved in their final journey. His wish would have to wait till the end of the siege. 
 
    Suddenly Viggo stopped, and so did the others. He pointed to the top of the wall beside them. Lasgol used his Animal Presence skill and found that they were close enough to detect the watchmen. His skill detected two of them on the wall, though the others could not see them because they were crouching in the shadow of the ruined walls. Ingrid and Gerd readied their bows and went down on one knee to cover the positions Lasgol had indicated. 
 
    Viggo beckoned, and they went on crawling to the foot of the wall. The assault ropes and ladders were still hanging along it. Viggo beckoned again and began climbing up one of the ropes, and Lasgol did the same on another. While they were climbing, enveloped in the shadows of night, Ingrid and Gerd covered them. Once on the battlements they prepared for the most complicated part of their plan, which was crawling along the parapet without being seen. 
 
    Viggo went first, until he was lying on the floor immobile, like a shadow. As he was dressed in black, he passed unseen. Lasgol was not so lucky. The watchman saw him and stood up with his bow in his hand. However, as he stood up, he revealed himself as far as the waist, and when he was about to release, Ingrid’s arrow got him in the face. There was a small hollow explosion, and a cloud of dust and earth enveloped his head. It was an Earth arrow. Blinded and stunned, he tried to wipe his eyes. Lasgol got to his feet like lightning, raced to him and with a sharp blow with the back of his axe knocked him unconscious. 
 
    The other watchman saw him and prepared to release, but Gerd’s arrow took him in the neck. It too was an Earth arrow, and before he could recover from his daze, Viggo had left him unconscious on the ground. They were safe. 
 
    Come, Lasgol messaged Camu. 
 
    I come. The creature approached the bottom of the wall and began to climb up with his four hands clinging to the stone, like a huge lizard. When he was almost at the top, another guard appeared on the wall a hundred paces away, too far for Viggo to reach him in time. Ingrid and Gerd had no proper angle to shoot from. They were about to be found out! An arrow flew in an arc and took the guard full in the chest. It was a Water arrow. An explosion of ice flew up his arms and face and he froze, unable either to release or to react. Nilsa gasped in relief. The shot had been a true one. Viggo, with amazing swiftness, reached the guard, who was struggling to recover the use of his arms, and left him unconscious with a blow which took no more than the blink of an eye. 
 
    Ingrid and Gerd climbed the wall and took up the positions of the fallen watchmen. 
 
    “Go on. We’ll wait for you here,” Ingrid whispered. 
 
    Viggo looked at her. “If I don’t come back…” 
 
    Ingrid was caught by his words. “If?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ll be back. You’re not getting rid of me so easily.” 
 
    Ingrid swore under her breath. “Be careful, knucklehead!” she whispered. 
 
    “A good luck kiss?” he begged, looking saintly. 
 
    She turned red with fury. “Get going!” 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear, threw her a kiss and left. 
 
    “If we don’t come back before dawn, leave,” Lasgol said to her. “Don’t risk it.” 
 
    “All right. Good luck, and be very careful” 
 
    “Thanks.” He followed Viggo, with Camu at his side. 
 
    Seeking the shadows and the darkness that night projected on to the city, they moved through the market neighborhood. They had to stop several times, because soldiers were patrolling the city. Viggo also identified a couple of agents of the West moving stealthily through the streets just as they were, doing their best not to be seen or heard. He seemed to have a special instinct for detecting them, as he did it almost before Camu. They went on toward the north, and (not without some difficulty) managed to reach their goal. In the north-westernmost part of the city, where north and west walls joined, was a temple to the Ice Gods, and beside it a well. 
 
    “It’s here,” Viggo whispered. 
 
    “The temple?” 
 
    “No, the well.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him blankly. 
 
    “Follow me,” Viggo said with a smile, and winked. 
 
    Confidently and gracefully, with complete ease, he let himself down inside the well. Lasgol, taken aback, put his head in and saw a rope tied to a huge nail a little further down, hidden from view. He let himself down after his friend, with Camu clinging to the inner wall of the well behind him. When they reached the bottom, Viggo beckoned him to follow along a tunnel. The water came up to their waists, and the tunnel was completely dark. Lasgol was hoping and wishing that Viggo knew what he was doing. He did not like the look of this. 
 
    Without any source of light, Viggo navigated a series of tunnels which lost themselves in the darkness until Lasgol was totally disoriented. Camu moved along the ceiling of the tunnel, clinging to it upside-down. Lasgol wished he could do the same after some time spent wading through water and between rocks. The bottom was very irregular, and he had already tripped over several times. He was keeping one hand on the wall of the tunnel to guide himself and knew Viggo was ahead because he could hear him, even though he could not see him. His friend led him through the labyrinth of tunnels to another well. 
 
    “Here we go up,” he whispered. “Very carefully.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They climbed up another rope. Viggo slid outside the well, and Lasgol followed until they were both lying on the floor, looking around them. They were in a courtyard. Viggo crawled as far as a portico, and Lasgol followed him, with Camu behind. He was about to ask where they were when he saw a long tower rising to the skies. Beside it was a huge stone building. 
 
    “We’re inside the castle!” he whispered in alarm. 
 
    “Of course. This is where we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “This isn’t just dangerous, it’s absolute madness! We’re going to get caught and hanged!”  
 
    “Don’t worry and just follow me,” Viggo said with complete calm, as though this were the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    Lasgol had no time to reply, because Viggo was already on the move, keeping closely to the wall and avoiding the first guards they encountered. Lasgol was growing more and more nervous. They were sneaking into the Olafstone castle, which was full of Western soldiers. Viggo went into what looked like a warehouse next to one of the towers. 
 
    “We’ll change here,” he said. From inside a barrel he took out some clothes and began to undress. 
 
    “You haven’t told me what’s going on.” 
 
    “If I do, you’ll only get nervous. I need you to be calm and to stay calm. You’ll soon understand.” 
 
    “You told me the West was going to perish and that all the Olafstone were going to die. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “I said so, and I’m sticking to it.” 
 
    “But what’s going to happen if they have the Zangrians backing them? What is it that you aren’t telling me?” 
 
    “A lot. But you’ll understand when the moment comes. Let’s go. There’s no time for any more explanations.” Viggo was leaving the warehouse as he spoke, and Lasgol followed him. Camu followed them, staying invisible just in case. 
 
    Viggo indicated the uniforms they were wearing. “We’re officers from the West. Behave accordingly.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can see that,” said Lasgol, who had just noticed what they had on. Now they were sure to be executed if they were caught. Passing themselves off as officers of the West was the direct route to hanging from a tree. 
 
    Viggo went straight to the castle as if it were the most natural thing in the world. He ignored the guards and the soldiers who were crowded into yards and barracks, trying to sleep. There were too many people inside, more than the castle could accommodate. Lasgol could not believe his daring and absolute self-confidence. He strolled through it all as though he were the captain of Duke Olafstone’s guard. 
 
    Inside the castle they went on along torch-lit corridors, then up a flight of dark stone stairs. The soldiers on guard made no attempt to stop them. Lasgol realized why; Viggo was wearing the clothes of a commander, and he himself those of a Captain. Unless they met other officers, they would have no problems. Finally, they came to a hall on the third level of the castle, with large portraits of the Olafstone on the walls. 
 
    Lasgol saw that Viggo was looking at two of the life-sized portraits. “What are we doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “Just a moment…” Viggo took out a note and began to study it. 
 
    “What are you doing? They’re going to catch us!” 
 
    Viggo ignored him and went on studying the note. 
 
    Soldiers, Camu warned Lasgol from the corridor. 
 
    Lasgol reached for his weapons, a long knife and a Norghanian sword. Their backs were to the door, so they would not be recognized. 
 
    “Officers,” a voice called. 
 
    Viggo and Lasgol did not turn round. 
 
    “Officers, what are you doing here?” The voice came closer. 
 
    Viggo turned like lightning and found himself confronted with two captains. When they did not recognize him, they were puzzled. 
 
    “Who…?” the first one began. 
 
    Lasgol turned round. The other officer looked at him and did not recognize him either. 
 
    “You’re not –”  
 
    Two fists flew at the same moment as Viggo and Lasgol hit out at the two officers. Before they could react, the two Rangers had left them lying on the floor, unconscious. 
 
    “To the closet,” Viggo said, indicating a huge closet at the end of the hall.  
 
    They dragged the two officers there, then bound and gagged them with their own clothing. 
 
    “We’re going to be found out!” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Viggo said, as nonchalantly as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Viggo!” 
 
    His friend was not listening, but instead was counting something on the right of one of the dignified, haughty Olafstone portraits. Suddenly there was a click, and the portrait pivoted to reveal a passage. 
 
    “There it is!” Viggo said triumphantly. 
 
    There was nothing Lasgol could say. Viggo went in, and he followed with Camu. 
 
    Fun. A lot, came Camu’s message. 
 
    Just what I needed. This isn’t fun at all. We’re going to be killed! 
 
    Yes. Fun. 
 
    The portrait returned to its original position behind them, covering the entrance to the passage. 
 
    “How did you know this was here?” 
 
    “Shhh,” Viggo hissed. “Follow me down this passage.” 
 
    He went on, and finally stopped in front of a wall with light filtering through it. No, not a wall. It was a mirror. 
 
    “It’s one-way,” he explained. “Look, they can’t see us.” 
 
    Lasgol found himself looking into a huge hall. In it were Arnold, Dukes Svensen and Erikson, Counts Malason, Bjorn, Axel and Harald, together with a gaunt man who looked like an Ice Mage, judging by his clothes and snow-white hair. The presence of the Mage surprised Lasgol, but even more the presence of a foreign officer with his guard. By his yellow-and-black clothing, Lasgol guessed that it must be the Zangrian general in command of the army which had just arrived. 
 
    “Do we have a deal, General Zorberg?” Arnold asked the Zangrian general. 
 
    “I want Duke Orten’s head, and that’s not negotiable. Whatever may happen to Thoran is none of our business. We’ll let the King of the West decide his destiny, although Zangria would be happy to see his death.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee Orten’s head. It’s possible that I might have to negotiate a surrender on the part of the East. Thoran will want to save his brother. He won’t surrender unless I guarantee his life.” 
 
    “Orten ordered the death of General Ganzor. I’m here to take his head back to our monarch King Caron. This insult to our honor must be paid with blood. Without Orten’s head there will be no Zangrian support for your cause, King of the West.” 
 
    Arnold sighed and was thoughtful for a moment. “There must be another agreement that King Caron would be ready to sign in this situation,” he said at last. 
 
    Zorberg shook his head. “Orten’s life for our support. That’s the deal. It’s the only one our King has allowed me to negotiate.” 
 
    Arnold turned to confer with his nobles. While he was talking, the General poured himself a glass of Nocean wine. 
 
    Arnold turned back to Zorberg. “King Caron will have Orten’s head,” he promised. 
 
    Zorberg smiled. “That’s a wise choice. We’ll give those treacherous, dishonorable rats Thoran and Orten what they deserve.” 
 
    “So be it,” Arnold said, with a respectful nod. 
 
    Zorberg offered his hand. “Do I have the word of honor of the King of the West?” 
 
    “You have it, General Zorberg,” Arnold said, and shook the General’s hand firmly. 
 
    A moment later the general left with his guard. Arnold thanked his nobles and ordered them to get ready for the battle. They departed, and Arnold was left alone. He poured himself some wine and sighed. 
 
    Suddenly a new passage opened up behind a painting on the wall in front of the double mirror, and a figure appeared. 
 
    “What do you think?” Arnold asked the figure. 
 
    “That you had no alternative, brother.” 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw dropped. It was Egil! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was looking through the one-way mirror, unable to believe what he was seeing. Egil was there!  
 
    “It’s a good alliance,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t feel entirely at home with the Zangrians,” Arnold told him. 
 
    “Nor do any Norghanians, but given the situation…” 
 
    Arnold nodded. “We had no other choice.” 
 
    “Without the Zangrians, we won’t be able to defeat Thoran and his armies. We can resist, but ultimately they’d end up winning.” 
 
    “Even with all the traps you’d prepare for them?” Arnold asked with a smile. 
 
    “Even so. My traps are there to wear them down, but they can’t give us the final victory.” 
 
    “Your traps, your strategies and your incredible intellect are what’s still giving us a chance of winning.” 
 
    “Thanks, brother.” 
 
    “Thank you, Egil. You’ve always been the smartest of all of us. Even Father acknowledged it.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Not in front of you, obviously – you know what he was like – but yes, he did.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “We’ll soon avenge him, him and Austin too.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for revenge. I’m looking for justice. You ought to be King of Norghana by blood, by lineage, and I’m going to help you to attain that. Then we’ll bring those who killed him to justice,” 
 
    “You have a noble heart. Nobler than mine.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Perhaps you ought to be the King, not me.” 
 
    “No. You’re a leader, and I’m a thinker. The crown must be worn by a leader. I’ll help you reign.” 
 
    Arnold offered his hand to him. “Deal.” 
 
    Egil grasped it with pleasure, and Arnold gave him a hearty hug. “Thank you for everything, brother, from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “We’re Olafstone. The Olafstone help each other to the grave.” 
 
    Arnold laughed. “Thank you, truly.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be thankful for,” Egil said humbly. “You’re my brother, and I’ll always help you.”  
 
      
 
    Lasgol glanced aside at Viggo. “That’s why we’re here. For him. You want to protect Egil.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “He’s my friend. I’ll defend him to the death.” 
 
    “Are they going to try to kill him?” 
 
    “They’re going to try to kill every Olafstone.” 
 
    “Is that your mission?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “That’s my mission.”  
 
    “Well then, don’t do it, and that’s that.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Life isn’t normally that easy. Do you think Thoran and Orten have only assigned this mission to a novice Assassin like me? It’s true that I’m special, but the King and his brother don’t know that yet.” 
 
    “They’ve sent a veteran assassin…” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. I don’t know for sure, but I have that feeling. It doesn’t make sense for them just to send me.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” 
 
    “I’m always right,” Viggo said with his ‘of course’ expression. 
 
    Egil and Arnold were parting with a final embrace. “Tomorrow Norghana will have a new King,” Arnold said. 
 
    “Tomorrow Norghana will have its legitimate King at last,” Egil replied. 
 
    Arnold smiled and turned to leave. At that moment, the door opened and two officers came in. 
 
    “Yes?” Arnold said. 
 
    The two officers suddenly unsheathed knives. Before anybody else had time to react Viggo had leapt through the mirror, shattering it into a thousand pieces and rolling on the floor. The two officers looked at him in annoyance. 
 
    “They’re assassins!” he shouted as he unsheathed the daggers he was carrying with him secretly. 
 
    Arnold took a step back and unsheathed his sword. 
 
    “Egil! Take cover!” Viggo shouted as he hurled himself into the attack. One of the assassins confronted him, while the other went straight for Arnold. Lasgol recovered from the surprise and nocked his bow. 
 
    Protect Egil, he messaged to Camu. 
 
    I protect, the creature transmitted back, and Lasgol felt him go past him, brushing against his leg as he did so. 
 
    Viggo and the assassin began the lethal dance of knives, attacking and countering with blows and movements which were so fast that the eye could barely follow. 
 
    “Poisoned knives!” Viggo warned his comrades. 
 
    “You traitor!” the Veteran Assassin Ranger cried. “You’re going to pay with your life for this!”  
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Viggo said, full of confidence, dodging a slash and counterattacking. 
 
    “You’re a Natural Assassin like me. I didn’t know Orten had sent a hatchling with the same mission.” 
 
    Viggo winked at him. “This hatchling flies free, and he’s going to take your place.” 
 
    “Experience always counts in the end.” 
 
    “It’s time for new blood to renew the specialty,” Viggo said, and lunged to attack with lightning speed. 
 
    Egil unsheathed a knife and stepped back, while Arnold defended himself from the other Assassin with some skill. Unfortunately, in a confined space and in close combat there was no way he could defeat an Assassin of Nature. He tried to run him through with a couple of sword-strokes, but the assassin was too fast and dodged them. 
 
    “Don’t let him cut you!” Egil shouted to his brother in warning. “The poison will kill you!” 
 
    Arnold blocked a stroke, and as he dodged the second, he lost his balance and fell backwards. The assassin hurled himself on him. He had him now, and he was going to kill him. 
 
    A flash ran through Lasgol’s arms and bow: True Shot. The arrow hit the assassin in the heart, and he fell dead almost instantly. 
 
    Viggo meanwhile was fighting the other Assassin, exchanging attacks and defenses as if it were impossible for either of them to touch the other. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Lasgol had nocked his bow. He turned a somersault when the assassin attacked him. 
 
    “Get him,” he called to Lasgol as he moved back. 
 
    Lasgol called upon his True Shot again and released. The assassin moved like lightning. He would have been able to dodge a normal shot, but this one was a perfect, accurate one, and the arrow hit him in the heart. He died without understanding how it could be so. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Egil nodded, and helped his brother to his feet while he checked him for cuts. 
 
    “Everything’s okay,” Arnold replied. He turned to Egil. “Friends of yours?”  
 
    “Very good friends. Lasgol and Viggo, from the Camp.” 
 
    “Oh, I recognize them, now. Everything happened so fast. I’ve no idea how you two got here,” Arnold said looking at them, “but I’m very grateful.”  
 
    “Nothing to be thankful for. We’re with Egil.”  
 
    “I’ll call my guard and we’ll strengthen security,” Arnold said leaving. “I don’t want any more surprises.”  
 
    Egil, Lasgol, and Viggo stood staring at the two corpses. Camu appeared beside them. 
 
    “Let’s look on the bright side,” Viggo said, smiling. “We’ve dealt with the assassins. There’s no danger.” 
 
    “Not exactly true,” came a voice behind them. 
 
    They spun round. Lasgol nocked his bow and Viggo drew his daggers. Egil took slightly longer to turn. 
 
    “Lower your weapons. You don’t need them,” said a figure dressed completely in black. It had appeared in the same passage Egil had come out of. 
 
    Lasgol recognized the voice and could hardly believe it. “Astrid! What are you doing here?”  
 
    Viggo pointed to the two dead assassins on the floor. “What d’you think she’s doing here? The same as me, the same as these two.”  
 
    “Correct,” Astrid said. She came up to them and pointed to the Assassin of Nature. “I was sent with this one. His name is Mortensen.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “I see… rumor says he was extremely good. Then, the other one must be Hiltzason, from my specialty. Two of the best.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Astrid said looking at the dead rangers.  
 
    Egil greeted her with a smile. “Hi, Astrid.” 
 
    “Hi, Egil. Nice passages you have in this castle.” 
 
    “I thought they were secret,” he replied with a half-smile. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Astrid said, and winked. “Hello, Camu,” she greeted the little creature, and Camu did his happy dance. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “It seems they sent two novices and two veterans.”  
 
    “That’s what it looks like. I didn’t know you were around here too.”  
 
    “I didn’t know about you either.” 
 
    “Odd, isn’t it, that the veterans are dead and the novices alive,” said Egil. 
 
    “Yes, very odd,” Astrid smiled. 
 
    “I don’t find it odd, or in the least amusing,” Lasgol said angrily. “You shouldn’t have chosen the Specialty of Assassin. I told you so at the Shelter!”  
 
    “We’re pretty good at it, eh, Astrid?” 
 
    She nodded. “We certainly are.” 
 
    Lasgol was furious. “You’re impossible!” 
 
    Viggo laughed.” I wouldn’t want to be any other way.” 
 
    Astrid smiled, then turned serious. “I haven’t come here just to say hi.” 
 
    Egil had the immediate feeling that something was up. “What, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Your brother, Arnold. He usually has a glass of hot wine before he goes to sleep.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “The wine’s poisoned.” 
 
    Egil turned and ran out of the hall. 
 
    “By the Ice Gods!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s why I couldn’t tell you anything. My mission was to kill Arnold.” 
 
    “You tried to kill Egil’s brother!” 
 
    “To be exact, Mortensen and Hiltzason tried to kill him, not me.” 
 
    “That makes you an accomplice!” 
 
    “Not if he doesn’t die,” she said nonchalantly. 
 
    “The brunette’s right,” Viggo said. He winked at Astrid. 
 
    “Impossible! You’re impossible!” 
 
    Very funny, came Camu’s message. 
 
    And you’re hopeless too! Lasgol messaged back. He was overwhelmed by the situation. 
 
    I good. I handsome. 
 
    “Argh!” Lasgol shouted in despair. 
 
    It was some time before Egil came back, and the group began to worry. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Lasgol asked eagerly when at last he returned. 
 
     Egil breathed out heavily. “Yes. Luckily he was talking to his guard about what happened and how to strengthen the watch system. He hadn’t yet gone to his chambers. We’ve destroyed his wines and the dinner they were going to send him. All food and drink will be tasted by a reliable tester.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Astrid said. “I don’t know what else he might have poisoned. Mortensen had been in here secretly for a couple of days. I didn’t manage to smuggle myself in with enough time to see what else he did.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Remind me never to be Tester to a nobleman. Bad profession, with a short life expectancy.” 
 
    “I’d like to thank you for telling me about it,” Egil said to Astrid. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do. It’s one thing to serve the realm and do one’s duty. It’s a very different thing to cause irreparable harm to a friend. I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Astrid. My brother owes you his life. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “We’re friends. There’s nothing to be grateful for. And now my duty’s done and I have to go back and report to Thoran.” 
 
    “What are you going to tell him?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “The truth? No! He’ll hang you for it!” 
 
    “I’ll tell him that we got in secretly, we poisoned the wine, then the veterans saw an opportunity and tried to kill Arnold, but they failed and lost their lives.” She took out one of her daggers and with a swift movement cut herself, once in the arm and again at the level of her ribs. 
 
    “Astrid! What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ll say I was wounded trying to help them, and I had to escape.” 
 
    “Wonderful alibi,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Very cleverly thought-out.” 
 
    Lasgol was very worried. “Suppose he doesn’t believe you?” 
 
    “He’ll believe me because he needs the wine to work. He has that hope.” 
 
    “And when he finds out it hasn’t?” 
 
    “He’ll blame it on the tester,” she said calmly. 
 
    Lasgol made a disbelieving noise. “I’m not so sure about that…” 
 
    “It’s a good story. Don’t worry, he’ll believe it. I’ll be convincing. Besides, I’m a novice. I’m allowed to fail.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re not me,” Viggo said, and smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Good luck tomorrow. Be careful.” And before Lasgol could say another word, she had vanished into the passage. 
 
    “What a great night,” Viggo said. “We should do this more often.”  
 
    Egil laughed, and Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Now come with me. I’ll say you’re my new bodyguards. Tonight, we’ll all sleep in my chambers. I don’t want any more surprises.” 
 
      
 
    With dawn, Thoran ordered the catapults to be moved forward until they were near enough to reach the Olafstone castle. At the same time, he sent what remained of the Thunder and Snow armies to protect the left flank. The Blizzard Army took the right flank, while the Invincibles of the Ice took their places in front of the catapults, daring the enemy to come out and destroy them. Thoran, Orten, Sven, Gatik, Count Volgren and the other nobles of the East went to stand behind the catapults with their guards, together with the Ice Mage. 
 
    When the siege weapons were launched at the castle, the great rocky projectiles flew over the outside wall and fell in a huge arc. The rocks struck the outer wall, two of the towers and a part of the battlements. The impacts were shattering. As the castle was full of soldiers, casualties were inevitable. The horns sounded the alarm throughout the castle and city. Several riders left through the ruined north gate to where the Zangrian army had taken up its position. 
 
    The catapults were launched again, and death by rock fell on the defenders, who fled to shelter. Splinters of rock flew in every direction, wounding or killing every soldier they reached. The wall and the towers were holding, but not the battlements, which were already beginning to show damage. The attack went on uninterruptedly all morning.  
 
    At last, at noon, seeing that Thoran was not going to attack the castle but instead, to damage it with the siege weapons and kill as many soldiers inside as he could, Arnold made the decision to take his men out. If they had to die, they would do so fighting in the open. A long line of Western soldiers, four abreast, went to the north gate to leave the city. 
 
    With Arnold at their head, they went to join the Zangrian forces, who were waiting to the north of the city, led by General Zorberg. Arnold and the General exchanged nods. With Arnold, were all his trusted dukes and counts. General Zorberg had fifty lancers with him as his personal guard. 
 
    At a signal from Arnold and Zorberg, the armies began to circle the city from the west. Immediately the catapults stopped their attack. Thoran gave the order to maneuver the troops ready to face the approaching armies, until both armies were facing one another five hundred paces apart. The Invincibles of the Ice took their place at the center of Thoran’s forces, with the Thunder and Snow soldiers on their left and the Blizzard Army on their right. The King, his nobles and the Ice Magi stayed behind. Their opponents were now in two very distinct groups: on the right Arnold’s forces, and on the left the Zangrians. 
 
    For a moment there was a tense quiet. It seemed as if even the breeze had stopped. Nothing could be heard, no birds in the nearby forests, only a sigh which foretold the deaths which were to come. 
 
    With a choleric bark, Thoran gave the order to attack. 
 
    The war horns rang out. The hosts of the East began to move at the steady pace which the officers had set, while the forces of the West stood their ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will your brother charge against the enemy?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    They and Viggo were watching the battle unfold from the highest tower of the castle. 
 
    “No. I’ve told him he must always stay away from the front.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t he be leading his men in the attack?” Viggo asked. “It’s what would be expected.”  
 
    “If he does, he’ll probably die.” 
 
    “Because of the Invincibles?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No, my brother is as good as an Invincible with a sword, or better. They’re not the problem. It’s the Ice Magi and the Rangers. The Ice Magi can kill him at two hundred paces.” 
 
    “True…” 
 
    “And the Rangers at almost five hundred.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot to me,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “Don’t forget the Specialists, the Forest Snipers, the Infallible Marksmen and even the Mage Hunters. They could bring him down from a distance.” 
 
    Viggo’s face twisted. “True…” 
 
    “In fact, Gatik has placed Specialists in the forest to the west and on the wall,” Egil said. 
 
    “That wall?” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve sent men to clear both sides. I don’t want an arrow to kill my brother, least of all a Ranger’s arrow.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He could understand that. “Molak will be at one of those spots,” he pointed out.  
 
    “I hope he can get away to safety,” Egil said sadly. 
 
    “Well,” said Viggo, “if he falls, I won’t shed a single tear for Captain Fantastic.”  
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “I am like that.” 
 
    “Molak’s very smart and competent,” Lasgol said. “He’ll get away to safety.” It was more wishful thinking than genuine belief. 
 
    “I hope so too,” Egil said. He pointed to the wall, where at that same moment, a hundred soldiers were searching. 
 
    “Nothing gets past you, then, know-it-all?” 
 
    “I do what I can to help my brother, but I’m not infallible. There are a thousand things that could go wrong. A thousand situations could come up that I might not have been able to foresee.” 
 
    “I think you’ve foreseen them,” Lasgol said, “and you’ve helped your brother more than anybody could have imagined. I’m sure he’ll be very grateful to you.” 
 
    Egil smiled faintly and nodded. 
 
    Viggo pointed. “The confrontation begins.” 
 
      
 
    Arnold and General Zorberg gave the order to attack. The forces of the West and the Zangrian soldiers charged against the soldiers of the East. The clash occurred all along the front line of each side. The Invincibles were masters of swordsmanship, and the western and Zangrian soldiers soon found that out, to their horror. The Thunder and Snow soldiers fought with axe and shield. Strong, well-trained and well-disciplined fighters, they began to make a dent in the line of Western soldiers. The Zangrians were facing the Blizzard Army, the weakest of the Eastern forces. The Zangrian soldiers, carrying spears and metal shields, managed to penetrate the lines of the enemy, who were attacking with axes and wooden shields. 
 
    From the rear, the nobles and leaders of both sides shouted orders to their generals and officers. Suddenly a winter storm began to form above the front lines of the Western side. Eicewald and his three Ice Magi had moved forward and were beginning to attack. Bolts of ice and frost reached the Zangrian front line, freezing the soldiers alive. The officers, becoming aware of this, called the archers to release against the Magi behind the Eastern lines. The power of the spells of the Magi began to wreak havoc among both Western and Zangrian soldiers. Stakes of ice reared up from the ground between the soldiers, impaling them. The Ice Mage of the West now stepped forward and sent a colossal wave, twenty paces high by a hundred long, which fell on the enemy front lines and in the process froze everything it touched. Hundreds of soldiers were frozen by the wave of ice.  
 
    Suddenly Arnold put his hand to his neck. Dukes Erikson and Svensen, who were at his side to protect him, turned when they saw that he was in trouble. They asked him whether he had been wounded, but Arnold did not respond. He was holding his throat with both hands and seemed unable to breathe. He could not articulate a word, and was turning purple. 
 
    “Something’s wrong with your brother,” Lasgol said to Egil. 
 
    “What is it? Has he been wounded? Can you see with your Hawk’s Sight?” 
 
    “I’m using it. I can’t see any arrow on his body, or any wound that’s bleeding.” 
 
    “Well, what is it?” 
 
    “It seems…he’s having difficulty breathing.” 
 
    Egil’s face turned white. 
 
    The Dukes and Count Malason lowered Arnold from his horse and attempted to reanimate him, while his men surrounded him protectively. They took off his breastplate and blew air into his lungs, then massaged his heart. General Zorberg, realizing that something was wrong, came over to see what it was. After a moment, the Dukes decided to take him to the castle so that the surgeons could see him, and they left on horseback. General Zorberg followed them with his guard. 
 
    “They’re coming to the castle,” Lasgol warned his friends, and they hurried downstairs. 
 
    The Dukes and the Count carried Arnold to his chambers and called the surgeons. Then they took off his armor and laid him on a bed. 
 
    Egil and his two friends came into his rooms a moment before the surgeons, and Egil ran to his brother. “Arnold! Can’t you breathe?” he asked, with his heart in his throat. 
 
    Arnold could not speak. He was completely purple, and on his face was a look of horror. 
 
    “Hold on, brother! The surgeons are coming!” 
 
    “He’s not breathing,” Duke Erikson said. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened,” Duke Svensen said. “He doesn’t look wounded.”  
 
    “We tried to bring him round, but we couldn’t,” Count Malason added. 
 
    The faces of the nobles were deeply wary. The surgeons came into the room and saw to him. Arnold grasped Egil’s hand. His eyes were pleading, and there was fear on his face. 
 
    “They’ll save you,” said Egil reassuringly. 
 
    Lasgol was watching the scene in utter horror. Arnold was dying before their eyes. Life was seeping away from him, and the surgeons seemed unable to do anything to save him. Egil did not move from his brother’s side, but held his hand to the end.  
 
    “Brother!” he cried as he clung to Arnold’s body. Tears were soaking his dead brother’s chest. 
 
    “Is he dead?” General Zorberg asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Egil replied in tears. 
 
    Lasgol wanted to comfort his friend, but knew that nothing he could do or say would assuage the immense pain he was feeling. For a moment a funereal silence reigned in the room. The Dukes were in shock, unable to believe what had just happened. Egil was distraught. Lasgol and Viggo kept a respectful silence. 
 
    “Magic?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Egil shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s something worse than that.” 
 
    “What could it have been?”  
 
    “Poison,” Viggo replied, and Egil nodded. 
 
    “Where? When? How?” Count Malason asked. 
 
    “I had breakfast with him,” Svensen said. “We ate and drank the same things, and I haven’t been poisoned.”  
 
    Viggo was thoughtful. “It might not have been in the food or drink. That’s the most usual way, but it’s certainly not the only one.” 
 
    “Check his armor,” Egil said. “Carefully.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Viggo hastened to say, seeing that the Dukes were about to. “It’ll be the most prudent thing.”  
 
    The Dukes moved back, and Viggo checked the armor with great care.  
 
    “I’ve found it,” he said at last, and pulled out something metallic. It was a needle. He sniffed it.  
 
    “Yes, this was it. A needle with poison in the inner part of the forearm brace.” 
 
    Egil bent his head disconsolately. 
 
    “Who? How?” Erikson asked. 
 
    “Thoran, who else? And as for how, an assassin. Probably a Natural Assassin.” 
 
    Svensen cursed. 
 
    “We need to get back to the battle,” Erikson said. 
 
    “Yes, let’s get this over. We’ll make Thoran pay with his life.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” General Zorberg said. 
 
    They all turned to stare at him where he was watching the progress of the battle from the window. 
 
    “We’re going to lose. Without the King of the West leading us, we’re not going to defeat Thoran and his Invincibles of the Ice and Ice Magi.” 
 
    “We will!” Svensen cried, clenching his fist furiously. “We’ve got to put an end to Thoran!” 
 
    “If you want to continue the battle, that’s your business,” General Zorberg said. “My troops will retire.”  
 
    “We have a deal!” Duke Erikson cried. 
 
    “My deal was with Arnold, who’s lying dead on that bed. The King of the West is dead, and with him our agreement.” 
 
    “That’s base!” Duke Erikson said. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s what agreements and politics are like,” General Zorberg said, unmoved. 
 
    “The deal was with the King of the West,” Duke Erikson pointed out. “The King is dead, long live the King. His brother will take his place with our support.” He pointed to Egil. 
 
    Everyone in the room turned to Egil. General Zorberg looked at him from head to foot twice, then shook his head. “When he really is the King of the West, we might have a deal. At the moment, however, he’s not the king. Nor, I very much fear, will he ever be.” 
 
    “He is the King if we support him,” said Svensen. 
 
    “I’m sorry. He might be of his blood, but I don’t regard him as a king, nor does the situation permit it, however much all the nobles of the Western League may support him.” 
 
    “If you leave us now it’ll be the end of us,” Erikson said, almost pleading. 
 
    “If I don’t, then it’ll be the end of me and my troops. I’m sorry. One has to know when a cause is lost and it’s time to step back. Unfortunately, this is one of those situations.”  
 
    With these words General Zorberg left the room. Svensen made to take out his sword, but Erikson stopped him.  
 
    “It’s pointless to kill him” 
 
    “He’s leaving us to our doom.” 
 
    Egil had remained silent all this time. Now he said suddenly: “We always ran that risk, and we accepted it.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to accept you as King of the West,” Count Malason said bitterly. 
 
    “And he was right to do so. I’d have done the same thing in his position.” 
 
    The nobles looked at him in surprise. Lasgol was equally surprised. Viggo on the other hand, who was watching the battle through the window, did not appear surprised by the answer. 
 
    “Egil… sire…” Duke Erikson began. 
 
    “The General made a deal with my brother. A deal because my brother was the King of the West. My brother Arnold has fought against the East and earned a reputation as King of the West. I haven’t. I still have to earn that title.” 
 
    “The worth of Egil Olafstone has been proven a hundredfold in this war,” Erikson said. 
 
    “A brilliant mind, a master strategist,” Svensen said. His voice was deeply appreciative. 
 
    “However, not a leader,” Egil corrected him. “Not as my brothers and my father were. Without a leader, there’s no way we can win. Without my brother leading the men, the battle is lost. This is something we both knew. And we’d foreseen this situation. If it came about, he ordered me to withdraw and surrender. That’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “Never!” Duke Svensen cried. 
 
    “The battle is lost,” Egil assured him. 
 
    “We’ll hold out in the castle,” said Count Malason. 
 
    Egil shook his head. “That would only prolong the inevitable. In the end we’d not only lose the battle and the war, but nearly all our men. We can’t condemn them to death. We have to save them.” 
 
    “Egil’s right,” Erikson said. “We can’t win.” 
 
    Svensen and Malason were denying this, amid curses. 
 
    “It’s the moment to withdraw. We still have something to negotiate with: those forces fighting in the battlefield. We must withdraw and negotiate a surrender. It’s the only viable way out.” 
 
    There was a long silence. The nobles of the West did not want to surrender, but there was no alternative. 
 
    Erikson turned to Egil. “We’ll surrender and save as much as we can.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Thank you. It’s what my brother would have wanted.” 
 
    Erikson went down on one knee before Egil, and Svensen and Malason did the same. 
 
    “Egil Olafstone, by lineage, right and honor: the nobles of the West swear loyalty to our new King.” 
 
    “The King of the West,” said Malason and Svensen. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friend, wide-eyed. 
 
    Egil sighed deeply. “It’s an honor and a privilege. It’s my destiny, I know it now, but this is not the moment.” 
 
    The nobles looked at him, troubled and displeased. “Sire…” Erikson pleaded. 
 
    “The General was right. It’s not the moment. If you declare me King of the West, Thoran won’t negotiate, he’ll destroy us, because he’ll still have a rival. Without a rival, there’ll be nothing to destroy. No, I don’t accept. Not now. It’s neither the appropriate time nor place. The day will come, but it’s not today. I must think of the people of the West, and make sure they no longer suffer both this war and the consequences of losing it.” 
 
    “Are you sure, my lord?” Duke Svensen insisted. 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “I am. The war and the suffering end today. Enough is enough.” 
 
    “And the crown?” Count Malason asked. 
 
    “The crown belongs to my family, the Olafstone, and one day I’ll get it back. You have my word of honor on that. It’ll take time, a long time, and we’ll have to work very hard to regain it, but one day we will.” He looked straight into their eyes. “Can I count on the nobles of the West when the day comes? Will they support me?”  
 
    All three bowed their heads. “You can count on my life and my honor,” they replied, as one. 
 
    “One day I’ll call you. Don’t fail me.” 
 
    “We won’t,” they promised. 
 
    “Go back to the battle and sound the retreat. Send a messenger with a white flag to negotiate our surrender. When Thoran asks who’s in command, say no one is. You have no leader. Your leader is lying dead here.” He indicated his brother on the bed. 
 
    “So be it,” Erikson said. 
 
    “And what will you do, my lord?” Svensen asked. 
 
    “I’ve never been here.” 
 
    The nobles nodded. “So be it,” they said again, and left. 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo looked at Egil. Lasgol wanted to tell him how sorry he was, but Egil, who had read on his face what he was about to say, raised his hand. 
 
    “There’ll be time for that, at another moment and in another place.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “All right.” 
 
    Egil turned to Viggo. “I need someone to get me out of here alive and in secret.” 
 
    Viggo smiled at him. “I’ll take care of that, know-it-all.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three months had gone by since the end of the siege of Estocos. The civil war was over in Norghana. The nobles of the West had done what Egil had asked them to, and to many people’s surprise, Thoran had accepted the surrender and pardoned their lives once he had made sure that Arnold was dead – of course on the condition that they swore fealty and obedience to the conditions of control and tribute he imposed. The nobles of the Western league accepted these and thus saved their lives, even though they were yielding rights to a King who was going to control and bleed them economically as much as he could. 
 
    The realm regained a relative calm. Peace brought a degree of tranquility to Norghanian lands, something which all Norghanians were in desperate need of. There was a time for mourning, and for healing deep wounds. East and West were reconciled, at least on the surface, and hatred faded gradually. It would take a long time to fade from the hearts of ordinary Norghanians, but it was a beginning. Thoran took iron control of the kingdom and forced the Western nobles to travel to the court of Norghania every season for a week, bringing with them the tributes he demanded. To refuse would have been considered treason, and he intended to have no mercy, he would hang them. He made this very clear. In this way he made sure he had them all under control. 
 
    The King then turned his attention to the south and the problem of the Zangrians, who had not forgotten what had happened and were very active on the border once again. Mage Eicewald had his eye on the northern problem and the Frozen Specter, and the rumor was that the news from the frozen territories was ominous. These two problems were now the most important ones for Thoran and his brother Orten, now that they had the West under control. 
 
    At the Crazy Owl, a small inn in Erdiano, the most central city of the realm, a group of six friends were chatting at a round table at the far end. They all wore Ranger clothes and had their hoods on to avoid being recognized. They were talking animatedly. There were only about a dozen locals on the premises. 
 
    Viggo raised his jug. “More beer!” he called to the innkeeper.  
 
    Gerd raised his own. “That’s right! Keep it coming!”  
 
    “Could you stop making an exhibition of yourselves?” Ingrid snapped at them. “Half the inn’s staring at us.” 
 
    “So what?” Viggo said, apparently not understanding the reproof. “We’re not doing anything wrong. Drinking beer and shouting is the most Norghanian thing we can do. Well, that and starting a brawl.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the Panthers are supposed to have met ‘in secret’. So we need to be subtle.” 
 
    “Subtle is my middle name,” Viggo replied. He was moving the jug above his head, signaling for another. 
 
    “You knucklehead, you wouldn’t know subtlety if it bit you on the backside.” 
 
    “I’m the subtlest of the subtle,” he retorted, and burped. 
 
    Gerd laughed. “Subtle…” he said amid chuckles. 
 
    “I want another one too,” Nilsa said, raising her jug. 
 
    “Nilsa, don’t be like them,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    She shrugged and giggled. “It’s fun. You ought to try it some time.”  
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “Lasgol, Egil, say something, please. They’re too much for me, they’re like children.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at one another and smiled. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we’re in danger here,” Lasgol said as he looked around the inn. 
 
    Egil, who was the one keeping most in the shadows, did the same. “This place is safe. I chose it personally out of several. We won’t be bothered here and we’re not in danger. The innkeeper is from the West… trustworthy…” 
 
    “Oh… perfect,” Lasgol said, and beamed at his friend. 
 
    The innkeeper brought another round. Ingrid and Egil did not drink, but the others enjoyed their beer and chatted animatedly. They would not have many other opportunities to do so. Now that the war was over, they all had to go back to their posts and missions. 
 
    “I can’t believe Thoran kept his word and let the Western League go free,” Nilsa commented. 
 
    “Me neither,” Gerd said. “I was sure he was going to hang them, or else cut their heads off.” 
 
    “That would have been very bad business practice,” Egil said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t in his best interest to shed more blood, especially not that of the heads of the Western nobles. Their duchies and counties are very important to Norghana, not only at the military level but also at the economic one. Antagonizing all those counties by something as despicable as failing to keep his word and executing the nobles after they’d surrendered would have cost him dearly in the long run.” 
 
    “Even so, I was surprised too,” Ingrid said. “I felt that being the sort of person he is, he might have a fit of anger and sentence all of them.” 
 
    “He does have fits of anger, it’s true,” Egil said, “but he’s also intelligent. He’s thought it out properly and made sure he has the whole kingdom under his control. And besides, he’s filling the royal coffers. He’s intelligent. We mustn’t underestimate him.” 
 
    “You’d foreseen all that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Egil nodded. “It was the most likely outcome. Although I could have been wrong.” 
 
    “But you weren’t. You’re not often wrong, pal.” 
 
    Egil gave the ghost of a smile. “And I thank the Ice Gods for that every day.” 
 
    “Nobody knows you were there, that you played a part in things, right?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “No. Nobody. Otherwise I’d be dead by now. Thoran and Orten don’t suspect I was involved. They believe I was at the Camp and that I had nothing to do with my brother’s actions.” 
 
    “How did you arrange things?” Nilsa asked. She sounded very intrigued. 
 
    “I left the Camp to look for certain tomes of knowledge in the Library of Edmusdren, in the west, to help in the study of the rare disease that has Dolbarar prostrated. Eyra gave me permission, and it was the perfect excuse. It allowed me to reach Estocos unobserved.” 
 
    “Is Dolbarar still ill?” Lasgol asked. “Didn’t the plants I brought from the frozen territories do any good?” 
 
    Egil shook his head sadly. “He’s still getting worse. He can no longer stand, and he’s been in bed, unable to get up, since the end of the war. Eyra and Edwina have tried everything, but all they can do is keep him alive, and that only just. They can’t cure him. They fear it’s something terminal.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” Nilsa cried, greatly distressed. 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head sadly. “Very bad news. He’s a good man.”  
 
    “I’m really sorry,” Gerd said with moist eyes. 
 
    “I’m doing everything I can to help him, but so far nothing’s worked.”  
 
    “Any idea of what’s causing it?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No, not so far. Eyra’s consulting Erudites from other kingdoms, hoping one of them will come up with some solution, or at least a clue.” 
 
    “If only they can!” Nilsa said hopefully. 
 
    “You’ll manage to save him,” Ingrid said to Egil. “I’m sure of that.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure…” 
 
    “With that privileged mind of yours, I’m sure you will. You only need to look at what you did to Thoran’s armies.” 
 
    “I had to help my brother. That’s family, and family is the most important thing in this world.” 
 
    “We’re your family too,” Nilsa said. Her gesture included everyone at the table. “You could have told us what you were planning.” 
 
    “You don’t give away secrets,” Viggo put in, shaking his head. 
 
    Egil nodded. “A secret isn’t a secret any longer if someone tells it. It’s very bad practice to do so, and there were a lot of lives at stake.” 
 
    Gerd jabbed both thumbs at himself. “Not even your best friends?” 
 
    “Even them. I didn’t want to endanger you or my brother. That’s why I acted in secret.” 
 
    “And it’s a good thing you did,” Viggo said, “because if they’d found out, Thoran or Orten would’ve sent you a couple of pretty assassins to pay you a visit,”  
 
    “Like they did to my brother…” 
 
    “Exactly. Although my mission was to kill any Olafstone, and that included you. But I didn’t know you were in the castle until the last moment.” 
 
    “When you came to get me,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah, and I didn’t very well know how to go about it.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, you didn’t know?” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “Well…I’m an Assassin…I’d been assigned a mission…and we Assassins carry them out…” 
 
    “But it was Egil, you numbskull!” 
 
    “Yeah…well, I didn’t kill him, did I?” 
 
    Ingrid was red with fury. “I’m going to give you the worst beating a Norghanian’s ever had!” 
 
    Viggo gave her a broad smile and batted his eyelashes at her. “How I love that fierce temperament of yours, Blondie.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him!” Ingrid said, and got up to attack Viggo. 
 
    Nilsa held her back. “Ingrid, subtlety,” she whispered in her ear, and gestured to her to look at the other customers. 
 
    It took Ingrid a moment to regain her poise and sit down again. “One of these days…” she muttered as she threatened Viggo with her fist. 
 
    “Nothing makes me happier than your caresses,” Viggo replied calmly. 
 
    This time Gerd had to help Nilsa hold her back. Viggo gazed at them nonchalantly, smiling: utterly happy. 
 
    “Will you please stop it! You’re like a couple of toddlers!” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Gerd said, “where are Camu and Ona?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “They’re in the back room, playing. You can see them through those cracks.”  
 
    Gerd went up to the wall, looked through the cracks and saw Camu and Ona playing on the floor beside a low fire. They looked like a puppy and a kitten playing at fighting. Only they did not quite have the air of pups, even if they were acting like them. Gerd beamed. 
 
    “They’re amazing,” he said as he sat down at the table again. 
 
    “They certainly are,” Lasgol said, delighted. 
 
    “Well,” Viggo asked with a roguish smile, “now that the war’s over, what new trouble are we going to get into? Excuse me, what new mess is the weirdo going to get us into this time?” 
 
    Lasgol made a helpless gesture. “Me? I don’t get into trouble. Trouble finds me…” 
 
    “Comes to the same thing, right?” 
 
    “We have an important matter we haven’t resolved yet and which is casting a cloud over our immediate future,” said Egil. “Something we need to face and resolve before something unfortunate happens.” 
 
    “The Dark Rangers,” Lasgol deduced. 
 
    “Exactly. They’re still a significant threat to us, and we haven’t been able to counter that threat.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t been able to find out anything else in the capital,” Nilsa said, looking downcast. 
 
    “We’ll have to keep investigating until we find out who’s behind it,” Ingrid said with her usual determination. “Then they’ll pay.”  
 
    “We’d better do that,” Nilsa said, “because they’re trying to kill Lasgol, and they’re probably the same ones who’re after Egil.”  
 
    Gerd slammed his jug down on the table. “We’ll crush them to pulp!”  
 
    Viggo slapped him on the back. “Easy, big guy, or you’ll break this table in two.” 
 
    He looked ashamed. “Maybe I’ve had one beer too many. I’m not used to it, you see…” he apologized. 
 
    “No problem,” Viggo said with a roguish grin. “I’ll teach you to drink beer.” 
 
    Ingrid wagged a threatening finger at him. “Don’t even think about it!” she snapped. “Leave our Gerd alone.” 
 
    “I see we’re keeping up the same good old traditions as always,” came a voice behind them. 
 
    They turned and saw a Ranger approaching them without the slightest sound, as if it were floating above the wooden floor. They reached for their weapons as the figure went straight to Lasgol. It bent over and kissed him. 
 
    “Hello, gorgeous,” he said. 
 
    Nilsa let go of her weapons. “Astrid! You scared us!”  
 
    “Evening, comrades. Have I missed anything?” She smiled, took a stool and sat down beside Lasgol. 
 
    “I thought this meeting was only for the Snow Panthers,” Ingrid protested. 
 
    “Well…and for associates,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Well, you never told me. I’d have invited Molak.” 
 
    “Captain Fantastic? No way!” Viggo said flatly. 
 
    “If Lasgol invites Astrid, I can invite Molak.” 
 
    “It’s not the same!” 
 
    “Don’t argue,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Egil called the meeting,” Ingrid said. “Let him decide.”  
 
    Everybody looked at Egil.  
 
    “I created this meeting,” he said, “so that from now on we can meet and exchange news. We have to accept that for most of the time we’ll be separated: Nilsa in the capital with Gondabar, me at the Camp with Dolbarar, and you all carrying out missions. Gerd will probably go south and Lasgol north. That’s why I’ve chosen this place. It’s at the center of the kingdom, and that makes it easy for us to get here and meet.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Gerd said happily. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “I also created it so that we can discuss certain matters in person, complex and delicate matters that affect us all. Some we’ll be able to discuss with Molak, others I’m afraid not…” He looked at Ingrid. 
 
    “You mean things to do with the West…” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Molak is a wonderful person, noble and honorable, but he wouldn’t understand. He’s faithful to King Thoran, to the core of his being.” 
 
    Ingrid was thoughtful. “True,” she had to admit, “he wouldn’t understand.”  
 
    Viggo was about to say something, but surprisingly he fell silent when he saw her troubled face. 
 
    “If you’d rather I didn’t come, there’s no problem on my side,” Astrid said. “I know I’m not a Snow Panther. I came to the group late and sort of pushed in. It was hard for me to get in. I know that, and I’ll accept it. Whichever way, you have my friendship, and in any way I can I’ll help the Panthers.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “You’ve proved you’re one of us. You saved my brother’s life. I’m not forgetting that.” 
 
    “But I couldn’t stop him dying…” 
 
    “Nobody could have.” 
 
    “It was that veteran Natural Assassin,” Viggo said. “He was the one who put in the poisoned needle.” 
 
    Egil nodded and smiled. “Astrid, you can join the meetings as an honorary Snow Panther.” 
 
    She gave him an enormous smile. “Oh! That’s a real honor.” She gestured happily to Lasgol, who smiled back. 
 
    “This calls for a toast,” Viggo said. He ordered another round. 
 
    Ingrid was holding her forehead with one hand and shaking her head in despair. Nilsa was laughing in her infectious way. Gerd, a little tipsy, was blinking hard. Lasgol and Astrid could not take their eyes off each other, Egil looked around at his friends and smiled a happy smile for the first time in a long while. 
 
    The innkeeper brought the fresh round. 
 
    Viggo stood up and raised his jug of beer. “To all the trouble that’s in store for us!” 
 
    “To getting out of it successfully!” Nilsa added, imitating his style. 
 
    “To the best of comrades!” Gerd added, nearly losing his balance. 
 
    “To Norghana, to the Rangers and to us, the best!” Ingrid added. 
 
    “To loyalty and love!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “To the best of friends!” said Egil. 
 
    And Astrid summed it up: “To the Snow Panthers!” 
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    Note from the author:  
 
    I really hope you enjoyed my book. If you did, I would appreciate it if you could write a quick review. It helps me tremendously as it is one of the main factors readers consider when buying a book. As an Indie author I really need of your support. 
 
    Just go to Amazon or follow this link: Enter Review 
 
    Thank you so very much. 
 
    Pedro. 
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    While you wait for the next installment of the Path of the Ranger, I invite you to explore my other series which takes place a few years later where Lasgol is one of the protagonists: 
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