
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    Dragon Spirit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    (Path of the Ranger, Book 12) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Pedro Urvi 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Other Series by Pedro Urvi 
 
      
 
    THE ILENIAN ENIGMA 
 
    This series takes place several years after the Path of the Ranger Series. It has different protagonists. Lasgol joins the adventure in the second book of the series. He is a secondary character in this one, but he plays an important role, and he is alone… 
 
      
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene exterior, nieve, texto, pose  Descripción generada automáticamente] 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS  
 
    This series takes place three thousand years before the Path of the Ranger Series 
 
    Different protagonists, same world, one destiny. 
 
      
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene foto, pose  Descripción generada automáticamente]

  

 
   
    Join my mailing list to receive the latest news about my books: 
 
      
 
    Mailing List 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my books! 
 
      
 
    Community: 
 
    Mail: pedrourvi@hotmail.com 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/PedroUrviAuthor/ 
 
    My Website: http://pedrourvi.com 
 
    Twitter: https://twitter.com/PedroUrvi 
 
      
 
    Copyright ©2022 Pedro Urvi 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Dedication 
 
      
 
    To my good friend Guiller. 
 
    Thank you for all your support since day one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragon Spirit 
 
    Pedro Urvi 
 
    Other Series by Pedro Urvi 
 
    Dedication 
 
    Contents 
 
    MAP 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
    Chapter 49 
 
    The adventure continues in the next book of the saga: 
 
    Prologue 
 
    1 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Norriel 
 
    Acknowledgements 
 
    Author 
 
    Note from the author: 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
    MAP 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon was shining bright above the Shelter on that autumn evening. A breeze that was not yet too cold ran through the great secret valley caressing its northern wildlife and nature. The Panthers had just arrived at the Shelter after their adventure in the Frozen Continent. They still had not recovered from the surprise Camu had given them at the Pearl when they arrived at the Lair. They had hopes of going to rest and commenting about it with the creature, but they did not even get to cross the Chamber of Runes before someone approached them. 
 
    “Welcome all,” Loke greeted them. “The Mother Specialist has requested to speak to you at once,” he said with a brief nod. 
 
    “We’d better sleep a little and talk tomorrow,” Viggo replied, trying to avoid the meeting. He stretched his arms and yawned as if he were really exhausted. 
 
    Loke shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve already warned them of your arrival. You’re wanted at once.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great,” Viggo protested. His face showed clearly that he was not looking forward to the meeting right then. 
 
    “I saw you the moment you approached the entrance to the Lair. It’s a pleasure to see you all well.”  
 
    “Don’t you ever sleep?” Viggo retorted. 
 
    “A Ranger sleeps just as much as he needs to and is always alert,” Loke quoted The Path of the Ranger. 
 
    “You look well, sir,” Egil said as way of greeting. 
 
    Loke gave him a kind nod. 
 
    “You do too, I’m pleased to see.” 
 
    “We’re happy to be back without having suffered any bad injuries,” said Ingrid with a nod. 
 
    “Or deaths,” said Lasgol as he mentally thanked the Ice Gods for it. Every time they went out on a mission he had the ominous feeling that something would happen to them, especially on a Royal Eagles mission. He could not fully shake off the feeling. He stroked Ona’s head, who as usual was right beside him. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s due to the good deeds of the group,” Loke said in recognition. 
 
    “Of course it’s due to that, and isn’t it odd that we’re not allowed to even take a nap before reporting to our dear superiors?” Viggo complained in his usual fake-upset tone. 
 
    “As odd as the fact that, of every two words that come out of your mouth, one is either a biting comment or a whine,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    “Yeah, but the other one is a compliment to the most beautiful, intelligent, brave, and daring Ranger of the realm,” he replied with a lovelorn face and a deep bow to Ingrid. 
 
    “If you don’t behave yourself, you’ll be complimenting the skill and accuracy with which I put my fist in your right eye,” she threatened. 
 
    “She’s such a charmer,” Viggo said, blinking hard, as if he was bewitched by the blonde Ranger. “Irresistible, I always say so. We’re together,” he told Loke. 
 
    The Masig looked shocked and then smiled. 
 
    “Congratulations to both of you.” 
 
    “We’re nothing yet, and whatever we become or not is nobody’s business,” Ingrid snapped, upset. “So stop trumpeting it to the wind.” 
 
    “They’re adorable,” Nilsa commented excitedly. “Our missions would be quite boring without their constant amorous bickering.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s for sure,” Gerd said with a guffaw, Nilsa joined in giggling. 
 
    Loke shook his head resignedly. 
 
    Lasgol kept stroking Ona beside him. Camu’s apparition at the Great Pearl above the Lair had surprised the panther greatly—as well as the rest of the group, although they had decided to pretend as if nothing had happened for now. They would keep Camu’s transformation secret until they understood it better and could reach some conclusions. Egil had suggested this and the rest of the Panthers agreed. 
 
    “I see we are in a good mood,” a voice they all recognized said. Sigrid was coming toward them from the Winter Cave, and after her came the four Elder Rangers. 
 
    “And very happy to be back, Mother Specialist,” Egil replied as he got down on one knee, looking straight ahead as Rangers did. The others followed suit, and even Ona lay down. 
 
    “Welcome back to the Shelter,” Sigrid said. “The Lair opens its doors and the Leaders welcome the Royal Eagles with the honor they deserve. Rise and let us look upon the champions of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Astrid, Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo rose with Egil, and Ona with them. 
 
    “We are grateful for this warm welcome, Mother Specialist,” Ingrid said. “It’s an honor to serve the realm and do our duty as Rangers.” 
 
    “You always go beyond what duty requests. That is why you are unique, because of your commitment and for your personal qualities. A group with unique and different personalities which always manages to come through the adversities of complex situations where the risks are so high—this sets you apart as unique and special. You have proven this once again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist. We’ve been well trained,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That is true, but your successes are due to something else. There is something special in the link that unites you, and more so in the deeds you carry out. This last one is no more than a perfect example of how special you are. Gondabar has sent me a detailed report of what took place during the mission, and after studying it with the Elder Rangers,” she said, waving her staff in their direction,” I can only say that we are very impressed. You have done a magnificent job.” 
 
    “We appreciate your words,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Especially because King Thoran and his people weren’t exactly grateful…” Viggo commented with irony and made a face of feigned distaste. 
 
    “Our King Thoran, his brother Orten, and the Court always have too many concerns, and major ones at that. That is why they do not always appear to be excessively satisfied with the tasks we, their faithful servants, carry out for them,” Sigrid said, shielding the King, but in her words they could hear a certain irony too. “I am sure they are really pleased, whether they openly show it or not.” 
 
    Lasgol thought King Thoran had been pleased with the results they had achieved. He had waved his arms and yelled as he used to, especially when they told him the leaders of the Frozen Continent had died. That had made him howl with joy. He had shouted all kinds of “niceties” against his dead enemies. His brother Orten had cursed the dead and promised that all the enemies of the realm would have the same end. Well, rather all of Thoran’s and Orten’s enemies. 
 
    Viggo was complaining for the sake of it, because he was like that and never missed the chance to make a fuss. 
 
    “We serve the realm and no extraordinary shows of gratitude are necessary,” Ingrid said, glaring at Viggo, who was about to say something, but when he saw the glare, he shut his mouth and said nothing more. He smiled at Ingrid sheepishly. 
 
    “King Thoran is very pleased with your work,” Galdason said as he approached them, accompanied by Enduald. “Gondabar has written to me and assured me it is so.”  
 
    “Kings are never grateful,” Enduald said in his usual tone of being upset about something. 
 
    “Kings might not be, but these Rangers certainly are,” Lasgol said. “We want to thank the Enchanter for his gifts which have saved our lives.” 
 
    “My cloaks?” Enduald asked, raising an eyebrow with interest. 
 
    “Yes, sir, they saved us from freezing to death. The Arcane of the Glaciers, Hotz, nearly killed us all when he conjured up a killer winter storm against us with the help of the Ice Creature Suge Edur’s energy,” Egil explained. 
 
    “More than nearly,” Gerd said, whose teeth chattered remembering the terrible experience. “I thought we wouldn’t live to tell the story. Everything in me froze, even my heart.”  
 
    “And the cloaks saved us from freezing to death,” Astrid added. “It was a certain death. The enchantments protected us against the deadly cold and we survived.” 
 
    “Well, then, they worked as they ought to,” Enduald said in a slightly surprised voice at the success of his work. 
 
    “What d’you mean, well? Why does it surprise you? Weren’t the charms tested?” Viggo demanded accusingly. 
 
    “They were tested, but not to that extreme,” Enduald admitted without flinching at Viggo’s tone. 
 
    “What d’you mean ‘not to that extreme’? The things we have to put up with!” Viggo said in disbelief. He started waving his arms in despair. 
 
    “Where did you want me to get a winter storm in the middle of summer from?” Enduald said defensively. “Do you per chance see an Ice Mage here that might have created one?” 
 
    “Full confidence is what I have in the magic used around here,” Viggo snapped, offended and full of irony. 
 
    Enduald glared at him with distaste. 
 
    “You can never trust magic,” Nilsa sentenced, folding her arms over her chest and frowning. 
 
    “You have to differentiate between good and bad magic…” Ingrid told her. 
 
    “I never trust the bad, and the good almost never,” Nilsa replied, shaking her head. 
 
    “Magic is not good or bad. It is the person using it who has good or bad intentions,” Galdason explained, as if he were giving a lesson to some students in arcane arts. 
 
    “The important thing is that the charms worked and we’re alive,” Gerd said in a pacifying tone. 
 
    “Of which I am immensely glad,” Sigrid added gaily. “It would have been a terrible loss for the Rangers and for the realm.” 
 
    “We are glad too,” Annika said, speaking for the Elder Rangers. 
 
    “And we are even happier,” Viggo said. He opened his mouth for a new insidious comment when Ingrid gestured for him not to say another word. He did so reluctantly. 
 
     “The Royal Eagles have returned victorious thanks to their spirit and training,” Sigrid said, glancing at the Elder Rangers. 
 
    “I hope the new system of Higher Training has helped you in this mission,” Annika commented. “The fruits of the new training system ought to start producing results relatively quickly.” 
 
    “They have without a doubt,” Ingrid said, nodding. “We’ve confronted numerous enemies in harsh environmental conditions, and danger has been lurking ever since we arrived at the Frozen Continent. Coming out victorious has required all our training, and I have no doubts the Higher Training has helped us.” 
 
    “We are glad to hear this, we were wondering to what point it helped you achieve victory in this adventure,” Ivar said. 
 
    “It has helped us. It is difficult to say how much, but I’d say quite a lot,” Astrid said looking at Engla, who was watching her with great interest. 
 
    “The enemies, the Ice Creature’s Magic, and the land made it difficult,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I’d say very difficult,” Lasgol pointed out, whose expression made it clear they had had a very rough time. 
 
    “What matters is that you have all come back,” Esben said as he gazed at Ona with eyes full of affection. He clearly wanted to pet her. 
 
    “The new training should have helped,” Sigrid reasoned and then thought for a moment. “We must try and quantify how much and how. It is important to estimate and gather all the progress we make with the new system of Higher Training then study it well to determine how we can improve it.” 
 
    “I also hope the Improved Training helped you three who did not have the advantages of the Higher Training,” Loke told them, looking at Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd. “I’m sure that crossing the Frozen Continent was pretty tough physically.” 
 
    “Tough doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Viggo replied with a frown. “We had the Wild Ones of the Ice, the Tundra Dwellers, and the Arcanes of the Glaciers on our heels ever since we set foot in that forsaken land of ice and freezing winds.” 
 
    “The Improved Training helped us a lot,” Nilsa confirmed so fast she almost stepped on Viggo’s last words. “My strength didn’t fail me at any moment, and no matter how tired I was I could always draw on a little more energy to keep going. Previously not in my wildest dreams would I’ve been able to walk the distances we covered on the tundra and in the freezing conditions of that climate, which has no mercy on humans or animals.” 
 
    “Oh, yes indeed,” Gerd nodded. “A great part of the time there I had to carry Brenda, the Snow Witch, piggyback, since the conditions were too demanding for her. The Improved Training made that possible. Something I’d never have been able to do otherwise, of that I’m completely certain.” 
 
    “What happened to Brenda?” Sigrid asked with interest. “I hope she is all right. She is an old friend, and her help with the Rangers’ problems and those of the realm is always valuable. I am very fond of her.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Lasgol assured her. “She was resting at the Royal Castle and was well looked after. She’s now recovered, and when we came back to the Shelter she had decided to return to her home. She did comment that she wanted to study and further her knowledge of the frozen nature. I don’t exactly know what that means…” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    “I am sure that some of your experiences in the Frozen Continent have sparked her interest. She likes to study nature. She is wise in everything related to our Mother Earth and the mountains that shelter us.” 
 
    “She mentioned she was going to her gray dwelling… she didn’t specify where…” Egil said, hoping to find out more about where Brenda’s home was. 
 
    “The Snow Witch lives in one of the great caves in the Gray Mountains of Oblivion. It is an inhospitable place to the east of the realm, and quite lonely. Rumor has it there is ancient magic covering the mountains with eternal mist. Not many people live up there, and still less dare to go near.” 
 
    “A lot of what is said about that place is gossip,” Annika said. “Some witches live up there and their magic and presence are feared.” 
 
    “Needlessly. As you have already learned, Brenda is a good person and is always ready to help the realm. The fact that she is a witch is irrelevant. I do not understand why they are so feared and detested,” Sigrid said bitterly. “I am glad she is well and has returned to her home. I will send a crow to her with a message to see how she is faring and also to learn more about this new study she has begun. It could be interesting.” 
 
    “Even I bore the expedition quite well,” Egil said in a tone of genuine surprise. “Without a doubt, the fact that I didn’t falter during the long marches through the tundra and the glaciers and that I was able to withstand the eternal cold of that land without collapsing is certainly due to the Improved Training.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that,” Loke said proudly. 
 
    “Well, it seems you have sparked curiosity,” Sigrid commented as she glanced toward the Spring Cave where about thirty contenders were watching them with great interest. 
 
    “Everybody to their bunk beds!” Engla shouted at them. “There is nothing of interest here for you!” 
 
    “Tomorrow I will tell Snowflake to be particularly affectionate with you,” Esben threatened them in a tone loaded with irony. 
 
    With a sigh, all the Specialist contenders ran to their beds, clearing the entrance to the cave. 
 
    Sigrid chuckled under her breath. 
 
    “You seem to attract a lot of attention,” she told the group. 
 
    “It is natural. The others saw the Royal Eagles leave and are now wondering what might have happened. We are isolated from the outside world, and there is little to entertain them here,” Annika commented. “They are young.” 
 
    “Yes, that and the fact that the Eagles are becoming notorious,” Ivar said, looking displeased about the success the group had among the rest of the Rangers. 
 
    “Fame and fortune await us,” Viggo said, smiling and puffing up, delighted to be a celebrity. 
 
    “The Path is what awaits the Ranger, and in it there is no place for fame or fortune,” Sigrid chided him. 
 
    Viggo made a face of having had his bubble burst. 
 
    “Well, that sucks…” 
 
    “And what about the creature? Where is Camu?” Sigrid asked Lasgol suddenly, looking around the cave trying to locate him. 
 
    There was a tense silence. 
 
    The Panthers exchanged glances, but nobody said anything. At last Lasgol spoke. 
 
    “He’s outside, camouflaged. He wanted to enjoy the breeze…” 
 
    Astrid gave him a look of warning, letting him know he was a terrible liar, something Lasgol was already aware of and could not help. 
 
    “Is everything well with him?” Esben asked with concern. 
 
    “Yes… everything’s fine,” Lasgol replied. “He’s grown some during the journey… the weather of the Frozen Continent has been good for him…” He did not want to explain about Camu, at least not yet, as long as it was possible to hide what had happened to him, although Lasgol knew sooner or later he would have to give complicated explanations. For now he was going to try and buy time and better understand what had happened and the consequences, which he had not had time to fully comprehend. Later on he would give the pertinent explanations, or whatever they deemed pertinent. 
 
    “A little better and soaring,” Viggo added, smiling roguishly. 
 
    Ingrid elbowed him unobtrusively so he would say no more. 
 
    Sigrid and Esben looked at Viggo blankly. 
 
    “He’s doing well, continuing his process of natural development,” Egil intervened. “At least that’s what we believe, since we know almost nothing about ice creatures and this one in particular, as he’s so special.” 
 
    “Well then, I am glad the creature is doing well and growing. He really is a special creature and we must take care of him,” Sigrid agreed. “Anything he needs, you know we are delighted to help,” she assured Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol thanked the Mother Specialist with a slight bow. Not telling the whole truth to the leaders of the Shelter made him feel bad and he feared it would show on his face. Astrid had already glared at him twice. He wanted to tell them all about it, not just Camu but also Izotza and her magic. But past experiences had taught him it was better to keep certain things private until he was sure they could be shared without negative consequences. More so considering how easily the Panthers attracted all kinds of trouble and how they ended up in the most complicated and dangerous situations. Viggo blamed Lasgol for this and Egil to a lesser degree, or the ‘weirdo’ and the ‘know-it-all’ as he called them. He saw Viggo grinning mischievously and knew his friend was thinking the same thing. 
 
    “We have so many questions to ask you about your latest adventure,” Sigrid said, and Lasgol feared she would question them right there. 
 
    “It might be better if they rested from their journey and told us everything tomorrow, once they are fresh and rested,” Annika suggested. 
 
    Sigrid looked at her. Then she looked at the Panthers and sighed. 
 
    “Fine. I will have to hold back my urge to know until tomorrow. Go, rest, and we will talk calmly on the morrow. I want to know everything, in detail.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and snorted under his breath. They had one more night to agree on what to tell—the bare essentials—the following day. 
 
    “Good evening, Mother Specialist, Masters, Enduald, Galdason, and Loke,” Egil hastened to say as he nodded to each one. The others did the same and quickly headed to the Spring Cave. They would rest and tomorrow would be another day. One filled with new experiences. 
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    The following morning they told Sigrid, the four Elder Rangers, Enduald, and Galdason everything that had happened in the Frozen Continent. They did it carefully, keeping some details and significant discoveries to themselves, particularly everything concerning Camu and his ancestry. Every explanation or answer to one of Sigrid’s questions or of any of the other leaders of the Shelter involved a moment of thought before replying. Lasgol and Egil answered most of the questions. They had decided on this the night before; that would limit the risk of making a mistake or giving an answer that would lead to more questions that would be even harder to answer. It would also not be suspicious as it was two speaking instead of only one, which had been their original plan. 
 
    Sigrid could be very inquisitive, the same as Engla and Ivar. The three had quick, bright minds. The evasive answers they had given King Thoran, Duke Orten, and the Ice Magi might not be enough here. They tried to answer the countless questions about what had happened and their participation in the events that led to the death of the traitors and Hotz the Erudite as well as possible. 
 
    They also told them about Asrael and the Shamans, chiefs of the Arcanes of the Glaciers who were now going to try and lead the future of the peoples of the Frozen Continent. Sigrid and Engla were particularly interested in this. They spoke about the possibility of creating an alliance that would keep a long peace. Unfortunately this required Thoran to agree to it first, and that was not going to be easy. He would expect compensation for the attacks he and his people had suffered now while the peoples of the Frozen Continent were still without strong leadership that might oppose him. He might even want to finish up Asrael so as to destabilize the situation even more. The Panthers found this possibility outrageous but they knew it was perfectly possible. 
 
    Lasgol was not pleased with the course of their conversation with the leaders of the Shelter. He was hoping that a long-lasting peace deal would be agreed upon with Asrael as leader of the Frozen Continent. Those insidious ideas had not even crossed his mind. But he knew that Sigrid and the other Rangers were right. If Thoran was involved, something bad or treacherous could happen at any moment. He also remembered that his mother, Mayra, had already tried to reach an agreement between both nations unsuccessfully. Without her—a powerful, good leader—he doubted anyone else would be able to make a deal. They would have to wait and see how things unfolded. He hoped they would not find themselves involved in that situation; it would be hard for him and Egil, since they had lost family members in a failed attempt, to try and fail again. Lasgol felt a shudder run down his spine—he knew that somehow they would be involved in the making of an alliance and of course there would be betrayals from one side, or the other, or both. 
 
    He glanced at Egil while Sigrid, Engla, and Ivar argued about the subject and what would be needed to establish a long-lasting and prosperous peace treaty. They voiced more impediments than possible solutions. Egil glanced back at him sadly and Lasgol knew that his friend was thinking the same thing about that important matter, which could bring peace to the north at last. They would have to face their memories and feelings, as well as their fear of involvement. From the look on Egil’s face Lasgol knew that his friend was thinking too that there was no way to avoid getting involved, one way or another. It made sense. They knew Asrael: he was a friend who trusted the Panthers, and they trusted him. Thoran would use them to get to the leader of the Shamans of the Arcanes of the Glaciers, whether to negotiate or for darker things… Lasgol thought of Astrid and Viggo. Would the King use them for an assassination mission? He wished with all his heart that it would not get to that point but, unfortunately, what he wished mattered little in fate’s designs. 
 
    Sigrid and the Elder Specialists kept them in the Winter Cave until noon, asking many questions and hanging on every one of their explanations about their adventure in the Frozen Continent. They were particularly interested in everything related to the magic of the hermit erudite Hotz and the creation of killer winter storms. They were also intrigued about the existence of the powerful and special being Izotza. They found her extremely fascinating. Enduald and Galdason joined the Elders in their questioning, which went on well into the afternoon. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil answered as well as they could, and the interest of the leaders was such that they ended up exhausted after so many explanations. Not only because of the questioning itself, but because they had to think carefully about what they were going to say. They did pretty well and avoided arousing suspicions. At last, once all the questions were asked and their curiosity was satisfied, Sigrid allowed them to go back to the Spring Cave to rest while they deliberated and reached their own conclusions. The Elders had a lot to discuss still. 
 
    The Panthers spent the rest of the day quietly, pretending and resting as if nothing unusual was going on. They avoided contact with the Specialist contenders so as not to have to answer any more questions. The contenders looked at the Royal Eagles with admiration and wonder. Lasgol found it strange that they should look at them that way, similar to how he and his friends looked at the Elder Specialists. It filled him with pride, even if he did not feel worthy of that admiration. They served the kingdom, nothing more. But all the messes they got into were beginning to raise a lot of attention: gossip and rumor about them grew more and more. 
 
    The following morning at first light, Lasgol and Egil were getting ready to go out with faithful Ona at their side. They climbed down from their bunks quietly, so as not to wake the others. Lasgol peeked through the long, tall, green screens that separated them from the rest of the cave and saw that the contenders were still sleeping, exhausted from the day before. The screens provided them with a bit of privacy, something they really appreciated. He waited a moment but there was no movement, no one woke up. He turned to Egil and nodded. 
 
    They got dressed and ready in silence. Ona watched them with stiff ears. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” a voice which made Lasgol’s heart skip a beat said. 
 
    “To see… Camu…” he replied as Astrid jumped down in front of him lightly. 
 
    “And only you two rascals are going?” she asked, looking them up and down with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “Well… and Ona…” Lasgol replied, knowing he was in a fix because he had not invited her to come with them. 
 
    “And that’s all?” she insisted as she petted Ona. 
 
    “And you…” Lasgol gave in. 
 
    “That’s much better,” she said with a big smile. 
 
    “Lasgol’s afraid that Camu’s new power might be bad for us in some way,” Egil explained in a whisper. “Don’t take it the wrong way. He wanted to protect you, that’s why he didn’t tell you.” 
 
    Astrid looked at Lasgol and threw him a kiss. 
 
    “You’re adorable, but don’t worry about me so much.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    “Can’t help myself,” he said with a sheepish smile. 
 
    “And you’re not afraid?” she asked Egil. 
 
    “I’ve considered the possibility that Camu’s new power might be a danger for humans, it very well could be. We don’t know; it’s a riddle we want to solve and the only way to do that is by studying him. Who better than me to do so?” he smiled and cocked his head. 
 
    “That’s true,” she agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to come? Wouldn’t it be better if you stayed here until we’re sure…?” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “If you go I’m coming with you,” she snapped. She would not accept being left behind. 
 
    “Well, I have no intention of going anywhere near that bug,” Viggo told them from his bunk. “I already didn’t like him much before, much less now. I bet his magic’s venomous or something and you’ll get rashes all over your body or your hair will fall off, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Ingrid scolded him as she got up and came down to Lasgol and Egil. “It’ll be neither venomous nor bad for us, as it hasn’t been so far. But I agree that we must be cautious until we make sure.” 
 
    “As for me, if it has to do with magic, I’d rather stay out of it,” Nilsa said. “I’m not saying it’ll be bad, but I won’t go near until we’re sure it’s safe. And when we are… well, I’m still not thrilled by the idea, to be honest.” 
 
    “You heard Galdason, magic’s not bad, it’s whoever uses it,” Egil told her. “You shouldn’t be so afraid of it.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of it,” Nilsa replied, frowning. “I hate it…” 
 
    “Hey, I’m a little afraid of it too,” Gerd admitted, turning over in his bunk to face them. “Don’t misunderstand me, I’m not afraid of Camu, he’s an adorable creature. It’s his power… his magic… just thinking about it makes my stomach turn. Although I’m sure it’s not evil and neither is Camu.” 
 
    Lasgol heaved a sigh. He could not blame them, because he himself believed it might be better to understand how Camu was changing and the repercussions this would have on them. What did make him sad was to realize that if his own friends feared magic and had prejudices about it, the rest of the world would have a lot more reservations. 
 
    “We’ll go and study Camu secretly,” he told his friends. “Most likely everything’ll be all right and we’re worrying needlessly,” he tried to calm them. 
 
    “Yeah, since nothing weird or bad ever happens to us…” Viggo said sarcastically. Then he turned to Astrid. “I’d stay here if I were you—if you go with the weirdo and the know-it-all they’ll get you into deep trouble.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. 
 
    “Thanks for your concern, but wherever Lasgol goes I go too.” 
 
    “Well then, good luck, ‘cause you’re going to need it,” Viggo said, making a horrified face. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen,” Ingrid said encouragingly. “Do you want me to go too? I don’t mind, and just to make him look bad I’ll be delighted,” she said, jabbing her thumb at Viggo who was sprawled on his bunk. 
 
    “No need,” Lasgol assured her. “Nothing’s going to happen, and the three of us’ll be enough anyway.” 
 
    Ona moaned when he did not count her. 
 
    “Four,” Lasgol corrected himself at once, patting Ona, who gave a lively chirp. 
 
    “Mmmm, how smart and perceptive you are,” Astrid said affectionately as she rubbed Ona’s ears. Ona purred. 
 
    “Fine. Then I’ll stay and try to pretend you’re still here,” Ingrid said. “If Sigrid or any of the Elders ask I’ll say you’ve just gone out to stretch your legs and breathe the mountain air, which is always healthy and relaxes the body and spirit.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent answer,” Egil winked at her. 
 
    They went to meet Camu who was waiting for them north of the Lair, at the Blue Duck Pond. It was out of the way, but they would be left in peace there. Lasgol kept turning in his mind how to study Camu’s changes and new incredible power. Egil, on the other hand, was so excited he could not stop saying how fantastic and fascinating it was going to be. He could not understand why the rest of the group was not as interested in what had happened and what it could mean. They were experiencing an unexpected and extraordinary development. Lasgol was hoping Camu’s new skill would be as amazing as Egil believed, but he was more cautious. All power had its limitations—magic worked that way. He wanted to know not only what Camu could do, but also what the limitations of his new power were, and whether they might be in any way dangerous for Camu himself or others. 
 
    They arrived at the pond after a long, brisk march and found the peaceful lake surrounded by thick woods. There was no trace of Camu, which did not surprise Lasgol much since, knowing his friend, he was probably busy chasing the first wild animal to cross his path. 
 
    All clear, Ona? Lasgol asked the panther with a mental message of his Animal Communication skill. 
 
    The good panther went sniffing around the pond. Then she entered the woods and went on sniffing for trails of people in the vicinity who might spy on what they were doing. It took her a while to track the whole area and they waited for her to finish looking around. Everything looked calm, but it was better to be sure. 
 
    When Ona returned she chirped once, which Lasgol took as a “yes.” 
 
    Good, stay alert in case you discover anyone approaching or lurking. We don’t want anybody to know what we’re doing here. 
 
    Ona laid her paw on his arm to let him know she was on it. Lasgol knew that Ona would remain alert—she always did, it was her nature. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Egil asked, scanning the woods around them. 
 
     “Looks that way,” Lasgol nodded. “Ona isn’t catching anything strange. Anyway, I’ll activate my Animal Presence skill to make sure myself.” 
 
    “Great. Try and see whether your range with the skill is greater. I’m intrigued to know how much your skills have improved now that you have access to the rest of your inner pool of energy. It must give you the most amazing feeling, doesn’t it?” Egil asked, staring at his friend’s chest as if trying to pierce it with his eyes to see Lasgol’s inner pool of magic. 
 
    “Yeah, now that I can see, or rather feel, my whole lake of magic energy I feel wonderful. It’s as if a part of me which had vanished suddenly awakened right in front of me. I feel more… I don’t know how to put it,” he said, looking down at his own chest, “more complete… does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Not much to me,” Astrid shrugged. “I see you as incomplete as usual,” she said and smiled mischievously. 
 
    “Of course it does,” Egil assured him, smiling at Astrid’s teasing comment. “A part of you which you weren’t aware of is now visible and accessible to your mind. Something broken has been repaired. You’ll feel much better and of course more complete.” 
 
    “But it’s not fully repaired, I feel that too. The bridge Izotza created in order to help me is fragile. I need to work every day to strengthen it so it doesn’t break. That’s what she told me.” 
 
    “It sounds fascinating. Can you describe how you feel it? I want to understand and write down everything,” he told Lasgol, showing him his travel log where he made notes about everything he found of interest. 
 
    “Soon you’ll have to put everything you write down in your notebooks in a great tome of knowledge for the good of everyone,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I plan on doing,” Egil smiled. “The thing is that we’re always so busy fixing one complicated situation or another that I never have time to put my notes in order and write them out properly.” 
 
    “I think it’d be easier if someone did it for you, since I don’t think complications are going to spare us any time soon. I also doubt you’ll have the time you need for the task.” 
 
    Egil heaved a deep sigh and nodded. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re right, my dear friend. And it’s a pity, because I’d love to sit down for a while and go over everything we’ve been through and learned during these years of adventures and, of course, put it all down in writing in great tomes of knowledge to help others in the future,” he said proudly. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find the time to do it,” he told him affectionately. “You might not be able to until your hair’s all white, but you will. I’m sure of it, my friend,” Lasgol said with a big smile. 
 
    Egil laughed out loud. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. For now I’d better keep using my travel logs and write down everything I can. The day will come when I can go over and rethink everything before putting my thoughts in a final tome. Now, tell me how you feel that intriguing bridge Izotza created between your mind and your magic to help you.” 
 
    “Yes, do tell us, because that’s something I’m interested in as well and you’ve told us very little about it.” Astrid told Lasgol. “Mainly because I want to make sure that nothing goes wrong in that head of yours,” she added teasingly and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Lasgol blushed a little. “Well, you’ll think it’s odd and that it’s only my mind’s interpretation, but I feel an icy bridge that goes from my mind to my pool of power.” 
 
    “You always see it?” Astrid was curious. “For instance, right now?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “No, I’d have to use my Gift to perceive it. In fact, I call upon my Aura Presence skill in order to see my mind’s aura and then from there glimpse the bridge and follow it to my inner pool of energy.” 
 
    “In your chest, right?” Egil asked. 
 
    “That’s right. I know it’s not really a lake as such, but that’s how my mind sees it, and it feels as real as if it was actually there, inside me.” 
 
    “And the icy bridge joins them?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Yup, Izotza repaired the broken link between my mind and my inner energy, using her Magic of the Glaciers.” 
 
    “Then, the link is holding thanks to her magic but it’s not really fixed, is it?” said Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol nodded heavily. 
 
    “I must work every day to repair it on my own. Izotza’s magic is only a temporary aid. A great aid, because now I can see my whole pool of energy in its width and depth, which allows me to call upon not only more skills at once because I have more energy, but it also makes my skills more powerful.” 
 
    “That’s really interesting,” Egil said, brimming with excitement. “It’s one thing that your pool of energy is bigger and a very different one that the skills you call upon are more powerful. That’s fantastic!” 
 
    “I think it’s about three times what I used to perceive,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “That’s a lot, right?” Astrid asked, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “Everything’s relative in life,” Egil replied with a soft smile. “It depends on what you compare it with. It’s certainly a lot compared to what Lasgol initially was capable of accessing. But if we compare it with Galdason’s or Enduald’s pool of energy, it might not be that much, or perhaps it’ll be even greater than theirs.” 
 
    “Then we should ask them how big their power reserve is,” Astrid said. 
 
    “That would be quite rude, don’t you think?” Lasgol said, wrinkling his nose. The idea of going to the Illusionist Mage or the Enchanter and asking them directly how big their reserve of inner energy was seemed to him rather cheeky. 
 
    “I don’t think Enduald would deign to answer,” Egil admitted, “I might be wrong, but being as reserved as he is…” 
 
    “And bad-tempered…” Astrid added. 
 
    “Yeah, that too. I doubt he would cooperate with us to try and estimate how big Lasgol’s power is right now.” 
 
    “Right now? Does this mean it’s going to continue growing?” Astrid asked, interested. 
 
    “Izotza gave me that impression, yes,” Lasgol confirmed. “It appears it could increase… although it’s not altogether clear. Besides, in order to do that I first have to repair the broken link.” 
 
    “Wow, all of this is most interesting,” Astrid said, gazing at Lasgol as if trying to read the secrets his magic had in store for him. 
 
    “We might try to speak to Galdason,” Egil suggested pensively. “He’s a reasonable man and an experienced mage, with great knowledge. I’m sure he could shed some light on this matter.” 
 
    “You really think he’d help us?” Lasgol asked. “I understand that Magi are reserved and never speak of their magic or power openly.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be openly if you ask him confidentially,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    Lasgol nodded slowly. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Egil said. “If we all go and ask him he’ll most likely shut up like a clam, but if you go alone and pose the question as something personal, he’s more likely to open up and share some of his knowledge and experience. That would surely help you understand your own Gift.” 
 
    “Does Galdason know that you have the Gift?” Astrid suddenly asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Hmmm… I haven’t told him openly, but maybe Sigrid has. Or perhaps he’s perceived my power.” 
 
    “From what I understand, not everyone is capable of identifying other magi or people with the Gift,” Egil said. 
 
    “If you tell him I think he’d help. It’s a show of trust and he, being a lot more experienced, should feel pleased and help you. After all, he’s one of the leaders here, and even if he’s not a Ranger, he helps train them.” 
 
    “Good idea, I think so too,” Egil said. “I think we lose nothing by trying. If he’s already aware that you have the Gift, telling him won’t be counterproductive. And if he doesn’t know, it’s likely he’ll see it as Astrid says and decide to help you. I’d speak to him.” 
 
    “Not everybody has such a good heart as yours, Egil,” Astrid told him. 
 
    Egil shook his head and a roguish smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “I’m not as good as you think I am…” he told Astrid, and by the deep, cold way in which he said it, it sounded true. 
 
    “You are,” Lasgol contradicted him, “and you’re not going to persuade us of the contrary. We know you; we know you well.” 
 
    “You might not fully know me…” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Astrid said with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “I’ll try to speak to Galdason to see whether I can get some useful information about the Gift, my inner pool of energy, and anything else of interest related to magic that he wishes to share with me. I hope he’ll be willing… we’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get some useful information,” Astrid said cheerfully. 
 
    “I hope so, because there’s a small detail that Izotza didn’t explain to me and that now poses a pretty important problem. I’m going to need help with that.” 
 
    “What is it?” his friends asked almost at the same time. 
 
    “Izotza told me I had to work every day to turn the white bridge she has created into a green one, one which my own mind lays down.” 
 
    “Izotza’s is white and the green one would be yours?” 
 
    “That’s right. As I progress the bridge should change color.” 
 
    “And you don’t know how to do that?” 
 
    “Exactly. I only know that I have to work on it every day or else I’ll lose the link. I have been at it, every day, but I’m not sure if I’m doing it right. I don’t see much progress…” 
 
    “Well, we have a small mystery to solve here,” Egil smiled, waving it aside. “Don’t worry, we’ll find out how to do it.” 
 
    Astrid nodded emphatically. “I’m sure you’ll manage,” she said encouragingly. 
 
    Lasgol was not so sure and was about to reply when Ona chirped excitedly. 
 
    “What is it, Ona?” Astrid asked, noticing. 
 
    Ona chirped again and looked up at the sky. 
 
    Astrid, Lasgol, and Egil looked up and saw something they would never forget. 
 
    Coming down above the treetops to the north, toward the center of the lake, Camu was flying with his silver wings, his whole body sparkling with silver intensity. 
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    “It’s so amazing!” Astrid cried, her mouth hanging open as she watched Camu gliding down with his wings spread out, making a wide dip. 
 
    “Fantastic! Fascinating!” Egil exclaimed excitedly, watching Camu with his hands to his head, absolutely enthralled. 
 
    Lasgol was staring at his friend with eyes wide open. Camu was really flying. It was not a trick or an optical illusion. He was really flying over their heads. Lasgol swallowed. What he was witnessing impressed him more than he had expected. 
 
    Camu! Come down at once! They’re going to see you! Lasgol transmitted once he had recovered from the shock of seeing him flying. 
 
    I come down, Camu messaged back as he dipped in the opposite direction to lose altitude, as if he were a giant eagle. 
 
    Lasgol watched the dip and thought it was a bit forced. He saw that Camu was not moving his wings but that he maintained them spread out, gliding. 
 
    “He’s coming down toward us,” Astrid said, pointing at Camu’s course. 
 
    “I’m amazed at what we’re watching,” Egil said, almost ready to applaud with excitement. “Do you realize what we’re seeing? Camu is flying! Like a bird! It’s incredible, extraordinary, amazing!” 
 
    “I find it… a little… strange…” Lasgol said as he followed Camu’s flight down to them. The creature dipped again to lose more altitude and glided closer to the ground. 
 
    “He has wings… they seem to come out of a silver body aura… magic… huge. Look how he glides over the pond… it’s simply wonderful! I’m beside myself!” Egil mumbled. 
 
    “It’s breathtaking to watch him fly with those silver wings. Look, he’s shining all over, there’s a silver aura enveloping him from his head to the tip of his long tail,” Astrid noted, fascinated. 
 
    Are you sure you’re coming down as you should? Lasgol asked him, watching Camu dip down again like an enormous bird of prey gliding over its next quarry. 
 
    Sure, Camu replied. 
 
    And why are you gliding? 
 
    Fly like this. 
 
    What do you mean by ‘fly like this’? That this is how you fly, or that you only know how to fly like this? Lasgol was beginning to suspect that something was not altogether right in Camu’s flying maneuvers. 
 
    Both. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. Yeah, well I know nothing about flying, but I’m sure it involves flapping your wings, a lot. 
 
    Flap wings go up. I come down. The reply convinced Lasgol that, once again, Camu was being his usual self and that this was not going to end well. 
 
    Ona moaned after Camu’s last dip as he practically brushed their heads. 
 
    When he heard Ona’s moan Lasgol knew he was right. 
 
    “Get down!” he warned his friends. 
 
    Astrid saw Camu swoop down on them with outstretched wings and a look of concern in his bulging eyes. 
 
    “Camu, you have to slow down!” Astrid shouted. 
 
    “Stop the downward momentum!” Egil shouted at Camu, trying to help. “You’re coming in too fast, you won’t be able to come down cleanly and land gently!” 
 
    Not know, Camu finally confessed. 
 
    Lasgol knew his fears were going to come true. 
 
    “Lie low!” he shouted and threw himself down when he saw that Camu was going to crash-land against them in his attempt to come down to them. 
 
    Astrid, Egil, and Ona followed Lasgol and covered their heads with their arms. 
 
    Camu skimmed their heads at great speed and ended his descent by plunging, feet first, into the pond. The crash displaced a large amount of water in all directions, which soaked Astrid, Lasgol, and Egil. Ona leapt back and was able to avoid being drenched thanks to her cat reflexes. 
 
    “Camu!” Astrid cried, jumping to her feet at once, worried about the consequences of Camu’s crash-landing. 
 
    “Is he all right?” Egil asked, standing and shaking off the water. 
 
    Lasgol rose in one swift movement and looked for Camu in the water. The inertia had carried Camu to the middle of the pond. 
 
    “He’s submerged in the middle of the pond! I’m going for him!” 
 
    Lasgol ran and dove headfirst into the water to help Camu. Astrid followed him closely and Egil and Ona ran around the pond in opposite directions. Astrid and Lasgol swam to the middle with powerful strokes as fast as they were able, fearing for Camu’s life, who was not coming up. 
 
    Camu! I’m coming! Lasgol transmitted anxiously. Why was he not coming back up? 
 
    “Let’s go down!” Astrid said to Lasgol. 
 
    “He might be unconscious from the blow! We have to rescue him!” 
 
    They both swam down to the bottom of the pond. It was quite deep, and the water was a little muddy so their vision was obscured. Lasgol felt terribly worried because he could not see the creature. He saw a shadow beside him and realized it was Astrid, swimming close to the bottom. He followed her.  They were so worried they did not feel the cold of the water penetrating their bodies. They swam further down with strong strokes until their lungs ran out of air. Lasgol touched Astrid’s arm as an indication to go up. They would be no good to Camu if they drowned. As soon as they broke the surface, they filled their lungs with the precious air and swam back down. They searched for the bottom of the pond, but the water was too murky to see anything clearly, even though this time they separated to widen the search. The cold made its presence felt in their bodies, and Lasgol swam in circles until he ran out of air again. Worried about not finding Camu, he surfaced to fill his lungs again. When he broke the surface he saw Astrid appear a few strokes to his left. 
 
    She shook her head and Lasgol had to do the same. They had not found him. 
 
    They were about to swim down again when Egil’s voice reached them. 
 
    “Don’t worry! Camu’s over here!” Egil shouted from the shore. “He’s alright!” he shouted, pointing his finger. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid looked where Egil was pointing at. 
 
    And they saw Camu. 
 
    He was on the opposite shore from where he had plunged into the water. His skin and scales shone silver, and to Lasgol’s and Astrid’s surprise he was doing his happy dance. He was flexing his four legs and moving his head and long tail as if following a melody. Ona was imitating him and dancing with him, moving her tail and flexing her legs like Camu. Egil was a few paces away laughing. 
 
    Camu! This isn’t funny at all! Lasgol scolded him angrily. 
 
    Very funny. Dance, the creature messaged back, along with a feeling of amusement and joy. 
 
    It’s not funny! You scared us to death! Lasgol chided. 
 
    Not my fault. 
 
    What do you mean it’s not your fault? Of course it is! 
 
    No, I only fly. 
 
    And when you came down you plunged into the pond! 
 
    Not know how to come down, only up. 
 
    What? How come? Lasgol was puzzled and upset with Camu’s answer. 
 
    I can go up. Can’t come down well. 
 
    If you don’t know how to come down you shouldn’t go up! You might’ve killed yourself! Or us! 
 
    No, I come down to pond well. Me thought well. 
 
    You call that come down well? Thought well? What do you mean ‘thought well’? 
 
    Come down pretty well. 
 
    Pretty well, no way! You crashed in the pond! 
 
    I come down pretty well. Tomorrow better, Camu insisted with his usual stubbornness. 
 
    What do you mean by tomorrow better? 
 
    I practice. 
 
    No! No! No! No practicing at all! By the Ice Gods! Lasgol cried out in despair. 
 
    Practice to improve. You teach that. 
 
    I have taught you that you can improve with practice, but this is too risky to practice. 
 
    Not risky. Fun. 
 
    But you fell into the pond and nearly dragged us with you! 
 
    Very funny, he messaged back and went on with his happy dance, which Egil had now joined, flexing his legs and shaking his behind comically. 
 
    Astrid started laughing with great guffaws. 
 
    “Don’t encourage him!” Lasgol cried in frustration. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol came out of the water and, since they were soaking, had to prepare a small fire to warm up and dry. They were not carrying a change of clothes or blankets since they had not been expecting to need them. They only had their Ranger equipment, so a fire was their best choice. That or return to the Lair, but none of them wanted to go back before they understood what was happening to Camu. 
 
    Egil used his tinder skillfully and soon they were enjoying a small fire which produced enough heat to dry their clothes and warm their bodies. Ona was rubbing her head against Camu’s, which was noticeably larger. Egil chuckled. 
 
    They were all staring at Camu, and when he realized the interest he awoke and thoroughly enjoyed the attention. 
 
    Egil went over to Camu. 
 
    “Don’t move, I’m going to measure you. You’ve grown a lot and I want to write down your new measurements.” 
 
    I bigger, he messaged Lasgol and stretched from head to tail to appear even larger. 
 
    “He’s definitely grown,” Egil concluded. “He’s also stronger. And the width of his legs, torso, and even head have increased a lot.” 
 
    “But his commons sense hasn’t grown,” Lasgol said, still angry for what had happened. 
 
    More head, more smart, Camu reasoned, eying him with his smile. 
 
    No way. Your head might have grown in size, but you’re still just as reckless. 
 
    I much smarter, Camu declared, and Lasgol knew that whatever he might say, his friend was not going to change his mind, least of all when it concerned himself. 
 
    “Impressive,” Egil said as he measured Camu’s body in every direction, using his own body as reference and writing down each measurement. “An inch, a hand, a cubit, a yard…” they could hear him measuring. 
 
    I impressive, Egil say, Camu claimed proudly. 
 
    No, what Egil finds impressive is how much you’ve changed, not you. Don’t be vain. 
 
    I not vain. 
 
    Ona chirped once and put her paw on Camu’s. 
 
    See? Even your good sister thinks you’re vain. 
 
    I not vain, I impressive. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    While Egil measured and checked on Camu, Astrid went over to him and stroked his crested head. Camu licked her hand with his blue tongue to show his affection. 
 
    “He’s approximately the same size as a Rogdonian war horse,” Egil concluded. 
 
    “Yes, or that of a large Norghanian plough horse,” said Lasgol. 
 
    I not plough horse, I war horse. 
 
    Your evolution has certainly gone up to your head, Lasgol transmitted with a snort. 
 
    “What I find curious is how his skin has changed, his scales,” Astrid said, stroking Camu’s back. “His scales are bigger now and shinier than before.” 
 
    “Very true,” Egil said, looking more closely at them. “They’re silver-colored and they shine in the light. It’s most interesting. How did you change your skin, Camu? Like a reptile I guess, but I’d like to know, in detail if possible. It’s important that I understand everything you’ve gone through in order to make the right conclusions.” 
 
    Not know. I asleep. Not notice. 
 
    “He says he wasn’t aware, he was sleeping when it happened,” Lasgol explained 
 
    “Wow, that means that during hibernation the process of skin-changing occurred spontaneously, without Camu’s intervention. Fascinating. Did you feel the change, how your body was growing? Did you feel pain? Discomfort?” 
 
    Not pain, not aware. I sleep deep. 
 
    “He says he was deeply asleep during the whole process. He felt no pain and didn’t realize what was going on.” 
 
    “Fascinating. Deep hibernation during which body and power changes occur while the creature is unaware of what’s happening. This is probably so that the mind suffers no harm during the transformations, because for the body to change in such a way the process has to be painful. As for his magic, the fact that it also changes and its power grows is something fantastic. How I’d love to be able to understand it.” 
 
    Egil asked Camu a thousand more questions but the answer was always the same. The creature had entered a deep state of hibernation and had not been aware of anything that had happened to him. 
 
    “Let me check something… that glow…” Egil told Camu. 
 
    “What have you seen?” Lasgol asked, guessing by Egil’s tone that something had caught his friend’s attention. 
 
    “This hard feeling to the touch…” 
 
    “Why does it surprise you?” Lasgol asked, but Egil, as often happened when something interested him deeply or surprised him, looked absorbed in deciphering whatever had caught his attention. 
 
    Egil took out his Ranger’s knife. 
 
    “Easy now, Camu, and just tell me if you feel anything,” he said. 
 
    Okay, Camu messaged to Lasgol, who nodded at Egil. What did his friend mean to do with the knife? This was most strange. For a moment Lasgol got worried. But then    he thought again and reconsidered; Egil would never harm Camu, this he knew without a doubt. 
 
    With the knife in his right hand, Egil put his left hand on Camu’s back. Carefully, he put the tip of his knife on the spot between his thumb and index finger, selected a couple of silver scales, and pressed the knife. 
 
    “Feel anything?” he asked Camu, who shook his head so Egil would understand. 
 
     “What are you trying to determine?” Astrid asked, curious, coming over to stand by Camu’s head to better see what Egil was doing. 
 
    “I think that when he changed his skin, when he got these new scales, he also got a new effect.” 
 
    Astrid looked at Lasgol questioningly. Lasgol shrugged. He had no idea what his scholarly friend meant. 
 
    Egil began to scratch the scales with the tip of the knife and something puzzling happened. He did not manage to leave any mark whatsoever on them. The steel tip could not scratch Camu’s scales. 
 
    “I’m not hurting you, am I?” Egil asked. 
 
    Camu shook his head again from side to side. 
 
    “I think I know what you’re trying to prove with your little test…” Astrid said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Lasgol had also realized what Egil was doing and came over to see closely. 
 
    “This is most interesting,” Egil admitted. 
 
    Camu cocked his head and looked at him. 
 
    Interesting? 
 
    Wait to see what Egil finds out, it might be interesting for you, Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    Egil smart. Find something interesting 
 
    Egil spent some time doing several tests, trying to lightly scar Camu’s scales. He could not. Not with a knife, which was a cutting object, or with an arrow tip, which was a piercing object. He could not make a single mark on Camu’s new scales which looked, up to a point, almost metallic, although they could not be. 
 
    “It’s most fascinating,” Egil said, rubbing his chin. “His scales are now a lot harder, as much or even more so than metal. It amazes me. It’s fantastic. I wasn’t expecting this. It’s as if he were covered by a scaly coat of chainmail.” 
 
    “Our infantry’s armor?” Astrid asked, stroking the scales on Camu’s neck. 
 
    “Yup, very similar.” 
 
    “They feel cold, metallic, but it’s true that Camu’s always cold, his body temperature’s a lot lower than ours,” Astrid commented. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand on Camu’s neck and felt the scales. 
 
    “You mean that steel can’t harm him?” he asked Egil. 
 
    “Hmmm… I wouldn’t dare say that much. We should do more tests and of course make sure that we don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Not hurt. I tough. 
 
    Don’t be so cocky, I’m sure if you get hurt you’ll run off crying. Lasgol said. 
 
    Not run. Not cry, you see, Camu messaged, offended that Lasgol doubted his courage and toughness. 
 
    “Camu gives his permission to hurt him a little,” Lasgol told Egil jokingly but a bit sarcastically. 
 
    “Thank you, Camu. Let’s hope it won’t be necessary. I’m thinking that if your scaly skin works the same way as our infantry’s armor, then it will resist the cutting touch but won’t be as resistant to the piercing touch.” 
 
    “You mean an arrow might pierce his scales,” Astrid concluded, looking at Lasgol for confirmation. 
 
    “If the arrow were released with enough strength it would probably hurt him. Yes, I think so. Of course, this is most peculiar. I need to do some extensive studies,” Egil told his friends. 
 
    Ona moaned in concern for her brother. 
 
    Easy. Not hurt, Camu messaged to Ona. 
 
    Don’t say that, and heed your sister. If she’s troubled it’s because of something. 
 
    I powerful. Strong. Arrow not hurt. 
 
    Ona moaned again. 
 
    An arrow can pierce the heart of the most powerful being and cause their death. Never forget this. You can die too. 
 
    Me not. 
 
    So, how can you be so sure? Did Drokose tell you? 
 
    No… Drokose not tell… 
 
    Well, then you might not be so strong and powerful. 
 
    You see. 
 
    “You’d better do a lot of tests and make them painful,” Lasgol told Egil, who stared at him puzzled. 
 
    “He now believes himself all-powerful and invulnerable. We have to bring him down a notch, and fast,” Lasgol explained. “Before he really gets hurt.” 
 
    “Oh… I see. Camu, my dear extraordinary creature, you’re not invulnerable. Your skin’s tougher than it was before, that’s all. You can be wounded and even killed,” Egil explained. “Don’t misunderstand my words. Besides, for now it’s only a guess. I need to study your anatomy and skin a lot more before reaching any conclusions. I also have to try acids and other noxious substances on your body to see how you react.” 
 
    Not like that, Camu transmitted, along with a feeling of fear as he started to shake his neck from side to side in denial. 
 
    “It would appear our invincible friend doesn’t relish the idea,” Lasgol said with a small, triumphant smile. 
 
    “Easy, Camu, Egil would never hurt you,” Astrid assured Camu, feeling bad for the creature. 
 
    “Of course not, Camu,” Egil said reassuringly. “And now let’s leave aside this fascinating discovery about your skin for now and focus on another even more important finding. Let’s see this new power of yours that allows you to do what only the most audacious dare to dream. No more and no less than flying.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look here, Camu, I need to understand how you fly,” Egil said, squinting to study the creature. He was trying to see where his wings emerged from; since he was not using magic at that moment, they were not visible. “That’s something that has me completely flummoxed. And intrigued at the same time,” he admitted, scratching his head. 
 
    I fly. 
 
    We know you do, but we also know you’re not very good at it, Lasgol transmitted to him reproachfully. 
 
    Fly not easy, Camu messaged defensively, looking offended. 
 
    I can imagine it isn’t. That explains why humans haven’t done it yet and don’t seem to be going to for many decades. 
 
    I do, you see. 
 
    Well, do it without killing anyone, yourself included. 
 
    Not funny. 
 
    Lasgol made a funny face; his anger had passed, but Camu ignored him. Lasgol could understand that the creature felt defensive but he could not always let him have the last word. 
 
    “He says he can fly but that it’s something difficult to do. Knowing him as I do, I’d say he doesn’t really know what he’s doing, no matter how much he insists that he can fly. I have the feeling he flies somewhat ‘by accident,’ which troubles me, more so considering his great descent and the way he landed. He resembled a blind white buzzard—well, in his case a huge silver one.” 
 
    Astrid chuckled. “Don’t be mean, Lasgol, I’m sure our Camu will improve in no time.” 
 
    I improve fast. 
 
    Yeah… yeah… 
 
    You see. 
 
    “Can you show us how you do it?” Lasgol asked him out loud so the others would also hear, “as Egil says, if you show us we might understand better.” 
 
    “Yes, please, we don’t have enough evidence,” Egil nodded. 
 
    “I’d also like to see,” Astrid joined in. “The last time you rose it was such a surprise that I barely had time to realize what had happened. I’ll pay more attention now,” she said, opening her intense green eyes wide. 
 
    “That’s what happened to me,” Egil said. “That’s why this time I want to be prepared and ready to study everything that happens without missing a detail. It’ll be fantastic,” he said, smiling excitedly and staring at Camu. 
 
    Can you rise here now like you did at the Pearl? 
 
    Yes, I can. 
 
    And you know how to come down afterwards? 
 
    If go up straight, I come down straight. 
 
    Not sure what that means, Lasgol transmitted, a little puzzled as he tried to understand what Camu meant. 
 
    Not glide, everything okay. 
 
    Oh, now I understand, I think. All right. Go up and down, but no gliding and don’t crash into anything. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Lasgol was not very confident but he was aware that only with the study of the empiric evidence, as Egil used to say, would they be able to understand and help the creature. Egil’s teachings seemed to have become part of Lasgol, who smiled lightly at the thought and glanced at his friend who was already prepared to not miss anything Camu did next. 
 
    Camu closed his eyes and Lasgol felt almost at once how he used his magic. The hair at the back of his neck stood on end, warning him there was some active magic power close by. He had no idea why this happened but he was grateful. He usually was not able to feel the use of magic in others. Or the magic coming from Objects of Power or runes. He did not know how to do it with his own magic. 
 
    All of a sudden Camu began to shine intensely. He gave off a bright silver glow that seemed to emanate from his scales. The glow was so strong they had to cover their eyes. 
 
    “What a bright glow!” Astrid cried. 
 
    “Cover your eyes in case the intensity increases!” Egil warned. “It might be harmful for us!” 
 
    Lasgol tried to see what was happening, but it was almost impossible with the bright glow that came off Camu. They were too close to the creature to be able to see clearly in all that brightness. The previous time he had been on top of the huge Pearl and they had been a short distance away, but now they were right beside Camu and they were dazed. 
 
    Squinting and protecting his eyes, Lasgol was finally able to glimpse that the glow really came from a silver aura that surrounded Camu’s body completely. It was not coming from his scales as he had initially thought. It was a powerful aura Camu had called upon, and it glowed with a blinding silver sheen. 
 
    The three friends tried to get their eyes used to the brightness. Ona moaned. She did not like the glow or the magic. The panther’s instinct warned her of the magic and the brightness bothered her eyes. 
 
    At that moment something truly incredible, and which they had been hoping would happen, occurred: two enormous wings appeared on the sides of Camu’s body and he spread them. They were not physical wings—they were created by Camu’s magic and they shined intensely silver. He looked like a mythical creature. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Astrid cried in awe. “Wonderful!” 
 
    “And they look almost real!” Egil said excitedly. “They’re beautiful!” 
 
    “They look like the wings of some mythological creature… of a dragon…” Astrid commented with her eyes narrowed, dazed, watching Camu spread them out in all their glory. 
 
    “They’re huge,” was all Lasgol could say as he watched, overwhelmed by the beauty and power emanating from Camu’s magic wings and what they meant. It was phenomenal that he could have developed that skill. Lasgol wondered whether it was something innate to the creatures of his species, a power they developed over time as they grew up. If this was the case, and it looked like it might be, what other magic skills would Camu develop in the future? Just thinking about the possibilities and what that might mean gave Lasgol a tremendous shudder. He shrugged it off. 
 
    “Yes, they could definitely be similar to those of a dragon,” Egil confirmed as his eyes gradually got used to the glare. 
 
     “Although we really don’t know what they’re like, apart from some representations based on legend. They’re certainly not a common bird’s. Pity we couldn’t stay longer in the Serenity Valley so Drokose could tell us about this amazing skill.” 
 
    Drokose not like humans, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    I did notice he wasn’t too happy with our visit. But I did not know he didn’t like us… 
 
    He say humans bad, selfish, treacherous. 
 
    Wow, I won’t argue with that because he’s not so mistaken. But not all humans are like that, not even most… Lasgol said defensively. 
 
    I say. Drokose not believe. 
 
    I guess he’s dealt with some less than decent humans before. 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Then why did he help us if he doesn’t like us? Because of you? 
 
    Yes, I be family. He help family. Not humans. 
 
    I see… 
 
    Lasgol related the conversation to Egil and Astrid. 
 
    “Not a surprise,” Egil said at once in a dull tone. “We’re not exactly the kindest creatures on the face of Tremia. The Ice Creatures don’t appreciate us much either. I guess that very few creatures on Tremia like us. We have a tendency to hunt and kill any creature that’s different from us,” he reasoned. 
 
    “Yeah, humans have a pretty nasty record in that field,” Astrid agreed, nodding heavily and looking ashamed. “I don’t think there’s a single creature or being, magic or not, that humans haven’t tried to hunt, cage, or simply kill to show how brutish, cruel, and brainless we are.” 
 
    “And other humans too,” Lasgol added. “Humans also hunt and kill other humans. It’s really sad too, because in most cases it’s out of sheer greed—out of that fathomless urge of some evil cowards with rotten hearts to get more gold or power or misperceived glory.” 
 
    “Well put,” Egil said, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Sometimes you leave me breathless,” Astrid told Lasgol and hugged and kissed him passionately. 
 
    Ona whimpered tenderly. 
 
    “Ahem… if we could go on with our study of this amazing skill of Camu’s…” Egil chuckled. 
 
    “Sure, sure, that’s what we’re here for,” Astrid replied as she moved away from Lasgol with a loving wink. 
 
    Lasgol looked straight at the glow and noticed that his eyes had already adapted to the light that came from Camu’s body. 
 
    Egil reached with his hands to touch one of the wings, he was so excited. 
 
    “They’re… fantastic…” 
 
    “Wait! Don’t touch them, just in case!” Lasgol warned him.” We don’t know whether we can touch them. That intense glow worries me…” 
 
    “Ask Camu, perhaps he’ll know,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    Camu, do you know whether it’s dangerous to touch your wings? 
 
    Camu opened his eyes and looked at his wings. 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “He has no idea. I doubt he has much knowledge or control over this new skill of his. I believe it’s rather the opposite.” 
 
    Egil withdrew his hand just in case. “Funny. I would’ve guessed that being with his ancestor Drokose would’ve taught him the use of this new skill. More so having developed it after his hibernation and with so many complex characteristics,” he commented, thoughtful. 
 
    New skill. I not know, Camu admitted to Lasgol, who had been expecting to hear this sooner or later. 
 
    “He doesn’t know it. I have the impression this is as new for him as it is for us.” 
 
    “And his ancestor, Drokose, did not explain anything about it?” Astrid asked, surprised. “He should have, it seems natural.” 
 
    They’re right. Didn’t Drokose teach you how to use your new wings? Lasgol asked him, thinking the same thing. 
 
    Drokose need time to teach, I not want stay more time. 
 
    The reply puzzled Lasgol greatly; he had thought Camu would be delighted to remain with Drokose who was one of his own, his family, even if they had not known one another before. 
 
    Why didn’t you want to stay with Drokose in the Serenity Valley? 
 
    I want be with family. 
 
    Drokose is your family. 
 
    Yes and no. 
 
    What do you mean by that? Lasgol was really puzzled by this. 
 
    Drokose be like family. But real family here, Camu messaged, nodding toward them. 
 
    Lasgol felt touched by Camu’s reply and his eyes moistened. 
 
    “He says Drokose needed time to teach him and he wanted to come back to us… that we are his real family…” 
 
    “Wow… Camu, I assure you that we love you too. You’re part of the Panther family,” Astrid said, moved. 
 
    “Of course we’re your family, Camu,” Egil assured him with a voice trembling with emotion. “You choose your family. Blood isn’t so important after all,” he said. “We’re a family and we’ll always be a family and you’re a part of it, right?” he asked Astrid and Lasgol. 
 
    “Now and forever,” Astrid replied and blew a kiss to Camu. 
 
    “Both you and Ona are our family,” Lasgol assured him. “You’re part of the family of the Snow Panthers, and that’s forever. We love you, very much…” Lasgol was unable to continue because a knot formed in his throat. 
 
    Ona chirped and whimpered to indicate she felt the same way. 
 
    I happy with family. 
 
    “So are we…” Lasgol replied, choking with emotion. 
 
    For a moment all five regarded one another tenderly. The link they had would never break, no matter how bad the future might be. 
 
    “Show us how you manage to rise,” Egil asked Camu, making an upward motion with his hands, palms up. 
 
    I rise, Camu messaged. 
 
    He started flapping his huge silver wings, which shone with every flap. First slowly, then gradually faster. Ona, Astrid, and Lasgol watched with narrowed eyes to protect them from the brightness Camu gave off with the movement of his new limbs. 
 
    As he beat his wings faster he started to rise. The wings caused a great gust of air to reach his friends. Lasgol felt his hair moving and he looked at Astrid, whose chestnut mane flew around her face as the wings beat even faster. Egil was covering his eyes with his arm but trying at the same time to not miss any detail. Ona had lain down to avoid the wind that came from her brother and also watched with half-closed eyes. 
 
    Camu was now standing on his back legs with his front ones raised. Suddenly he began to rise, and his back legs lifted off the ground. 
 
    “He’s rising!” cried Astrid. 
 
    “Indeed he is,” Egil said, awed. 
 
    Lasgol watched, delighted and fascinated. 
 
    Camu rose a couple of hand spans, beating his wings hard. 
 
    “Go up a bit more,” Egil instructed him. “Level with my head,” he said, indicating with his hand. 
 
    The creature beat his wings a bit harder and rose to where Egil wanted. 
 
    “Fantastic!” he cheered Camu. 
 
    “Can you stay at that level?” Astrid asked him, noticing that Camu rose easily but did not seem to have much control over maintaining the position. 
 
    I try. 
 
    “He’s going to try,” Lasgol told them. 
 
    “Let’s see if you can,” Egil said. “Stay at this level without rising any higher,” he told Camu, lifting his hand a little higher than his own head. 
 
    Camu rose to the indicated height and then tried not to go up higher. He could not. With every flap he rose a little more and more. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to control your position with the rhythm of your wings,” Egil explained. 
 
    I try, Camu messaged, but he kept soaring. When he was three times Egil’s height up and unable to stop rising he stopped flapping. And suddenly he dropped down. 
 
    “Be careful! You’re going to crash!” Astrid warned. 
 
    “Move your wings!” Egil cried. 
 
    Camu moved his wings again and the vertical drop stopped a moment before he hit the ground. He rose again above Egil. 
 
    Be careful, you’re going to crash! 
 
    I fly. 
 
    Rather than flying, this is uncontrolled levitation. 
 
    Is flying. 
 
    Lasgol did not want to argue, but this was little like flying with any kind of control. 
 
    “He’s like a hummingbird that doesn’t know how to use its wings,” Egil said. 
 
    “A rather fat and silvery hummingbird,” Lasgol joked. 
 
    “But a beautiful hummingbird anyway,” Astrid told Camu, who was still rising with each flap. Once again he stopped moving his wings to drop down vertically from the weight of his own body. When he was about to crash he moved his wings and broke the fall to soar once again slowly. 
 
    Ona moaned with fear at seeing her brother making those dangerous drops. 
 
    Stop doing that, you’re frightening your sister, Lasgol chided. 
 
    I go up. I come down. 
 
    Yeah, but that’s not the way to do it. 
 
    You not know. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, “Egil, will you please explain to this thickhead that this isn’t the way to levitate,” he said in frustration. 
 
    “I think our dear friend Camu can’t fully control his levitation movement. He can rise pretty easily and well, but the moment he tries to maintain the height and especially when he wants to descend he has no control whatsoever.” 
 
    Yes I know. You see, he messaged, upset. He rose to a height four times that of Egil and tried to maintain himself in the air and balance. He failed but kept soaring. Seeing he was not doing what he wanted, he let himself drop to soar again and try to prove that he could levitate in a controlled fashion. Then he suddenly fell to the ground amid desperate flapping of wings as he tried to soar unsuccessfully. 
 
    “Be careful!” Astrid cried. 
 
    Camu landed hard on his behind. The blow made him lose his concentration and with it his silver wings. 
 
    “Are you all right? Have you broken anything?” Egil asked him, worried. 
 
    Camu half stood and shook his head. 
 
    “I think the only broken thing is his ego,” Lasgol said with a guffaw. 
 
    Not funny. 
 
    Oh yes, very. 
 
    And with this first test it was determined that Camu did not control this new power that provided him with the incredible skill of flying. He would have to practice a lot if he wanted to master it. 
 
    They all returned to the Lair. Camu went with them and when they all got together in the Cave of Spring, the creature delighted them with his famous dance of joy that he liked so much. Ona joined Camu and laughter and good humor returned to the group. Even Viggo danced. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not long before the Mother Specialist summoned Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil to the Chamber of Runes. They had enjoyed a couple of days of rest since their return to the Shelter. It was because Sigrid, Annika and Egil had been examining Camu, whose physical change had them intrigued and very interested. Camu felt very happy to be the center of attention and that everyone admired him.  
 
    The fact that the three of them had been summoned seemed to them a clear indication that the leisure period was over. They felt somewhere between nervous and thrilled, since they could guess what Sigrid was going to tell them. It was something they had been looking forward to and which the expedition to the Frozen Continent had interrupted. 
 
    “Welcome. How are you today?” Sigrid asked them with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Very well, Mother Specialist,” Egil replied calmly, concealing his excitement so she would not notice. He made an effort to look more serious. 
 
    “Have you rested enough? Are you recovered enough from your last feat?” the old leader of the Shelter asked. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist, we are,” Egil replied at once. 
 
    “A little rest and relaxation have done wonders for us, Ma’am,” Gerd admitted, bowing his head gratefully. 
 
    “I was beginning to get bored,” Nilsa confessed. She could not stay still and idle for more than a day. “A little excitement will be good for us, Ma’am.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled at Nilsa’s comment. 
 
    “I am pleased by the fact that you are eager for new thrills. In fact, I have come to give you some and I think you will enjoy them. After studying with the Elder Specialists the results of your Improved Training and the information Loke has given us, we have concluded that they are very satisfactory.” 
 
    “Does that mean we can start training as Specialists…?” Nilsa began, but Sigrid stopped her, raising her hand. 
 
    “Let me finish, my restless redhead,” she said with a slightly sterner smile. 
 
    “Oh absolutely… it’s the excitement to begin…” Nilsa stammered, blushing, embarrassed. 
 
    Sigrid nodded in understanding. 
 
    “We have decided that the time has come for you to start training in the New Program.” 
 
    “That’ll be fantastic!” Egil said, thrilled to be a part of the new program and learn as much as he could about the process. Egil was not only interested in obtaining a Specialty, but in learning how the Program of Higher Training worked. This interested him even more than becoming a Ranger Specialist, although he also wanted to become one. But he had no doubt that the training process would be so innovative and interesting that the whole experience would be fantastic. He did not want to miss any detail of the process and was planning on analyzing everything that happened. Absolutely everything. He was already fascinated by what Lasgol and the others had told him about the training and could hardly wait to experience it himself in his own flesh, or rather—in this case—in his own mind. 
 
    Gerd was not as thrilled or cheerful as Egil. He was looking forward to becoming a Specialist, but the training process to reach this goal did not appeal to him one little bit. What he had heard, from Viggo in particular, about what they were doing inside their heads had given him the creeps. Magical probing in his noggin terrified him. 
 
    “Do we have to follow the new system? Couldn’t we train following the traditional system?” he suggested timidly. He indicated four contenders passing by them with Elder Esben, who were eying them with curiosity. All the contenders were extremely intrigued by the presence of the Royal Eagles in the Shelter and what they were doing. 
 
    “And why would you want to follow the traditional training when the new system is proving so promising?” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Well… it does sound… promising, but…” he muttered. 
 
    “What is troubling you? I can see you are feeling scared,” Sigrid said with a look that seemed to be reading the giant’s very soul. 
 
    “The system…” Gerd began. 
 
    “It’s all this… magic in the head…” Nilsa said when the big guy ran out of words. She was not sure either about letting anyone inside her head. She wanted to be a Mage Hunter above all else, but training in the new system did not appeal to her at all. 
 
    “That’s all nonsense,” Sigrid ended the discussion abruptly. “The system is monitored and evaluated carefully, and so far we have not had any problem with how we are carrying out the training. Quite the opposite—your partners’ initial results are most promising, I would even say hopeful. This new system of training is going to be a complete success and it will revolutionize the way in which we will train the next generations of Rangers.” 
 
    “That sounds fantastic,” Egil said. He did not believe the risks were too high so far and was ready to volunteer in the new system. “For my part, I’m looking forward to starting and you can count on my full participation,” he said to the Mother Specialist. 
 
    “I like this attitude a lot better,” Sigrid said, nodding. 
 
    Nilsa wrinkled her nose. “I can’t say I don’t have any reservations… I find all this magic dubious… in fact, I don’t like it at all.” She was thoughtful. “But, since most of my friends are going to take part… I feel almost compelled to do it too. But I’m afraid of the blasted magic doing something strange or negative to me that might have consequences in the future.” 
 
    “A certain degree of concern for the way in which the training is done is absolutely natural,” the Mother Specialist said. “Any negative symptom you feel, you must let us know immediately so we can evaluate it. As you know, we have just implemented the system and no one has ever gone through it, so we do not know the repercussions it might have. We are hoping they will all be positive, but I must admit that right now we really do not know. One thing I can assure you, to ease your minds, is that we will be on top of everything so that nothing bad happens to you.” 
 
    “Fine…” Nilsa said at last, but she was still not fully convinced and her face showed it. 
 
    Gerd snorted. “Even so…”  
 
    Sigrid could see the doubts in the giant’s eyes. “You are not obliged to participate in the Program of Higher Training, it is optional. Absolutely. And I am not going to pressure you so that you go along with it. Furthermore, I can offer you the alternative of training in the traditional system. If you so wish, you can join the other contenders already training and continue with them.” 
 
    “We can?” Gerd asked, almost fearing to. 
 
    “You can. You were invited to train as Specialists for your own merit in the service of the realm. The kind of training you choose is your own decision. Whatever you decide, it does not change the invitation.” 
 
    “Thank you for granting us this possibility,” Nilsa said gratefully. 
 
    Gerd thanked her too. 
 
    “To take part in the new system is a privilege, not an obligation. This is how I see it and so do the Elder Rangers. Many would wish to enjoy this opportunity and we have given this chance to a handful,” the Mother Specialist said, watching as another group of five contenders came back into the cave from the morning training in the outside forests. “You ought to feel privileged, I know I would. But I will say no more. I believe that my opinion and point of view are clear regarding this matter.” 
 
    “They are, Mother Specialist. We are aware of the privilege this opportunity means,” Egil said. “We appreciate it and we are grateful,” he said with a slight bow. 
 
    Sigrid seemed to relax a little, and the stiffness of her back and tone vanished after Egil’s words. 
 
    “Very well, I will give you some time to think. The training will begin this afternoon. If you wish to go through with it, I will see you at the Pearl.” 
 
    Egil bowed a little deeper. “Very well, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Sigrid left and the three friends looked at one another in silence. Egil finally spoke. 
 
    “We’ve got time to consider the matter. Let each one of us think and reach our own conclusion, but by ourselves, apart from the pressures of the rest. Ours or of the others,” Egil said, meaning the rest of the Panthers. “I believe it’s for the best in our situation. It’s a personal decision that each one of us must make alone, because it affects our individual futures. Remember that one way or another we will be Specialists, or perhaps not. But in any case, we have the chance to try either path, the traditional or the new one.” 
 
    “I agree…” Nilsa said. “We’d better meditate on this on our own.” 
 
    “I also think it’s a good idea to think about it alone, without pressures from anyone…” Gerd said. 
 
    “So, we’ll each go our separate way,” Egil said with a light smile, and the three went in a different direction to meditate on what to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sigrid was waiting for Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd by the White Pearl with her staff in her hand. Beside her and before the great white sphere there was a strange metal rod with silver engravings stuck in the ground. It was taller than a man and had a crystal sphere on the tip. It looked arcane and seemed to be imbued with magic. 
 
    Enduald was standing beside Sigrid, and behind them was Galdason. 
 
    Nilsa appeared, coming up from the Lair and heading for the Pearl. When she saw the two magi she became nervous; she did not like what they represented or what they were going to do. She shook her head, cursed under her breath, and took courage. She went on up mumbling against magic and its practitioners. 
 
    A moment later Gerd appeared from the other side, also heading to the Pearl from the Lair. He felt a shiver at the sight of Sigrid and the two magi, and his skin crawled. One of his knees gave out a little, but he recovered and went on up. His face showed the fear he felt—he was unable to hide it. But he swallowed, took a deep breath, and kept going. 
 
    Egil came from the south. He was walking toward the Mother Specialist, her brother, and Galdason with self-assurance, calmly, as if he were coming to meet old friends for a nice chat. In a way it was so, even if they were not old friends but rather old acquaintances. He did not feel he had anything to fear, at least for the time being. His innate curiosity and his yearning to learn new subjects were greater than any qualms or fears he might have at the moment. What they were going to experience, very few humans would ever have the chance to enjoy. Egil was here to go through with it to the very end and learn as much as he could, both from the training he was going to receive and from the Higher Training System itself, which would provide him with inestimable notions and knowledge. 
 
    The three met on the way up and nodded to each other. They arrived in front of the Pearl and Sigrid and stopped. 
 
    “Welcome,” the Mother Specialist greeted them, opening her left arm while she held the staff in her right hand. She was serious and watched them with her penetrating eyes. 
 
    The three bowed lightly and greeted her. “Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “The moment has come to choose the training you wish to follow,” she told them. “I hope you have meditated carefully and reached the right decision. I will begin by asking you, Egil. Which training do you want to follow?” 
 
    He did not hesitate. “Higher Training, Ma’am.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded, pleased. Her brother Enduald and Galdason nodded too. 
 
    “Very well, Egil. I am pleased by your decision,” the Mother Specialist said. “Let us continue. What path will our restless redhead follow?” she asked. 
 
    Nilsa looked at Enduald, then at Galdason, and finally at the long arcane rod in the ground. She made a face, took a deep breath, and replied. 
 
    “Higher Training.” 
 
    Sigrid grinned. 
 
    “I see you have courage.” 
 
    “I do, Mother Specialist,” Nilsa said, narrowing her eyes with a strength that came from within, from her spirit, which would not bow to her apprehension. 
 
    “Good. I am pleased to have it proven. Now there is only you left, Gerd. You have an imposing physique and have achieved great things. Will you let your fears defeat you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid…” Gerd replied. 
 
    Sigrid threw her head back, surprised. 
 
    “Really?” she said to make sure. 
 
    “…that if I don’t choose the Higher Training, I’ll allow myself to be defeated.” 
 
    Sigrid lowered her head and gazed at the giant with interest. 
 
    “Then? What do you choose?” 
 
    “I choose Higher Training.” 
 
    The Mother Specialist smiled, pleased. 
 
    “Well, you surprise and please me. Well done. Good choice.” 
 
    “I hope it is…” Gerd muttered, and his eyes showed the dread his heart felt. 
 
    “It will be. You will learn a lot from this valuable, unique experience. It will forge your character and make you a champion who defeats his internal fears each and every time,” the old woman assured him, pointing her staff at him as if she were casting a curse on him or, in this case, a blessing that would help him in the future. 
 
    Gerd nodded, although his face still showed some apprehension. 
 
    “That would be cool…” 
 
    “You are here because you wish to become Ranger Specialists and that is what I am offering you, but I am also offering you much more,” she said as she spread her arms and pointed her staff at them. “Who knows whether you might obtain more than one Specialty with the new training system? Will you? Or will you fail in the attempt? Will you give up halfway? It will not be easy following either the traditional way or the new one, that I can promise. But I hope you will be as tough as your feats point out.” 
 
    The three friends exchanged doubtful glances. They also hoped they would be tough enough to go through the training and reach the end, but none of the three was fully convinced they would make it. They would have to submit to the training and see whether they could. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sigrid looked Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd up and down, as if she were measuring their worth—more than that, their courage. She heaved a deep sigh. 
 
    “Let’s see what you are made of,” she told them and turned to her brother Enduald, nodding at him so he would proceed. 
 
    “I will put the Training medallions on you,” he said in his usual curmudgeonly tone. He took out a leather pouch he wore around his neck. 
 
    “Safety is most important,” Sigrid told them, pointing at the pouch. 
 
    “I was wondering why we couldn’t take them with us to use outside the Shelter,” Egil said, more to Enduald than to Sigrid. When the Panthers had left the Shelter they had had to give them back; Enduald had insisted. 
 
    The dwarf took one of the medallions out of the bag. Egil recognized it immediately, since it was very similar to the Ranger medallions they wore around their necks. The difference was that this one was made of metal instead of wood and the engraving in the center was of a sphere within another sphere. Egil had been thinking about the fact that they were metal and not wood. It might be easier to enchant metal than wood, or perhaps metal maintained the power of the enchantment longer. Or perhaps it consumed less power with every use. Or maybe it was a combination of these things. He had no idea—these were only guesses. He asked Enduald, doubting he would get any answer, given that the dwarf was not a very communicative person and not given to chatting. 
 
    Enduald glared at him as if he were furious. “They can’t be taken out of the Shelter because they have been created to be used here with a specific purpose,” he replied to Egil’s question, waving his hand disdainfully as if the opposite were utter nonsense. Then he grumbled something about them being too valuable to risk losing or having them destroyed. 
 
    “Besides, it’s not wise to use enchanted objects other than for their specific purpose and under ideal conditions,” Sigrid explained in a more amenable tone in an attempt to soften her brother’s words. “It is dangerous to use the magic of one enchantment for something other than the original function it was created for.” 
 
    “Magic is always dangerous, use it as you may,” Nilsa muttered, frowning. 
 
    “It is true that all magic carries an implicit risk which many times is hard to foresee,” Galdason intervened. “Magic is complex, a mystery we must unravel with our studies and experiments. You might not know this, but that is what occupies most of a Mage’s time. It has its risks, yes, and it can be dangerous, but the rewards can be unimaginable.” 
 
    Nilsa made a face of disagreement; the risks and dangers of magic were too steep, no matter how incredible the rewards might be. 
 
    Egil was not happy with the explanation. “Seeing how the medallions worked during the Improved Training, we could use them in a mission to measure our vitals and protect us in case we overexert ourselves and reach dangerous extremes,” he said. “It wouldn’t be the first or the last time that, faced with danger, we’re forced to take our bodies to unthinkable extremes, forcing us to exert tremendous effort or endure extreme temperatures which could kill us.” 
 
    “That is an interesting idea,” Sigrid said thoughtfully. “I like the way you your mind works, Egil. We could think about creating medallions for that specific purpose. Yes, I like the idea.” 
 
    “I do not,” Enduald snapped. “Magic is not free. It has a price, and my enchantments are dear. I have done enough creating those seven medallions. Do not come to me with more requests of the same kind. Besides, let me remind all of you that the enchantments I have cast on those medallions are experimental. They have not been tested in their full power and range, so I cannot assure they will work as well as I expect them to in extreme circumstances.” 
 
    “Well… that’s great,” Gerd protested, looking scared. His face was turning whiter and whiter as he listened to the conversation about the medallions, enchantments, and magic. 
 
    “My brother is right. We must go forward with small steps at a time. We must tread carefully or we will skid and leave the Path. Egil’s idea is good and I will save it to try later on. Right now, we have enough on our hands with the Higher Training, and I think we had better focus all our efforts on making it a reality.” 
 
    “A reality good for all of us,” Galdason added, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Absolutely, we must make it completely safe for all who take part in the Higher Training Program,” Sigrid nodded. 
 
    “I understand…” Egil said. Considering that his group was always getting into trouble, he could understand the medallions were better safe with their creator than with them having adventures outside. This way they were not in danger of some malfunction of any enchantment. With their luck and the strange circumstances they found themselves involved in so frequently, that was always a possibility. 
 
    Enduald approached them. One by one he examined the medallions with what looked like a jeweler’s magnifying glass, only it gave off a bluish flash. The medallion gave out another flash in response. He brought out what looked like a chisel with a golden tip and tapped the medallions on different points, causing flashes of different intensities. 
 
    Nilsa grew tense and clenched her jaw, upset. She guessed Enduald was calibrating the magic of each medallion and did not like the idea at all. Egil, on the other hand, was delighted to witness how the Enchanter examined the medallions, and guessed he was checking that the enchantments were working properly. They had been outside the Shelter for some time and had probably lost power or become unbalanced. 
 
    “Look after the medallions carefully. They are a very special work, quite intricate, and it has cost me part of my soul to make them,” Enduald told them while he examined Gerd’s. The giant was trying to keep his eyes open, but the moment there was a flash he shut them in fear. 
 
    “You have already used them in the Improved Training and you know how well they work,” Sigrid reminded them. “In the Higher Training they will aid you and make sure you stay alive.” 
 
    “Do not damage them,” Enduald said gruffly and almost threateningly. “Or you will be sorry.” 
 
    “We know they’re fantastic,” Egil said. “We’ll look after them well, especially knowing they’re also necessary for the higher training.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Enduald replied gruffly, and after checking them all he returned to Sigrid’s side. 
 
    “We’ll never forget that the enchanted cloaks we took to the Frozen Continent saved our lives,” Egil told Enduald with gratitude and respect. They would look after the creations of the Enchanter with care. 
 
    Enduald nodded and withdrew. 
 
    “Now that your medallions have been re-calibrated, it is time to begin the training,” the Mother Specialist announced. 
 
    Egil rubbed his hands, excited. He knew the Elder Rangers still had to make their appearance, so he looked around, waiting for them to show up —and then he saw them, coming from behind the White Pearl, walking slowly. They reached the top and greeted them with light nods. 
 
    Sigrid nodded to them as well. “Welcome, Elder Specialists.” 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” they replied, also nodding. 
 
    “Annika, please administer the potentiating potion to our three brave volunteers,” Sigrid said, not wasting time. 
 
    The Elder Specialist of Nature showed them the phial. 
 
    “It is only to help and protect your mind, as well as make the learning easier,” she assured them with her kind smile. 
 
    Gerd snorted louder than he would have wanted. 
 
    “Sorry…” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s natural that you’re a bit nervous,” Annika told him gently, trying to comfort him. “I promise it’s a potion that will help you right now and won’t cause you any harm.” 
 
    “I’ll take it first,” Egil volunteered as he watched Nilsa out of the corner of his eye; she was not convinced either. Egil knew the potion was not harmful. Ingrid, Astrid, Lasgol, and Viggo had taken it during their training before leaving on the mission; they had told him how they had felt when they took it. None of his friends had had any significant aftereffects, or at least during their adventure on the Frozen Continent they had not mentioned or shown troubling symptoms. Egil had studied his friends’ behavior during the Higher Training they had been immersed in. He had not found anything strange. Neither had he found anything in himself or his friends while they did the Improved Training; on the contrary, they had had an extremely positive effect on their bodies. Because of this Egil was confident everything would go well. And if anything went awry, he would feel it in his own body first, which would give him the advantage of being able to act quickly and experience the symptoms and consequences firsthand. Better him than his two friends. 
 
    “That’s the way I like it,” Annika encouraged him, and she handed him the potion, which Egil downed without hesitation. 
 
    Nilsa reached out. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, and Annika handed her the beverage, which the redhead also downed in one gulp. 
 
    Gerd was the last one to take the potion and made a face at how bad it tasted. 
 
    Egil fixed his gaze on the horizon, isolating himself from everything around him. He concentrated on identifying the effects of the enhancing potion with his analytic mind. He wanted to observe what specifically the potion did to him and especially how it accomplished it. He would have to work on this second question since he would not be able to solve it at first, but he was greatly interested. The world of potions, beverages, and compounds appealed to him a lot, as much as that of poisons and venoms and the healing or enhancing potions like the one he had just swallowed. It was a completely fascinating world with amazing possibilities of use, and he would have to speak to Annika at some point and express his interest to see whether she might help him improve his knowledge in this area of the Specialty of Nature. Perhaps the right course would be to become a Specialist in this subject, the one which best focused on the creation of potions for extensive uses. He would have to think about it. 
 
    “I’m already beginning to feel the effect,” Nilsa said. “My head’s becoming hazy.” 
 
    “Yeah, mine too,” Gerd said, putting his large hands to his forehead. 
 
    Egil was also beginning to feel something. His mind, always alert and lucid, was beginning to cloud, and he did not like it much. It was something that felt like the opposite of his natural state. He guessed that this state not only made it easier to live the experiences inside the mind, but that it also protected them from them. It was a defense for their minds so they would not suffer the effects of the experiences they were about to go through.  
 
    Sigrid looked at Enduald. “Let us begin the Higher Training for these three volunteers,” she told her brother. 
 
    The Enchanter nodded. He brandished his staff before him in great circles and began to cast a spell. He mumbled words of power only he seemed to understand. 
 
    Nilsa stiffened at the sight of Enduald doing magic which was going to have an effect on them. She had to clench her jaw hard so as not to scream for him to stop, and remain calm and let him do his work. She focused on thinking that there was also positive magic that helped people, and concentrated on the magic of Healers. That helped her feel less loathing for the spell’s presence. But it was hard for her to let go, so she focused on magic that healed the sick and wounded to help her relax and stay calm. She had been well aware that she would feel this loathing to the training, a different thing entirely to actually feel it. 
 
    Gerd was not doing much better. The fear he felt seeing Enduald perform his magic before him was so great that he was making a tremendous effort to keep his knees from knocking. He was so pale he looked as if all the blood had been drained from him. He knew that a great part of his fear was unfounded, but he could not help having these bouts of terror. Now at least he realized what they were and tried to control them. He did not always succeed but he was better able to cope with his fear most of the time.  He took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. He had to relax and overcome his fear. 
 
    Enduald finished casting his spell. He walked to the long rod in the ground before them and touched it with his staff. It caused a sparkling stream of silver light that climbed up the rod to the tip where the crystal sphere lit up. Three beams of silver light issued from it, seeking the ground and drawing three circles of the same color. 
 
    “The circles have been summoned. Stand inside them,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil exchanged glances. The light that issued from the strange rod with the sphere and drew the circles did not look at all appealing. Entering the circles of light meant surrendering to the object’s magic. Nilsa and Gerd hesitated, but Egil stepped into the first circle determinedly. He looked at his two friends and smiled so they would relax and follow.  
 
    Gerd snorted and, with his arms and fists close to his body, he stepped forward. He appeared to be struggling against a tremendous force that pushed him in the opposite direction. He managed to stand in the center of the second circle and remained still, trying to control the panic that was already climbing up his chest. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head, snorted hard, stepped into the third circle. She shut her eyes so as not to see the magic at work. That way she might feel less loathing toward the process they were entering. 
 
    The three began to feel quite strange. Their minds started clouding. They were aware it had to be the potion and the magic spell they were under and tried to remain calm. 
 
    “Now, you must shut your eyes and empty your mind. Relax as much as possible,” Sigrid told them. 
 
    They noticed their minds becoming drowsy, as if they were just about to fall asleep. But they were not sleepy and were thinking clearly in the midst of a thick fog. Thoughts came slower and stayed in the mind longer than normal. Egil found it most interesting and significant; he would have to ask Annika how she managed that effect. 
 
    Sigrid went on, “Be calm and empty your minds of all thought. Annika’s potion and Enduald’s spells will help your minds perceive and feel the training in a more direct and safe way.” 
 
    Egil would also have to speak with Enduald to try and understand the spells he had just cast, although he had the feeling he would not get anything out of the man. But he would ask regardless. He tried to stop thinking as Sigrid had instructed, but it was hard. Hundreds of ideas came to him. At any given time he always had many things spinning in his mind, and now there were many more. It was most curious. Nilsa and Gerd also seemed unable to empty their minds. 
 
    “Think about a full moon, that ought to help you,” Sigrid suggested. 
 
    They did as they were told, concentrating and visualizing a full moon in their clouded minds. The more they focused on the round shape of the moon, the less new thoughts came to them. Little by little the thoughts disappeared and only the full moon filled their minds. 
 
    The Mother Specialist waited a moment. “Enduald, you can activate the medallions now.” 
 
    The Enchanter used his staff to cast his spell, touching the rod with it several times. A blue flash climbed from the rod to the sphere and reached out to bathe Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil. The medallions around their necks also flashed blue. 
 
    “They are now active and will protect them,” Enduald announced. 
 
    “Very well, now it is your turn, Galdason. Be my guest,” said Sigrid. 
 
    The Illusionist nodded ceremoniously and started casting a powerful spell, waving his staff. Galdason conjured for a while, and when he finished a beam of pink light came out of his staff and rose up the rod to the crystal sphere. From there it split into three even more powerful beams of pink light which bathed Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil from head to toe as they stood within the arcane circles. 
 
    They felt that the mist in their minds was now very thick and a force was pushing them within themselves as if to take them far away. This mist began to turn into a large spiral that dragged at them. They resisted this pull but not for long. 
 
    The Mother Specialist turned to the four Elders. 
 
    “Now it is your turn,” she said. 
 
    The Elders nodded and stepped forward. Gisli stood behind Gerd; Ivar did the same behind Nilsa, and Annika went to stand behind Egil. Engla stood watching. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Galdason asked before he began. 
 
    Annika, Gisli, and Ivar nodded. 
 
    “Proceed then,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Put your hands on their medallions,” Galdason said. 
 
    The Elders complied, and the beams of pink and blue light leapt onto the Elders and bathed them with their colors. 
 
    Galdason moved over to Ivar and laid one hand on his head and the other on Nilsa’s and pronounced his spell. A purple aura with pink tints appeared on the heads of master and pupil. Galdason repeated the spell with the other two masters and pupils. 
 
    All of a sudden, Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil felt the spiral, with the strength of a tornado, taking them away in the air without their being able to do anything. 
 
    They lost consciousness. 
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    Egil woke up beside a stream under a big leafy oak. Opening his eyes, he glimpsed the sunlight through the branches. He wondered where he was. He sat up and looked around but did not recognize the landscape. It was a beautiful place he had never seen before. His head felt heavy, drowsy, and he found it odd. He could not remember how he had come to be there either. 
 
    He got to his feet slowly and walked over to the stream. He dipped his hand in to check the temperature—it was not very cold. He looked up at the clear sky and felt the warmth of the sun on his face. It felt like summer. He knelt and freshened his face in the cool stream, but his mind was still hazy—he had the feeling of being there but not quite. He looked down at his right hand and through the mist in his head he saw it perfectly, only with the feeling of it being somewhere far away and not right there in front of him. 
 
    He decided to dip his whole head in the stream to try and clear his mind; it felt refreshing and invigorating but he could not dispel this heaviness. He checked his head for any bumps or wounds that might explain the memory loss and numbness in his mind but found nothing. He felt his neck and then checked for any wounds on the rest of his body, finding no injury or cause that could explain what he was experiencing. His mind seemed to be fine, except that he remembered nothing but his name and the fact that he was a Ranger. Somehow he knew that what was happening to him was not serious but something that would pass with time. He had no idea how he knew this, but he did. 
 
    He took a deep breath and did a couple of breathing exercises to relax and think better. Why was he there? What was going on? Would it pass quickly? He guessed that this place, which looked completely real, was not fully so for some reason. He bent over and pulled up a pinch of grass which he smelled and then tasted. It smelled and tasted like summer grass… interesting. He started to think that what was happening had something to do with his mind. If his mind was not well this could become dangerous; perhaps what he was seeing and processing was not all real. 
 
    He tried to reason through the possible logical explanations for this peculiar situation and make his brain do some work. 
 
    “How do you feel, Egil?” a mature feminine voice asked him. 
 
    Egil turned round and saw Elder Annika coming out from behind the oak where he had woken up. 
 
    “Elder Annika,” he greeted her with a small respectful bow. “I feel fine but a little puzzled.” 
 
    “Do not worry. It is natural that you do not remember things and that your head feels heavy. It is because of the potion I have given you and Enduald’s and Galdason’s spells. You are here and feel like that because you are taking part in the Higher Training in order to obtain a Specialization,” she explained, speaking slowly so he could process the information. 
 
    “Oh…” Egil thought for a moment, and somehow what Annika was telling him fit. “I see.” 
 
    “You will get used to the hazy state of your mind. Do not worry about it or your physical state. Enduald’s medallion will make sure your body does not suffer,” she said, pointing at it. 
 
    “But we’re really not here, are we?” Egil asked, looking around. 
 
    “No, we are inside the Pearl with the Mother Specialist, Galdason, and Enduald, they have designed the Higher Training System and maintain it with spells and enchantments.” 
 
    Egil looked up at the sky thoughtfully. 
 
    “Then, if we’re not really here, we’re inside my head. The training takes place inside my head, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “That is correct. I see your mind is as fast as usual, even under the effects of my enhancing potion,” she smiled at him. 
 
    “I’m ready to learn as much as I possibly can,” Egil said. “It’s an honor to be able to train in the Specialty of Nature.” 
 
    “I am sure you will do very well.” 
 
    “I’ll do all I can to learn as much as possible, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Very well. We will begin with an initial lesson about each of the Specialties so you may become familiar with them, since you have not been through the traditional training to become a Specialist.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Egil said eagerly. “I’m dying to learn.” 
 
    “The first of the Specialties of Nature is Healer Guard. It is a useful and very appreciated specialty among the Rangers. This Specialist has the main task of looking after and helping his or her comrades or the object of a mission. In case of wounds, injuries, illness, poisoning or accidents, the Healer Guard cures and treats the person until they are fully recovered.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “A laudable, altruistic specialty. I’m interested—our group has a tendency to require this type of attention more frequently than desired and we have no one with adequate healing knowledge.” 
 
    Annika nodded heavily. “I am aware that danger follows you on many occasions. The knowledge of a Healer Guard would serve you well. It is not idly said that the best friend of a wounded Ranger is a Healer Guard.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I’m so interested in it. Danger is always with us, and with bad intentions toward me and my comrades. I’d like to be able to help them if any fall injured or wounded or need healing in any other way. The knowledge of healing we Rangers have is basic. It helps with cuts, broken bones, and minor poisoning, but I would like to have more advanced knowledge.” 
 
    “Very well. Let us follow with the opposite specialization, that of Stealthy Poisoner. Their goal is to kill, maim, or use any means necessary to stop the enemy with compounds made from lethal toxins. It is a dangerous specialty, perhaps the most dangerous, and at the same time it is in high demand. Kings and nobles have many enemies they wish to see dead.” 
 
    “I must admit that poisons and toxins are one of my weaknesses. They fascinate me. I have with me, although not here, a pair of venomous specimens that are quite interesting. I call them Ginger and Fred.” Egil did not know how he had remembered this but he had, perhaps because they were directly related to the lesson. 
 
    “What specimens are these creatures with such curious names?” 
 
    “A dwarf pink viper and a king scorpion.” 
 
    “They are very venomous indeed. You must be careful with them. One slip when manipulating them could cost you your life.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of this and I always proceed with extreme caution.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you are doing. In any case, if you are already messing with deadly stinging animals, I recommend you learn this specialty.” 
 
    “What is the next specialty?” he asked, interested. 
 
    “The next is Forest Alchemist. They are capable of preparing many different concoctions beyond simple venoms and their antidotes. They combine components to create different compounds from phials that can explode, creating fire and flames when thrown or stunning smoke to leave the enemy senseless.” 
 
    “Fascinating. I’m also keen on Alchemy.” 
 
    “It is a wider field than simply creating healing potions or poisons, and Alchemists are always experimenting and creating new compounds.” 
 
    “Studying and experimenting appeals to me greatly, more so in the area of Alchemy.” 
 
    “The next specialization is that of Elemental Fletcher, the best friend of the Elemental Archer. A highly valuable craft for the Rangers with the skill to create elemental arrows which, as you well know, we use often.” 
 
    “Whenever we can get hold of them I’d say. They’re really helpful.” 
 
    “Let us now look at the Forest Survivor. There are none better prepared to lose themselves in the forests and mountains and never be found. They are experts in surviving in nature. They survive the cold and the snow, enemies, fire, and any other outdoor calamity.” 
 
    Egil shook his head, a little saddened. 
 
    “I don’t see myself as that type of specialist…” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Physical strength and skills to survive critical situations in forests or mountains are certainly not my strong points.” 
 
    “They are not just yet, but they might be. Although it may sound strange to you, the Forest Survivor succeeds more thanks to their brains than their physique. You come out of critical situations outdoors through preparation but also through having a quick mind. I think you have plenty of that, do you not?” 
 
    Egil smiled, embarrassed. “That’s what they say.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, you should not wave away this specialty yet,” Annika said with a wink. 
 
    “Okay, I won’t.” 
 
    “Let us continue. Here, we have now a specialty I am sure will appeal to you in particular: Expert Herbalist. This specialty is for those who wish to become experts in everything that Nature grows in her forests. Expert Herbalists are capable of finding the rarest plants in the most hidden corner. They know everything there is to know about the plants around us,” Annika explained, waving her hand around them. 
 
    “I’m definitely interested in that one,” Egil nodded. “The study of nature fascinates me, and I’d love to delve into all the knowledge available on the subject.” 
 
    “I guessed as much.” 
 
    “The only thing is… there must be many tomes of knowledge to study…” 
 
    “Many and quite complicated.” 
 
    “It’ll take time.” 
 
    “Luckily, time is relative here. We have a lot more time at our disposal than in the real world. Do not concern yourself with that now.” 
 
    Egil nodded; he seemed to remember someone telling him that the training time       occurred a lot faster than the real time. 
 
    “We now come to Forest Trapper, an expert who can lay traps that not even the most trained eye or the ablest quarry can avoid.” 
 
    “Traps interest me but not that much.” 
 
    “I can understand. This is not an area that appeals to everyone.” 
 
    “I consider traps useful tools indeed, but I’m not fascinated by them.” 
 
    “In that case, let us discuss the last specialty, which is none other than Green Cartographer, our precious and much sought-after creators of exceptional maps. They are capable not only of traveling through all Norghana, but all of Tremia as well, and making incredible maps drawn in great detail.” 
 
    “This specialty appeals to me a lot because I love maps. But my drawing skills are quite limited; I’m much better at writing and mostly at reading. Drawing not so much.” 
 
    “Well, that is something that can be improved with practice.” 
 
    Egil nodded, “Oh yes, absolutely.” 
 
    “So, Egil, now that you know a little about each Specialization of Nature, which one do you want to begin with?” 
 
    “Can I choose?” Egil was surprised. As a rule, all regulated studies had a precise order of subjects to learn. The fact that he was being allowed to make the first choice, or any for that matter, seemed surprising. This system was innovative. 
 
    “You can and you must,” Annika said, nodding with a slight smile. 
 
    “The order of studies does not the result alter,” he quoted. “I thought it did.” 
 
    “This is something we have changed for the Level of Expertise. Since you must experiment and learn all the specialties, we decided not to put impediments on this initial stage.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. But there will be impediments later on,” Egil said, although it was more a question. He wanted to get as much information as he could from the Elder. 
 
    “There are always impediments in The Path and in life. Otherwise they would have no value whatsoever. If everything was given to us, we would not know how to appreciate the true value of things and how hard it is to obtain them. One Specialty is an achievement that entails great effort and sacrifice. You will have to experience that and, naturally, pay for it.” 
 
    “I see… without pain there’s no gain,” Egil muttered with a deep sigh. 
 
    “Very true, in this world or any other,” Annika replied with a mysterious air. 
 
    “Of all the specialties, I’m particularly interested in Stealthy Poisoner and Healer Guard. I’d like to begin with either one.” 
 
    “They are two opposite specialties, choose one.” 
 
    “Healer Guard.” 
 
    “Very well. We will begin your training with that specialty.” 
 
    “I’m dying to start,” Egil said, rubbing his hands with glee. He was very pleased and looked forward to starting the training and learning as much as he could. 
 
    “Do you see that large tome of knowledge leaning against that oak?” Annika asked him with a nod toward the tree. 
 
    Egil turned to look. Indeed, there was a considerably large tome leaning against the thick tree trunk. It looked ancient with reinforced, embroidered covers to better bear the passing of time. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “It is the first tome of the Healer Guard. I want you to apply yourself to its study. It contains basic information about the specialization and the first notions you must learn.” 
 
    “I gather there are more tomes afterward if this is only the first.” 
 
    Annika laughed out loud. 
 
    “Yes there are. It is one of the specializations where you use tomes of knowledge more, and we are always learning new things or improving old information on any cure. We add to the information we already have. They are living tomes, if you wish, since they are constantly updated.” 
 
    “It makes total sense.” 
 
    “Now, give me your right hand,” Annika said. 
 
    Egil looked at her blankly but did as he was told. He stretched his hand out. 
 
    “Good,” she said, taking out a small, curved knife to cut plants with. 
 
    Egil thought she was giving him the knife to begin the lesson by gathering some medicinal plants. He was about to grab the knife when Annika slashed him. 
 
    “Careful, Ma’am…” Egil said, moving his hand away. There was a long thin cut in his palm. 
 
    “The slash is intentional, Egil,” she said. 
 
    “Intentional? Why, Ma’am? What for?” 
 
    “The knife is poisoned. You must prepare the antidote and heal yourself before the poison kills you. I must warn you that it is a pretty painful death,” she said in a cold tone. She was not joking. 
 
    Egil’s eyes opened wide as saucers. 
 
    “Ma’am, isn’t this a little excessive?” 
 
    Annika shook her head. 
 
    “The antidote is in that tome; find it, prepare it, and take it. If you do it right you will be saved.” 
 
    “And if I don’t? If I get it wrong? Will my Elder heal me?” 
 
    “No. The Higher Training System has no place for help. You will have to do it on your own. I advise you to do it fast—you do not have much time.” 
 
    Seeing the Elder was absolutely serious, Egil ran to the tome and opened it. 
 
    “What poison is it?” he asked Annika. 
 
    The Elder gave him a twisted smile. 
 
    “If I told you what poison it is, where is the difficulty?” 
 
    “Ma’am…” 
 
    Annika threw him the knife. 
 
    “Study the residue on the blade and determine the poison. Then try and save your life.” 
 
    Egil picked the knife from the ground and studied the blade. He could see the remains of a purple substance. He soon realized he would not be able to solve the situation. Annika had given him a difficult problem up front, one that set the level of learning he would have to bear. A high level. 
 
    “I’m dead…” he muttered. 
 
    “Work, you might save yourself still,” Annika told him. 
 
    Egil set down to the task. 
 
    A little before nightfall the poison stopped him from trying. He started to see double and his heart slowly stopped, Enduald’s medallion flashing an intense red. 
 
    He fell dead to one side with the tome in his hands. 
 
    He had failed at this first exercise. It would be the first of many failures and deaths. 
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    Lasgol woke up in the middle of a forest. His mind was hazy and he could not tell how he had gotten there. He got to his feet and scanned the path opening ahead of him through the great oaks. He was feeling confused. But he recognized what he was feeling and also the hazy state of his mind; he knew he was inside the Higher Training. 
 
    “Master, please.” 
 
    From behind a century-old oak Gisli appeared with a big smile.  “I see you know the training as soon as you wake up,” he said, nodding. 
 
    “Yes, I recognized the symptoms more than any concrete detail and came to the conclusion that I was inside the training.” 
 
    “And you called me.” 
 
    “Yes, Master, to keep practicing.” 
 
    “Very well, my young Specialist.” 
 
    “What stage are we in, Master?” 
 
    “We are still in the Experience Stage, but you will soon complete it. You have gone through all the Wildlife Specialties; there is only one left.” 
 
    “I can’t seem to remember…” 
 
    “Do not worry, it is natural. You will soon remember everything,” Gisli said, tapping his head with his finger. 
 
    “What’s the remaining specialty…?” 
 
    “The same one you have been practicing these last few days, even if you do not remember it: Man Hunter, one of the Wildlife Specialties more in demand by nobles and kings.” 
 
    Lasgol seemed to remember he had been practicing this specialty, although he could not recall specific details. 
 
    “Although you do not remember all that you have already learned right now, because your mind is adjusting to the process, you soon will remember and we will be able to continue from where we left off the last time.” 
 
    Lasgol let his mind find itself. He concentrated as hard as he could on the environment, his master, and the specialty he was learning. And suddenly, from within the haze that enveloped his memories, the images arrived, one after another at great speed, as if they were being projected upon his mind. 
 
    “I’m getting the knowledge,” he told Gisli. 
 
    “Good. Let your mind receive and assimilate it; you need it for today’s exercise.” 
 
    “Exercise?” Lasgol asked with eyes shut as the images of knowledge and memories acquired during the training went straight to the back of his mind where they were assimilated at a speed that seemed impossible. 
 
    “Yes, we have already gone through the theory and done quite a lot to prepare you for this more complete and complex exercise. You should be ready, and that is what I want to see.” 
 
    “Okay…” Lasgol said as the images kept coming. 
 
    “Take your time, there is a lot of knowledge you must remember.” 
 
    For a while, Lasgol stood with eyes closed while all the lessons became engraved in the back of his mind. At last the images stopped coming, and Lasgol knew he had all the knowledge he needed available in his memory. He opened his eyes. 
 
    “I think I’m done, Master.” 
 
    “Have you remembered everything? Is it fresh in your mind?” 
 
    “I think so, Master.” 
 
    “Check it. What is the first thing a Man Hunter does when he finds the camping site where his quarry has rested?” 
 
    Lasgol shut his eyes and searched his memory. 
 
    “Look for traces that tell what person or persons have rested there. I must decide whether the tracks coincide with my quarry’s and the physical state they’re in, as well as that of their companions. It’s important to determine what they have eaten and whether they have rested, whether they are sick or wounded, whether they travel light or are fleeing, or if they intend to set a trap for their hunter.” 
 
    “Very well, I see you remember.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to remember and another to see whether I’m capable of interpreting and guessing the tracks, trails, and the valuable information they provide.” 
 
    “That is correct. Let us continue. What is the preferred weapon of a Man Hunter?” 
 
    Lasgol shut his eyes again and searched his hazy brain for the information. 
 
    “That’s a trick question. The Man Hunter prefers two weapons: the composite bow to hunt at mid-range and the trap to catch at closer range.” 
 
    “Very well. I see you remember everything. We can begin the exercise.” 
 
    “What must I do, Master?” 
 
    “You must catch a criminal.” 
 
    Lasgol gasped. 
 
    “But this is not just any criminal. You must catch the most slippery criminal Norghana has ever suffered in the last twenty years: the White Fox.” 
 
    The name sounded familiar to Lasgol. 
 
    “The name rings a bell, but I’m not sure…” 
 
    “Of course it rings a bell, that was one of your father Dakon’s, most celebrated captures.” 
 
    “Ohhh… that’s right, now I remember… yes… it was a great achievement of my father’s, and it was talked about throughout the country for months.” 
 
    “In the whole kingdom, and it was talked about for years, since no one had been able to catch the slippery outlaw. He was so skilled and intelligent that they said he was capable of stealing the gold of a trader on the road without the man even noticing and then vanishing in the prairie snow or the forest frost. He was as clever as he was skillful and had King Uthar and his nobles on their toes for over two years,” Gisli told him. 
 
    “Master… how am I going to catch this criminal if my father has already caught him? Isn’t he at the Royal Dungeons serving his sentence?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed, that is where he is, if he has not died already. The conditions in the Royal Dungeons are not the healthiest…” 
 
    Lasgol did not understand how he was going to do the exercise. “So then…” 
 
    “That is another great advantage of the training occurring in your head—we can adapt it to the situations we choose. Even if the White Fox is rotting away in a dungeon in Norghania, we can bring him here to do this exercise. Not physically, of course, but we can manipulate your mind so that it believes he is actually here and behaving as he would in real life.” 
 
    “Wow… that’s awesome…” 
 
    “Inside your mind, we can create the scenarios we deem optimal and see how you respond to them.” 
 
    “Amazing, sir…” 
 
    “Well, we are still experimenting with it. It is new and it will take time to adjust so it provides the desired effects, but we are off to a promising start. The main problem is that creating these scenarios requires a lot of power and Enduald and Galdason need a powerful external source to prepare them.” 
 
    “The White Pearl…” 
 
    “Exactly. I see your mind is working as it should. Without an external source of power, our dear magi cannot generate the scenario in your mind as we wish it to be.” 
 
    “I see, Master. It seems incredible, but I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Then let us begin the exercise. The goal of this scenario is simple and complicated at the same time: you must catch the White Fox and survive.” 
 
    “Oh… I see. But the part about surviving doesn’t sound so good.” 
 
    “Indeed. Be careful, because this is a slippery quarry, clever and extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Then let us start. I will be watching you. I will not intervene in the exercise. You must complete the scenario on your own.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Let us hope you do. But if you fail, you will have to repeat it until you succeed.” Gisli smiled and vanished among the trees. 
 
    Lasgol breathed in the winter scents of the forest and tried to relax. Everything would go well, he simply had to concentrate a little and work out the scenario. He recalled his father, Dakon, telling him that the capture of the White Fox had been one of his most difficult missions ever. He snorted. Lasgol knew he was still far from catching up with his father at anything in life. He did not find himself qualified to carry out this mission. His father had been First Ranger, the best among all the Rangers. 
 
    He crouched down and studied the trail that went into the forest. He tried to forget that what he was living was only a scenario, an organized test, and focused on the work ahead. He followed the trail using all the techniques Gisli had taught him. The White Fox was good, and in the middle of the forest his trail always vanished as if by magic. The first time Lasgol lost the trail he did think for a moment it had been through magic. But, after tracking tirelessly all around, he realized the Fox was simply extremely skilled. When the White Fox reached the middle of the forest he sought a strong tree and, using a rope, lifted himself up the trunk, making it look like his footprints vanished in the snow for good. And there were no more prints because the Fox moved from tree to tree with amazing agility. 
 
    Lasgol had found the spot where the Fox had come down from the last tree and kept going on the ground. The thing was it had taken Lasgol an eternity to realize what the Fox was doing and find the landing spot. But he did not give up—Gisli had already warned him that it was not going to be easy. Lasgol took a deep breath, inhaling the autumn chill; he did not catch the essence of anything that might be suspicious. Neither did the whispering wind bring any sound that seemed out of place. So he went on following the trail. Since it was not fresh it soon vanished, and Lasgol regretted taking so long. 
 
    The quarry was clever and dangerous and Lasgol was not doing well with the hunt, so he decided to use his skills. He had the Gift, the Talent, and there was no reason why he should not use it. Besides, he had decided some time ago to use his skills whenever he could, as well as learn from them, from magic and the arcane world all he possibly could. That, and create new skills through experimentation. He no longer felt bad about who he was or for having magic. He had accepted the fact that he was a weirdo; it bothered him no more. Having the Talent was a gift from the Ice Gods, not a punishment, and certainly nothing he should be ashamed of or feel that he was cheating if he used it. He felt confidence in himself and was proud of his Gift. He also knew he had to keep developing his skills. Many wished they were as lucky as him. He smiled, remembering a time when he had thought the opposite. But that time was now past. 
 
    He called upon all the skills that might help him at that moment: Owl Hearing, Improved Agility, Cat-like Reflexes, and the one he hoped would be decisive in capturing the Fox: Animal Presence. He concentrated and waited. Nothing. Not even with his skills amplified by his deeper and larger pool of energy which he could now access completely. 
 
    He did not give in to despair. The White Fox was good, but Lasgol was going to find him and capture him. He wanted to complete the stage of Experience, and this was the last hurdle. He concentrated and searched for the trail, remembering all the lessons Gisli had taught him. The way his mind worked in this hazy state was curious; it felt as if he were pulling on a rope that went down into a deep well to bring water up. He pulled and pulled and felt the heavy bucket full of water coming up. When it finally reached the rim of the well, the knowledge suddenly appeared in his mind as if he had poured the bucket of water on his face, and that made him remember everything. It was a strange feeling. He was also aware that what he felt in his mind was really the process it followed to remember—similar to when he tried to repair the bridge Izotza had created between his mind and his pool of inner energy. 
 
    By midnight he had found the Fox’s trail again going down a ravine. He followed it. He could barely see the moon through the dark clouds of an overcast sky. He focused on catching any sound that seemed strange and made sure he used his Owl Hearing skill, but he did not catch anything. The Elder had taught him not only to identify the sounds of the forest or the wildlife that lived in it, but to also recognize sounds that did not belong to the forest, such as a human crossing it. Unfortunately, the Elder had not allowed him to use any animals, or even his familiar for this test, which made the task more difficult. With an owl or a hawk to help him everything would be easier, not to mention if he could count on the help of a Norghanian hound, which was extremely hard to fool. In fact, hounds were commonly used to hunt men and foxes. 
 
    He found it ironic that he had to hunt down a man named after a white fox without any help. He missed having Ona with him. The panther was not as good as a well-trained hound or an owl, but she did not lag behind when it came to tracking; he would just have to do for himself. When he reached the lower part of the ravine, the trail vanished again as if by magic. He snorted. He did not like the situation; he was deep in a snow-covered ravine and his quarry had vanished into thin air. He looked around, using his Hawk’s Eye and Animal Presence skills. He saw or felt several squirrels and birds and even a wolf further away. No trace of a human being, but he still felt uneasy. The place seemed too auspicious for traps. Gisli had taught him the best places to set up traps and ambushes for the enemy and this was one of them. 
 
    He retreated carefully, stepping back in his own tracks in the snow so he would not leave any clue to his quarry as to where he had gone in case the Fox turned around and came after him. Lasgol was not anticipating that move, but Gisli had warned him that the most dangerous criminals tended to turn around and attack their pursuers. So Lasgol kept walking backward, stepping carefully in each of his footprints. And he kept inhaling the autumn night smells. Once again he sought scents that did not fit in with nature or wildlife. Smell was a lot more difficult to use than sight or hearing, but Lasgol was working hard to learn since, according to the Elder, it was the sense that best revealed the enemy and one which many animals of the forest and mountains relied upon. 
 
    Lasgol stopped for a moment and thought it would be useful to develop a skill that would improve his smell, similar to Hawk’s Eye or Owl Hearing, which improved his other senses. That was a good idea—he would call it Hound Smell. He continued his retreat. He was carrying his composite bow with an arrow nocked, in case his quarry suddenly appeared out of nowhere. He reached the beginning of the ravine and sighed in relief. He had not fallen into the trap that was surely waiting for him if he had continued along the ravine to its end. 
 
    Then he heard a hissing sound. His ear felt it and warned him it was something dangerous. 
 
    Not only dangerous—it was deadly. 
 
    An arrow caught him right in the middle of his back. Lasgol’s eyes opened like saucers. It could not be—the Fox was ahead of him—and yet his quarry had caught him from behind. He fell to his knees and understood. The White Fox had taken a detour instead of going along the ravine and had posted himself at his back, out of range of his skills. 
 
    “Very clever…” he muttered as he fell forward in the snow. 
 
    Lasgol heard his quarry approach him from behind. As he was dying he saw the White Fox standing before him and looking down at him, disappointed. Then, all of a sudden, he changed shape, like a shifter, only he was not. Instead of the White Fox Lasgol saw Gisli watching him die. He realized Gisli had played the part of the White Fox in the exercise he had just failed. 
 
      
 
    At the same time as Lasgol was dying, not far from him, in a different mind, Astrid, his beloved, was also dying. She had also failed in her scenario of Natural Assassin and Engla had been merciless with her. She had found Astrid hiding in the shadows ready to finish Arnold Zulbrenger, First General of the Zangrian Army. In that scenario the General was none other than Engla herself. Astrid had tried to kill him in a fight in the shadows and had failed. The General had defeated her, and now she was hanging until she died for attempted murder. As she hanged and choked to death Engla had told her, 
 
    “Failed scenario. You will have to repeat it. What a disappointment.” 
 
    Engla had let her have a horrible death so the failure would be well engraved in Astrid’s memory, so it would force her to avoid it at all costs next time. 
 
    On the other hand, Ingrid, standing beside Astrid before the White Pearl, had had a better fortune with the scenario inside her mind. 
 
    “Congratulations, Ingrid, you managed to overcome the scenario,” Ivar told her as he burned from head to foot. His face was not his face, but his voice was. 
 
    “Thank you very much, Master,” she said and put her last Elemental Fire Arrow back in her quiver. 
 
    “I had no doubt you would do it. Up until now your development has been astonishing,” Ivar went on saying while he pulled one fire arrow from his stomach and another from his chest.  
 
    “Master, this is kind of weird…” Ingrid said, watching the Elder burn as he nonchalantly spoke. 
 
    “Oh, certainly, forgive me,” Ivar replied, and all of a sudden, the flames vanished and Ivar’s face was his own again. “It must be quite traumatic to watch me burn.” 
 
    “I don’t know about traumatic, but it is unsettling, apart from the fact that the Elder is not himself.” 
 
    “True. These scenarios are planned to make you face enemies that appear real so the danger also feels real. It would not be the same if you faced me in each scenario. It would lack realism. It would be like any other practice session, and that is not what we are after. We want every training session, every scenario, to be as real and dangerous as possible so that you feel like you are risking your life against real and dangerous enemies.” 
 
    “Master, I’ve always seen dangerous enemies and a real and present danger. I swear I’ve felt like I was risking my life with every step and decision.” 
 
    “That is precisely our goal. I see we are achieving the goal of creating real scenarios. I am also glad to see that you are making a spectacular improvement. You have completed the Experience Stage of Elemental Archer with amazing speed and knowledge.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Master.” 
 
      
 
    A step away, a third member of the Panthers had also reached his goal and overcome his scenario. Viggo was watching Engla on the ground. The Elder was dying—he had just killed her. 
 
    “Ma’am, the disguise of a noble suits you,” Viggo said as he watched her with his head tilted and an amused grin. “I didn’t realize it was you until the very end. I was positive I was trying to murder a Rogdonian noble.” 
 
    “It was me… it was a scenario… you have overcome the test.” 
 
    “Thanks. I won’t lie to you, it was hard.” 
 
    “How… did… you do… it?” Engla stammered. 
 
    Viggo smiled and pointed at the goblet of wine. Then he showed her the phial with the poison he had used. 
 
    “The goblet of wine…” 
 
    “Nobles have the bad habit of having hot wine before going to bed,” Viggo said with a shrug. 
 
    “Specialization achieved,” Engla said, vanishing from Viggo’s mind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group was enjoying a delicious dinner and the warmth of a small fire in the Spring Cave. Lunch, and especially dinner were the times when they could relax a little and enjoy some peace. The contenders did not bother them while they were eating. Everyone knew that it was rude to interrupt a Ranger’s rest. Besides, with the respect they felt for the Royal Eagles, the contenders watched them unobtrusively. One or two had tried talking to them but Viggo scared them off with his acid comments and bravado. According to him, the contenders were way below them and should not even think of bothering them. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we have to end up dead half the time we train. And when I say dead, I don’t mean exhausted but really and truly dead, at least in our minds,” Gerd moaned bitterly while they were having their meal. 
 
    “That’s because the Elders are sadists and love watching us suffer with every lesson they give us,” Viggo snapped, staring at his food with one eye narrowed and a spark of suspicion in the other. “What on earth are they feeding us? I don’t recognize it and it tastes awful.” 
 
    “Don’t be a drama queen!” Ingrid snapped. “They’re not sadists. The Elders want us to learn as much as we can as fast as possible, and that’s why they drive us to extreme training,” she explained. “And dinner is a mountain hare stew with minted leaves.” 
 
    “Ugh! Rabbit, I knew it…” he protested, but he went on eating. 
 
    “I’m not saying we’re not learning a lot quickly with this system, but don’t you find it a bit exaggerated?” Nilsa asked. “Do we really need to get to the point of losing our lives? And by the way, the hare’s delicious.” 
 
    “I’m not losing my life,” Viggo corrected her, wagging his finger at the redhead. “That twisted Engla is taking it away from me by force or from behind,” he said. “And this snow rabbit is disgusting.” 
 
    “Indeed she is,” Astrid nodded. “She’s a priceless teacher. I agree that it might be a little too much to drive us to such extremes, but no one can say it’s not working. We’re all improving a lot and learning the specialties at an otherwise unimaginable pace.” 
 
    Gerd stuffed his mouth with stew, chewing thoroughly. 
 
    “I think… it’s too much… it’s going to hurt us…” he muttered as he swallowed. 
 
    “You eat too much, and it’s certainly going to hurt you if you keep gulping down extra portions,” Viggo chided him. 
 
    Lasgol was listening to the conversation as he sat enjoying his meal, which he thought was excellent. 
 
    “I’m also worried by this kind of training. I wonder whether it’s really necessary to go to these extremes. It doesn’t seem natural. I feel we’re going overboard, both with our bodies and our minds. Don’t you think so?” he asked them. 
 
    “Enduald’s medallions are protecting our bodies,” Ingrid told him. “As long as they work, nothing bad will happen to us.” 
 
    “Exactly, as long as they work,” said Viggo. “But what’ll happen if one day one of them doesn’t work? Which of us poor devils will truly die? You, Nilsa?” 
 
    “Me?” she jumped up excited. Her dish, including the stew she was eating, flew in the air and hit Gerd squarely in the chest. “Why me?” 
 
    Viggo burst out laughing, seeing Gerd with stew spattered all over his front. 
 
    “Or perhaps it’ll be Gerd, given his luck!” he said, laughing. 
 
    “Don’t mess with me, you’re a jinx,” the giant protested apparently not bothered by the stew dripping all over his shirt; he took a piece of bread and started scooping the stew directly off his torso. 
 
    “You guzzler!” Ingrid said when she noticed what Gerd was doing and shook her head. 
 
    Gerd shrugged. “It’s still good.” 
 
    “I think there’s a reason why the Elders carry out the training this way,” Egil started to explain. 
 
    “There goes the know-it-all with another of his nightmarish theories…” Viggo commented, his voice full of sarcasm. 
 
    “Shut up and let him explain,” Ingrid snapped. “Egil always knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Yeah, not like others who only whine and mess with people,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Suit yourself. I’m going to lie down for a while, as I’m sure our wise guy will put me to sleep,” Viggo said in a fake-bored tone. 
 
    “You should listen to what Egil has to say. There’s a lot you don’t know that might be useful to you in the future,” Astrid advised amicably. 
 
    Viggo gave a slight nod and eyed Egil. 
 
    “Okay, I guess it won’t kill me to listen.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “I haven’t found out yet how to kill anyone with a speech, although I guess it’s not impossible. I can think of several ideas, one would imply the use of gases…” 
 
    “Will you please focus on what you wanted to explain!” Viggo said, upset. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Egil replied. He noticed they were all silent, waiting for him to speak. “The key to learning isn’t the mind. It’s the heart.” 
 
    “What? Is it?” Gerd said blankly. 
 
    “No way,” said Viggo. “You learn with your noggin.” 
 
    “Which you don’t have,” said Nilsa. 
 
    Egil smiled, “Please let me explain,” 
 
    “Go ahead, I want to understand this,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Nilsa nodded, “So do I!” 
 
    “You see, there are studies that hold that although you learn with your brain, you really learn through the feelings the subjects cause in you,” Egil explained as if he were giving a lecture to some pupils. “The stronger and more positive these feelings are, the better we learn the lessons. A boring lesson doesn’t sink into the brain. We don’t remember it. On the other hand, we do remember one we have enjoyed because it was interesting.” 
 
    “Who are the wise guys who say all this nonsense?” Viggo asked, not fully believing him. 
 
    “They’re scholars, even erudites, from Rogdon, Irinel, and the cities of the east. Those are just the ones I know of; there must be others in other kingdoms. I’ve read their work and they all reach the same conclusion—that the mind and feelings are strongly related regarding learning.” 
 
    “I think that makes sense,” Lasgol said. “When we learn we use our mind, but that in turn is affected by our feelings. It’s natural to think that good feelings will be good when memorizing and later remembering learned subjects.” 
 
    “Hmm… it does sound reasonable,” Nilsa said with a lost gaze, thinking. “I do seem to remember more things that have happened to me or which I have learned if they’re related to good feelings or pleasant memories that come to mind.” 
 
    “I’d never linked the two,” Gerd admitted blankly. 
 
    “Because there is no link,” Viggo insisted. 
 
    “You managed to defeat Engla, don’t you think you’ll never forget that?” Astrid asked him. “I know I won’t.” 
 
    “Defeating her, absolutely,” Viggo said nodding. “I was so pleased I wasn’t able to hold back!” 
 
    “And don’t you think you’ll also remember what you were doing? The lesson in which you beat her?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Well… maybe…” he finally admitted. 
 
    “Well, there you are, wise guy,” Ingrid replied with a wink. 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way…” Viggo gave up, disarmed by Ingrid’s wink. 
 
    “Go on please, Egil. I want to understand what goes on in the training,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Okay,” Egil nodded and continued. “I believe this is the reason why the Elders use strong experiences in our minds to teach us the lessons. Many of the sessions in the Higher Training end up in death or in a strong feeling of defeat or victory. This way we memorize better and assimilate everything we’re learning in each lesson.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Astrid said, ticking the air with her wooden spoon as she finished her stew. 
 
    “To me it’s all new,” Gerd said, who had finished eating and scooping all the stew in his bowl and on his shirt. 
 
    “It’s really as if the Elders were branding the lessons with fire on our flesh so we’ll remember them whenever we need them,” Egil explained.  
 
    “Oh they’re so nice, aren’t they?” said Viggo sarcastically. 
 
    “It’s a new system and they’re expecting great results from it,” Astrid said. “If they’re doing it like this it’s because they believe it’s more efficient and better for the system.” 
 
    “But not for us,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “We have to trust that they have our well-being and future in mind,” Nilsa said. “That’s why they’re Elders and Sigrid’s the Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t trust them blindly,” Viggo said, shaking his head. 
 
    “You say that because you don’t trust anyone,” Nilsa replied. 
 
    “I trust her,” he said with a nod at Ingrid. 
 
    “That doesn’t count,” Nilsa snapped. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Ingrid said, blushing a little, and she looked away from Viggo, who was staring at her adoringly. 
 
    “The leaders of the Shelter have assured us they would be extremely careful,” said Egil. “We have no reason to believe otherwise.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded in agreement, “That’s true.” 
 
    “But there might be unexpected problems… something they haven’t considered…” said Gerd. 
 
    “See, the big guy has a point there,” Viggo joined him. “There could be funny effects because of the training which they haven’t even thought possible.” 
 
    “Well, yeah… that might happen. We can’t rule it out completely,” Egil admitted. 
 
    “In that case we should always be on the alert for anything weird happening to us,” Lasgol said. “I hope nothing happens, but you never know, so be alert, for our own good,” he said, glancing at Astrid. At that moment Lasgol had more fears for her health and that of his friends than for his own. For some reason he did not feel that anything bad could happen to him because of the Higher Training. But if anything bad happened to Astrid or the rest of his comrades? This did trouble him greatly. 
 
    “Okay, and how do we do that?” Gerd asked, staring at his friends. 
 
    “We should verify for ourselves how we are without trusting that Enduald’s medallions will do that,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I think that’s good,” Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Wow, the weirdo agrees with me, this is a first,” Viggo said with a smile. 
 
    “Viggo, even you manage to be right sometimes,” Ingrid said. “I think it’s a good idea to check how we are for ourselves too. We should keep some kind of log and check our evolution.” 
 
    “That’s my girl! See how smart and efficient she is,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I’ve always been smart and efficient. As for being your girl, that’s out of the question.” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart,” Viggo replied, smiling and looking saintly. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Viggo and her face softened. 
 
    “Don’t make that face, you’re not that good.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can change me.” He kept smiling. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone can change you. We must accept you as you are, unfortunately.” 
 
    “You mean love me as I am?” he said, spreading his arms open. 
 
    Ingrid snorted. “Yeah, exactly. Let’s change subjects. Do we agree then on monitoring our own well-being?” 
 
    They all nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then Gerd asked, “Who’ll be in charge of keeping the log?” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Egil almost unconsciously. 
 
    Egil looked back at them with a smile. 
 
    “Me? Well, it would be an honor and I’d love to do it. I’ll order a new notebook and begin to write down our development. It’s going to be most interesting, seeing how we evolve.” 
 
    “You’ll have to measure our physical and mental progress,” Lasgol told him. “How are you going to do it?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have a couple of ideas. I think I’ll devise a control test, one physical and another mental, so that we’ll always have to pass this basic test. If one of us fails it will mean that the training is affecting him or her in a negative way.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Ingrid said. “That should work well.” 
 
    “I thought you’d come up with something,” Gerd told Egil and patted his back gently. 
 
    “I’ll work on the control tests first thing in the morning,” Egil said. 
 
    “Make mine difficult, I don’t like easy challenges,” Viggo told him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make yours extra difficult,” Egil said with a big smile. 
 
    “And what if things go wrong and one or more of us fails the test? What do we do then?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to go and speak to Sigrid and the Elders so they can do something about it.” 
 
    “I think that’s the right thing to do,” Ingrid said. “We should trust them, but at the same time we’ll watch and control what happens to us. We should always be wary. One day we might have a big problem,” she said, looking at Viggo with concern. 
 
    “Everything’ll come out fine. We should be optimists and seize the great opportunity we’re being offered,” said Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. It was indeed a great opportunity, but they needed to be wary and make sure their bodies and minds were not harmed by the extreme training they were being subjected to. He snorted and hoped everything would be all right. But something told him it was better to be prepared for whatever might happen. They were playing around with nature’s laws, bending them, and this troubled him. 
 
      
 
    It troubled him a great deal.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol took advantage of his day off to go and work on his own skills. He had been so taken by Camu’s new, incredible ability and by the Higher Training program that he had not had time to think about his own skills. The evening before Egil had reminded him that he ought to keep investigating how his skills had improved now that he could see his whole pool of power. 
 
    He left the Lair at first light with Ona and Camu. Astrid and Egil had wanted to come too, but Lasgol had begged them to let him work alone. It was hard to focus when he had his beloved on one side and his best friend on the other, in particular when they watched and asked questions; especially Egil’s, which were complicated, albeit necessary, to obtain valuable knowledge to write down in his notebook. 
 
    Lasgol was aware of his good luck in having such amazing friends in his life; they helped and supported him in everything. The more he learned about Tremia and the world in general, and the more experienced he became, the more he realized how important it was to have good friends and loved ones who stood by him in the tough times and when facing new, complicated challenges. He knew he was fortunate to have all the Panthers and, of course, Ona and Camu. 
 
    The only thing about having such good comrades was that sometimes when he needed to be alone with his own thoughts, it was practically impossible. The Ice Gods had blessed him with amazing companions, but they were noisy and incapable of leaving him in peace for longer than it took to take a nap. He smiled. He was complaining for the sake of it and he knew it. No one had better friends and he would always be grateful for it, even if he had to hide from them to be alone for a while. 
 
    He arrived at Wiseman’s Rock, a place east of the Shelter, where a huge boulder rose in the middle of a wide field. The boulder, over twelve feet tall, looked like an old man thinking. Viggo had said he looked like an old man defecating rather than thinking but the others had all agreed that he seemed to be reflecting and chided Viggo for being so gross. 
 
    Lasgol liked the place. It emanated great calm. There was never too much wind for some reason and that helped keep the place quiet. The cold wind and the rumors and noises it brought with it were distracting. A few firs scattered in the field were good for archery practice at different distances from the great boulder; they seemed to be there just for that purpose. 
 
    Old man pooping, Camu messaged to him when they arrived and stopped to gaze at the rocky outcrop. 
 
    He’s not doing that, he’s thinking. 
 
    No, pooping. Viggo say. 
 
    Viggo’s an idiot. 
 
    Viggo funny. 
 
    That’s not funny. 
 
    Yes, funny. 
 
    Ona chirped once; she also seemed to find it amusing. 
 
    You’ve promised to let me work in peace today. That’s why I let you come. 
 
    We leave alone, Camu assured him. 
 
    You’d better, or else I’ll send you back to the Lair. 
 
    We well behaved. 
 
    Yeah,… yeah… 
 
    Ona whimpered and rubbed her head against Lasgol’s arm lovingly. 
 
    You’re good, I know I needn’t worry about you, he told her, patting her back. 
 
    Me good too. 
 
    I hope your hibernation has made you grow up and be more conscious of what you do. And most of all better behaved, although I seriously doubt it. 
 
    You see. 
 
    Yup, I’ll see all right… Lasgol took a deep breath and wished that mischievous Camu had indeed matured a little with the transformation process he had gone through. But Lasgol felt that the change had mainly been in Camu’s physique and magic power, not in the maturity of his personality. He would be alert to see whether Camu behaved in a more grown-up manner, but he was not expecting much from that front. 
 
    I’m going to work. Go play but don’t stray too far. 
 
    Okay, Camu messaged back. 
 
    A moment later Camu was chasing Ona around Wiseman’s Rock. The panther was a lot faster than he was and always beat him when they played tag. Camu didn’t care. He always went after her, even knowing he had no chance of catching up with her. His stubbornness had no limits. 
 
    Lasgol stopped watching them play and focused on what he had come here to do. He wanted to work on his skills. He especially wanted to practice the Fast Shot skill he had developed in the Frozen Continent and used to kill the traitor Asuris. Thinking of that vile being gave him a funny feeling. Lasgol had not found the peace of mind he had expected. He was glad he had killed Asuris and avenged his mother Mayra’s death, but getting rid of the traitor had not brought the hoped-for peace to his soul. He realized it was probably because nothing would bring his mother back from the realm of the Ice Gods. He had at least done justice by her, and although that comforted him, it did not ease the pain in his heart for his loss. 
 
    He sighed deeply and tried to relax and empty his mind of all thought that might affect him. He needed to be calm in order to concentrate and summon his Gift. More and more he was aware that he needed quiet to use his skills. Egil had also told him that his tomes of knowledge mentioned that, in order to conjure and cast spells or enchantments, it was important to gain a degree of concentration that would allow casting them. Lasgol agreed completely with this concept. 
 
    He relaxed as much as he could and stared at the nearest fir tree. It was about ten paces away. He reached for the two bows he had slung on his back. He left the short one on the ground beside him. He grasped the composite and did a couple of wrist and arm movements to warm up the muscles. He took a regular arrow from his quiver and nocked it. He repeated the movement of taking a new arrow and nocking it, three times in a row, then he went over the whole sequence again. 
 
    Another thing Lasgol had learned was that repetition, practice, and work were essential not only for developing a skill but also for improving it. His father, Dakon, had taught him that only with continuous practice did you become skilled at anything you attempted. Lasgol had this lesson engraved deep in his heart. And it worked with his skills too. 
 
    He relaxed his shoulders, remembering why and what he was here for. He first needed to call upon his Fast Shot skill. Since he had been back from the Frozen Continent he had not had enough time to try it in peace. He knew that it was one thing to discover a new skill through work and something else to discover a new skill accidentally, as was the case with Fast Shot. And both of these differed from Lasgol being able to summon the skill regularly like he did with his Animal Communication to mentally speak with Camu and send messages to Ona and Trotter. 
 
    He concentrated hard and made the same movements he had been working on and tried to call upon his skill. The arrow left the bow and hit the tree right where he wanted it, but the skill did not come. Lasgol felt the waters of his inner pool rippling; he had used energy from his pool but since the skill had not responded, he had simply consumed energy, wasting it. It did not worry him though—he now had a much greater reserve of energy than before. He could fail all day in his attempts to call upon the skill and still would not consume all his inner pool; at least that was what he calculated, it was too soon to tell for sure. He would have to measure it somehow one day. But for that he would need Egil’s help. 
 
    Without letting this first failure discourage him, he tried again. After all, he had been expecting difficulties; there always were when he discovered a new skill. It was also true that he was more patient with failure than he used to be. He used to get upset and frustrated more easily, and now this did not happen as much. It could be he was growing up and with age and experience he could put up with certain things, failure being one of them. He smiled. It tickled him to realize that he was indeed growing up and maturing, although it did not surprise him with all the experiences they had been through. He and his friends had had to grow up by giant steps. 
 
    He repeated his attempt about fifteen times, failing every one of them. The skill started in him but for some reason did not fully respond. It was as if there were something missing, some unknown ingredient Lasgol should add. The thing was, he had no clue what it might be. No matter how hard he concentrated, it escaped him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He was not going to give up—sooner or later he would make it. He had already done it once. Doing it again was only a matter of patience and effort. He focused on remembering how he had done it previously, what had triggered the spontaneous skill. 
 
    He shut his eyes and recalled the green flash of his magic activating, followed by the three arrows shooting off his bow one after the other. The first one had hit Asuris’ defensive sphere, the second one following like lightning and punching a hole in the protective sphere. The third one had gone straight through the hole, burying itself in the forehead of the Arcane of the Glaciers. He had killed Asuris. At that moment he had been brimming with rage. Where had that rage come from? 
 
    From his hatred for Asuris. 
 
    And right then he realized what was missing in his call. It was a feeling. The hate he had felt when the skill happened: rage and fury born from hatred. That was what he needed to summon his new skill. 
 
    His magic responded to feelings, emotions… 
 
    He remembered what Egil had told them about not learning with the mind but with the heart, that it was through the feelings the subjects produced in them that they learned. The stronger and more positive the feelings, the better the lessons were assimilated. A boring lesson was not well remembered, but, on the other hand, one you had enjoyed and was entertaining stayed in your mind. That was why the Elders used strong experiences to teach them, even though—always, according to Egil—they might do this without realizing.  
 
    He sighed. He now understood he had developed the Fast Shot skill precisely because of the feelings running through him as he tried to generate the skill—feelings of hate toward Asuris and feelings of revenge. Strong feelings, so strong they had caused the skill to occur. 
 
    He wondered how he might use this knowledge to improve his skill. He thought about it for a long while and came up with a strategy to do so. He was not as good as Egil making plans but he was not altogether useless so he might still make it. 
 
    He concentrated and tried again. The same rehearsed movement, the same invocation of his skill, only this time he added the missing ingredient. He thought of Asuris, of what that traitor had done to him; in all certainty that would make the feeling of hate appear in him with all its power and the skill would finally activate. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    “Wow…” he muttered. He had not been expecting that. Why did he not feel the deep hatred, the rage and fury he had expected when he thought of Asuris? It took him a long while to realize what was happening. He had already meted out justice. His mother had been avenged and the traitor had died. He no longer felt hate, or at least not as intensely as he had in the past; all he felt now was a void inside him where there had previously been hate for the vile creature. 
 
    He snorted. If he no longer felt hate for the dead traitor, what could he use that was similarly strong within him? He was not a spiteful person and did not hate anyone that way. He could not seem to find a solution—without hate and rage he would not manage to invoke the skill.  
 
    He went on thinking as he watched Ona and Camu running around a huge rock. Camu was trying to catch his sister but she was considerably faster. The good panther, aware of this, did not run as fast as she could and so created the illusion that Camu might get her. Lasgol smiled. Ona took care of her brother and did not want to hurt his feelings. The panther’s behavior gave Lasgol an idea. He no longer felt hate for Asuris, but he might be able to pretend, like Ona pretended that Camu had some chance of catching up with her when he really had none. 
 
    He concentrated again and pretended to feel the hate and rage he had felt when he killed Asuris. He recreated the feelings while he went through the motions of nocking the arrow and pulling the string back. He aimed at the tree, waiting for the skill to activate. His inner pool rippled and he consumed some energy, more than the previous occasions. 
 
    Lasgol thought he had it. 
 
    But the summons failed and the green flash did not come. 
 
    “Almost…” he said to encourage himself. 
 
    He had been on the brink of getting it. He thought again. He had to find the way. He was not as stubborn as Camu, but for this he would have to be. He was going to keep trying, over and over, just like Camu never admitting he was wrong. Stubbornness was not a particularly good quality, but now it was time to use it and hope it would help. 
 
    He tried again. But this time instead of simulating the hate he had felt facing Asuris, he concentrated on the feelings he still linked to that event. He did not feel hate against Asuris but he did feel it for the situation Asuris had left him in—for the loss suffered, for having been robbed of his mother, of time with her, the experiences they would never live together, the feelings and events that would never happen beside her, the love they would not share. That did awaken rage and fury, because he had been deprived of the love of his mother. 
 
    Rage ran throughout his body and entered his soul, and Lasgol knew it was time. He called upon his skill, went through the rehearsed motions, and this time a part of his inner energy become consumed but not wasted. There was a green flash and then three arrows shot out at tremendous speed, one after the other with barely an instant in between. The arrows buried themselves exactly where he wanted them, right in the middle of the tree trunk. 
 
    “I did it!” he cried victoriously, punching the air. 
 
    Fearing it might have been sheer luck, he repeated the shot. He concentrated, sought for the rage deep in his heart, and called upon the Fast Shot skill. Three arrows shot out one after the other while the green flash ran through his arm and bow. The arrows hit practically the same spot on the tree. He went up to look at the arrows; they were identical and had hit almost the same spot. 
 
    He looked at them from different angles. Were the three arrows real, or was it only the first one and the other two had been created by the magic skill? He pulled out the first one and studied it. It was undoubtedly one of his. He found it curious. Then he pulled out the other two and felt them, checking. They were also real and his own. He pulled out the rest he had shot in his failed attempts and added them all, then checked how many he still had in his quiver; they were all there. So the second and third arrows the skill used were also real and his. 
 
    “That’s really curious…” Lasgol could not remember nocking the second and third arrows. Perhaps his movements were so fast he did not even realize he had made them. He shrugged—it had to be that. He would have to use this new skill in front of Egil or Astrid and ask them how he nocked and released the two additional arrows. 
 
    He went back to where he had been shooting from and decided to experiment further. There were few things he liked more than finding out the details of a newly developed skill. He felt as if the Ice Gods had given him an amazing gift and it was time to play with it, like a little boy with a new toy. And considering that he did not often feel like this, always being in one mess or another, he was grateful for the chance to enjoy the moment. 
 
    First he wanted to test whether the skill would work with only one arrow in the quiver. He took all the others out and left them on the ground a few paces away, far enough for the skill not to use them; or that was what he calculated, because he had no idea of the skill’s range or whether he would be able to pick up the arrows from the ground. He would have to perform multiple tests to find out. The first one was easy; with only one arrow in his quiver the skill failed. It started to activate but did not finish. Egil was going to be fascinated. 
 
    The second thing Lasgol found out after several tests was that the arrows had to be in the quiver. If they were right beside him or in his belt it did not work either. Only when the three arrows were in the quiver did the skill work. Lasgol found these limitations significant. They seemed to emulate the true functionality of the archer, only with a much faster release time. He wondered whether he would be able to create another skill that was not so limited by the archer’s skill level. Probably not. Magic seemed to imitate life, at least in his case. 
 
    Another thing he tried, and about which he had lots of expectations was using the Fast Shot skill not on a single target, but on several, three to be specific. He moved until he was between three firs at similar distances from each other. He looked at them carefully and decided where he wanted each arrow to hit. To keep things simple he chose the same spot, give or take, on each of the tree trunks. 
 
    He prepared, visualizing in his mind where he wanted each arrow to land, and concentrated. He sought for his rage and found it, but it took him a while, which he assumed would be a problem. He could not stop to search for his feelings to use in a battle; it would take too long, and at a time of need and urgency it would be useless. He concentrated, ignoring his worries until later, and called upon his skill. The three arrows shot out one after the other at such tremendous speed that he did not even have time to blink. He felt as if his hand had slightly moved his bow, but it had been so swift that he had not been aware.  
 
    He checked to see whether he had hit his targets with any of the arrows. Everything had happened so incredibly fast that he had not had time to notice. He went over to check and found the first arrow right on target. The second one had taken off a piece of bark as it skimmed the right side of the tree and the third one had missed completely. 
 
    He tried again several times to calibrate the shots better and see if he hit all his targets. But the results did not improve. The first arrow was always true but the next two missed. And this was not his only problem. He found that every time it took longer to call upon his skill. The last two tries he had not even managed to invoke the skill, so he decided to rest. He was exhausted. Not physically, but emotionally. So much hate and rage had left him with a big void in his chest. 
 
    He snorted. He would have to work hard to improve this skill and achieve his goal. First and foremost was to reduce the time and effort needed to call upon it. Second, he wanted to hit three different targets. He sighed—the skill would improve with tenacity and work. It was a skill that would help him in times of danger and he wanted to develop it. 
 
    He turned to see where Camu and Ona were and saw Camu shining with strong silver flashes, using his great silver wings, moving them up and down to ascend. He was almost level with the head of the Wiseman’s Rock. 
 
    What on earth are you doing! Get down at once! Lasgol transmitted with disbelief. 
 
    Ona faster, but I fly. 
 
    Don’t use your flying skill without warning. Someone’s going to see you! 
 
    No one here. 
 
    Ona whimpered from the base of the rock. 
 
    Not right here, but if you soar you’ll be seen from a league away! 
 
    I not see anyone. 
 
    That doesn’t mean someone might not see you! Come down! 
 
    I come down. 
 
    Careful! 
 
    Camu tried to descend as gently as he could but, as Lasgol feared, he dropped down and was left on his back with his legs in the air. 
 
    Ona went over to Camu and licked his face amid whimpers. 
 
    Sore loser, Lasgol accused him. 
 
    I lose well, Ona win bad. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    You know what? Serves you right. I hope your behind hurts for a week. 
 
    One week not, three days sure. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He knew Camu had not learned his lesson. He would need a few more bumps before he did. Lasgol let it go because he did not want to argue. They headed to the Lair. It had been an interesting day and he had a lot to tell Egil; yes, it had been a very interesting day. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day was dawning, and some light filtered timidly into the Lair. Egil was getting dressed to face the day with spirit and a little concern. 
 
    “There’s still one thing we haven’t talked about in depth yet,” he said thoughtfully as he watched Camu resting peacefully on the floor of the Cave of Spring. 
 
    “Today is our day off, Egil, let’s not get into any trouble…” Gerd said, lying on his bunk bed, looking like he was enjoying the well-deserved rest. 
 
    “Yeah, we need to rest. My head’s about to explode. It feels like a war drum,” said Nilsa, who was also resting in her bunk and was massaging her temples with her fingers. 
 
    “I said nothing about getting us into trouble, I only wanted to go over one subject more thoroughly,” Egil said defensively, spreading his arms. 
 
    “It sounds like every time you get us into trouble. Let’s study this, investigate that, and then we end up with an outrageous plan to get out of the situation you’ve put us in,” Gerd said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have said it any better,” Nilsa nodded. “That tone of yours of ‘let’s investigate something’ always ends in a bigger mess and we have to get out of it fast because our lives are at risk.” 
 
    “Wow… you’re not very receptive today…” 
 
    “We’re receptive to resting, or rather not doing anything,” Gerd said, stretching his strong arms while he yawned with eyes both drowsy and sore. 
 
    “And most of all, to not getting involved in any complicated situations,” Nilsa added, wagging her finger at Egil. 
 
    “I fully understand your reluctance… I’m not going to say that we haven’t gotten ourselves in a couple of situations that accidentally became complicated… or following a hunch or even a search… Yeah, I think you’re right,” Egil had to admit. 
 
    “We’re already burnt out from previous experiences, and this training has our brains fried,” Gerd said, apologetically. 
 
    “I can’t even think,” Nilsa said, shaking her head hard as if she wanted to empty it completely. An instant later she made a grimace of pain; shaking her head had not been a good idea. 
 
    “I can see that the three of us are a little bit upset by the training. I must admit my head is feeling it too,” Egil said. 
 
    “But of course! With all you carry in there it has to affect you more than us,” said Gerd with a warm smile. 
 
    “Oh yes, indeed. You must have the equivalent of five heads inside yours,” Nilsa joined in with a giggle. 
 
    “I doubt there’s room for so many,” Egil replied, putting his hands to his head as if he were measuring it. “You exaggerate.” 
 
    “Perhaps they’re all squashed on top of each other so they fit,” Gerd suggested jokingly. 
 
    “Oh, I can visualize that!” Nilsa said with a guffaw. 
 
    The three laughed, and just like that the good mood was restored. 
 
    Camu and Ona were staring at Egil with something akin to amusement. 
 
    “Let’s wait for the rest to return from practice and we’ll talk about whatever you want with all of us here,” said Gerd. “They’re having morning practice, so they’ll be back in the afternoon.” 
 
    “I don’t know why they vary the training from morning and afternoon and vice-versa,” said Nilsa, “it only messes with us and our minds—it doesn’t help at all.” 
 
    “I agree with you. I preferred it when we only had morning or afternoon practice. Any day now we’ll be having night practice. And then I’m sure my head will burst once and for all,” said Gerd. 
 
    Egil nodded. “It’s just a guess, but I think they might be experimenting to see when the training is more effective and whether combining them improves results. We should always keep that under consideration, given that as they train us they are validating the Higher Training System and the goals we reach. They’re measuring the performance, the risk, and the cost, among other things; of this I’m certain. Both Galdason and Enduald, as well as the four Elders, are constantly sharing information with Sigrid. Everything they find out will be used to optimize the training.” 
 
    “That makes me feel a little strange, as if they were toying with me,” Gerd said, turning in his bunk. 
 
    “I’d say experimenting rather than toying,” Nilsa said, “which doesn’t make me feel any better.” 
 
    “We can either take it the wrong way or turn it around,” said Egil. “Look at it this way: whatever they learn from this first attempt with us as subjects, they’ll use to improve the system. It’ll benefit future Specialists trained with the new system.” 
 
    “Oh you’re always so optimistic and generous,” Gerd told him. “I only know they make me sick and my head hurts.” 
 
    “We’re a little less altruistic,” Nilsa admitted. “We’re worried about our heads.  I have the feeling it’s going to melt any moment, like dry cheese in a pot over the fire.” 
 
    Gerd’s stomach groaned. 
 
    “Now you’ve made me hungry,” he accused Nilsa. 
 
    “You haven’t even left your bunk yet! How can you be hungry already?” 
 
    “My stomach’s a mystery,” Gerd laughed. “You only need to mention food and it roars like a hungry lion.” 
 
    “You can’t be hungry, you haven’t done anything yet!” Nilsa told him, waving her hands. 
 
    “Not my fault. I’m just that way. It’s because of my size. I need to eat a lot more than you do ‘cause you’re all sinewy and very thin.” 
 
    “I don’t buy that excuse, I know you too well. You could eat a whole boar.” 
 
    Egil laughed and Gerd had to admit that the redhead was quite right. 
 
    “Say rather that I could eat a whole anything!” Gerd replied, guiltily. 
 
    They all laughed and laughter, the best of cures, made their physical and mental headaches vanish momentarily. 
 
    “Fine,” Egil said resignedly. He went over to Camu and sat down beside him, stroking his crested head. 
 
    Camu wagged his long tail and rubbed his head against Egil’s body, like Ona did to show she was content or as a display of affection. The panther came over and joined in the petting. 
 
    They heard some lagging contenders running out of the cave. 
 
    “Those are going to get what for,” Egil commented to Camu and Ona, who were enjoying the stroking. 
 
    Nilsa got dressed and started doing some stretching exercises to prepare her body. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get up?” she asked Gerd accusingly. 
 
    The giant was still in his bed, all comfortable. 
 
    “I’ve no intention of moving unless it’s to go and eat something. Today is our rest day, and that’s exactly what I plan to do—rest.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think you’ll be here for long. As soon as you catch a whiff of meat roasting over a slow fire you’ll crawl down to its origin drooling.” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s very likely,” Gerd nodded unabashedly. 
 
    Nilsa went over to look at the contenders from behind the screen. 
 
    “You know there are rumors about Camu, don’t you?” Nilsa said as she exercised in front of the bunk beds. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gerd asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “The contenders. They know we have a Creature of the Ice here with us,” she said with a nod toward the bunks of the contenders on the other side of the screen and the cave. 
 
    Egil bowed his head. 
 
    “Secrets like Camu are hard to keep. Those screens stop their vision but not completely. There are cracks they can glimpse through. Besides, we’re not exactly the most discrete people in Tremia. That’s one of the snags of feeling safe. You relax…” 
 
    “Well, we have relaxed, because I’ve heard them whispering among themselves, pointing here and mentioning the creature.” 
 
    “Is it a guess, or are they sure?” Gerd asked 
 
    “For now it’s a guess, but sooner or later they’ll see him fully and it’ll be a certainty,” she replied. “I’ve asked a couple groups what they were whispering about and they never admitted it, but I’m sure they were talking about Camu.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Gerd asked her. 
 
    “Because I also spy on them, and I’ve heard them say the words ‘Creature of the Ice.’” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how they’ve decided that we have a Creature of the Ice with us,” Gerd said, scratching his head. 
 
    Egil looked at him. “Irrefutable, my dear friend. If they’ve seen part of a strange creature and, knowing as they do that we’ve just returned from the Frozen Continent, they’ll guess that we’ve brought a creature from there back with us. They’re intelligent Rangers, some with a lot of experience.” 
 
    “Why is it when you reason things out, everything suddenly makes all the sense in the world?” Gerd said with a comical face. 
 
    “Because he’s intelligent and reasons well?” Nilsa replied with a giggle as she went on stretching her muscles. 
 
    “Must be that” Gerd chuckled. 
 
    Egil smiled. “Ah, not so much, it’s just pure logic.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re so smart, my dear friend, see if you can find some way to ease the headache the training gives me,” Gerd told him. 
 
    “That’s a good idea! Couldn’t you prepare something for us?” Nilsa asked him. “These migraines are most unpleasant.” 
 
    “I don’t have enough knowledge of healing yet to prepare a potion or beverage that will alleviate this type of headache, which is quite specific. Besides, it wouldn’t be a good idea to give you anything that might interfere with the training and the side effects we have to describe to Sigrid so she can study them. In any case, I’ll think about it and ask Annika for advice, see if it’s possible to make a tonic we can have after practice to eliminate these intense headaches.” 
 
    “Yes, please do, because this ache I can’t get rid of is driving me crazy,” Nilsa moaned. 
 
    “I’m thinking of plunging my head in a cold lake to see if it goes away.” Gerd said. 
 
    “I doubt that would work.” Egil smiled. “But you can try and see whether or not I’m wrong.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Nilsa joked. 
 
    “I’d better not do anything and simply stay lying here. I also thought of banging my head with a war hammer—that would certainly fix it.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed heartily. 
 
    “Don’t be such a brute,” Egil chided Gerd. “We must always protect the mind, it’s the most precious and delicate thing we have.” 
 
    “Delicate? Not in my case. And precious, even less so,” Gerd replied. 
 
    “You underestimate yourself, my dear friend.” 
 
    “You love me too much,” Gerd chuckled, gratefully. 
 
    The three friends continued to rest, and just as Nilsa had said, as soon as they got a whiff of food, Gerd jumped down from his bunk with his stomach rumbling.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the evening, Ingrid, Astrid, Viggo, and Lasgol had finished their practice and were on their way back to the Spring Cave to rest.  
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve been lazing around the whole day,” said Viggo, dropping on his bunk like a heavy log. 
 
    “Resting, not lazing,” Gerd corrected him with a wide smile. There were traces of fat on his face from the stew he had been eating a moment before. 
 
    “Body and mind need to rest every now and then,” Ingrid said to Nilsa, who was polishing her composite bow and gave her a complicit wink. 
 
    “It was good for me to be able to do so; my headache’s practically gone,” Nilsa smiled. 
 
    “Lucky you. I have a migraine the size of a house. It’s as if an iceberg had surged right in the center of my mind,” Astrid said with her hands to her forehead and a grimace of pain. 
 
    Lasgol came to her side and hugged her. 
 
    “It’ll soon go away; it’s the aftereffect of the intense training.” 
 
    “How was practice today?” Egil asked with interest. He asked this every day; he needed to understand how the training was going with his friends. He took out his notebook and got ready to write down whatever they told him. He did this in as much detail as he could elicit from his companions. It was important for Egil to have everything written down to later study it thoroughly and reach valid, usable conclusions. 
 
    “Oh, it was most charming,” Viggo said with sarcasm. “We’ve been picking daisies all day in beautiful blooming fields. That’s why Astrid has that tremendous migraine, from seeing and smelling so many flowers. It was torture.” 
 
    Gerd and Nilsa stared at Viggo, trying to decide whether he was serious or joking. With him it was sometimes hard to tell, since sarcasm was innate to him. 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” Egil said with a smile that showed he did not believe a word of what Viggo had said. 
 
    “Except for the treacherous stabbing and the bleeding deaths we’ve been suffering over and over in the middle of the blasted daisy field,” Viggo complained bitterly. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Egil nodded. 
 
    “Why do you have to ask every day?” Viggo moaned. “Don’t you have enough with your own experiences?” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Honestly, my individual experiences aren’t enough to evaluate the Higher Training System. I need the experiences of all of us,” he said with a wave that enfolded them all, “to fully evaluate it. Although similar, our experiences vary, and it’s in those variations that the key lies to understanding the system and the achievements that can be reached. As well as the dangers they imply, of course.” 
 
    “And why do you want to evaluate it?” Ingrid asked from her bunk where she was sitting, holding her head in her hands. “Don’t you trust the leaders of the Shelter? I’m sure they’re also evaluating our progress and how the system’s working.” 
 
    “Yes, they are, of course. And yes, I do trust them, but…”  
 
    “There’s always a ‘but’ with you,” Viggo interrupted him. 
 
    Egil smiled at Viggo and went on. “…but their conclusions might be different from mine. Different minds analyzing the same problem might reach different conclusions.” 
 
    “I love it when you get analytic,” Astrid said with a wink. 
 
    Egil blushed a bit. “I want to make sure I do a good analysis and study of the Program and reach the right conclusions. And those might be different from Sigrid’s.” 
 
    “I’ve always heard that the best conclusions are the ones you reach yourself,” Gerd said with a shrug. 
 
    “Irrefutable, my dear friend, irrefutable.” 
 
    “What is it specifically that you want to analyze?” Nilsa asked him, tilting her head. “I mean, what is it you’re more interested in?” 
 
    Egil nodded, thoughtful. “There are really two things that I want to evaluate. First: how much we progress and whether we’ll be able to obtain the Specialties or not. Second, and most worrying, the effect of the training on us.” 
 
    “You mean the side effects?” Lasgol said to be clear. 
 
    “Yeah, both positive and negative. I’ve already checked the positive effects of the Improved Training Nilsa, Gerd, and I went through. So far I haven’t noticed any negative side effects. Now I want to do the same with the Higher Training.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll all be positive effects,” Ingrid said with optimism, although she was also rubbing her forehead as if it were aching. 
 
    “You shouldn’t believe everything Sigrid and the Elders tell you…” Viggo advised her, and his tone showed concern for her. “You’re too trusting. Well, rather, you trust your superiors too much. You shouldn’t.” 
 
    “You must trust someone or something, or else you risk becoming an island in the midst of a rough sea,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    Viggo was left wondering, trying to understand the simile. 
 
    “Suspecting everything isn’t healthy either,” Lasgol told Viggo. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s healthy. In fact, I’m convinced I’ll live a lot longer than you, a trusting weirdo.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “Your own mistrust will rob you years of life and turn you into an embittered old man no one wants to be with.” 
 
    “Well, what do you know, I like the sound of that,” Viggo replied. Then he looked at Ingrid, who raised her eyebrows in a look that said, “you sure of that?” “Except that I won’t be alone. I’ll be in very good company,” he said, beaming at Ingrid. 
 
    Nilsa looked at them in disbelief. 
 
    “I agree with Lasgol on this—you’re going to end up alone, besides rotting from within with all your suspicions, mistrusts, and general bad character.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Viggo said, making a face. 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual,” she snapped back. 
 
    Egil intervened, trying to change the subject and focus on what troubled him. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here, we should talk about an important issue we’ve been deliberately ignoring.” 
 
    “How handsome and irresistible I am?” Viggo asked, puffing up and beaming. 
 
    “And a numskull!” Ingrid added. 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “But also handsome and irresistible.” 
 
    Ingrid shook her head and snorted. 
 
    “Shut up and let Egil speak.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ingrid. You see, I mean the matter of how Camu arrived here from the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    The creature, who was snoozing on the floor, raised his head at the mention of his name and stared at Egil intently. 
 
    “He used the White Pearl, didn’t he?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That’s right, and it’s terribly significant,” Egil said. 
 
    “Why is it so important?” Gerd asked. “Magic did it, right?” 
 
    “Better let it be,” Nilsa suggested. “You know that if we lunge into investigating magic nothing good will come of it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand the importance or the ramifications of Camu traveling from the Serenity Valley to the Lair. They’re huge!” Egil said, raising his arms and looking shocked. 
 
    “You mean that the White Pearl is really a portal?” Astrid asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean,” Egil nodded. “It’s a fascinating fact. A portal has never been discovered as such in Tremia. I mean a physical one in good state. There’s knowledge of their existence, or rather theories about their existence, from past events and stories that are found in our mythology but one had never been found. At least one that’s intact and works. There are several places in Tremia where there’s believed to have been portals, and some partial ruins can still be seen. But it’s never been possible to establish that they were the real thing. Scholars and erudites have studied them in depth but have been unable to prove anything.” 
 
    “Then why did they believe they were?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Because, according to legend, magi and creatures of great power used them to move from one point in the continent to another. There are songs, tales, and fables that speak of this, as old as humankind has been on Tremia. And what’s even more curious, the stories are found in different cultures and parts of the continent—from the far east, in Irinel for instance; to the west, in Rogdon; and the scorching deserts of the south where the Nocean Empire rules. Here in the north is where there’s little note of this portal concept, but something has seeped into our mythology. And apart from that, ruins and remains have been found that are supposed to have once been portals and still hold some trace of magic. And it’s not your usual magic either; it’s different from what we know nowadays, and that’s why people believe that unique magic is what the portals used.” 
 
    “It’s supposed, thought, believed… fables, mythology… it all sounds to me like fairy tales for kids,” Viggo said, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    “That’s why it’s so important!” Egil said excitedly. 
 
    “Ruins and remains with weird ancient magic, magi, creatures with power… I don’t like the sound of any of this,” Nilsa said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know what kind of creatures…” said Gerd, looking horrified at the thought. 
 
    “Don’t be so negative,” said Ingrid. “I don’t like this much either, since I guess there’s ancient power involved, but let’s give Egil a chance to explain. If it’s as important as he says it is, we’d better all understand it well.” 
 
    “Yeah, let him explain,” Astrid said. “I also think this discovery’s significant, and I want to know more and understand it,” she said, looking at Lasgol, who nodded at her in agreement. 
 
    “Thanks, Ingrid, Astrid,” Egil said with light bows of appreciation. “It’s an unparalleled discovery, if it’s confirmed, of course. We find ourselves before something that until now has only been a legend, an outrageous theory of scholars and erudites. It would imply there’s magic, and objects of power: the portals themselves, which allow creatures to travel between two points in Tremia, something we mortals only dreamed might become real.” 
 
    “When you say creatures, does that include us humans or only a creature like Camu?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “In principal, creatures with power, like Camu. But it might be that other creatures with power, such as yourself, might be able to use the portal as well,” Egil said, looking at Lasgol. 
 
    “Oh yeah… just what we needed, the weirdo making portals,” Viggo moaned. “What a mess this might turn out to be.” 
 
    “You don’t say ‘making portals,’ the correct term is ‘opening’ and ‘closing’ a portal as if it were a door,” Egil explained. 
 
    “A door which we’d best leave shut, to avoid what might come out of it,” Gerd said, looking scared. “Who knows what might be on the other side of that door.” 
 
    “Or where that door might send you. It’s magic, don’t forget that,” Nilsa pointed out, shaking her head and hugging herself with her arms. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the power thing. Could Lasgol open the Pearl’s portal with his Gift?” Astrid asked with a troubled look. 
 
    “I can’t. My Talent doesn’t work that way, that’s more for a mage,” Lasgol shrugged. “Well, at least that’s what I’d say.” 
 
    “We don’t know, and that’s exactly the fascination of it. Imagine, if he could… it would be fantastic!” Egil cried, excited. 
 
    “It would be a disaster,” said Viggo. “More problems, as if we didn’t have enough already…” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Ingrid said, raising her hands. “We don’t know how the portal works, if it is indeed a portal, or whether Lasgol or anyone with the Gift can use it. It might be only Camu.” 
 
    “Or dragons,” said Viggo. “And remember, there’s a frozen one at the entrance of the Shelter.” 
 
    “Don’t get started on your frozen dragon…” Ingrid said. 
 
    “There’s only one way to solve the mystery. We must investigate,” Egil said confidently. “We have to go to the White Pearl and experiment.” 
 
    “You want to study the White Pearl with Camu?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “And with you. We must learn everything we can about the Pearl, portals, their magic, and how they work. It’ll be a spectacular discovery!” 
 
    “I understand you’ll want to do this in secret,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, better not involve Sigrid and the rest until we know how it affects Camu,” Lasgol said. We’d have to supply countless explanations about him which I’d rather not do right now.” 
 
    “We should be prudent about this, yes,” Egil said. “It’s something of great significance and it might even be considered of interest to King Thoran.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Gerd. 
 
    “If a portal can be opened from the Frozen Continent to Norghana and an army can come through, Thoran will want to know at once,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Irrefutable, my dear friend, irrefutable.” 
 
    “Well then, it’d better not be possible, or else we’ll be in trouble with King Thoran and his people again, and you know what fun we have when that happens,” said Viggo acidly. 
 
    “Let’s find out first and then we’ll decide what to do with whatever we discover. Let’s be discrete,” Egil said. 
 
    They all nodded, some less enthusiastically than others. Lasgol looked at Camu, who was listening quietly. It surprised him that the lively creature had not intervened in the conversation or sent him any message. That was not a good sign. 
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    It was late at night when they executed their “taking of the Pearl” plan. Viggo had named it such to make it more thrilling, but they were in no way going to take or assault it. What they intended with this nocturnal excursion was to investigate the Pearl in relation to Camu and the portal. Viggo had insisted that an Assassin of his category needed missions parallel with his reputation and that “nocturnal investigation at the Pearl,” as Egil had called the plan, was not up to his expectations. So, in order not to argue with his delusions of grandeur, they had ended up calling the plan according to his wishes. 
 
    The first to leave the Lair were Camu and Ona. Their mission was to track the area and make sure no one was near that might discover the group once they got there. They did so by using Camu’s skill for camouflage; they both became invisible to curious eyes and set out to check the entire outer perimeter of the Lair. They set out much earlier than the rest of the group so they would have plenty of time to comb the area. No one wanted to meet any Elders returning to the Lair late after some tasks outside. 
 
    When Camu and Ona had been out scouting for a sufficient amount of time, the group got ready. They went out unobtrusively to gather by the White Pearl. They went in pairs to make less noise and to give some plausible explanation if they were stopped. They had thought up a few excuses in case they accidentally came across any of the Elders, Enduald, Galdason, or especially Loke. The Masig Specialist worried them most, since he usually wandered all over the Shelter at his leisure and one never knew where he was or what he was doing—least of all why he was doing it. 
 
    Astrid’s and Lasgol’s excuse was the most credible; they were sneaking away in the middle of the night to enjoy a bit of romantic privacy. Being surrounded by comrades and Elders all day and spending each night in their bunk beds in the Cave of Spring was not exactly conducive to romance. Viggo had chosen the same excuse for himself and Ingrid. The blonde group leader had flatly refused, but since they all thought it the best excuse, she had finally accepted it. Viggo noticed that she had yielded quite easily when she would never have given in before. He was making his way to Ingrid’s heart, and this motivated him more than anything in the world. He was so happy he could not stop smiling. 
 
    The rest of their excuses were more or less credible; Egil was coming outside to study because he could not sleep and the atmosphere inside was oppressive. Gerd was coming out for some food because the rations he was given left him starving, and this excuse was quite true after all. Nilsa’s was the feeblest—she was going for a stroll to calm her nerves for the training the next day; of course, being as restless as she was, the excuse might be credible. 
 
    “Did you meet any of the Elders?” Ingrid asked the others once they were all beside the White Pearl. 
 
    They all shook their heads as they looked at one another. 
 
    “Has anyone followed us?” Egil asked. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo, who had remained a little behind to check, shook their heads. 
 
    “All clear,” Astrid confirmed. 
 
    “I thought some of the contenders might have come after us,” Egil told them. “Curiosity is an important motivation, particularly for young Rangers.” 
 
    “Not as much as tiredness,” Astrid replied. “They’re exhausted from the training; they can barely stand.” 
 
    “I doubt they have the strength to follow us. They need all the rest they can get,” Viggo joined in. “If you look at their faces it seems they haven’t rested in two seasons. Wait…” he made a funny face, “it’s because they haven’t had a moment’s rest in two seasons. They’ve kept training without time to breathe. Or have you forgotten what it was like for us?” 
 
    “I remember,” said Lasgol, who had suffered a great deal during their time at the Shelter until they had obtained their Specialties. 
 
    “I’m more worried about Loke,” said Nilsa. “You never know where he is. You get distracted for a moment and he’s gone. Then, when you’re minding your own business, he appears out of thin air.” 
 
    “I’ve checked around the Pearl and haven’t found anything,” Lasgol said. “Ona and Camu have been tracking the surroundings carefully and haven’t seen anyone either.” 
 
    No one here, Camu messaged, already back with them and visible. 
 
    Ona chirped once affirmatively beside her brother. 
 
    “They say everything’s quiet in the area. I don’t think Loke’s around here,” Lasgol said, looking around. 
 
    “Let’s hope not…” Ingrid commented, wrinkling her nose and looking around in case she glimpsed anything. 
 
    At night and during this time of year she would not see much. Lasgol huddled in his Ranger’s winter cloak. It was beginning to get really cold, especially at night. 
 
    “Very well. The place seems quiet,” Egil said. “It’s time to understand how Camu got here.” 
 
    “If there’s no other choice…” Nilsa said, not at all pleased with the magic involved. 
 
    “We must understand how he did it and the power the Pearl has. It might be significant,” Egil explained in a tone of great admiration. “More than that, it could be something with transcendental implications for the whole kingdom.” 
 
    “When he starts going all grandiloquent with his theories, plans, and discoveries, I feel like punching his head,” Viggo said, punching the air instead. 
 
    “I’m going to hit you in the head with a war axe,” Ingrid said. “See if it gives you some common sense.” 
 
    “And I’ll help you,” Nilsa joined with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Don’t you understand the importance of the White Pearl? The fact that Camu came here straight from the Serenity Valley in the Frozen Continent?” Ingrid snapped in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course I see the importance. Egil’s already explained it; he used the Pearl as a portal. One moment he was there and the next he was here. It’s not that big of a deal,” Viggo said with a shrug as if what had happened were the most common thing in the world. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s not that big of a deal?” Ingrid burst out, waving her hands. “I don’t believe this!” she grunted in frustration. 
 
    Viggo tried to appease her with the look of someone who has never so much as broken a plate. 
 
    “Few things surprise me by now,” he said apologetically. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “My aunt told me the story of how the Ice Gods arrived thousands of years ago to check on the progress of human civilizations and their worth. The ancient Norghanians, seeing them so shiny and different from us, took them for invaders from distant lands and attacked them. The Gods defended themselves fiercely.  According to the stories, what the Gods found in the north did not please them, and they returned to their world the same way they had come.” 
 
    “See how it wasn’t such a big deal? Thousands of years ago the Gods were already using portals,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Oh sure, since we’ve found hundreds of portals and the Ice Gods have traveled to Tremia so many times…” Ingrid said with irony. 
 
     “According to our legends, the Ice Gods did visit us and traveled around Tremia using portals. I’ve heard this in the tower, at the capital. It’s part of Norghanian beliefs and it’s been collected in tomes of popular beliefs and mythology of Norghana.” Nilsa said scratching her temple. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s part of our culture,” Astrid said, nodding. “We’ve all heard songs, tales, and legends about them.” 
 
    “How many portals do we know about?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “None, as far as I know,” Astrid replied, looking at Egil for confirmation. 
 
    Egil nodded. “There’s no knowledge of any, at least not documented. And we also can’t assume that the Pearl is indeed a portal until we study it thoroughly. It’s only a theory we have about how Camu could have come here from the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “It could have been through magic, a very powerful spell,” Ingrid suggested. “That’s a possibility to consider.” 
 
    “Yeah, could be that…” Astrid nodded. 
 
    “If that was the case, who cast the spell? Asrael?” Gerd asked as he petted Ona. 
 
    “It’s a possibility. Him, with the help of the other Shaman Chiefs,” said Egil, and he remained thoughtful. “Although I find it difficult to believe. I don’t think they know this kind of magic. Their own magic is more related to ice and the mind, not to something physical like moving an object from one point of Tremia to another. I find it highly unlikely.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s something the Shamans of the Glaciers would be able to do,” Lasgol joined in. “Think of the power you need to have and how complicated it must be to have a creature physically travel from one place to another and still be alive.” 
 
    “The bug must know,” Viggo said, pointing his finger at Camu. 
 
    They all turned to look at him. 
 
    I come through Pearl, not know much. 
 
    Lasgol told them what Camu had messaged him. 
 
    “Through the Pearl? What does that mean?” Nilsa asked him, making a face. 
 
    Pearl powerful magic, 
 
    Lasgol reported Camu’s reply. 
 
    “If the Pearl has powerful magic and Camu has just confirmed it, maybe we’d better leave it and not meddle where we shouldn’t,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “I’m going to stay well away just in case,” Gerd said and took a few steps back. 
 
    “We need to understand how the Pearl works,” Egil insisted. “It could be something fantastic. We can’t let fear stop us now. The greatest discoveries and advances of humankind have been achieved by brave people who weren’t stopped by impediments and who conquered their fears.” 
 
    “But we can’t completely ignore the risks,” said Ingrid, folding her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Especially when things don’t usually work out for us…” Viggo said, looking at the Pearl. 
 
    “Let’s think of it as nothing but a great sphere made of marble or some other material which has some kind of power inside,” Astrid suggested, trying to make light of it.  
 
    Lasgol had the feeling that the sphere was a lot more than that, but he said nothing because the mood was not in favor of investigating the object. 
 
    “Let’s do something,” Lasgol suggested. “Everyone move back just in case. Camu, Egil, and I will stay by the Pearl.” 
 
    Ona moaned. 
 
    You stand back a little. Nothing will happen, it’s just precaution. 
 
    “I’m staying too,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Camu and Egil are the ones who need to be close. I have to be here so they can communicate. No one else needs to take the risk,” Lasgol said, glaring at her so she would step back. 
 
    Astrid shook her head. Lasgol insisted with a pleading gesture. 
 
    “Fine…” she said reluctantly. 
 
    They did as Lasgol asked and all moved back to a prudent distance. Astrid and Ona stood together, and by their looks it was clear they were not happy being separated from Lasgol and Camu. 
 
    “I think they’re far enough,” Lasgol said to Egil. 
 
    “Then we can continue our study,” he replied. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Camu, what did you do so the Pearl would bring you here?” Egil asked, laying his hand on the white surface of the pearl. 
 
    “You’d better not touch it, wise guy,” Viggo warned him. 
 
    Egil turned to Lasgol. “Is there live magic?” he asked just in case. 
 
    Lasgol could feel the power of the Pearl, but it was a dormant magic. He did not think it was active, although he was not certain. 
 
    “I don’t think there is right now…” he turned to Camu. 
 
    No active magic. 
 
    But it has power, doesn’t it? 
 
    Yes, has. 
 
    Lasgol explained to Egil and the others. 
 
    How did you use the Pearl? 
 
    I tell before. Pearl portal of dragons. 
 
    You traveled here from the Serenity Valley using the Pearl, right? 
 
    Yes, I travel. 
 
    Using your power, or that of the Pearl? 
 
    Using power Pearl. 
 
    But you can interact with the power of the Pearl, can’t you? 
 
    I can. 
 
    Then your power interacts with the power of the Pearl. 
 
    Yes, power with power. 
 
    Because the Pearl is a portal for dragons, Lasgol transmitted, trying to be very clear. 
 
    Yes, dragon Portal. 
 
    Lasgol relayed this. 
 
    “Well, I like this less and less. Not only is it a portal and uses magic, but it’s a portal for dragons,” Viggo said acidly. 
 
    Can only dragons use it? Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not know, Camu blinked hard. 
 
    And if the portal is open, can humans cross it or only dragons? 
 
    Not know. 
 
    Lasgol told the others. 
 
    “Pity Camu doesn’t know the answers. Those are good questions and we must find out,” Egil commented. “Let’s see how the portal activates. That’s going to be interesting.” 
 
    Can you interact with the portal? 
 
    Yes, Drokose teach. 
 
    Activate it, I mean. 
 
    Yes, open portal. 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Lasgol was relaying the conversation to the group. 
 
    Understood. Try, Camu. Let’s see how you interact with the Pearl. 
 
    I call Pearl. 
 
    Call? 
 
    My magic call magic of Pearl. 
 
    I see. Okay, go ahead. 
 
    Camu shut his bulging eyes and began to shine intensely silver. 
 
    “What’s the bug doing?” Viggo cried. 
 
    Lasgol explained. He was going to ask them whether they could see the flashes of Camu’s magic, but it was obvious they could. 
 
    “He could be more discrete,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “We’re alone. Take it easy,” Lasgol said. He used his Animal Presence skill to verify while Camu used his magic to communicate with the magic of the Pearl. He did not find anyone spying beyond the night predators and the quarries hiding from them. The range of his skill had broadened noticeably, so he was even more satisfied. 
 
    Camu’s silver flashes became almost spherical. They issued from his body, forming large bubbles which then came apart. They were all watching, fascinated at what was going on. The flashes continued, and suddenly the spheres, instead of expanding around the creature, became pulses. Camu directed them toward the White Pearl and they started tapping on its surface. 
 
    “Fascinating…” Egil said, his jaw dropping at the sight of the silver pulses leaving Camu’s body to hit the pearl. “He’s calling the Pearl with his magic. Fantastic!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what he seems to be doing,” Ingrid said, watching with her head tilted.  
 
    “Well there doesn’t seem to be anyone home,” Viggo commented with a frown. “That Pearl is stiller than still.”     
 
    “Give it some time,” Astrid said. 
 
    Camu went on sending communication pulses to the White Pearl. They hit the surface of the great sphere of white granite and died out. They did not seem to be having any effect. 
 
    Lasgol was watching the Pearl with all his attention, waiting for it to react somehow—with a flash, a return pulse, a sound, something. Unfortunately, that was not the case. He concentrated on trying to perceive the magic of the sphere (not his forte), but if he felt the hair at the back of his neck stand up it would be a positive sign. He stepped up to touch the sphere on the opposite side from where Camu’s pulses died out. He tried to pick up something for a while but felt nothing. He finally turned away from the arcane rock. 
 
    Camu, I don’t mean to interrupt, but it seems you’re getting nowhere. 
 
    Camu did not answer. He went on sending silver pulses, one after another. 
 
    “Are you managing to communicate, Camu?” Egil asked, realizing, like Lasgol, that the creature’s efforts were unsuccessful. 
 
    Camu did not reply and went on sending pulses, which crashed against the spherical rock. 
 
    Camu, is everything all right? Lasgol asked in case there was some problem. 
 
    Can’t, Camu messaged back. 
 
    You mean you can’t interact with the Pearl? 
 
    Here no. 
 
    Stop for a while. 
 
    I stop. 
 
    Camu stopped using his magic, and Lasgol explained what he had said. 
 
    “Rest for a while and then try again,” Egil told him. “It’s natural if you don’t get it the first time.” 
 
    “Yeah, rest and recover,” Astrid told him with a troubled look. 
 
    Ona let out a small moan. 
 
    They waited until Camu was ready to try again.  
 
    He tried for a long while, but all the silver pulses he sent died out against the Pearl without causing any reaction from the object which seemed to have no power. He finally stopped at Egil’s and Lasgol’s request. 
 
    Do you know what’s happening? Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not know. Camu messaged back, along with a feeling of great frustration. 
 
    Don’t you feel anything weird that will give us a clue about what might be going on? 
 
    No… not know. 
 
    “The bug can’t use the portal or whatever that bewitched granite sphere might be. He made it up,” Viggo said accusingly. 
 
    “Something must be wrong. Why would he make up something like that? There surely must be some impediment,” Ingrid defended him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Camu, we believe you. Don’t pay any attention to Viggo,” Astrid said reassuringly. 
 
    “If he can’t do anything, he shouldn’t force the situation,” said Nilsa, wrinkling her pretty nose. “We’d better leave it at that.” 
 
    “I feel bad for Camu, but perhaps it’s better to leave things as they are before something bad happens,” Gerd said. 
 
    I could before, Camu assured Lasgol. 
 
    Wouldn’t it be because you’re not a dragon? 
 
    I more than dragon. 
 
    Then you’re sure you can use the Pearl? 
 
    Drokose say. 
 
    And you’re sure the Pearl’s a portal? 
 
    Yes, sure. Portal of dragons. Drokose say. 
 
    Then there must be something that’s preventing you from opening the portal for some reason. 
 
    Camu shook his head, Not know. 
 
    Lasgol told his friends. 
 
    “We must analyze in detail the reason why Camu is unable to interact with the Pearl,” Egil said. “I’m fascinated and I have so many questions and possible explanations that my mind’s going at the speed of lightning trying to reason it all and find a solution.” 
 
    “Well, be careful and don’t go actually mad, you’re not that far away from it as it is,” Viggo told him. 
 
    “Your concern for my health melts my heart.” Egil smiled at him. “You’re a good friend.” 
 
    “You know I was being sarcastic, don’t you?” Viggo said. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Viggo smiled, “Very clever.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “I’d like to do another test, Lasgol. You try with your Gift. See if you manage to interact with the Pearl.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at the white sphere. 
 
    “I’ve touched it and it didn’t transmit anything,” he said. “I can feel its dormant energy, but that’s all.” 
 
    “Do as Camu did. Try to communicate with the Pearl using your magic,” Egil told him. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Fine, I’ll try.” 
 
    “Move back, the weirdo’s going to use his magic,” Viggo said, stepping back. Gerd and Nilsa followed suit. The others looked at Viggo reproachfully. 
 
    Lasgol ignored Viggo and placed his hands on the spherical surface. It was cold, smooth; he shut his eyes and concentrated. He sought his inner pool of energy. He found it calm, resting full of energy he could use to call upon his skills. He tried Aura Presence, selecting that skill more by elimination, since the rest of them did not apply to an object of power such as the sphere. He called upon the skill and a green flash ran through his head. He watched the sphere but could not feel anything. Lasgol pinned it to the fact that his skill was for sentient beings like humans, creatures, or animals, but not for a colossal spherical rock. 
 
    “Try to use your energy to reach the Pearl’s,” Egil suggested. 
 
    It was a good idea, since his skills were useless in the current situation. He concentrated on sending the energy from his inner pool, through his body, and out of his hands to the White Pearl. He could feel his energy surging from his pool and traveling through his chest to his arms and hands like a green jet. It went out of his hands and expanded around the surface of the great rock. Lasgol kept sending his energy, but he soon realized he could not penetrate the sphere. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Astrid asked right behind him in a worried tone. 
 
    “I can’t manage to penetrate the rock,” he replied. 
 
    “Can you feel the power of the Pearl in any way?” Egil asked him. 
 
    “No, I can’t. I should see it somehow—an aura, a flash of energy, something… but I don’t perceive anything. Although I know it’s in there. It’s as if it’s deep in the sphere’s core and I can’t get to it.” Lasgol went on trying to make his energy reach the sphere but could not. He finally removed his hands and shook his head. 
 
    “Well, we tried. Every important discovery wasn’t made the first day or without effort, that’s a law of Nature,” Egil explained. “We’ll have to keep trying until we make some progress,” he said, looking at Camu and Lasgol.  
 
    “I think we’ve raised enough attention for today,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Yup, it’ll be wiser to continue another time,” Egil agreed. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    They went back to the Lair to rest. Camu’s spirits were low; he was embarrassed, his head hanging, a little defeated. 
 
    Everything will be all right, Lasgol promised. He realized Camu was extremely disappointed by his failure. He would have to find the way to help his friend. It wasn’t going to be easy, though—nothing related to magic ever was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Autumn was coming to an end, and the Higher Training continued. Ingrid, Astrid, Lasgol, and Viggo were doing their best to succeed in the exercises and scenarios the Elders had prepared for them. They were becoming increasingly complicated and difficult, but the group had already been expecting that. They did all they could to overcome the hurdles they encountered. There was very little left for them to finish the Experience Stage, having been through each and every one of the specialties in the four Schools. This encouraged them, but the last scenario was turning out to be very difficult to complete. 
 
    On the other hand, Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil were still working to obtain one of the specialties they desired. Contrary to their comrades, who were a lot more advanced and were experiencing them all, they were still learning the basics of each specialty, dreaming of obtaining one. 
 
    Astrid snorted as she sat down on the bed to rest after dinner that evening. 
 
    “It’s done,” she announced. 
 
    “What’s done?” Nilsa asked her, bouncing to her feet to stand beside Astrid. 
 
    “I passed all the scenarios that Engla prepared for me. The last one was a nightmare, but I managed at last.” 
 
    “Congratulations!” said Ingrid, shaking her hand heartily. 
 
    “High time you did, I finished a long time ago, Engla had me reviewing until you finished,” Viggo told her proudly and with a tad of irony. “Clearly some people are better than others…” 
 
    “Indeed, some people are a lot better than others,” Ingrid said. She had passed her tests even before Viggo. 
 
    “Yeah, but only a day better,” Viggo said smugly. 
 
    “Yup, but it was a day before, so I’m the best,” she replied, staring into his eyes intensely to erase any doubt. 
 
    “Well… but being you, how was I going to beat you? It would’ve been rude on my part… Couldn’t do it, my precious blondie.” 
 
    “Ha! Come again? You wouldn’t have let me win for anything in the world. You don’t let anyone beat you at anything, and don’t try to pretend with your gallantries, no one’s buying them. And don’t call me blondie!” 
 
    “Precious, then?” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes and made a fist at him; Viggo threw her a kiss and disarmed her. Ingrid lowered her fist and snorted, but her eyes were shining. 
 
    Astrid smiled. The lovers’ spats of those two were always entertaining and helped them through extremely tough and exhausting moments. 
 
    “I’m not the only one who’s succeeded,” she said with a wink at Lasgol. 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I also made it today, at last! Gisli has been making things increasingly difficult for months with his Wildlife scenarios. Well… months in training… here… well, you know what I mean, it’s less time here but…” he trailed off, looking confused. The passing of time in the mind and in real time was so different that the group tended to be confused when they thought about it. 
 
    Ona came over to Lasgol and laid her paw on his arm; she could feel Lasgol’s confusion. 
 
    “Time mix-up?” Egil asked him. 
 
    “Yeah… well, you know… the training time flows at another pace out here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I’m measuring how much slower to check whether your mind strays more or less than the variable allowed.” 
 
    Lasgol continued explaining. “You see, I thought the training couldn’t get any worse, but I was wrong. The last one has been by far the worst—the Man Hunter scenario catching the White Fox. It was terribly hard for me. That bandit was extremely clever.” 
 
    “Did you catch him?” Ingrid asked with interest. 
 
    “Yes, finally, with a trap,” Lasgol said with a snort. 
 
    “Isn’t a Man Hunter supposed to catch the man and not wait for him to step into one of his traps?” Viggo asked sarcastically. 
 
    “That’s what I did, but passively. I waited for him to come for me and I prepared a well-hidden trap.” 
 
    “Intelligent,” Egil said, nodding. “Sometimes the best way to catch a tiger is to wait for the beast to come after you.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you go for it and you kill it. End of problem,” Viggo said confidently. 
 
    “Yeah, you go fighting tigers and you’ll see what lovely scars you get,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re worried for me.” 
 
    “I’m not. But you stay away from unnecessary risks or you’ll drag us all with you,” she replied. 
 
    “Yes you are,” Viggo smiled. 
 
    “This evening you have to pass my control test. You all have to pass it,” Egil warned them, interrupting Ingrid and Viggo. 
 
    “Oh no! Your test will surely be more boring and confusing,” Viggo said, making a face. 
 
    “It has to be like that to make sure the measurements and results of the test are correct,” Egil told him. 
 
    “See? I knew it!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “You’re not testing me today, my head’s killing me,” Nilsa moaned. 
 
    “All the more reason to do the control test. That headache might be worse than the one you usually experience, or different,” Egil insisted. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for it either…” Gerd said. “I’m exhausted from today’s practice and want to sleep the whole night. My back feels as if someone had given me a great beating.” 
 
    “That’s a new symptom,” Egil said. “I have to test you.” 
 
    “But…” Gerd began to protest. 
 
    “Listen to me, all of you,” Ingrid interrupted. “We’re going to let Egil test us whenever he thinks it’s necessary. That’s what we agreed on. No matter how much our heads ache, how beaten we are, or how disoriented we feel, we’re going to do it because that’s exactly why he has to test us. He needs to identify whether we’re still within the acceptable limits or if we’re straying.” 
 
    Egil smiled at her gratefully. 
 
    “I agree we should let Egil examine us,” Lasgol said. “We need to look after ourselves, we can’t expect others to do it for us,” he said, touching Enduald’s medallion. “I say this not because I don’t trust them, which isn’t the case, but because things can go wrong and the protection measures might not work as planned.” 
 
    “Or they might not be able to measure certain alterations to protect us from them, such as of the mind,” Egil said. “The Mother Specialist never said that the medallions and their surveillance were infallible. In fact, in life nothing is.” 
 
    “That’s for sure, and more so if the weirdo and the know-it-all are involved,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass,” Ingrid scolded him. 
 
    “You all know I’m right, and I’m all for adding the bug to the culprits.” 
 
    “Camu?” Lasgol said blankly. 
 
    “Yeah, that one,” he said, pointing his finger at the creature. 
 
    I do nothing, Camu protested from where he was; he had been lying on the floor the entire time. 
 
    “Don’t take it out on Camu,” Astrid said defensively. 
 
    “Sure, like his new skills aren’t going to get us into trouble. You’ll see. It’s as clear as a mountain spring to me.” 
 
    Don’t pay any attention to him, Lasgol transmitted to Camu to make him feel better. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen, we’ll be careful with his power,” Egil said. 
 
    “I think there’s some truth to what Viggo’s saying… especially about Camu’s new magic,” Nilsa joined the protest. “Something bad’s going to happen. It always does when there’s magic involved.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Ingrid. “It’s a matter of controlling it properly.” 
 
    “I’m in favor of not getting into magical messes,” Gerd said, raising his hand. 
 
    “We’re not going to get into any mess related to Camu’s magic,” Lasgol assured them. 
 
    “Yeah… sure…” muttered Viggo. But he said nothing else. 
 
    “Now, going back to the matter of the Higher Training,” Egil went on, “if the four of you have managed to overcome all the scenarios of your respective specializations, does that mean you’ve finished this Experience Stage?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ingrid confirmed, pleased. “The Mother Specialist told us today. We’ve finished this stage. They’re going to study the results, and in a few days, if everything’s right and their conclusions don’t say otherwise, we’ll begin the Expansion stage.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic!” Egil cried excitedly. “You’ll be able to learn specialties from other Specializations. It’s wonderful!” 
 
    “It’ll be a pain in the neck, that’s the best way to put it,” Viggo replied. “I don’t even know why we’d want to learn other Specializations,” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying! I’d give anything to learn from other Specializations. Just think of the amount of interesting things there are to learn!” said Egil. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll get there too,” Ingrid said. “And you two as well,” she told Nilsa and Gerd, pointing her finger at them. 
 
    “For now we’re just at a basic instruction stage which we’ll soon complete,” said Egil. 
 
    “Oh really? And why’s that?” Viggo asked, surprised. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist wants us to pass on to the Experience Stage as soon as possible,” Gerd said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think that’s fair!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “Why not?” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Because you don’t already have a Specialization, so you should train double!” 
 
    “That’s nice. What a good friend you are,” Nilsa said sarcastically. 
 
    “Aren’t I?” he smiled. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist explained that our Experience Stage will be more intense than yours,” Egil explained, “since it’s true we don’t have the knowledge you acquired during the year of specialization in the traditional training.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that… ‘more intense’,” Astrid said, worried. “Won’t it be too much? Be careful.” 
 
    “It’ll be more intense inasmuch as we have more to learn, and for that they’ve prepared intense theory sessions. What they’re really going to do is give us more theory classes, taking advantage of the fact that time flows slower in our minds, giving the Elders more ‘time’ to teach us the theory.” 
 
    “That sounds really boring,” Viggo said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too pleasant, really,” Ingrid had to admit. “I prefer practical classes. The new scenarios they’ve created are sensational, awesome. You learn ten times more than with the traditional system, or at least that was the feeling I got. I might be wrong, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “It’s likely. They’ve been designed for exactly that,” Egil said, staring at the ceiling in thought. “The scenarios we’ll be facing, once we’ve passed the theory lessons, will be the same you’ve been through though.” 
 
    “Well, you can start preparing now, because it’s going to be lots of fun,” Viggo said with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now. How’s everything going so far? You’re the newbies and we want to know,” Astrid asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I’m delighted,” Nilsa said at once. “Ivar is a magnificent Elder Specialist. He’s a little stern, but he’s a great teacher. He’s explained to me the basics of the various Archery Specializations and I’m enjoying every moment. The truth is, I really like it. If it weren’t for the headaches and the use of magic to train us in our minds, I’d be thrilled. But I guess you can’t have everything in life,” she said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “I understand from what you just said that so far everything’s been theory?” Astrid was interested. 
 
    “So far, almost everything. The explanations with bows—for instance, of the Elemental Archer and the Forest Sniper—were with real bows which the Elder let me use. But I haven’t practiced much with them yet. He only taught me the basic knowledge I need to use them. It’s all in here now,” Nilsa said, tapping her head. 
 
    “What comes next?” Ingrid asked her. 
 
    “Well, I’ve already seen Infallible Marksman, besides the two I already mentioned, so now come the ones I’m more interested in: Archer of the Wind, Natural Marksman, and my favorite, Mage Hunter.” 
 
    “You’re going to be very busy,” Ingrid said, nodding. “Listen well to what Elder Ivar says—the theory is almost more important than the practice, although I prefer the practice.” 
 
    “It is?” Nilsa asked, surprised. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Ingrid said, nodding. “Practice improves with more practice. You either have knowledge or you don’t, and if you don’t have it you won’t obtain the specialty.” 
 
    Nilsa considered this and nodded. 
 
    “Mmmm, but I’m longing to move on to the practical part.” 
 
    “You’ll get there. Repetition and more repetition to achieve perfection,” Ingrid said with a wink. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that. I’ll repeat till I die.” 
 
    “Don’t work yourself to death—you’re capable of that, you’re so intense,” Viggo told her, laughing. 
 
    “It’s only a saying,” she replied and made a face at him. 
 
    “How about you, Gerd?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Like Nilsa. With the theory, Gisli has already explained Beast Whisperer, Tireless Tracker, and Tireless Explorer.” 
 
    “Then you still have Man Hunter and Beast Master,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “That’s right. The one which concerns me most is Beast Master.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You have to study a lot of tomes about wildlife, all kinds of animals. And with my head already hurting as it is, I think it’ll explode!” 
 
    “Well then, warn us so we can run for cover, because with that big head of yours there could be casualties,” Viggo said mockingly. 
 
    Gerd made a face at him. “Better to have a big head than have one the size of an olive stone.” 
 
    “A plum stone, and proud of it,” Viggo replied smugly. 
 
    “I’m convinced there’s nothing in there,” Nilsa said, pointing at his head. 
 
    “I think the training takes place in Engla’s head instead of his, because there’s room for nothing up there,” said Gerd, also gesturing at Viggo. 
 
    “That’s a good one!” Ingrid said, laughing. 
 
    “So much envy for my grandeur,” Viggo said with a smirk, as if they were all useless and he was the most brilliant Specialist. 
 
    “And what about you, Egil? How are you doing?” Astrid said. 
 
    Egil smiled from ear to ear. “It’s turning out to be a fantastic experience.” 
 
    “How odd that the wise guy should say that” Viggo said. 
 
    “Shut up, you numbskull, and let Egil explain,” Ingrid chided. 
 
    “Not only fantastic but fascinating as well,” Egil replied. “It’s as if the Ice Gods had listened to my prayers and granted me a wonderful gift: the gift of the Rangers’ knowledge. Only in my dreams had I imagined that one day I’d be here, learning without pause like I’m doing right now and in such an advanced and spectacular way.” 
 
    “And crazy,” Viggo added. 
 
    Egil looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “I’d say mental rather than crazy. I’ve already been able to enjoy the wonderful and detailed theory lessons of Elder Annika about the Specialties of Healer Guard, Stealthy Poisoner, Forest Alchemist, and Elemental Fletcher. I found them all very interesting. My gratitude to the Elder will be eternal. She is a wise woman, and I can’t wait to begin the remaining lessons.” 
 
    “And those are?” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “Oh, I still have some interesting ones left—Forest Survivor, Expert Herbalist, Forest Trapper, and Green Cartographer. They all appeal to me and I’m looking forward to learning as much as I can about each and every one of them.” 
 
    “You’re going to feast on a banquet of knowledge,” Viggo said. “One like those Gerd indulges in.” 
 
    “I still have to gain a lot of knowledge, but my yearning for learning is even greater.”  
 
    “Well then, keep going until you’re full,” Viggo said. 
 
    “That’s my intention. It’s going to be an intellectual banquet with no paragon.” 
 
    Viggo did not get his meaning and looked blankly at him. “Huh?” 
 
    “Olive, without a doubt,” Ingrid said, giggling. 
 
    Nilsa joined her. 
 
    “All this theoretical learning’s going to keep you very busy,” Astrid said. “In any case, since they overload the theory, watch out that it doesn’t affect your head. You know, overloading doesn’t sound very good…” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “I’ll do the first control tests to Nilsa and Gerd.” He smiled. 
 
    “And why is Sigrid in such a hurry to accelerate your learning?” Viggo asked, raising an eyebrow and looking suspicious. 
 
    “You know Sigrid,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “Yeah, but the price for advancing at lightning speed might be high,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s why we’ll watch closely,” Egil assured him. 
 
    “And who’ll watch the watch guy?” Nilsa asked all of a sudden. 
 
    “I don’t get it…” Gerd said, confused. 
 
    “Our dear redhead wonders who will take care of me and watch that I’m fine and that the measurements I’m taking are correct.” 
 
    “Or verify if you go cuckoo and tell us everything’s great while we’re really all going mad,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Yup, that could happen as well, although it’s highly unlikely. I’d say impossible.” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah… then it’ll happen for sure,” Viggo said, nodding. 
 
    Egil crazy and all crazy? Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    Yeah… well, something like that. But I don’t think it’s plausible. 
 
    Plausible? 
 
    That it might happen. 
 
    I see plausible. 
 
    Don’t jinx it… 
 
    “I’ll be in charge of control-testing Egil,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Oh my, then this’ll be a great mess,” Viggo replied at once. “The weirdo controlling the know-it-all. We only need the bug to help and then we’ll have a show.” 
 
    “I’ll take charge,” Ingrid said. “And don’t you dare say another word, you scatterbrain.” 
 
    “To you? Never—I wouldn’t dare,” he smiled. 
 
    “Well then, that’s that.” She looked at Egil. “You’ll have to explain the test I have to administer to you and especially how to tell whether your head is going…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ingrid, I’ll tell you everything. I’ve planned an exhaustive control test. It has fifty questions and twenty-five measurements.” 
 
    “By all the Ice Gods!” Viggo cried. “The control test itself is going to drive us mad!” 
 
    Gerd snorted hard. “Fifty questions and twenty-five measurements… Ufff…” 
 
    “Do I have to write it all down?” Ingrid asked, doubtful. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s all perfectly organized,” Egil replied, taking out his control notebook and opening it to the middle. “Look, I’ve made columns with the questions and twenty pages for each one of you in the diary… and the results go here.” He began to explain, and Ingrid’s face turned into one of horror. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol looked at one another, smiling. Egil’s control notebook was a masterpiece. He had been working on it whenever he had a free moment in between practice. 
 
    “Nilsa, Gerd, it’s your turn,” Ingrid said once Egil had finished explaining his process to her. She looked as if she could use a couple of lessons in using the control notebook to test Egil. 
 
    And so the control tests on the Panthers began. They all expected to pass them and they all feared not to, worried about what it might mean for their physical and mental health. They would have to wait and see. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the first day off that Lasgol and Egil had together after the fiasco at the White Pearl, they decided to go for a stroll with Camu and Ona and try to help Camu with his difficulties. They were both feeling quite bad about their friend and his flight control problems and had been talking about it. Unfortunately, the Higher Training was so intense they had no time left to spend with Camu and help him. Astrid wanted to go with them, but she was having the mother of all migraines so she stayed to rest. 
 
    Lasgol did not like that at all, because he knew it was an after-effect of the Training. On every day off, one of his companions suffered from severe headaches—they were a lot stronger than a regular migraine and lasted longer too. The last to have one of these had been Gerd, and he had spent four days in intense, relentless pain. Annika was treating them with a potion and some poultices that reduced the intensity of the pain but did not eliminate it. Viggo had commented that Gerd’s migraines lasted so long because of the size of his head. According to him, in a regular head the migraine lasted half the time. Of course, he had received biting remarks from Ingrid and Nilsa. 
 
    Although these taunts and the good humor they tried to maintain reduced the degree of concern they felt about the side effects of the training, Lasgol was really worried. There was always someone with a headache or extremely tired. Besides, the pain was too intense, as if someone were sticking needles inside their heads; there were times when the pain rendered them useless, and the exhaustion was a debilitating fatigue that left them without strength or energy to do anything. Lasgol hoped their bodies would become acclimatized and the effects would decrease. That was what Sigrid and Annika had told them would happen. They would have to wait and see, and Lasgol had his fingers crossed that they would be right. 
 
    While they were training, Camu had been performing ‘tryouts’ as he called them, but so far he had not been successful. Although he was as stubborn as usual and insisted that he would manage to interact with the White Pearl and learn to fly properly any day now, the truth was that he did not seem to have come very far. Lasgol had been asking Ona, and the good panther had confirmed with two chirps that Camu’s alleged advances were not much. 
 
    This morning they headed north and avoided the usual places where the contenders practiced. They did not go to the entrance of the Shelter and the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon either for fear of meeting Loke or Sigrid. And they also ruled out places where they might encounter one of the Elder Specialists. They went by Enduald’s secret cave, where he performed his enchantments, and walked away quickly. They also avoided the cave to the north where Snowflake lived and Gisli had a working space which Lasgol had visited once or twice. They wanted to get as far away as possible from the Lair and find a spot where they could work with Camu in peace. 
 
    After walking for a long while looking for a suitable place to ‘hide’ and be quiet, they went into a cragged pass with two high, rocky walls that protected them from prying eyes. 
 
    “This looks like a good place,” Lasgol said, scanning the two vertical walls that ran quite a way to the north. It was as if one of the Ice Gods had cloven the mountain in two with a blue-ice axe. 
 
    “This canyon is discrete, I like it,” Egil said with a big smile. “It’ll hide us from unwanted looks.” 
 
    “That’s what I think too. We’ll be undisturbed here. Considering that when Camu flies he soars and shines like a mirror reflecting the sun in broad daylight, it’s better not to take any risks,” Lasgol said, looking up. 
 
    “I’d like to ask you something that’s been on my mind, my dear friend,” Egil said suddenly. 
 
    “Sure, fire away,” Lasgol replied, a bit surprised. 
 
    “Should we really fear being discovered?” Egil asked in a rhetorical tone, “I’m saying this because I’m not sure it would be such a bad thing. It might not be. Sigrid’s and the Elders’ help could come in handy. I’m sure they’ll have some valuable information, even though Camu is such a special and unique being.” 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. “Don’t think I haven’t considered it; in fact, it’s going to be increasingly difficult to keep Camu’s skills hidden. Sigrid and Gisli have already asked me repeatedly to let them study him. So far I’ve been able to stall them. Since we’re always in one mess or another, they haven’t insisted. But I’m afraid that soon I won’t be able to dodge them anymore and will have to yield.” 
 
    “It might be a good thing. We don’t have reasons not to trust them. Both Sigrid and Gisli are entirely trustworthy. Sigrid has her own motivations, true. She wants to lead the Rangers one day—that we already know, we heard how she presented herself to King Thoran.” 
 
    “Yeah… and she wants Higher Rangers, don’t forget that… Hence her insistence with the Higher Training.” 
 
    “And that worries you?” Egil asked, tilting his head to watch Lasgol. 
 
    “What worries me is that her vision for the Rangers’ future will push her too far. That her wish to attain a corps of elite Rangers to lead will drive her to extremely risky experiments… and that something terrible will happen which we’ll all regret, including her.” 
 
    “I understand you, pal. That’s a possibility, yes. But I don’t think the Mother Specialist has wild ambitions or seeks power like Eyra did. I think she seeks the good of the corps and of the kingdom. I don’t believe she’s being led by greedy or malicious motivations, but you’re right in being cautious, and so will I. Sometimes even the best intentioned become blinded by their own good intentions and don’t see the harm they do trying to reach the good they seek.” 
 
    “Yes. I believe that too. Let’s hope that their good intentions don’t hurt us. It could very well happen,” Lasgol replied with a shrug. 
 
    “We’ll keep our eyes wide open and watch to make sure Sigrid and the Elders don’t go too far with their good intentions.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I don’t want to risk talking to Galdason or Enduald, at least until we know what’s going on with Camu. Not that I don’t trust them, but Magi always have their own priorities and agendas. You’ve told me that yourself.” 
 
    Egil looked at Camu: he was licking Ona’s head with his blue tongue while she tried to move away because she was getting all slobbery. 
 
    “We’d better try and learn as much as we can before asking the Magi.  They might well have an agenda of their own that we don’t know of. Sigrid and the four Elders owe their allegiance to the Rangers. The Magi, on the other hand, are their own masters. We must be careful with them, although I have to admit that I don’t think we have anything to worry about; they haven’t shown any sign of wanting to do more than help us, and Enduald has saved our lives with his enchanted cloaks.” 
 
    “Yeah… that’s true… I haven’t felt that we shouldn’t trust them, but with all the betrayals we’ve had I don’t even trust my own shadow,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    “Ha! Me neither!” Egil said with a laugh and slapped him on the back. 
 
    They looked around and then up at the sky. Everything was quiet and clear. 
 
    Ona, go check the back of the pass and if you see anyone warn us. 
 
    Ona chirped once and prowled away elegantly. 
 
    “Camu, couldn’t you fly with your camouflage skill active so no one sees you?” Egil suggested, thinking of ways to improve their study of Camu’s skills and power. 
 
    Not know. 
 
    It’s a good idea, it would make things easier. Try and see what happens, Lasgol asked him. 
 
    I try. 
 
    “He’s going to try,” Lasgol told Egil. 
 
    Camu used his magic to vanish before them. Lasgol felt Camu’s power at the back of his neck. Lasgol had the impression that he too was becoming more sensitive to external magic since his experience with Izotza in the Frozen Continent. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened. Since Camu was in his invisible mode, Lasgol and Egil did not know whether he had risen or not. 
 
    “D’you think he’s gone up?” Egil asked. 
 
    No, can’t. 
 
    “He can’t.” 
 
    “He can’t activate his flying skill?” Egil asked, interested. 
 
    No, can’t. 
 
    Try the other way around; first rise and then camouflage. 
 
    I try. 
 
    Camu became visible. Then he called upon his new skill to fly. He started to shine intensely. He gave off the bright light that came from the silver aura that enveloped Camu’s whole body. Lasgol and Egil covered their eyes to avoid being dazzled by such brightness. The two magic wings appeared on either side of Camu’s body. 
 
    Come now, Camu, rise! Lasgol cheered him. 
 
    Camu began to flap his wings hard. Lasgol and Egil had to move back to protect themselves from the wind Camu created. He started to rise, slowly but steadily. 
 
    Now try to camouflage. 
 
    I camouflage. 
 
    At about six feet up Camu became invisible. 
 
    “Very good!” cried Egil, seeing Camu vanish in midair. 
 
    Oh no! Camu cried. 
 
    What’s the matter? Lasgol asked, concerned. 
 
    There was a bang and Camu became visible. He had dropped out of the air when he activated his camouflage skill. 
 
    “Are you all right, Camu?” Egil came running and crouched beside the creature. 
 
    I… fine… 
 
    Sure you’re all right? Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Pain… bump… 
 
    Where? 
 
    Not say, you laugh. 
 
    Why would I laugh? Tell me where. 
 
    Behind. 
 
    Lasgol smiled but did not laugh. 
 
    Don’t worry, it’ll soon pass. 
 
    “Nothing’s broken. A good blow on his behind, that’s all,” Egil said once he had examined him. 
 
    “It seems that calling upon his camouflage skill interferes with his flying skill,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Rather than interfering, it looks like it cancels it. I’d say they’re incompatible for some reason…” said Lasgol. 
 
    Not work at same time. 
 
    “Yeah, he dropped like a cannon ball.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’ll be the same with all his skills…” Egil wondered, looking at Camu. 
 
    “I could still communicate with him while he was flying, so not all of them. It must be only with some,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Egil said, delighted to discover as much as he could about Camu’s magic and skills. 
 
    Not fascinating. Pain, Camu moaned. 
 
    Lasgol covered his mouth to keep from laughing. 
 
    “Still hurting?” Egil asked him. 
 
    Camu got on all fours and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m glad. We’d better be careful when you’re levitating to not interfere with the skill and make you fall.” 
 
    Yes, careful. Not funny, he told Lasgol, who he could see smiling. 
 
    Not at all, Lasgol transmitted, trying to look serious. 
 
    Ona came back and with two chirps informed them she had not seen any sign of danger and that everything was quiet. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to try in plain sight then,” Egil said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “We’re alone. Ona has already tracked the pass. My Animal Presence skill doesn’t reach that far, so I sent her to make sure.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s try again, Camu. Rise slowly and try not to lose your balance and fall,” Egil instructed. 
 
    Not want to fall. Camu was still sore from the recent blow. 
 
    Lasgol knew it was not just his body that was sore—his pride was hurt too. 
 
    Everything’ll go smoothly. Rise carefully, Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    Camu rose using his skill, flapping his great silver wings hard. He managed to levitate, quite balanced, and rose to a height of nine feet. 
 
    “Now try to come down to six feet but in a controlled way,” Egil asked. 
 
    Not know, Camu warned. 
 
    Calculate three feet give or take and try to come down to about a third of the height you’ve reached, Lasgol said, trying to be helpful. 
 
    I come down. 
 
    Camu tried to come down three feet as he had been told but fell like a dead weight. 
 
    Up! Up! Lasgol cried. 
 
    “Flap your wings or you’ll crash!” Egil warned him. 
 
    Camu flapped hard and just missed hitting the ground. He rose again and reached nine feet, then he kept soaring, twelve, fifteen, eighteen feet… 
 
    “Stop, Camu! You’re rising too high!” Egil said. 
 
    If not go up I fall. 
 
    You have to move your wings with a different rhythm to break the fall. 
 
    Rhythm? 
 
    Flapping rhythm. 
 
    Not know, he admitted, a little scared. 
 
    Take it easy, we’ll find the way. 
 
    Camu soared a couple feet more. 
 
    This evening I’ll ask Gisli to lend me a couple of tomes about Bird Lore,” Egil said as he watched Camu high above them. “I need to understand how birds fly so I can help poor Camu.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. You think someone will have studied that in depth?” 
 
    “Bird flight? I’m sure of it. Many fools have tried to fly. It’s one of humankind’s greatest dreams, to fly through the Norghanian skies like a snow-white eagle,” Egil said, not taking his eyes off Camu, who kept slowly rising. 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    “Let’s see what I can find out to help Camu later,” he said, pointing at Camu up in the sky. 
 
    “How do we bring him down?” Lasgol asked Egil calmly, although seeing the height Camu had reached, he was quite worried. If Camu fell from where he was he was going to hurt himself. 
 
    Egil looked around. “We have the pass itself. We can use it like a long slide for him to come down slowly,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “It’s long, and if Camu manages to descend while he follows the pass he might make it.” 
 
    “It could work just fine,” Egil nodded confidently. 
 
    “Okay, let’s try it,” Lasgol said, encouraged. 
 
    What I do? Camu asked Lasgol. 
 
    You have to fly along the pass and come down gradually until you can land. Think you can do it? 
 
    Yes. I try. 
 
    Fantastic. Be careful and don’t drop suddenly, or you’ll crash and really hurt yourself, Lasgol warned him, a little worried. 
 
    I know, Camu messaged back, looking down at the ground while he kept rising with the flapping of his wings, which sent him even higher instead of keeping him steady in one place. 
 
    Okay, go ahead. 
 
    I come down, Camu messaged and tried to face the pass with a strange movement of his wings. He started to come down, gliding. It looked like he was going to make it—he was already facing the pass and had not lost height uncontrollably since he had started gliding. 
 
    “Very good, Camu!” Egil cheered him. 
 
    “Try to follow the pass in a straight line!” Lasgol shouted. 
 
    Camu looked at them with his bulging eyes and faced the pass. But suddenly something went terribly wrong. Instead of dropping in a straight line, following the pass, he glided to the right. 
 
    “No, don’t turn!” Egil cried from below, waving his arms. 
 
    Straighten up, don’t glide in a curve! 
 
    I try, Camu’s message reached him, along with a feeling of great uncertainty. 
 
    He tried to correct his course but could not. He was gliding in a great circle that was taking him directly toward the vertical wall of the pass. 
 
    “Turn! You’re going to crash!” Egil shouted. 
 
    Change your course, you’re heading straight to the rock wall! 
 
    Can’t! Camu’s message reached him with a feeling of panic. 
 
    Ona was moaning and pawing the air, trying to help her brother. 
 
    Camu headed straight against the left wall of the pass. Lasgol prayed for the Ice Gods’ help, but to no avail. Camu hit the rock wall with a huge, dull blow. He started to drop fast. 
 
    “Rise!” Egil shouted, waving his arms wildly in an attempt to somehow help Camu. 
 
    Fly up! Lasgol transmitted in anguish at the sight of Camu falling to the ground like a meteor. 
 
    Somehow, Camu managed to glide again with spread wings. He broke his free fall and glided in another wide arc, descending. 
 
    “That’s right! You’re doing great!” Egil cheered. 
 
    Face the pass and follow it! Lasgol transmitted with some hope as he watched Camu glide. 
 
    But his hope vanished as soon as Lasgol saw where the great circle Camu was making ended. He was going straight against the other wall of the pass. 
 
    Camu, turn! Any way you can! 
 
    Can’t… can’t… 
 
    “Turn!” Egil yelled, putting his hands to his head, anticipating what was going to happen. 
 
    Camu headed to the wall and was unable to change the course of his glide. He hit the wall violently. He dropped to the ground from a considerable height after the crash, and an instant later he hit the ground hard and was left lying on his side. 
 
    “Camu!” Egil cried in horror. 
 
    Camu, no! Lasgol cried in despair, his heart almost leaping out of his throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ona, Lasgol, and Egil ran to help Camu where he had fallen and was lying on his side. The first one to arrive was Ona, who moaned with her paw on the crested back of her injured brother. She licked Camu’s head with love and worry for him. The creature’s large eyes were shut, and he was not moving. 
 
    Camu, how are you? Lasgol asked with a lump in his throat so big he could not breathe. 
 
    “We have to help him! He’s hurt!” Egil cried, kneeling beside him and looking for any wound that might need urgent tending. 
 
    Say something, Camu. Can you hear me? 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    Ona went on licking Camu’s head and face. 
 
    “I don’t see any open wound,” Egil told Lasgol, checking all over Camu’s body gently. 
 
    “There might be something on the side he’s lying on. Should we move him?” Lasgol suggested, but as he said the words he knew that Egil would say no. With a blow or fall like that they needed to avoid moving Camu in case he had internal damage. 
 
    “No, we can’t move him, it could make things worse. We have to diagnose him first and then decide what to do.” 
 
    Camu, answer me, we’re both very worried. 
 
    But he said nothing. He was unconscious. 
 
    “I’m trying to communicate with him, but I think he’s fainted because he’s not answering.” 
 
    “That makes sense. He’s been hit twice at great speed against both walls and then the ground. That makes three hard blows. And two I think were on the head.” 
 
    “Yeah, it seemed to me he hit his head first,” said Lasgol, who blanched at the thought and felt his heart shrink. 
 
    “We must make him wake up. It’s not good to remain unconscious after a blow to the head,” Egil said. 
 
    Come on, Camu, my friend, wake up. 
 
    But Camu was unresponsive. 
 
    Egil put his hand under Camu’s body gently to see whether there was blood. 
 
    “He’s not bleeding, that’s a good sign. He also has no cuts—his tough scales protected him from any lacerating wounds upon impact.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what kind of blood he has! How are we going to help him?” Lasgol asked anxiously. 
 
    “Take it easy, he’s breathing,” Egil said. He had his ear to Camu’s nose and mouth. “He probably fainted from the blows. It’s one thing for his iron-hard scales to protect him from cuts and a very different thing for them to protect him from a major crash like this.” 
 
    “I’m afraid they don’t…” Lasgol said, watching his friend lying there unconscious and helpless. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Most likely not. On the other hand, Camu has a special physiognomy,” Egil went on. “His head is flat and crowned by a crest hard as rock; it might have shielded him from the blows. I’m sure it has. Let’s not think the worst.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    “Come on, pal, you’re always saying he’s a hardheaded guy, and I believe this time it’s helped him,” Egil joked, hoping it would help Lasgol relax a little. 
 
    “That’s true… I hope it does help him…” Lasgol said wishfully, even if he did not fully believe it. 
 
    I… not hardheaded… Camu’s message suddenly reached him. 
 
    Camu! 
 
    “He’s coming to!” he told Egil. 
 
    Camu opened one eye partially and moaned quite pitifully. 
 
    “Camu, where does it hurt?” Egil asked him. 
 
    The creature opened his other eye and saw Ona licking his face. He moaned in pain. 
 
    “Tell us where it hurts,” Lasgol said worried. 
 
    Front… leg… 
 
    Which one? Or is it both? 
 
    Right… 
 
    “It’s his right leg,” Lasgol told Egil. 
 
    “It’s under his body. We’ll have to turn him over to free it and see what’s wrong with it,” said Egil, already trying to examine the leg. 
 
    “That’s going to hurt,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Hurt more? Camu asked, gasping from the pain he felt. 
 
    I’m afraid that if we move you it’s going to hurt a little, yes. 
 
    Not… move… 
 
    “He says it hurts and that he doesn’t want us to move him.” 
 
    “If his leg’s in a bad position we have to free it. Besides, we’ll have to move him anyway,” Egil said, looking around. “We can’t treat him here. We’ll have to carry him.” 
 
    You’re going to have to be brave, because we do have to move you. 
 
    I… brave… 
 
    That’s my boy. 
 
    But pain… 
 
    Don’t worry, we’ll be very gentle and try to cause the least pain possible. You help us any way you can. 
 
    I help. 
 
    “Let’s do it on three,” said Egil, placing himself to turn Camu over. 
 
    “Coming.” Lasgol stood beside Egil. 
 
    Ona stood beside them too, although there was nothing she could do. 
 
    Egil counted. “One, two… and three!” 
 
    They both pushed hard and Camu did all he could to help. 
 
    “He’s as heavy as a horse!” Egil said, red as a ripe tomato about to burst. 
 
    “Like an ox!” Lasgol said, pushing with all his might. 
 
    Gasping, and with the boys’ help, Camu managed to turn over and his right leg was freed. 
 
    Pain! Lots! Camu messaged, huffing and puffing in a way that broke their hearts. Ona kept rubbing his head, which was all she could do. 
 
    I know, hold up, it’ll soon be over, Lasgol transmitted to Camu. 
 
    Egil examined the leg gently, but even so, when he tried to straighten it, Camu grunted in pain. 
 
    “I’d say it might be broken,” said Egil. 
 
    “Broken? Or it could just be a sprain or a very hard blow.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. As soon as Camu feels a little better, let him try to put his weight on it, see if he can.” 
 
    Is that okay? You think you’ll be able? 
 
    Yes, I try. 
 
    They waited a while until Camu felt up to it. 
 
    “Come, we’ll help you,” Egil said. 
 
    Come on, try, Lasgol encouraged. 
 
    Camu put his weight on his three other legs and tried to get up. He lost his balance, and Lasgol and Egil had a hard time keeping him from falling. They kept him steady with faces red from the effort. 
 
    “Put your leg down, see if you can,” Egil asked him. 
 
    Camu did as Egil told him, but the moment he set it down, without even putting his weight on it, he grunted in pain and lifted it again. 
 
    “Doesn’t look good…” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s swelling,” Egil said, checking the leg’s girth. 
 
    Camu tried again to put the leg on the ground, and this time he shrieked in pain. 
 
    “What d’you think?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    “It’s broken, for sure.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, “That’s what I think.” 
 
    Broken? What do? 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    “We have to bring Gisli and Annika to heal him. We can’t take him by ourselves. He’s too heavy, and in this case it’s not advisable to move him. We might try to splint the fracture, but I don’t think I’m capable. Camu’s physiognomy is different from most animals. I’d rather not risk it and do it wrong.” 
 
    “He’s like a large reptile,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Even so, I’d rather the Elders treated him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s best. If we were in the middle of nowhere I’d risk putting a splint on him, but it’s not necessary and it’s a risk. Better that the Elders do it.” 
 
    Yes, Elders better. Camu messaged. 
 
    You don’t trust us, huh? 
 
    I trust… he messaged. But Lasgol received a great feeling of doubt. He smiled. 
 
    Don’t worry, it’s natural that you doubt us. Our healing knowledge isn’t great, at least for now. We’ll probably improve greatly with the new specializations we’ll be training in. 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. The fact that Camu maintained his good humor was good news. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    “You go get the Elders, you’re faster than I am,” Egil replied. “I’ll stay with Camu and look after him while we wait.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded to Egil and then looked at Ona. What do you want to do? Are you coming with me or staying here to look after your brother? 
 
    Ona put her paw on Camu’s back and moaned. 
 
    “Ona’s staying with you,” Lasgol told Egil. 
 
    “No problem. Go, and don’t worry, it’s not that serious.” 
 
    Lasgol set off at a run. He had to reach the Lair; Egil was right, it was not serious but he felt awful for Camu. It had been his and Egil’s idea to tell Camu to try flying here and Camu had hurt himself in an accident. It was his fault, his responsibility, and he felt terrible. Egil must be feeling equally bad as well. 
 
    The training he was undergoing and the good shape he was in served him well. He ran all the way back to the Lair without a sweat. He arrived at the Lair and went straight to the Cave of Winter and stopped at the entrance, since it was forbidden to go inside. He called the Elders Gisli and Annika. 
 
    For a moment no one answered, and Lasgol got anxious. Perhaps they were practicing with the contenders. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Sigrid asked, coming from within the cave to the entrance where Lasgol was waiting. 
 
    “Camu is hurt! He’s broken a leg in a fall from a considerable height.” Lasgol said nothing else, since he did not want to reveal Camu’s new flying ability, at least until they could understand it better and it was under control. “I need Elders Gisli and Annika so they can heal him with their skills.” 
 
    “Where’s the Ice Creature?” Sigrid asked with a serious mien. 
 
    “North. I’ll lead them there.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “I’ll have them come. They’re training contenders.” She went into the cave and a moment later Loke ran out. 
 
    “I’ll have them here in no time,” the Masig Ranger told Lasgol as he rushed past him. 
 
    Annika and Gisli did not take long to come back to the Lair following Loke. Lasgol told them what had happened succinctly. 
 
    “If he’s north of the Shelter and with a broken leg, the best thing to do is take him to Snowflake’s cave. We’ll be able to treat him there,” said Gisli. 
 
    “That’s a good idea. How will you carry him to the cave?” Sigrid said. 
 
    “We’ll have to make a large travois, and we’ll need four people to drag it.” 
 
    “Egil’s there with him and with me that’s two. I can call my comrades,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “Go and come back with two of them, strong ones,” said Gisli. 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll go and get whatever medicines we’re going to need,” said Annika. 
 
    Sigrid held her arm gently. “He’s an Ice Creature, you must take that into account.” 
 
    Annika nodded. “Yes, it will be interesting to see how he reacts to my healing potions. Very interesting, in fact.” 
 
    “That’s what I think,” Sigrid said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol ran into the Cave of Spring and went straight to where his friends were resting. They were all lying in their beds except Astrid and Ingrid, who were sharpening their weapons as they chatted quietly, sitting on the floor. Both girls looked up when Lasgol walked in in such a hurry. 
 
    “What happened?” Astrid asked before he could even say a word. From the look on his face she could tell something was wrong. 
 
    “An accident. Camu’s hurt, I had to come for the Elders,” Lasgol briefed them. 
 
    “An accident?” Astrid jumped up. 
 
    “What happened?” Ingrid asked too, getting to her feet. 
 
    “He was trying to fly and we were helping him, but things went wrong. He crashed and he’s hurt his right front leg,” he explained. “We think it’s broken.” 
 
    “Poor Camu,” Astrid said, looking concerned. 
 
    “Right front leg?” Viggo asked, raising an eyebrow from his bunk. “You know what they do to horses that break a leg, don’t you…?” 
 
    Nilsa sat up in her bunk, looking at Lasgol questioningly. 
 
    Gerd answered, getting up. “They’re put down because they’re not good for working or riding…” 
 
    “No one’s going to put Camu down!” Astrid cried, making a fist. 
 
    “Of course not!” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I’m only saying what’s usually done in these cases…” Viggo muttered innocently. “So you’re prepared. I’m not saying we’d… but others… might get that idea…” 
 
    “You’re after an argument, as usual,” Nilsa told him. 
 
    “No one’s going to do anything bad to Camu,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. 
 
    “What can we do?” Astrid asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Gisli has sent me for two strong volunteers to drag the travois we’ll be carrying Camu on. We’re going to take him to Snowflake’s cave.” 
 
    “I’m the strongest. Count me in,” said Gerd. 
 
    “And me,” Ingrid jumped in, “I’m the strongest after Gerd.” 
 
    Viggo was about to say something, but a warning look from Ingrid stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “Good,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Well then, let’s go, they’re waiting for us.” 
 
    The four friends went for the Elders. Annika and Gisli were already waiting for them, ready to leave with several leather bags. 
 
    “I’ll carry them, Ma’am,” Lasgol offered, reaching out to take Annika’s bags. 
 
    “Be careful, there are several fragile containers in there,” she warned him. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, “I will.” 
 
    Gerd offered to carry Gisli’s but the Elder refused, shaking his head. 
 
    “As long as I can carry my things I would rather do it myself. But I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “As you please, Master,” Gerd said respectfully. 
 
    Sigrid looked at them for a moment, “Go. Help the Ice Creature. Loke and I will deal with the training of the contenders until your return,” she said and then turned back to the Chamber of Runes. 
 
    They left at once at a fast pace, although not too hard for Annika to follow. Gisli was in magnificent shape and would probably hold up as well as the Panthers or better. Life in the Shelter and the constant exercise and time running about the mountains and forests of the area kept his body fit and in perfect condition. Lasgol looked at him and thought it was likely the Elder would hold up longer than them. Annika, on the other hand, appeared more fragile, although they soon discovered that she could keep up with their pace without trouble. Lasgol wondered whether it might be because of the concoctions and potions she made and at which she was a true expert. Probably that and a healthy diet, since no one had more knowledge about nature than she did. Annika would reach one hundred with an enviable body condition. The mind, on the other hand, was a mystery. Lasgol wished that both Elders would have a healthy mind as long as their bodies lasted. 
 
    They barely spoke along the way. A storm was brewing in the north, and they hastened to avoid it. The weather was quite cold and it was clear that autumn was leaving and winter would soon be here with its bad temper. It was snow time, and although the Shelter was well protected—surrounded by four mountain ranges which were not wide but which stretched high into the sky—the snow already covered as far as their eyes could see. Snowfalls did not bother Lasgol too much, he even enjoyed seeing everything covered in fresh snow. It made the landscape pretty and, not being too cold, it was fun, but snowfalls would soon give way to winter storms, and those were truly frightening and to be avoided as much as possible. Every Norghanian knew that. A winter storm could end the life of the most weathered Norghanian in the blink of an eye. The freezing cold spared no one. 
 
    They arrived at the entrance to the pass and found Egil and Ona standing guard over Camu, who was still lying on the ground and not moving. 
 
    “We’re here with help,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you,” Egil replied, looking relieved. 
 
    Ona chirped gratefully. 
 
    “Poor Camu,” Gerd said. Seeing the creature injured made him feel terribly sad, and he hastened to kneel beside Camu, stroking him lovingly. 
 
    How do you feel? Lasgol asked Camu. 
 
    Leg hurt much. 
 
    Take it easy. Elders Annika and Gisli are here and will heal you. 
 
    Yes, heal. 
 
    “I kept him awake, gave him some water, and prepared a concoction against the swelling,” Egil explained. 
 
    “Well done,” said Annika,  
 
    “Have you in any way manipulated the leg?” Gisli asked as he hastened to examine it. 
 
    “I didn’t dare; I think it’s broken,” Egil replied. 
 
    “Give us some space to work,” Annika instructed, kneeling beside Camu to examine his leg. 
 
    Both Elders examined Camu for a while and determined that he had indeed broken his right front leg. They would have to splint it and put him under cover. The storm they had managed to avoid was approaching, and if it bore down on them they would be in serious trouble. Not so much for Camu, but the storm would affect them and they could not leave him to seek refuge. 
 
    “I will splint his leg, and this will hurt a little, Camu, I am terribly sorry,” Gisli said, stroking Camu’s head. “Hold up.” 
 
    “I will give him a couple of concoctions I brought with me against infections and bone fractures,” said Annika. 
 
    “You four, we need a large triangular travois to transport Camu to the cave. Hurry up, the storm is almost upon us,” Gisli said, pointing at the ever darker and more threatening sky. 
 
    Elder Gisli put a splint on Camu’s leg as gently as he was able to, but inevitably Camu suffered a little. Meanwhile, Lasgol, Egil, Ingrid, and Gerd were building a travois to carry Camu. Gisli had brought some canvas and they looked for three straight, sturdy branches.  They tied the three poles and then the canvas to the poles, then they added a cross-pole to pull the travois, since they had not brought a horse. 
 
    Once it was ready, Camu dragged himself as best he could amid grunts of pain until he was on it. Ingrid and Lasgol held the cross-pole on the left side of the travois and Egil and Gerd on the right. On the count of three they lifted the cross-pole to their waists and began to drag it with Camu, who was as comfortable as possible lying on it behind them. 
 
    Are you doing okay? Lasgol asked Camu. 
 
    I fine. 
 
    We’ll try to take you along the smoothest possible way so you don’t experience too many bumps. 
 
    Not bumps, better. 
 
    Okay, don’t worry. 
 
    Weigh much? 
 
    Well, yes, you do indeed, but luckily the four of us are in good shape and we’ll be able to pull you without any trouble. 
 
    Be muscle. 
 
    Lasgol smiled.  Yeah, exactly, all muscle. 
 
    I weigh because I strong. 
 
    No doubt. Lasgol had to hold back a chuckle. 
 
    They went on toward the cave, choosing the smoothest paths, although it was hard to tell since everything was covered in snow. Gisli noticed and went ahead to direct the group. Whenever they met a snow-covered pothole, the travois bumped and Camu grunted in pain. 
 
    But the holes on their path were not their only problem. The storm caught up and poured over them. Terrible frozen hail bore on them first. They had to stop and put on their hoods and tighten their cloaks around their bodies. Luckily Camu was not affected by the cold. They continued in the midst of the storm, buffeted by strong, freezing winds and icy rain. 
 
    “We have to veer south!” Gisli indicated. 
 
    “We should try to get out of its range!” Annika shouted through the blowing, cutting wind, pointing at the thunder and lightning falling around them. 
 
    “This way!” Gisli went into the forest to the south. 
 
    The four Rangers were pulling hard while their bodies bore the punishment of the storm. Ingrid had her eyes narrowed and her face was freezing. “Come on! This is nothing!” she told her comrades cheerfully.  
 
    “That’s right! We’ve survived the frozen Continent, this storm’s nothing to us!” Lasgol joined in. 
 
    “I’m even getting hungry!” Gerd joked. 
 
    The only one of them not speaking was Egil, who was being affected by the dreadful cold, the icy winds of the storm mixed with water and hail. 
 
    “Come, the forest will protect us!” Gisli said, leading them to the center of it where there were more trees and they were somewhat protected from the wind. 
 
    Annika and Ona brought the rear. They were both covered in frost, but they kept going in spite of the deadly cold. 
 
    Let go, I bear storm, Camu messaged Lasgol. 
 
    We’re not going to leave you here wounded in the middle of a storm. 
 
    I cope with cold, you not. 
 
    Even so, we’re not leaving you. 
 
    Not be leave. You come later. 
 
    Lasgol did not want to leave Camu, but he knew he was right. Low temperatures did not affect him like it did them. The storm was not going away, and although the forest did give them some protection, it was not enough. If they did not go on they would freeze to death. He decided to ask his friends, although his heart told him not to leave Camu there. 
 
    “Camu says we should leave him here and go on,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “No. We don’t leave anyone behind,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Perhaps Camu can bear out the storm,” Egil said. “But I don’t like the idea of leaving him behind either.” 
 
    “We won’t leave him behind, if necessary I’ll drag him all by myself,” Gerd said. 
 
    Lasgol could not have been prouder of his friends. 
 
    You heard them. 
 
    Friends good. Great heart. 
 
    Never forget that, Lasgol told him. 
 
    “We must go on!” Gisli told them, seeing that the storm did not relent. 
 
    Frozen, and suffering the violence of the storm, they pulled with all their might and kept going south. The storm raged on, releasing lightning bolts and more freezing winds that razed the land, turning it into tundra before veering off to the northeast. 
 
    “A little more and we will be safe!” Gisli shouted. 
 
    They pulled and dragged, their bodies stiff from the cold. They managed to get out of the storm’s range and Lasgol, Egil, Ingrid and Gerd dropped down from the effort and laid there on the snow in front of the travois. 
 
    Ona went to them and moaned. She started to lick their faces. 
 
    “I’ll look after them,” Annika said, pulling a container out of her Ranger belt. 
 
    “Revitalizing potion?” Gisli asked her, coming over. 
 
    Annika nodded. “The kind you like,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Ohhh, I see.” He smiled. 
 
    Annika offered Gerd the potion, who gratefully took a swig. 
 
    “Argh…!” he cried and coughed. “It burns… your guts.” 
 
    “It’s Norghanian liquor—the strong kind with a few healing herbs. It will warm your bodies in a moment,” Annika explained. 
 
    “Yeah… if it doesn’t kill us first,” Gerd replied, coughing hard now. 
 
    Annika offered the drink to Egil, who after a moment’s hesitation drank it. Like Gerd he choked and coughed, it was so strong. 
 
    “Wonderful… burns the soul…” Egil joked. 
 
    Lasgol sipped it with identical results. His throat and stomach were burning. 
 
    The last one was Ingrid.  
 
    “It burns everything,” Lasgol warned her. 
 
    She took a long swig and Lasgol wanted to tell her not to have so much at a time, but she took a second draught. They all stared at her in surprise. They waited for her to choke and cough but it did not happen. 
 
    “It’s nice,” she told Annika with a smile. 
 
    “I am glad you take it so well,” the Elder told her. 
 
    “It’s not the first time I’ve had strong northern liquor,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “You do not need to swear it,” Gisli said smiling. 
 
    Lasgol, Egil, and Gerd were staring at Ingrid with disbelief. 
 
    “I have my surprises too,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    Annika checked on Camu and they continued their way. They left the storm behind, and after a detour they arrived at the cave where Snowflake and his family lived and which Sigrid and Gisli frequented to do experiments and study. No one was going to dare go in with white tigers in it. 
 
    They went in and found Snowflake there as if he were waiting. Lasgol remembered the last time he had been in here and stiffened. His friends jumped when Snowflake gave them a loud, fierce, welcoming roar. The huge snow tiger was in the habit of nipping at their behinds. 
 
    “Take it easy, it is only us,” Gisli told him in greeting and went over to stroke and quiet him. 
 
    “He will not do anything to you,” Annika said. “He is just a huge kitten with a good heart. Besides, Lidia his mate is here in the cave too and would not let him do anything,” the Elder said, indicating the back end of the cave where a white tigress was watching them quietly. 
 
    Ona was eying the great white tiger warily and looked a bit intimidated; he was larger than her and looked menacing. 
 
    Easy Ona. He won’t hurt you, Lasgol transmitted to her, although he was not absolutely sure himself. 
 
    The two great cats looked at one another, sniffed each other a little, and then it seemed there would be no enmity between them. Lidia moaned and seemed to welcome the group to the cave. At once Snowflake stepped back to his mate’s side. 
 
    The group made Camu as comfortable as possible in one of the inner caverns, although they had to go through a door and down some steps, which was not easy, but once there they lit a fire and sat around it, grateful for the warmth and shelter. 
 
    Gisli and Annika looked after Camu until he fell asleep. 
 
    “He will be fine here,” said Gisli, bringing some hay and straw to make a bed for Camu so he would be more comfortable, although he looked like he was not going to wake up in hours. 
 
    “He will need rest. That leg is going to take some time to heal,” Annika told them. “Well, that is what I think… I cannot know for sure since I have never treated an Ice Creature.” 
 
    “It will be interesting to see how he fares and learn from his healing process,” Gisli said. 
 
    “But he will recover completely, won’t he?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “He should, but we do not know how he will heal. We will have to be alert to any complications,” Gisli said. 
 
    “Yes. I will stay here for a few days to make sure he does not run a fever and everything goes well,” Annika said. 
 
    “Your help is appreciated,” Gisli said. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” Lasgol said from the bottom of his heart. 
 
    The two Elders went to take a look at Camu as he slept placidly. Ona was lying beside her brother with her head on his chest. 
 
    “He’ll surely recover well, he’s strong,” Ingrid said to cheer Lasgol up. 
 
    “Yeah, and he weighs as much as an ox,” said Gerd. 
 
    “According to him he’s all muscle,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Egil, Ingrid, and Gerd started to laugh. 
 
    “He sure is,” said Egil. 
 
    Lasgol was a lot more relaxed now seeing how the Elders were looking after Camu. He was sure they would manage to nurse Camu back to health, although it worried him that they did not have specific knowledge for a creature as special as Camu. Lasgol heaved a sigh and hoped the Elders could help him and that Camu would not be left a cripple. But the feeling of guilt did not leave him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Lasgol went to Snowflake’s cave to visit Camu and see how he was evolving. He could not get rid of the feeling that Camu’s accident had been his fault. He had talked it over with Egil and his friend also felt responsible. They had agreed to be more careful with Camu and his power. They did not know what they were up against, and the last thing either of them wanted was another accident because of the trust Camu had in them. 
 
    Astrid had tried to persuade them it had not been their fault, that they had acted in good faith, seeking to help their friend, but she had not succeeded. Of course, Viggo blamed them because they were always getting into trouble. Nilsa had supported him, adding that it was always trouble related to magic and that if they left magic alone these things would not happen. That had made them feel horrible, because deep down they knew their friends were right. Their comments might be a bit wounding, but there was truth in them. Even in Viggo’s, and Lasgol realized that. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Lasgol asked Gisli. The Elder was securing the splints on Camu’s leg. The creature was lying on his side on his hay-and-straw bed, resting quietly with his large, bulging eyes open, wagging his long tail gently. 
 
    I very well, Camu messaged. 
 
    I’m happy to hear that, Lasgol replied, feeling quite relieved. 
 
    Gisli looked up and greeted Lasgol with a nod. 
 
    “He’s doing well. I think he will have to have the splints on for a few weeks longer but he should make a full recovery.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news, Master!”  
 
    “Yes, well, it is an estimate without too much foundation, since we do not know the internal healing process of the creature. I am basing it on my experience with large reptiles, but of course, Camu is no common reptile…” 
 
    “No he is not.” Annika was coming toward them, carrying a bowl with a dark green beverage that did not look too appetizing. 
 
    “Food?” Lasgol asked, a little mystified. 
 
    “Something similar. It is a remedy to help him recover. It is made of worms, insects, and other relishes of nature which are most nutritious.” 
 
    Lasgol made a face at the thought. 
 
    “I don’t think it sounds too appetizing.” 
 
    I like, Camu messaged. 
 
    Doesn’t it taste bad? 
 
    A little, but fills the stomach. 
 
    Aha, that explains it. 
 
    Sigrid came out of the adjoining cavern and greeted Lasgol. 
 
    “Coming to see how we look after your cold-blooded friend?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist. We’re all worried about Camu.” 
 
    “There is nothing to worry about, he is in good hands,” Sigrid assured him. “He will be good as new in no time,” she added with a friendly smile. 
 
    “That makes us feel a lot better.” 
 
    Sigrid gave another concoction to Annika, who took it to Camu. 
 
    Seeing how Annika, Gisli, and Sigrid were taking care of Camu, Lasgol wondered whether to trust them and tell them everything he knew about Camu or not. His friend’s well-being was his priority when it came to this type of decision. But now, seeing how well the leaders were looking after him, Lasgol wondered whether he was doing the right thing. He knew he could trust Annika and Gisli—they were Elders with an impeccable reputation, always ready to help and teach. Sigrid though, while being the leader of the Shelter, was something else. Lasgol had some reservations regarding her. Her experiments, which Lasgol had suffered in his own flesh, and her eagerness to lead the Rangers troubled him. They were not necessarily bad goals and she had not done anything he might consider wrong, but something made him doubt. 
 
    He watched her unobtrusively. The Mother Specialist transmitted confidence and fortitude, but what troubled Lasgol were her ultimate goals, what you could not see but which he felt was there. He wondered what Sigrid was ready to do to achieve her goals. Who would support her? Annika and Gisli would, most likely. In his experience, Lasgol had noticed the Elders always did, or at least in most cases. Engla and Ivar disagreed more with Sigrid, yet she had managed to persuade them to support her with the Higher Training Program. If she had succeeded with that, what other things might she have persuaded them of? 
 
    He sighed and thought of the recent past—the betrayals he had lived through, so much suffering caused by strangers he had trusted. Somehow they had affected him more than he cared to admit and now he was less trustful; he could not help it. He had witnessed too many betrayals not to. And yes, he felt that he was betraying the leaders a little by not trusting them as much as he probably ought to. Even so, he decided to keep Camu’s new powers to himself for the time being. He might be making a mistake which would cost them later on, but if this was the case, he did it with the intention of protecting Camu. He would always protect the creature. Always. 
 
    “I must ask you for something,” Sigrid said to Lasgol all of a sudden. He felt as if she had been reading his thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist?” 
 
    “You see, Gisli and I have been commenting on the unique opportunity which this unfortunate accident presents to us. Because it was an accident, was it not?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, an unfortunate accident…” 
 
    “He must have fallen from a considerable height to break his leg this badly. From what we have been able to see his bones and muscles are really strong.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. 
 
    “It was… a significant… fall, yes…” 
 
    “Curious, because that pass has vertical rock walls…” Sigrid said in a suspicious tone. 
 
    “Camu likes heights… he can climb quite high…” Lasgol said, using all his skills not to lie but without revealing too much.  
 
    “Yes, he has the most special soles,” Gisli said, showing the sole of Camu’s right paw. “It is adhesive; it creates a void under it and adheres to surfaces. And quite firmly, I must say it can even support his own body weight, like lizards, geckos, and similar creatures… only at a huge size. Curious and fascinating.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Egil also finds it fascinating.” 
 
    “That is precisely what I wanted to talk to you about,” Sigrid went on, “about the opportunity before us.” 
 
    “Opportunity, Mother Specialist?” Lasgol asked, pretending not to understand her intention, trying to get out of what he knew was coming next. 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “While Camu is under our care, we want to take the chance to study this incredible creature.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. It was just what he had guessed. Sigrid had already shown her interest in Camu before, and luckily circumstances had prevented her from studying him—and what Lasgol feared the most, her experimenting on him. 
 
    “That study… will not be invasive…” he started to ask. 
 
    “I promise we will be careful and gentle,” Sigrid told him. 
 
    “It is an opportunity we cannot throw away, to understand the nature of such a different creature,” Gisli said. “We have no knowledge of a similar creature and we should take advantage of his stay to study him and write down everything we find out in the tomes of Wildlife.” Gisli was looking at Lasgol with great interest, and by the look on his face, Lasgol was aware that for the Elder Specialist in Wildlife it represented a unique chance he wanted to explore as much as possible. He could understand the Elder’s interest; he even shared it and trusted Gisli completely. Lasgol owed him a lot. Gisli had taught and trained him. The two specialties he had obtained had been thanks to the Elder. He also owed Ona to him. Besides, the Elder was also a fundamental part of the higher training he was receiving and did not trust any of the Rangers’ leaders like he trusted Elder Gisli. But with Sigrid… he had reservations. 
 
    “It would be without experimenting, wouldn’t it, Mother Specialist?” Lasgol asked, fearing that Sigrid was planning some of her experiments. 
 
    “It will be a traditional study of the creature, at least as far as his physiology, habits, feeding, and other general data of interest we might gather,” Sigrid explained. “For now. Later on we can study his magic, the skills he has…” 
 
    Lasgol did not like the sound of that; he guessed there would be experiments involved in the process and that was just what he feared. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” he began. 
 
    “We can begin with a basic study. Gisli will study it all. In fact, he is already doing so as he looks after Camu out of pure necessity, since we must understand him to help him heal,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “I am also interested in studying the creature,” Annika said as she came back from the adjoining cavern carrying a bowl with a blue liquid. “The part related to Nature. I would like to better understand which medicinal plants, what healing compounds might be more effective to treat creatures like him or similar.” 
 
    “We must also think about the advances we might achieve from studying the creature,” Sigrid mused. “Many of the healing potions, antidotes, and concoctions we have against fevers and infections are founded on the results of animal studies which have later been of great help for humans.” 
 
    “Very true. We might be able to learn a lot from his defenses,” Annika said. “And from his eating habits. We are talking about a creature of considerable size for the kind and amount of food he ingests. It would also be fascinating to study his growth and longevity and the natural factors that affect it.” 
 
    “We can learn from his immunity to the cold which, if we managed to replicate somehow, would be a great advancement for our people, who already spend three quarters of the year amid snowfalls and frosts,” Gisli commented. 
 
    “With the study of such singular species as Camu, there are always most interesting discoveries which can be of great help. That is always our hope,” Sigrid explained. “Of course, all these studies would be conducted without causing Camu any harm.” 
 
    “You have my word on that,” Gisli said, looking pointedly at Lasgol. 
 
    Sigrid looked at Camu. “As you can see, we are all interested in this special creature.” 
 
    Camu, what do you think? Lasgol asked him doubtfully. 
 
    They good. No problem. 
 
    Are you sure? 
 
    Yes. Sure. 
 
    Lasgol thought about it, snorted, and said: “All right, go ahead. The only thing is that if you’re going to study his magic later on, I want to be present. I don’t want it to be done without my consent.” His tone was harsher than usual, which surprised him since he was speaking to the Mother Specialist and two Elders and establishing conditions. He found the situation strange. 
 
    “It is not common that a pupil imposes conditions on his masters and leaders, least of all on a matter that is a potential gain to all Norghanians,” Sigrid chided him. Lasgol read in the Mother Specialist’s surly mien that she had not liked the mention of conditions at all. After all, she was the Leader of the Shelter and this was her domain, and Lasgol and Camu were included in it. 
 
    “I don’t want you to misunderstand me,” Lasgol apologized, trying to soften the situation. “It’s not that I want to impose any conditions on my masters, I just want to make sure that nothing bad happens to Camu. He is my responsibility, and I want to be present if you make any experiment or test that might entail some risk, no matter how small.” 
 
    “Naturally Lasgol is concerned,” Annika said to relax the tension. “Our yearning to make progress which will help the Rangers and all Norghanians sometimes makes us appear a little insensitive.” 
 
    “I am sure Lasgol had no intention of offending us,” Gisli defended him. “It is his love for this creature which brings out his brotherly protective instinct. It is totally understandable.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded and her expression softened. She spoke in a calmer tone. 
 
    “I will respect your wishes, Lasgol. I do not see a problem in your being present to make sure everything goes well.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, relieved with this reply. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Not worry. I strong, Camu messaged, together with a feeling of courage Lasgol could feel. 
 
    I know you are strong, but you have to be cautious all the same, just in case. 
 
    Cautious? 
 
    You must tread carefully. 
 
    Ah, I tread very well. 
 
    Yeah, you are always ‘very well.’ That’s why I have to be around to make sure nothing happens to you. 
 
    Not necessary, I old. 
 
    Seems to me you’re not that much older. 
 
    You not know. 
 
    Yes, I know. I do. 
 
    Gisli tightened the splints and Camu grunted with pain. Ona licked his head and moaned beside him. 
 
    “There you go, I will not touch this for a couple of days now,” Gisli told Camu. “You are being good. You are strong.” 
 
    See? Elder say. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, I heard him. 
 
    I know. 
 
    Lasgol did not continue arguing because he knew he would lose anyway. Feeling a little more at ease, he spent the afternoon watching how Camu was treated and then chatting with him. The restless creature wanted to get up and try to walk already, but Gisli had forbidden him to get up for the time being as a precaution. The creature could only move to relieve himself and Lasgol had to help him, which did not turn out to be a very pleasant experience. Best of all was when Camu, in his usual style, told Lasgol not to worry—he would not smell bad. Lasgol replied that indeed his fragrance was that of spring roses. The worst was that Camu did not understand that Lasgol was being sarcastic and was left believing that his smells were flowery.  
 
    At sundown Lasgol took his leave of Camu and went back to the Lair with mixed feelings. On the one hand he was pleased because Camu was being well taken care of and Lasgol was confident his fracture would soon heal. But, on the other hand, he was troubled by the conversation about studying Camu—he had always known that sooner or later, the Elders or King Thoran’s Magi were going to examine him. It was just a matter of time. He took consolation thinking it was better if Sigrid and the Elders studied Camu than Thoran’s Magi, that was for sure. In any case, he did not like it. He was troubled. He would have to pay great attention. He hoped nothing bad would happen to Camu.  
 
    He hoped for it with all his heart. 
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     A week later, Sigrid gathered the Panthers in the Chamber of Runes. Loke had fetched them and told them that the Mother Specialist wanted to speak with them, which left the group wondering and hoping it would not be anything bad. 
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone,” Sigrid greeted them in the middle of the chamber. Annika, Engla, Ivar, and Gisli were beside her. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver at seeing them all together. He could not tell whether it was an ill omen or if it was the fact that the door to the Lair was open and the autumn cold was coming through. 
 
    Ingrid returned the greeting with a small, respectful bow, and the rest joined her. 
 
    “I trust the Training is going well for all of you,” Sigrid said with a kind smile. 
 
    “We’re learning so much,” Egil hastened to say. “It’s an honor to enjoy such an advanced training and we’re so grateful for the efforts and dedication of the Elder Specialists,” he added, bowing to each of the Elders. Egil was in all likelihood enjoying the Training most; according to him it was fantastic and, of course, fascinating. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear this,” the Mother Specialist said, and her eyes shone with pride. “It has required enormous effort to create the training program, and teaching the lessons is truly an arduous task for all. But the results have been hopeful and we think we can obtain great improvements.” 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can for the program to be successful,” Ingrid said. “I will say it again, it’s an honor to have been chosen for this special training. We all agree on this and are grateful.” 
 
    “You are here because you deserve it, you must not have any doubts about that. You were chosen for that reason. You are the first and the most important element for this program to be a success and for us to have a new training system for the contenders and Specialists who come to the Shelter in search of training. A new era of Specializations opens before us,” Sigrid said, and waved her staff in circles above her head. 
 
    “Yeah, the training is awesome, and it will be wonderful for the Ranger Corps in the future… and all that… but not everything’s so good…” a discordant voice said. 
 
    All eyes turned to Viggo. 
 
    “What do you mean? Speak clearly. If there is anything wrong we need to know so we can assess it,” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “The head’s what’s wrong,” Viggo said offhandedly, tapping his own head with his finger. 
 
    “You mean the migraines? We are studying them.” Sigrid looked at Annika. “That is a side effect of the training which we had already thought might appear.” 
 
    “There’s more than the migraines,” Viggo said. “My comrades don’t complain openly because they respect you and want the system to work and be a success.” 
 
    “And you do not?” Sigrid asked him, raising an eyebrow with the determined look of a leader, no trace of kindness in her face. 
 
    Viggo smiled and tilted his head. 
 
    “Of course I want this experiment to be a great success. The thing is that as a subject who’s being experimented on, I’m worried about the things that are happening.” 
 
    “What worries you?” Sigrid asked him. 
 
    “Apart from the headaches, the disorientation and memory loss we suffer when we begin or finish practice are not typical and they might be affecting our minds,” he said. 
 
    “That is a concern we all share,” Sigrid said with a nod at the Elders. 
 
    “We have been studying the headaches ever since you told us about them,” Annika said. “I am preparing a tonic that will help you not have them, but I need some more time to make sure it is safe and that it will not affect the training.” 
 
    “The memory loss is due to entering and leaving the mental state you find yourselves in,” Sigrid explained. “It is something which for the time being we do not know how to avoid, although we do not believe it is necessarily dangerous. It is similar to when you enter and leave a pleasant dream—there is a moment in which you are not aware of yourself or indeed remember.” 
 
    “This is a little more lasting,” Viggo said, totally unconvinced with the explanation, 
 
    “And the rest of you also feel these symptoms and share his point of view?” Sigrid asked the others. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am… We have them… my head aches terribly and there are times when I don’t know where I am,” said Gerd. “I’m also having trouble remembering things,” he added, scratching his head. 
 
    “I find it disorienting to be in the mind and then in the real world. Sometimes I feel lost,” said Nilsa. “I have no idea what time of day it is or how much time has gone by, and sometimes I can’t tell whether I’m inside or outside of my mind.” 
 
    “These are all symptoms we are studying, and we are looking for solutions,” Annika said. “The thing is, we cannot be hasty with the medicines we give you to ease those symptoms.” 
 
    “Better something than nothing,” Viggo said, “At least to eliminate the headaches.” 
 
    “I will soon have something to help you with that,” Annika promised. 
 
    “In any case, a little pain and some difficult situations are not bad things,” Engla said, staring at Viggo and Astrid. “Only thus can you improve. I do not find you in such a bad state, far from it. I believe our Natural Assassin protests too much, and that is not a good trait,” she warned him. 
 
    Viggo opened his mouth to reply, but seeing Ingrid’s warning look he shut it again. 
 
    “The Elder knows what’s best for our training,” Astrid hastened to say as she glared at Viggo out of the corner of her eye, warning him not to force things too much with Engla; she was not exactly an understanding woman. 
 
    “I share Engla’s vision that a little difficulty and toughness will improve results,” Ivar said. “We did not become Elder Specialists by following the easy path. We had to work hard all our lives.” 
 
    “And we still do,” Engla added. “The new Training System is also hard on us. Do not think it is only you who are undergoing side effects.” 
 
    “We weren’t aware the Elders were also suffering the effects of training us,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That’s most interesting and to be expected, up to a point, since the Elders are also inside our minds and that has to affect them somehow,” Egil said as he watched the four Elders with an analytical gaze as if he wanted to guess what effects they suffered. 
 
    “Our problems are different than yours,” Gisli said, “and just like yours, they are being studied and will soon be dealt with. It is one of our priorities, I promise.” 
 
    “We will find the solution to the unwanted effects of the training,” Sigrid told them. “I want to assure you that you are in no danger and that we are always watching out for that possibility and minimizing the risk factors.” 
 
    “Well, in that case I feel a little more comfortable,” Viggo said with a slight tone of irony, but his face showed that he meant it. 
 
    “We are aware of the Mother Specialist’s and the Elders’ constant effort to make sure nothing bad happens to us,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If new symptoms appear or the ones you are already feeling get worse, let us know at once,” Annika told them. 
 
    “We will let the Elders know of any new symptom we might suffer,” Egil promised. 
 
    “Very well, now let us deal with the announcements,” Sigrid said, circling her staff again and making it official. “The Elders have informed me that Ingrid, Astrid, Lasgol, and Viggo have passed the Experience Stage of their specialties. They have completed the training in all the specialties of each School and overcome all the scenarios. Now you will begin the Expansion Stage.” 
 
    The four friends looked at one another, delighted with the achievement. 
 
    “It’s an honor to be able to continue with the training,” Ingrid said proudly. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re quite pleased,” Lasgol said, eyeing his friends. “The Experience Stage has been very interesting and we’ve learned a lot from all our Schools’ specialties.” 
 
    “The Elders are also pleased and even impressed by your achievements,” Sigrid assured them.  “That is not easy to do. They are not easily impressed.” 
 
    “We are honored and hope to have satisfied the expectations of our Elders,” Astrid said. 
 
    Sigrid nodded slowly several times. “The time has come to assimilate the other Skills, to experience them, learn from the specialties of each one so that later you may specialize in one of them.” 
 
    “Will we be able to?” Astrid asked eagerly. “I mean, is it really possible to obtain a specialization in another School?” 
 
    “You will be able to. That is our hope and wish,” Sigrid said, glancing at the four Elders. “It is our ambition, and we want to see whether it is possible.” 
 
    “In theory it ought to be possible,” Gisli said, nodding. 
 
    “We have great hopes that that will be the case,” Annika joined in with a big smile. 
 
    “But it will not be easy,” said Ivar. “It will require more effort than what you have had to make so far. We do want to make that clear.” 
 
    Viggo snorted at hearing this and Gerd joined him. Ingrid glared at them with a gesture not to interrupt the Elders with their comments. She was interested in hearing what they had to say. 
 
    “You must also take into consideration that the difficulties increase with the number of different specializations,” Engla said. “There is a lot more to experience and learn.” 
 
    “We are ready and willing,” Ingrid said without flinching. 
 
    “We’ll make it,” Astrid said, looking at Lasgol, who was not feeling either cheerful or optimistic about the new difficulties they were going to encounter. 
 
    “It’s going to be a blast…” Viggo said sarcastically. 
 
    Sigrid ignored Viggo’s comment. “First, you have to train. It will be a basic training, only with the main concepts of each specialization, and of those mainly theoretical.” 
 
    “Similar to what your three comrades have been doing,” Annika said with a nod at Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd. 
 
    “Understood,” Ingrid said, and they all nodded. 
 
    “Then you will pass the Higher Harmony Stage, which will determine the Specializations you will each train in according to your alignment,” Sigrid explained. 
 
    “So… we first receive a basic training and then we do the test so we can see what Specializations we are aligned with?” Astrid asked, trying to make sure she was understanding the process correctly. 
 
    “That is exactly it,” Sigrid confirmed. 
 
    “It is necessary to do it this way since we cannot train you in all the specialties at once. It would be too… intense…” Annika explained. 
 
    “We have decided to do it this way out of precaution,” Ivar admitted. 
 
    “Since it has never been done before, we are not going to go as far as fully training you in all the specialties,” Engla said. 
 
    “We would have liked to,” Gisli added, “but we had to be prudent this first time.” 
 
    “It is my dream that one day you may train in all the specialties,” Sigrid said. “A dream I hope to see fulfilled. Out of prudence it will not be pursued now, but this does not mean that it is not our ultimate target. And it is a glorious one which will change the fate of Norghana and probably of all Tremia.” 
 
    “That much?” Lasgol asked, wanting to understand where the Mother Specialist was going with all this. 
 
    “If we had Higher Specialists with all the specialties hanging around their necks, nothing and no one could stop the Rangers. Not in Norghana and not abroad. It would be a strike force impossible to stop. If you think about it you will see it is so. Every one of the Rangers would be capable of facing any situation or mission, and as a group they would be superior to any army.” 
 
    “That would be worth seeing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Impressive,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    “That is why we are making such an effort to create this training system. And because of that we have the King’s approval,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Viggo muttered something negative, shaking his head. “These seem like difficult goals to me…” 
 
    “If you do not have high expectations, you will get nowhere,” Sigrid said. “Even if you do not achieve all the specializations right now, at least you will have more than one, and that is an achievement in itself. If you set your goal at climbing the highest mountain in Norghana you might not make it at first, but you will be able to climb most of the others. Whoever is satisfied with climbing a hill will only manage to climb that.” 
 
    “That is true,” said Gisli. “We must aim high when planning our life.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He liked the idea. 
 
    “Once you have trained in your chosen specializations, you will have to pass the Higher Proficiency Stage which will establish whether you have achieved the specialties or not. I do hope you will,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Wow, that sounds like really hard, arduous work,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Is that not what you want?” Engla asked him. 
 
    “Absolutely, Ma’am, I live for that,” he replied, and once again there was irony in his tone but his face was dead serious. 
 
    “We’ll pass the test,” Ingrid said resolutely. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear such determination.” 
 
    Lasgol was not sure they would manage to pass the test since, as Viggo had already mentioned, it was going to be a long, painful, and difficult path for them. But one look at Ingrid and her optimism and confidence helped his doubts fade. 
 
    “Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd, the Elder Specialists have informed me that you are progressing adequately. Keep up the good work,” Sigrid said. “We will speed up your training a little more so that you can advance faster.” 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd exchanged a wary glance. Egil, on the other hand, was delighted. 
 
    “We are ready and willing to receive all the training necessary,” he replied. 
 
    Sigrid concluded the announcements, and she and the Elders withdrew to the Cave of Winter. 
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    The group went to the kitchen in the Cave of Summer to be left in peace. It was too early for dinner, so it was likely to be deserted. They were right. They only met three contenders skinning a large catch, but after a few moments they were left alone. 
 
    “These contenders are nice,” Viggo said. 
 
    “They respect us,” Gerd replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Or fear us,” Astrid said with a wink. 
 
    “What did you think of the announcements?” Lasgol asked his friends. 
 
    “Yours is great,” said Egil. “You’ll finally be able to expand to other Schools and learn new specialties. It’ll be fantastic!” 
 
    “Funny that you should find it ‘fantastic’…” Viggo said caustically, making a horrified face. 
 
    “But that’s because everything that involves learning he finds fascinating or fantastic,” Gerd said with a great laugh. 
 
    “Irrefutable, my dear friend,” Egil smiled. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to learning the specialties of other Schools,” Ingrid said. “I’m not sure I’ll like them as much as the Archery ones, which are my favorite—in fact, I doubt it, but I’m open to being surprised.” 
 
    “If you wish I can surprise you…” Viggo replied in a sardonic tone, a comic look on his face. 
 
    “Oh, you surprise me at every turn,” Ingrid replied seriously, “but not exactly in a good way…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… Pretend all you want, I know how much you like it.” 
 
    “Oh sure, as much as drinking vinegar!” she retorted. 
 
    Astrid laughed and Nilsa joined her. 
 
    “And the announcement about speeding up your training?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “They had already told us something like that before, so it’s not really a surprise. We were expecting it. It appears it might entail some additional risk, but I agree to the advancement so we don’t lag behind,” Egil said. “I want to catch up with you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I wasn’t too happy… haste is never a good friend,” said Gerd. 
 
    Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open,” Viggo told them. 
 
    “We will, don’t worry,” Egil replied. “Besides, it’s one thing to want to do something and a very different thing to be able to. We’ll see whether we’re capable of following this accelerated rhythm.” 
 
    “I bet you will,” Ingrid said with a fierce look. 
 
    “Good luck,” said Astrid. 
 
    “I think the best thing to do is to get together every now and then, like now, to talk about our training,” Lasgol said, looking troubled. 
 
    “I think that’s perfect,” Egil said, and smiled at him so he would relax. “Everything’ll go well, we shouldn’t fear too much. Let’s be cautious, yes, but optimistic.” 
 
    “I have an existential doubt…” Gerd said all of a sudden. 
 
    “Well, this might be funny,” Viggo interrupted as he turned to hear what the big guy had to say. “Shoot. Come on, ask away.” 
 
    Astrid gestured for Gerd to go on. 
 
    “You see… with all this talk about Higher Specialists… I was wondering whether the Elders aren’t already there. Do you think they are?” 
 
    “That’s a good question for debate,” Egil said, grinning. He loved theorizing and philosophical conversations fascinated him. “Let’s see, what makes a Ranger into a Higher Elder?” 
 
    “I’d say several Specializations, right?” Nilsa entered the debate, waving her hands around. 
 
    “Then the weirdo is already a Higher Specialist because he has two Specializations,” Viggo said, jabbing his thumb at him. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” said Egil. “Can we consider Lasgol a Higher Specialist?” 
 
    “I’m no Higher Specialist.” Lasgol shook his head. “Not by a long shot. I’m just like you.” 
 
    “Except for the fact that you already have two Specializations so you’re more experienced than the rest of us,” Astrid told him. 
 
    “And a lot more than those of us who don’t even have one,” Nilsa said, jabbing her thumb at herself and then at Egil and Gerd. 
 
    “Not at all. I’m just like anyone here,” Lasgol insisted. “Not a Higher Specialist, nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t think that Lasgol, even if he has two specialties—and that is most worthy—is at the level of what would be considered a Higher Specialist,” Ingrid reasoned, looking at him. “I hope you don’t take that the wrong way.” 
 
    “Of course not. That’s what I think too,” he replied. 
 
    “We’re making progress,” Egil said. “If a Higher Specialist is more than Lasgol, how many or which Specializations make him one?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Nilsa. “Four Specializations?” she asked, doubtful. 
 
    “What’s that, a random number?” Viggo snapped. “Four in his, four in all? Why four?” 
 
    “Well… because two seems like too little… and four sounds like a lot, at least for me,” she said. 
 
    “They’d be in the same School, right? Because if it’s in different ones it sounds almost impossible,” said Gerd. 
 
    “I’m not convinced about these random four,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “And my heart swells with love and joy when you agree with me,” Viggo told her. 
 
    “Well, let it un-swell, because I’m not agreeing with you. I’m only saying that I don’t think four sounds right.” 
 
    “I’d say that at least all the Specializations in his School,” Astrid said, thoughtful. “I think that’s difficult enough to achieve so that it would entitle one to the Higher range.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ingrid. “All the Specializations of a School is a considerable achievement, and with that I’d consider him Higher,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “This is getting most interesting,” said Egil. “We now have a first standard. Are there any more ideas? How about if it were two Specializations of each School? That would make eight in all—would that be acceptable to consider it Higher? No? Why?” He threw the questions at them to create a debate, and they could see in his eyes that he was enjoying himself immensely. 
 
    “Wait, pal, two Specializations of each School seems to me even more complicated than all of a specific one,” said Gerd, waving his hands. 
 
    “I agree with Gerd,” Nilsa said. “I think that’s way too complicated.” 
 
    “That’s because you still don’t have any,” Viggo said with an air of superiority. 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass… or you’re going to get what for,” Ingrid threatened him. 
 
    Viggo’s eyes opened wide as though he were surprised to be chided for something true. 
 
    “I’d consider it Higher,” said Astrid. “I also think that would be far more complicated.” She looked at Viggo and smiled. 
 
    “In any case, shouldn’t it be the Mother Specialist who decided on this matter?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Ingrid joined her. “We can argue all we want, but in the end it’ll be Sigrid’s opinion that matters.” 
 
    “I really don’t think she’s decided yet,” Lasgol said. “Until now, the possibility of having Higher Specialists was just a dream, and the fact that we’re getting close to achieving it changes the established order. Sigrid probably hasn’t even considered this since there aren’t any Higher Specialists yet. She probably hasn’t even decided on the number of Specializations a Ranger must have to be considered one.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Egil said. “The Mother Specialist has mentioned that there won’t be an attempt to achieve a Higher Specialist with all of the specializations, which, to my humble understanding, is prudent and correct. Therefore, it makes no sense to consider what it would take to make a Higher Ranger.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded in agreement. 
 
    “So, if an Elder has all the Specializations of his or her School, we should consider them as Higher,” Astrid said. 
 
    Nilsa nodded too. “I think that sounds fair.” 
 
    “Then we have the standard, don’t we?” Gerd said. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Well… that opens up another debate,” Viggo said mischievously. “How do we know whether the Elders really have all the Specializations they teach? They’ve never said as much…” 
 
    “How can you be so twisted?” Nilsa asked him. 
 
    “And distrustful,” Gerd added. 
 
    “Although the Elder Specialists have never specifically said they have all the Specializations they teach, we must assume that at least have one and the knowledge of all of the rest, since otherwise they wouldn’t teach them,” said Egil. 
 
    “I’m certainly not going to ask Engla, she’ll take it the wrong way and then she’ll make my scenarios more complicated,” Viggo said, making a face. 
 
    “Would serve you right,” Gerd said. 
 
    Nilsa chuckled. 
 
    “Engla wouldn’t be able to defeat me in real life,” Viggo said. “She does it in my mind’s scenarios, but of course in them she’s a lot faster and stronger than out here. Even so, I defeated her in my mind.” 
 
    “Are you really sure you could defeat her in real life?” Astrid asked him, raising an eyebrow, clearly in doubt. 
 
    “A hundred percent,” he replied, lifting his chin. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ingrid said. “I’m not sure I could defeat Elder Ivar. It’s true that he’s advanced in years and not as fast or agile as he must’ve been, but what he’s lost in the physical area he compensates for with experience and knowledge.” 
 
    “But in the scenarios he outstripped you easily, didn’t he?” Viggo asked her. 
 
    “Yes… in the scenarios he seemed to be my age and still have his level of expertise,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “Exactly. They cheat,” Viggo complained, waving his arms. “I’m sure you’d outstrip Ivar, and if not, by the time we finish our Training you will,” he assured her. 
 
    “We shouldn’t underestimate the value of the knowledge and experience they have,” Egil said, joining the debate. “Maybe they could defeat you with only that, Viggo, no matter how young, nimble, and strong you might be. In fact, there’s a strong chance that it might be so.” 
 
    “Before I become Higher maybe. But once I become a Higher Specialist, Engla won’t be able to defeat me in real life because I’ll also have that knowledge,” Viggo said, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “That’s a good argument,” Egil nodded. “But, you won’t have the experience of a whole life practicing and training, which she has. Besides, don’t think she’s going to pass all her knowledge onto you.” 
 
    “She’s not?” Gerd voiced, surprised. 
 
    Egil shook his head. “I doubt the training system is prepared for the Elders to pass on all their knowledge. I believe they’ll pass on some of it, the basics, so we achieve the Specializations. I find it hard to imagine how they could manage to pass it all on, and even harder to think how we could assimilate it all.” 
 
    “I agree with that too. Them passing on everything to us sounds really difficult—it’d be too much,” Lasgol said, miming his mind exploding. 
 
    “Fine, can we drop it now?” Viggo asked. “I’m not even sure what day it is or whether it’s time to get up or go to bed,” he said, rubbing his forehead, “but so much talking is making my headache worse.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt it can be that bad, considering the olive pit you have in there,” Nilsa said, laughing. 
 
    They all laughed, and even Viggo had to smile. 
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    Winter arrived with its usual cruelty, without warning and even before expected. It started whipping around the Shelter with its glacial winds. The fearful winter storms which killed and destroyed everything in their way with terrible winds and unbearable, freezing temperatures left the landscape covered with snow and ice. 
 
    The Panthers, like most Norghanians, did not particularly like winter. It was a hard time and they had to take extreme precautions to not perish from the cold or the dreadful storms’ winds. This time of year always came with a cold that could freeze a person to the marrow. 
 
    The arrival of winter had a tremendous impact on the Higher Training at the White Pearl. It became difficult to practice in the open with the low temperatures, strong winds, and constant storms, especially because they had to stand and concentrate for long periods of time in the midst of glacial conditions. They could not go into the Lair to continue their practice inside, because although it was a place where there was still some remnant of magic in the Runes engraved on the walls, Galdason and Enduald did not seem capable of channeling it to help their spells. 
 
    Enduald had to provide them with especially enchanted cloaks to bear the winter cold, and not only the Panthers, but the Elders and Galdason as well. But it soon became apparent that although the cloaks protected them from the low temperatures, it was not the same with the strong winter winds. They had to keep watch when a storm approached and suspend the training. In the following days they had to suspend practice so often it stopped being efficient. 
 
    Sigrid had already foreseen this problem and had thought of something to keep the training going. She decided to move them to a place of power indoors until winter was over and then return to the White Pearl when spring arrived. Viggo did not like the Mother Specialist’s choice at all. 
 
    “The cave of the Frozen Dragon? Is she serious?” he protested, waving his arms about when Loke told them they would be continuing their practice there. 
 
    “It makes sense,” Egil tried to explain, but Viggo was not in the mood for listening. “It’s the only other place in the Shelter with a latent power source. Lasgol confirmed that to us when they experimented with him—the dragon emanated power, isn’t that right, my friend?” 
 
    “Yeah… there’s power in that block of ice, I swear,” Lasgol said. “I guess that’s why Sigrid wants the training to continue there. I understand it’ll help Galdason with his spells and Enduald with his enchantments.” 
 
    “Then it’s natural she chose that location,” Ingrid said. “The spells and enchantments they use require an external source of power, I guess to make them more powerful.” 
 
    “Natural? It’s a bloody dragon which one day’s going to wake up if we don’t leave it in peace!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Don’t be a bird of ill omen, please,” Nilsa chided. 
 
    “No frozen dragon’s going to wake up,” Ingrid said. “We’ve discussed this a hundred times. We don’t even know there is a frozen dragon inside that block of ice.” 
 
    “If it’s white and it falls from the sky in flakes, it’s snow. It’s a dragon!” Viggo shouted. 
 
    “Whether it’s a dragon or not, I don’t think the Mother Specialist will allow us not to show up… because of fear…” Gerd said. 
 
    “It’s not fear, it’s common sense!”  
 
    “You’re not exactly the best person to speak of common sense,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If they only use the power of the Frozen Dragon like they use the White Pearl, everything’ll be all right. We haven’t had any problems so far,” Egil said. “At least with the location; you know what I mean. Our fatigue and headaches are something else. They’re side effects of the training, and I’m writing them down in my control notebook.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” Lasgol said. When they experimented on me there, things went badly,” he said, shaking his head and making a face. Astrid went to his side and took his arm affectionately. 
 
    “See? Even the weirdo thinks it’s a bad idea,” said Viggo. 
 
    “For now and until proven otherwise, it’s not a dangerous place for Sigrid and the Elders or else we wouldn’t be going there,” said Egil. 
 
    “Sure, everything’s going to go wonderfully, you’ll see,” Viggo said, loaded with irony. 
 
    “Unless you jinx it,” Nilsa told him. “It’s not enough that I hate places of power and spells and enchantments, so don’t you make me angry too,” she told Viggo. 
 
    “You should be supporting me in this,” Viggo said accusingly. 
 
    “I only want to become a Mage Hunter. I don’t care about this Frozen Dragon, although I don’t like it because it still means they’re using magic in our training.” 
 
    Ingrid came over to Viggo and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Not the time for polemic; we just have to do what the Mother Specialist says. She’s our leader and we must obey her orders. Don’t be difficult and do as you’re told.” 
 
    “If you ask me nicely I will,” he said, staring into her eyes. 
 
    Ingrid sighed. “Do it for me, you knucklehead,” she murmured softly, and her smile let him glimpse all the love she was hiding. 
 
    Viggo smiled happily. “I will, my precious blondie.” 
 
    To Viggo’s surprise, Ingrid kissed him softly. 
 
    “We’ll do as the Mother Specialist asks,” Ingrid finished. 
 
    The rest of the group agreed. It would be something different, and they hoped that perhaps the change of scenery would be good for them, although they were well aware it was wishful thinking. 
 
    They waited outside the Lair as Sigrid had told them. All of a sudden Loke appeared bringing mounts so they could ride to the Frozen Peak, since the distance was considerable to go on foot in the wintry weather. 
 
    Lasgol was delighted to see his dear Norghanian pony among the other horses. 
 
    “Trotter! I’m so glad to see you!” he said as he stroked the pony’s forehead and flanks lovingly. 
 
    “I guessed you would enjoy seeing him,” said Loke. 
 
    “Why is he here?” Lasgol asked, surprised. 
 
    “As a rule we don’t bring horses inside the Shelter; we keep them in one of the lower caves outside the peak and I look after them there. But since the Mother Specialist asked me to get rides for everyone, I had to bring up some.” 
 
    “Can they come up the Frozen Peak?” Egil asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not the same way we do. There’s another much longer way that climbs the peak in wide circles around the outer reach of the mountain sides and goes through several caves. The ascent is slow and takes a lot longer, but horses can be safely brought up that way. I had to be creative to bring in supplies and tools we did not have at the Shelter, although the trail is rarely used. The path is clear and in good condition. In this moment of need I used it to bring several mounts for you. The Elders and Sigrid keep theirs in a secluded corral to the south.” 
 
    “It’s good to know there’s an easier, less steep and less dangerous, as well as efficient way up, particularly when we always use the difficult and risky one,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “That is because a Ranger Specialist always chooses the fastest and more efficient route for any task he or she must do,” Loke replied. 
 
    Viggo mumbled some more protests to himself and then let the matter be. He was not going to get anywhere complaining to Loke, who was as hard as a rock. 
 
    I’m so happy to see you! Lasgol transmitted to Trotter. Camu and Ona are to the north, resting. Camu suffered a great fall and is recovering from it. You’ll see how happy they are when they see you. 
 
    Trotter snorted and shook his head up and down. 
 
    “Wow. Look at how tall and strong you’ve become,” Astrid said to Trotter as he nuzzled her. 
 
    “Very well groomed,” Gerd noted, nodding as he passed his huge hand over the pony’s shining coat. 
 
    While Lasgol gave some attention and love to Trotter, the four Elders arrived, followed a moment later by Enduald and Galdason. 
 
    “Your rides, Elders and Magi,” Loke said respectfully. 
 
    They all rode nimbly as the snow fell in large flakes. But this was a good sign; the temperature was not too cold and the ride would be pleasant. Only Sigrid was missing, but she soon made her appearance on Spark, her magnificent, white Rogdonian purebred courser. He was an impressive mount. Lasgol watched her from the entrance of the Lair riding from the south and a shiver ran down his spine. Seeing the Mother Specialist riding against the white landscape with the snow falling over her white cloak, erect in her saddle, her staff in her right hand, he had the feeling he was witnessing the arrival of a strong leader whom the Rangers were destined to follow in a not-too-distant future. He could not tell where this came from, but it went through his bones to the very marrow. 
 
    He shook off the shiver and watched the scene. He felt as if it were showing him the future of the Ranger Corps, more so when Sigrid reached them and Lasgol was able to see her intense eyes. The Mother Specialist did not have the look of a kind old woman today but that of a determined leader who was going to get her will one way or another. He tried to brush the feeling off—he was not fond of premonitions. It was probably nothing of the sort but idle thoughts inspired by the image of the wise leader on her white mount riding in this snow-covered landscape like a great leader sent by the Ice Gods. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the Elders and sighed. The leaders of the Shelter were wise and strong. But, regarding her mind, Sigrid was the wisest and strongest. Even so, for the time being, Gondabar at the capital and Dolbarar at the Camp were the true leaders of the Rangers, both well loved and respected. Lasgol hoped they would continue leading the Rangers for a long time. Unfortunately, what one wanted and what one got were two very different things, and Lasgol knew this all too well. He thought of Haakon and Ivana who had also shown their disagreement with the current leadership of the Rangers, especially Haakon. If Sigrid reached her goal of creating Higher Specialists with the support of Haakon or Ivana, she could manage to make Gondabar retire from his post. King Thoran would be pleased with the Mother Specialist’s success and he was likely to reward her with leadership of the Ranger Corps. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “Ready, Mother Specialist,” the Elders replied. 
 
    “Let us go then,” she said and spurred Spark. 
 
    They headed to the Frozen Peak. Lasgol glanced at his friends and could not hold back a shiver at the thought that they were on their way to helping Sigrid reach her goals. It was something that might have consequences in the future they had not fully weighed. Not that Lasgol had anything against Sigrid becoming the leader of the Rangers someday. It was rather that they had not considered everything; they would have to talk about it at length and see what the rest thought, in particular Egil, who was the most knowledgeable in political games and could better see the possible undercover gambles. Lasgol was not too worried about who led the Rangers; he knew that Gondabar and Dolbarar would still maintain their leading posts. If that changed, and everything in life changed with the passing of time and events, he would have to reconsider. What did concern him was the fact that he was helping Sigrid with her aspirations and that this might turn against him one day. One never knew in the world of politics and power play in Norghana. 
 
    The journey from the Lair to the back hillside of the Frozen Peak went fast on horseback. The landscape looked beautiful with all the fields and forests covered in snow. There were icicles and frost hanging from some of the trees as if an Ice God had sneezed on them, freezing them completely. 
 
    Changing landscapes was always nice; it broke the monotony and cheered the spirit. Astrid, riding beside Lasgol, winked at him and smiled. She was happy to be outdoors, riding freely and enjoying the beautiful landscape. Egil rode looking at the sky, checking the dark clouds which were moving fast driven by the strong winter winds. Luckily, no storm reached them. Sigrid was also looking up at the sky to make sure they did not encounter any storms. 
 
    They reached the base of the Peak and Loke took the horses to shelter. They were all wearing warm clothes with winter gloves and boots. 
 
    “Put on my enchanted cloaks,” Enduald commanded. “Up there we’ll be sheltered from the winter storms, but it’s still bitterly cold. The cloaks will protect you from it; don’t take them off. We won’t be able to stay inside for longer than half a day or else we’ll freeze even with the cloaks on.” 
 
    “It will be more than enough for the training,” Sigrid said, looking at Enduald out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “I will make sure the spells hold,” Galdason said 
 
    “I will control the temperature and the cold,” said Enduald. 
 
    Everyone, including Sigrid and the four Elders, donned the cloaks, which Enduald had enchanted to protect them from the cold on top of the heavy winter clothing they were already wearing. 
 
    “In case the cloak malfunctions, I’ll get close to you for warmth,” Viggo told Ingrid with a wink. 
 
    “Yeah, get very close so I don’t miss my punch to your liver if you get fresh with me.” 
 
    “The atmosphere is fresh, not me.” He smiled at her innocently. 
 
    “Sure…” 
 
    They went up the stairs to the Cave of the Frozen Dragon. Sigrid led the way, and once again she and the Elders surprised the Panthers with their nimbleness and excellent shape. It was one thing to see them in the training that occurred in their minds and a different one entirely to see them in real life, moving so well for their age. The Panthers knew it was because of a whole life of exercise and training. Even so, they were impressed. 
 
    They arrived at the cave and saw the huge block of ice where an enormous dragon had been frozen in the distant past. 
 
    “This place is one of great power,” Sigrid said, spreading her arms. 
 
    “It is, indeed, Sister,” Enduald said as he stared at the colossal dragon with narrowed eyes that perceived the power it issued forth. 
 
    Galdason agreed, spreading his arms and shutting his eyes to allow the power to soak through him. 
 
    Annika, Engla, Ivar, and Gisli remained a few steps back, and the Panthers a few paces more. They were staring at the Frozen Dragon, overwhelmed by the powerful presence and also a little afraid of what was going to take place there. In fact, the hair at the back of Lasgol’s neck stood on end as he felt power emanating from the dragon. He could not specify what kind of power it was or how he could feel it, but he did. 
 
    All of a sudden Sigrid went over to the Frozen Dragon and touched it. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” she said, taken aback. 
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    Panthers and Elders looked at her blankly.  
 
    “What seems to be the matter?” Gisli asked. 
 
    Lasgol became uneasy. The Mother Specialist was studying the colossal block of ice, an upset look on her face. 
 
    “What troubles you?” Ivar asked, approaching. 
 
    “Is it because of the training?” Annika asked. 
 
    “No, it has nothing to do with the training…” Sigrid said in a low voice. 
 
    “Any danger?” Engla asked, reaching for her knives. 
 
    “No… it is not that…” Sigrid shook her head while she walked around the great ice structure. 
 
    “I do not see anything strange in the cave,” said Gisli. 
 
    “What is the matter with the Dragon? I feel its power,” said Enduald. 
 
    “I do not notice anything wrong with its power,” Galdason said, standing still with his eyes shut, feeling the power emanating from the ice. 
 
    “What is the matter with it?” Annika asked, moving beside Sigrid. 
 
    The Mother Specialist closed her eyes and laid her hand on the icy surface. 
 
    “This is most strange…” 
 
    “What is?” Engla asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “The ice… is not as thick as usual…” Sigrid murmured absently. 
 
    “It is not? What is the matter with it?” Annika asked in surprise. 
 
    “I think it has begun to melt…” Sigrid said. 
 
    “That cannot be,” said Gisli. “It has been like that for thousands of years.” 
 
    “The temperature in the cavern is the same as usual. It has not gone up,” Engla said, putting her hand on one of the walls covered with frost. “I do not notice any change.” 
 
    “Annika, check for yourself,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Annika put her hand beside Sigrid’s and closed her eyes. 
 
    “It is beginning to thaw, I can feel it,” Annika confirmed. 
 
    The two women withdrew their hands and stared at the moisture that covered them. 
 
    “It is so very strange… but it has begun to thaw,” Sigrid stated. 
 
    “How is that possible if the temperature remains the same as it has always been in this cavern?” Engla asked as she moved to another wall to measure the temperature there. 
 
    Gisli and Ivar did the same. They checked the temperature in all four points of the cave. 
 
    “I do not notice any change in temperature,” said Gisli. 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Ivar. 
 
    “Then how can this great block of ice be melting?” Engla said. 
 
    “When the laws of Mother Nature do not apply, there can only be one explanation,” said Annika. 
 
    They all turned to her. 
 
    Annika looked at Enduald and Galdason, who were very quiet. 
 
    “You, my dear Magi, know what it is, do you not?” 
 
    Galdason nodded, “It is power…” 
 
    “It is magic,” Enduald concluded. 
 
    “Do you mean to say magic is causing the Frozen Dragon to thaw?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “That is what it would seem, but it is too soon to tell,” Galdason said. 
 
    “We must study it before we reach a conclusion,” Enduald said. “We must not be hasty in our conclusions.” 
 
    The two magi approached the enormous block of ice and started to examine it, first physically and then with their magic. 
 
    The rest stepped back to let them work. 
 
    “Wait at the entrance for now until we know everything is under control,” Sigrid told the Panthers. 
 
    The group withdrew to the entrance of the cavern and watched from there, although there was not much to see. 
 
    “They have to be joking, right?” Viggo whispered. “This has to be a bad joke. Someone tell me this is all a joke!” 
 
    “I wish it were!” Lasgol said. “But it isn’t—something’s afoot.” 
 
    “Take it easy, all of you. We don’t know what’s going on. Let’s not jump to the worst conclusion,” Ingrid whispered. 
 
    “It seems pretty clear to me—the dragon has started to thaw!” Viggo said, opening his eyes wide. 
 
    “Besides, it would appear to be due to magic, not because of the temperature of the cavern,” Astrid said. “Or at least that’s what they’re trying to determine, but that’s what they suspect, which complicates things greatly.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing we need!” Nilsa cried, raising her hands. 
 
    “Shhhh, keep it down. Let the Magi do their thing.” 
 
    “But we don’t need to worry, right?” Gerd asked, seeing that the situation seemed to be under control. 
 
    “Nothing’s happened. Everything’s okay,” Ingrid said, making light of the situation. 
 
    “Yeah, couldn’t be better,” Viggo said. “It’s only that the Dragon has decided to wake up. Just like I told you it would!” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, that’s not what’s happening here,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “What are you saying! That’s exactly what’s happening here,” Viggo said dramatically. 
 
    “Is that what you think this is?” Gerd asked, his eyes like saucers. 
 
    “The block of ice has started to melt, and they don’t know the exact reason…” Egil said. So far he had kept silent, trying to analyze the situation. “Let’s try and keep calm. There might be several reasons this is happening, from climactic events to geological or magical ones.” 
 
    “The Mother Specialist, the Elders, and the Magi have a lot of experience,” Astrid said. “I’m sure they’re capable of determining what’s happening.” 
 
    “And the Mother Specialist is also half witch,” Viggo said. 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” Ingrid chided him. 
 
    “You all know she has two very different personalities and you never know which one you’re going to see. That woman is weird and you know it,” Viggo insisted. 
 
    “Yes she does have two very different personalities, but she doesn’t have the Gift,” Lasgol corrected him, “so she can’t be a witch.” 
 
    “Maybe all of this is just a strange phenomenon…” said Gerd. 
 
    “Maybe…” Nilsa said. “But Sigrid mentioned bloody magic and Enduald and Galdason also seem to think there’s something magical about it…” 
 
    “Did anyone notice that the block was melting?” Astrid asked. “Because I didn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Lasgol replied. “Egil?” 
 
    His friend shook his head, “No, I hadn’t noticed at all.” 
 
    “In that case, if none of us had noticed it’s because it’s barely noticeable, which turns the situation into nothing we should worry about,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “True,” said Egil. 
 
    “Of course we should!” Viggo cried. “The Dragon is waking up!” 
 
    “It isn’t, and don’t say that you’re upsetting people,” Ingrid snapped at him with a nod toward Gerd, whose face was the image of panic. 
 
    “There’s no evidence that the dragon is waking up,” Egil commented reflexively. “And until we have something solid to base that assumption on we should remain on the alert but avoid jumping to extreme conclusions. The fact that the block of ice is melting might be due to natural effects. There could be hot air currents which now pass through the cavern, an underground river, a landslide, a shift in the land plates, and a thousand similar geological explanations.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ingrid said eagerly. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… whatever. But I know that the Dragon is waking up, and when he does I’ll say I told you so!” 
 
    Ingrid put her hands over his mouth so he would shut up. 
 
    “Be quiet!” 
 
    “I won’t be quiet…” he started to say, outraged, and Ingrid kissed him hard so he would stay quiet. 
 
    “Better now?” she asked him when she finished kissing him. 
 
    “Yeah… much better,” Viggo replied. “What were we talking about? I can’t even remember.” He grinned foolishly. 
 
    The group waited in silence to be informed of what was going on. For a long while no one paid attention to them. In the end Sigrid came to them. 
 
    “Follow me. Everything’s fine,” the Mother Specialist said, and she led them back to the Frozen Dragon. 
 
    The Elders were standing in front of the Frozen Dragon while Enduald and Galdason stood on the opposite side. 
 
    “Have you finished yet?” Sigrid asked them. 
 
    “Yes, we have,” Enduald said, appearing from one side after going around the great block of ice. 
 
    “Everything is in order,” Galdason said, appearing on the other side. 
 
    “What conclusion have you reached?” 
 
    “What we had anticipated,” Enduald replied. 
 
    “The power that emanates from the Dragon has affected the temperature in the block of ice and it has begun heating above freezing temperatures,” Galdason said. 
 
    “Is the thawing dangerous?” Sigrid asked them. 
 
    Enduald shook his head. “I do not think so. The power it emanates is steady and very subtle. It is possible that the temperature will go down again and the thawing will stop, that this is nothing more than a temporary anomaly.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Galdason, what do you think?” 
 
    “Even if it does not stop and the anomaly continues, it will take many years for this huge block to melt. More than a century, I would think. I do not see any imminent danger,” the Mage said. “I also do not believe this would be a problem. There are many objects of power in Tremia that emanate energy. This, like the White Pearl, the Effigies in the Red Desert in the heart of the Nocean Empire, and others emanate an intrinsic power and will continue doing so until the power runs out or the object is destroyed. I believe it is more likely that the power runs out than the object being destroyed, which is what we would be speaking of here in terms of danger.” 
 
    “Very well, in that case we will continue with the training as we had planned. You two, with Annika’s help, will ensure that this anomaly, as you call it, does not grow and become a threat for us all.” 
 
    “We will do as you say,” said Annika as Enduald and Galdason nodded. 
 
    “Are we going to continue the training?” Viggo asked with wide eyes in genuine surprise. 
 
    “We must do so,” Sigrid replied. “You have heard—there is no imminent danger, whether physical or because of the object of power. Therefore, we will continue.” 
 
    Viggo could not believe it. He was about to say something rude, but Ingrid was quicker. 
 
    “We appreciate the care and control the Mother Specialist and the Elders exercise to ensure nothing bad happens to us. We will continue with the training,” she said. 
 
    “Continue…” Viggo started, but Ingrid clamped her hand on his mouth. 
 
    “I am pleased to see that this opportunity means as much for some of you as it does for me. You, Ingrid, will go far within the Rangers organization and in life,” Sigrid said, looking at her with hard determination. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “And the rest? Are you ready to continue?” she asked them, and her look was that of someone who would not take no for an answer. 
 
    “On with the training, Mother Specialist,” Egil said. 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd looked unconvinced but they did not refuse. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid and she nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go on. The benefits outweigh the risks,” she told him. 
 
    “That is what I like. That is the spirit you must have in order to be successful in life. You must risk and sacrifice, give everything for your dreams and thereby make them come true,” Sigrid told them. “Those who never take a risk never make a gain. Those who never make an effort will never be anything in this life.” 
 
    Astrid bowed her head in respect. 
 
    “Let us get into position,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Enduald planted the great silver rod in front of the huge block of ice encasing the Frozen Dragon. As soon as he did, a transmission of blue particles streamed from the dragon to the rod, forming a fluid arch that started in the ice and reached the rod. Then they climbed to reach the crystal sphere at the top. 
 
    “The power of the Frozen Dragon passes on to the accumulation rod,” Enduald announced. 
 
    They all watched the phenomenon with great interest, Sigrid and the Elders did not appear surprised and neither did Enduald and Galdason. They had been expecting this. The Panthers, on the other hand, were all surprised—all except Lasgol, who had already been through this in the past when they had experimented on him. 
 
    “Annika, the enhancing potion, please.” Sigrid asked. 
 
    The Elder Specialist of Nature gave it to them to drink. They took it without protesting, although it was clear in some of the faces that they were not happy about it, especially Nilsa and Gerd, and of course Viggo.  They were aware of the effect it would have on them, and they prepared for their minds to become foggy after drinking the potion. 
 
    Annika withdrew, and Sigrid addressed Enduald. “Begin the process.” 
 
    Enduald started the familiar spell. He muttered words of power only he understood but whose rhythm they were beginning to know. 
 
    Once he finished that part, he touched the accumulating rod with his staff. They were all expecting the sparkling of silver light that climbed up the rod to the crystal sphere at the top. What they had not been expecting was that the beam of blue energy from the Frozen Dragon would also climb up the rod. Three beams of silver-blue light shot out of the sphere and traced seven two-colored circles. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all, that color’s weird,” Viggo whispered in Ingrid’s ear. 
 
    “Don’t be a whiner and watch in silence. There’s nothing to worry about. Enduald and Galdason control the magic.” 
 
    Nilsa stepped back instinctively at the sight of the Dragon’s magic entwined with Enduald’s. 
 
    “Ufff…” Gerd snorted, looking as if a dead man had risen and come over to hug him. 
 
    “Do not worry. This is not different from other times, we are simply channeling the dragon’s power to help with the training,” Sigrid told them. “The circles have been traced; kindly step into them.” 
 
    Egil was the first one to do so, and he smiled at his friends encouragingly. He did not seem bothered about the use of the Dragon’s magic in the training process. 
 
    Lasgol on the other hand, was. He knew that all magic has a cost and risk. He saw Astrid follow Egil and had no choice but to go as well. He was not going to leave Egil and Astrid to experience this alone. If anything went wrong he might be able to do something with his Gift, although he had no idea what he could do in such a situation. After them went Ingrid, who pulled Viggo in. He mumbled several improprieties under his breath, but he followed her. Nilsa and Gerd were the last to stand in their circles. 
 
    “Now, empty your minds and relax,” Sigrid said. 
 
    The Panthers tried to do so, but the situation was not conducive to relaxation. Lasgol reached for Enduald’s medallion around his neck and wished it would work correctly   and protect them in case things went awry and endangered their lives. 
 
    “Galdason, it is your turn,” Sigrid told the Illusionist Mage. 
 
    He nodded and cast a powerful spell with the help of his staff. When he finished, the pink energy came out of the staff and reached the crystal sphere. From there it shot out to the seven circles, bathing the Panthers with its light. 
 
    The Mother Specialist nodded at the Elders—it was their time. Annika, Engla, Gisli, and Ivar stood between the seven circles by their students. 
 
    Galdason made sure the Elders were ready. 
 
    Sigrid said, “Let us begin.” 
 
    The Elders laid their hands on the medallions. The entwined beams of light—silver, blue and pink—leapt onto the Elders and lit them up. 
 
    Galdason went over to each Elder. One by one he placed one hand on the head of an Elder and the other on the head of a student. He cast a spell to begin the process and a purple-pink aura appeared on the heads of each Elder and student. He repeated the process with those who had more than one student with the second one. 
 
    And the training began in the minds of the Panthers. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol woke up in the middle of a forest. His mind was foggy and he could not remember how he had got here. He stood up and looked at the path that ran through the great oaks in front of him. He felt somewhat confused, but he recognized why he was feeling like this—he was inside the Higher Training. 
 
    “Master, please.” 
 
    Annika appeared from behind a thousand-year-old oak and smiled at him. 
 
    “I see you recognize the training the moment you wake up,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, I didn’t know what specialization or what Elder I was going to find, but yes, my mind knows I’m in the Higher Training.” 
 
    “That is a good sign. Have you experienced any new problems because of the training?” 
 
    “Not a new one, no… but those I already had are intensifying… as if the negative effect weighed more every time.” 
 
    “You mean the headaches and the feeling of time and space loss?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, it’s as if they were more intense and lasted longer.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me. We will take it into consideration.” 
 
    “Of course, Ma’am.”  
 
    “Considering that we are in a different environment, even if you do not feel it and the energy we have available here is more powerful now, I think the best thing to do is focus on the Nature Specialization that appeals to you the most and start right away.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Which one among these would you like to learn first? You can choose between Healer Guard, Stealthy Poisoner, Forest Alchemist, Elemental Fletcher, Forest Survivor, Expert Herbalist, Forest Trapper, or Green Cartographer.” 
 
    “It’s a very difficult choice…” Lasgol said. He could not decide and so remained thoughtful for a while. 
 
    “Do not think too much about it. Let your gut tell you, pick the most appealing. Consider that you will study them all, at least the basics of each specialty,” Annika said. 
 
    “Well, then… let’s start with Forest Survivor… or Forest Trapper… I think I’ll like those a lot.” 
 
    “Those are good choices.” 
 
    “I think I find them the most attractive to start with… without knowing much about them…” 
 
    “Not to worry, you will soon have a better idea of which ones you like best. Shut your eyes for a moment and do not open them until I tell you,” the Elder asked. 
 
    Lasgol did as he was told and after a while asked, “Can I open them now?” 
 
    “Just a moment… Fine, you can open them now.” 
 
    Lasgol found himself in the middle of a snow-covered forest. It was freezing cold and icy rain was falling on his face. He shivered. The wind was blowing hard, and he put his hood on and huddled in his winter cloak. He realized he was wearing a regular cloak, not one of Enduald’s. This meant he was going to be cold, very cold; the temperature was going down fast. Lasgol looked up at the sky, and through the frozen treetops he glimpsed a winter storm approaching. 
 
    “Can you guess the specialty we are beginning with?” Annika asked him with a mischievous smile which made her look younger for a moment. 
 
    Lasgol felt one knee shaking as he looked around. The great frozen forest, white trees, icy vegetation, and ground covered with frost was all he could see. There was no escaping the storm—he would have to survive it somehow. 
 
    “Forest Survivor,” he said. 
 
    “Very good. I have created this scenario so I can explain to you how to survive a winter storm in a frozen forest with a little practice. This is going to be interesting.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed, knowing it was going to be tough. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he told Annika. 
 
    “Good, let us begin the lesson.” 
 
    As Lasgol had foreseen, it was a rough lesson. He held out as much as he could until he could no longer bear the icy suffering and froze to death amid Annika’s explanations. For some reason, the storm did not affect her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ingrid woke up in the midst of a thick forest. Nearby there was a stream of clear waters, and she glimpsed trout in it. It was spring and she could smell it in the air. The spring sun fell on her face and she could feel its gentle warmth. She looked around to situate herself and clear her foggy mind and then realized this was a training scenario. Something told her although she did not exactly know how. Not far from where she was, she glimpsed a pack of gray wolves through the trees. She hid at once and stayed still. 
 
    “Trouble?” a familiar voice said. 
 
    Ingrid turned toward the voice and saw Gisli, Elder of Wildlife. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she whispered and pointed at the wolves which had already detected her, one of them showing its teeth threateningly. Luckily the stream separated them, although it was not wide or deep enough to deter the pack if they decided to cross. 
 
    “Oh… I see,” Gisli whispered back. 
 
    “We’d better retreat slowly…” Ingrid murmured. 
 
    “Yes, that is what you should do in most cases, without losing sight of the alpha male, the one showing his teeth at you, but that is not what we are going to do.” 
 
    “What?” Ingrid asked, bewildered. It was a pretty large pack: she counted over a dozen adult wolves in it. The leader did not look friendly and Ingrid did not want to get in trouble… 
 
    “No, we are not,” Gisli said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” she asked, fearing she was going to get an answer she would not like. 
 
    “We are going to learn how to interact with the pack.” 
 
    Ingrid eyed the wolves and then looked at Gisli, plainly implying that she thought it was a horrible idea. 
 
    “Master… those wolves… don’t look friendly.” 
 
    “Of course not, otherwise the scenario would be too easy to pass.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that…” 
 
    “Today we are going to start with the specialty of Beast Master. I think you will like it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we start with Man Hunter?” 
 
    “You like that specialty better?” 
 
    “Yes… I guess I do, although I don’t really know yet…” 
 
    “I will offer you a deal. Complete Beast Master and I will teach you Man Hunter next.” 
 
    “I understand that Beast Master is the most difficult specialization of Wildlife, Master.” 
 
    Gisli smiled. “It is. That is why we will study it first. I want you fresh.” 
 
    Ingrid sighed. “All right, Master.” 
 
    “See the eagle flying over that peak?” Gisli said, pointing at a mountain to the north. 
 
    Ingrid looked and saw the majestic bird in flight. “I see it.” 
 
    “Once you finish learning about wolves, you will learn about her. I think you will like that.” 
 
    Ingrid thought about it as she watched the bird’s flight. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” 
 
    They began the training, and Ingrid’s fears soon came true. The alpha male of the pack attacked her. She tried to defend herself with her weapons and discovered she was unarmed. 
 
    “Master… I need to defend myself,” she said while the wolf’s fangs bit into her flesh. 
 
    Gisli shook his finger. 
 
    “We will not harm our forest allies, nor any other creature if we can avoid it.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded, and the pain of her wounds exploded in her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Viggo aimed the Water Arrow nocked in his composite bow at the target. It was shaped like a straw man or dummy and burning two hundred and fifty paces away. His own head and heart were burning too, which he found hilarious. It was like he were burning with love and it had gone to his head. He smiled and almost laughed. He focused—he had to nail the shot with the Water Arrow and put the fire out. He aimed at the head: it was bigger and he was not a great archer like Ingrid or Nilsa. 
 
    He breathed in and aimed, concentrating. When he did something he took it seriously. He released the air from his lungs as he had been taught and released the arrow at the same time. He followed it with his gaze as it flew toward the burning dummy. Then, suddenly, the target moved to the right. The Water Arrow passed the head of the target-dummy a handspan off course. 
 
    Viggo made a face. 
 
    “Master, that charmed target moves,” he told Ivar. 
 
    “Yes, it does, slightly,” the Elder of Archery said. 
 
    “Then, how am I going to hit it? I’m no sorcerer.” 
 
    “By aiming well, of course,” Ivar replied in a serious tone. 
 
    “But see here, sir… that target is already too far for me to hit it. Even less with an Elemental Arrow which veers with a glance. And, if on top of that the burning dummy moves, how am I going to hit it?” 
 
    “With practice, naturally.” 
 
    “And couldn’t I practice with a closer target that doesn’t move by magic?” 
 
    “It indeed moves magically. We are in this scenario which, after all, is created with magic. And no, you must pass the scenario as it has been designed.” 
 
    “This thing with the bow and the long-range shots… I’m no good at it. I’m better at closer range. Nothing can resist me there.” He smiled at the Elder with a proud and somewhat arrogant look on his face. 
 
    Ivar nodded slowly. “Very well, in that case we will change the specialty. I wanted you to start with an easy one since I know the bow is not your forte, which is why I chose Elemental Archer. But if you are so exceptional at close range, we will move on to Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    Viggo opened his eyes very wide. “Master, isn’t that the most difficult Archery Specialization?” 
 
    “That is correct; so it is considered by many. Although, every person is different and for some people some specialties are easier than others. If you are so good at short-range, you will find this discipline quite easy.” 
 
    “Well… sure, I guess so…” Viggo could not take back his words now. 
 
    “Wonderful. Close your eyes while I change the scenario.” 
 
    “Why can’t I look, Master?” Viggo asked; he did not trust having to shut his eyes. 
 
    “It is for your mind. We are going to change scenarios, and I do not want it to be more confusing than necessary. I do not think you are prepared for such abrupt changes.” 
 
    “Oh… all right, Master,” Viggo replied, ashamed of being so distrustful. He shut his eyes and waited for Ivar to tell him to open them. 
 
    “You can open your eyes now,” he heard a voice he recognized at once. 
 
    “Ingrid?” he said, opening his eyes. A few paces before him, Ingrid was standing with her tiny bow, Punisher, in her hands. 
 
    “Hi, Viggo,” she greeted him, but for some reason although the voice was the same the tone was not. 
 
    “Is it really you, Ingrid, or is this a trick?” 
 
    “Both,” Ingrid replied. “The scenario required an Archer of the Wind, and I am very good. So what better teacher than me? We will fight at short-range with a tiny bow like those of my specialty do.” 
 
    Viggo scratched his head. In his hand he found a tiny bow like hers. 
 
    “I don’t like this very much. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You will not be able to. At least, not until you learn a lot, and even then, I am too good for you to beat me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Viggo said. He was not going to let anyone beat him at anything, not even Ingrid. 
 
    “Very well. The scenario is simple. We will fight and you will have to hit me. You must stay in motion at all times. Both your feet cannot be still at the same time. That rule is unbreakable.” 
 
    “And how do you want me to move?” 
 
    “I think the best thing is to learn as we go.” 
 
    “As we go?” Viggo asked, frowning. What did all this mean? 
 
    Ingrid raised her bow and aimed at Viggo. 
 
    “Wait…” he started to say, but he knew Ingrid was not going to wait, that her arrow was going to hit him. He moved to the right reflexively and the arrow brushed his head. 
 
    “Do not stop moving,” Ingrid said as she nocked another arrow and moved like the wind, barely touching the ground. 
 
    “It’s not fair…” He started to say. 
 
    Ingrid raised Punisher and released again as she kept moving. 
 
    Viggo moved to the left and the arrow skimmed his arm. He felt the sting of the cut, and the pain warned him he had been hit. 
 
    “You hit me…” he protested. 
 
    “Defend yourself. The same rule applies. Release as you move, without your feet touching the ground at the same time.” 
 
    “That doesn’t…” Viggo said, but he released anyway. He missed the shot because Ingrid moved before Viggo released. He tried to nock an arrow to the tiny bow and found it was very hard to arm. He pulled the string hard, but in order to do so he had to plant his feet firmly on the ground. 
 
    “Uh oh…” he said when he realized he had broken the rule. 
 
    “Too bad,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo raised his gaze from his bow to Ingrid. 
 
    He saw the arrow plunge right into his chest. 
 
    He fell on his knees, looking at her with the arrow piercing his heart. 
 
    The metaphor seemed most appropriate. 
 
    He died. 
 
    “Failed scenario,” Ingrid told him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astrid woke up at the foot of a waterfall that dropped from the cliffs into a lake of foamy water. The noise of the water falling into the lake was not too loud but in her mental state it seemed to her to roar intensely, which seemed strange to her. Her mind was in shadows, as she called it, and she knew she was in the training. But the waterfall breaking the surface should have reached her with a muffled, distant sound, and it was the very opposite. The noise was too close and too strong. She felt like shaking her head to get rid of the annoyance, but by now she knew that was a big mistake so she did not. 
 
    She noticed the forest that surrounded the lake and a flower-covered plain to the south. And from the warm temperature, supposing they were in Norghana—which it did not look like at all—she guessed it was summer. The singing birds and the squirrels she could see leaping from branch to branch; the smells that came from the forest and the lake; as well as the clear blue sky made that the obvious conclusion. She wondered what training was coming; she could not remember. 
 
    “Any Elder here?” she asked, addressing the roaring waters. 
 
    “Here I am, young Specialist,” Annika replied. 
 
    “Ma’am, thanks for coming.” Astrid greeted her with a small bow. 
 
    “It is my duty and privilege,” Annika replied with a smile. 
 
    “So, Nature training… what specialty are we going to study?” 
 
    “I thought that with you being an Assassin of Nature, the two that would most appeal to you would be Stealthy Poisoner and Forest Alchemist.” 
 
    “Yes… those two would complement my knowledge well.” 
 
    “Yet, in your case, I think with you I would like to begin with Expert Herbalist.” 
 
    “That’s the most difficult of the Nature Specializations because of the great amount of knowledge it requires, isn’t that so, Ma’am?” 
 
    “That is what they say, but the knowledge by itself is not complicated to acquire. Practice is a lot more complicated, in my opinion.” 
 
    “The Elder is an erudite of Nature; I guess she knows better.” 
 
    “In that case, I would like you to trust my opinion.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. 
 
    “The reason is that I want you to get out of the world of death to enjoy that of life. Nature has both life and death in constant opposition. Many times death is the winner. Life, though, is the one we should care for, because without her nothing would exist in our world. Delivering death is an art which many learn and are remarkably good at. Giving life though is a lot more difficult, and to be skilled at it is extremely complicated. We must keep our balance and not tilt too much toward either of them. This is my first lesson for you. Perhaps the most important one I will ever teach you.” 
 
    Astrid did not fully understand what Annika was talking about, but she nodded. 
 
    The Elder was quick to recognize Astrid’s confusion. “Do not worry about the significance of what I just told you. Simply remember my words, and one day they will make sense in your life. You are still young, and you have a lot to experience and live.” 
 
    “We will begin with an exercise that will throw some light on what I have just told you. I want you to learn to prepare a tonic against the Snow Fever.” 
 
    “The Snow Fever? Isn’t that uncommon?” 
 
    “Yes, thank the Ice Gods that is so, and because of that the art of preparing a compound to fight it is fading.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t lose that knowledge,” Astrid said. 
 
    “That is right, my young Specialist. You must hurry,” she said, and pointed to a huge tome with a green-and-brown cover on a rock by the lake. 
 
    “Hurry? To learn?” 
 
    “Exactly. You see, there is a person who is sick with it,” Annika said and pointed at a tree behind Astrid. 
 
    “Who is it?” she asked, turning round. When she saw the patient her eyes almost popped out. “Lasgol!” 
 
    “Yes, and there is little life in him,” Annika said. “Run and prepare the tonic.” 
 
    “Will I be able to?” Astrid asked anxiously. 
 
    “We will have to see,” Annika replied. 
 
    Filled with anxiety, Astrid ran to the tome. Then the anxiety turned into despair when the tonic she prepared as best she could did not work and Lasgol died in her arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Astrid, Ingrid, Viggo, and Lasgol were having a rough time with their training, their less-advanced comrades were not doing any better. Nilsa, Gerd, and especially Egil were suffering with their learning stage. Everyone in the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon was suffering with every breath. The only consolation the group had left was that the training in the cavern would not have prolonged sessions, or else they ran the risk of freezing to death in the real world.  
 
    But unfortunately for them, the experience would not end soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the practice was over they all went back to the Lair to rest, both the Panthers and the Instructors. The discussion about what had happened broke out at once among the group once they were alone. They had not finished settling down in the Spring Cave before the dissenting voices made themselves heard. 
 
    “I can’t believe they’re making us go into that cavern with the dragon beside us while it’s waking up as if there was nothing going on whatsoever,” Viggo protested, upset, waving his hands as he walked from the bunks to the screen and back. 
 
    “There you go again with the waking dragon!” Astrid snapped. “It’s not waking up. It’s emitting power, but it’s not going to wake up! It’s been like that for thousands of years.” 
 
    “It is waking up!” Viggo insisted, annoyed because they did not believe him. “You’ll see what happens when it does. And don’t you think I won’t say anything, because I’m going to be reminding you always!” 
 
    “Ingrid, would you mind kissing him again to see if he shuts up?” Nilsa begged her, bringing her hands together in a plea. “He’s such a pest. More than usual, I mean. He’s always been a pest.” 
 
    “If you want I can hit him on the head and leave him unconscious,” Gerd offered with a mischievous smile on his face. 
 
    “Hey! What on earth have I done to you, pile of muscle?” Viggo protested. 
 
    “Talk about dragons. You know it gives me… the creeps… you know…” he said, and then shut up, ashamed. 
 
    “My, you’re a scaredy cat, in spite of being so big,” Viggo said accusingly. 
 
    “I’d kiss him, but I’d rather Gerd dealt with him this time,” Ingrid said as she made a sign to the giant to hit Viggo on the head. 
 
    Viggo saw it and rolled on the ground to get away from Gerd’s fist, which was already coming down on his head. 
 
    Ingrid smiled. “If he starts again, hit him,” she told Gerd with a look as if she meant it. 
 
    “Your tough love only makes my feelings for you grow stronger,” Viggo said, blowing Ingrid a kiss. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head but could not help smiling. The comment had touched her. 
 
    “You’re impossible…” she told Viggo, who winked at her. 
 
    Nilsa giggled and the atmosphere relaxed a little, although they were all worried. They did not show it openly, but they feared something strange and bad was happening to the Frozen Dragon. 
 
    “It really is a most curious situation,” Egil commented. “We find ourselves before a phenomenon that doesn’t seem natural, but magical, although some erudites include magic within nature as another element and a part of it… although it’s known that they are few…” 
 
    “Will you please cut to the chase, know-it-all? You’re making me sleepy with all your rhetorical explanations,” Viggo cut in. 
 
    “Let him express himself,” said Lasgol, who was interested in knowing what his friend thought about what was going on at the Frozen Peak. 
 
    “I’ll try to be more concise, although I can’t make any promises. My mind tends to wander,” Egil said with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “The training inside your mind must be an extraordinary experience,” Viggo said ironically. 
 
    “That’s what the Elders say,” Egil smiled broadly, unfazed by Viggo’s mocking. “Focusing on the dragon thawing, I don’t think we need to be worried for now.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘for now’?” Astrid asked him, raising an eyebrow. “Will we need to worry in the near future?” 
 
    Egil shrugged and gave the ghost of a smile. 
 
    “Enduald, Galdason, and Annika are watching so there’s no risk for our health, and I must say they’re skilled in their respective fields, so for now we may be at ease. Sigrid is watching and controlling the training process as a whole. Enduald controls our physical well-being with the medallions and their enchantments. Galdason controls the learning process in our minds and how they are affected by the training. For the time being, they have everything under control. I haven’t detected anything worrisome in the way they train us.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not at ease at all, because as we’ve all seen, they’re using the magic emanating from the dragon in the magic spells they cast,” Nilsa said with an angry face. 
 
    “They do that to give more power to the spells and enchantments,” Egil said. “It was the same at the White Pearl, although there we didn’t notice it as clearly as at the Frozen Dragon’s Cavern. It’s an external source of power, energy which they channel to use together with their own magic. From what I understand, it’s an extended practice among Magi. When they can find an external source of power, they use it to assist their abilities.” 
 
    “And it’s noticeable in the training. It’s more intense now,” said Viggo. “Or is it only me who thinks so? Don’t play the heroes, I know you. If I think it was more intense and painful, I’m sure you do too. Come on, admit it.” 
 
    “I thought it was quite intense, yes,” Ingrid admitted. “I’d even say more than usual. The scatterbrain’s right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I also thought it was more intense and painful,” Lasgol said as he shivered, remembering the freezing cold he had suffered and which he still felt down to his bones. 
 
    “And not only physically, it’s also more stressful emotionally,” Astrid added. “That troubles me more than the physical suffering. We’re quite used to bearing physical pain, but the emotional pain, the trauma it causes, that we’re not used to coping with or bearing. We’ll have to be careful with that. The injury might not come from something physical but from something emotional.” 
 
    “Fascinating and interesting,” said Egil. “I was thinking something similar since the same thing happened in my training. I noticed that it was heavily affecting my feelings and emotions, which caught me by surprise, I must admit.” 
 
    “In my case it’s been a real pain in my head. I couldn’t get all I had to memorize in it and I had some kind of seizure,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Wow, and are you okay now?” Egil asked him with interest. 
 
    “Yeah, once the training was over the pain decreased a lot and has stayed at what’s been usual lately,” he said, rapping his knuckles on his head a couple times. 
 
    “I also felt a sharp pain in my head when I tried to learn so much and so deeply,” Nilsa said, shaking her arms in protest. “Once we finished it remitted, just like with Gerd.” 
 
    “So, we must conclude that the training in the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon is more intense than what we experienced at the White Pearl,” Egil mused. “It must be because   of the Dragon’s power being incorporated into Enduald’s and Galdason’s spells. I guess it’s because of the enhanced magic.” 
 
    “It makes sense that they use it,” said Lasgol. “If I could, I’d also use something that helped me call upon my skills faster or more powerfully,” he said, thinking about his Fast Shot and Animal Presence skills. 
 
    “You’d better not touch anything, weirdo, least of all anything with magic. You’ll surely wreak havoc.” 
 
    “Says the one who’s always in trouble and committing illegal activities,” Lasgol replied. 
 
    “They’re not illegal activities, they’re somewhat criminal activities but without getting fully there, don’t know whether you follow me…” he told Lasgol with a wink. 
 
    “We all understand perfectly well,” Ingrid said. “And stop doing illegal things or you’ll end up hanging from a noose.” 
 
    “We Rangers enjoy immunity,” he replied, as if such an outrageous idea were true. 
 
    “What immunity? You always have to operate within the King’s law. There’s no immunity,” Ingrid said, unable to believe what he was saying. 
 
    “Really? Not even a little immunity? For minor crimes?” he asked, spreading his arms. 
 
    “Don’t rob or hurt anyone! And there’s no immunity!” 
 
    “Ufff… That’s mean…” Viggo snorted. 
 
    “I’m not at ease either,” Gerd said. “All this business of the dragon waking up has made me sleepless. You can’t imagine the nightmares I’m having. In several of them, the dragon comes out of the ice and chases me with its huge fangs. In others it roasts me alive with fire from its mouth and then eats me.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re yummy,” Viggo said with a wink. 
 
    Nilsa choked, laughing. 
 
    “In any case, and seeing that this training could be a problem, we’re going to do the control tests I designed. That way we’ll know whether everything’s all right. Rest a little and we’ll start the tests,” Egil said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Egil was ready to start calling over his friends and giving each one the control test he had designed with the fifty questions and the twenty-five measurements. It was so extensive and exhaustive that it took a long time to complete, so the Panthers had to make use of all their patience. 
 
    “You can begin with me,” Ingrid volunteered. 
 
    “Very well. Remember that you’ll need to measure me too,” Egil told her. 
 
    “Then let’s do it the other way round. I’ll measure you first, and if you’re okay you do it to me and the others.” 
 
    “Perfect. That’ll be our procedure,” he smiled at her. 
 
    Ingrid asked Egil all the questions and did the measurements, writing down the results in the notebook. When she was done she showed them to him. 
 
    “How do you interpret your results, Egil?” 
 
    “Let’s see…” Egil studied the results. 
 
    “There are variants in twelve results…” he told Ingrid. 
 
    “That’s true… it’s not a big deviation, but there it is. We must study it in depth, success and failure are both in the details. We must look for them in the smallest thing,” he said and was thoughtful. 
 
    “I’m guessing we’re going to have trouble,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “You guess right… these deviations indicate that my mind is being affected by the training, which I had already expected, but I must consider whether it’s something to worry about or not.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s not a good sign. I wonder if it’s only you or if it’s affecting all of us.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Egil said with a gentle smile. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    “Good, fire away. I’m ready.” 
 
    Egil did the control test on Ingrid and wrote down the results of the questions and measurements. When he finished he remained thoughtful as he studied the results. 
 
    “What do you think?” Ingrid asked, intrigued, looking at the results of her test. 
 
    “They’re similar to mine,” he told her. “Slightly better on the physical side, like reflexes and strength, something I had expected, being you. But the results of the mental tests are very similar to the ones I got. There is a deviation from the expected measurements.” 
 
    “Then it might be generalized. It’s two out of two.” 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty in our conclusions. We’ll administer the control test to everyone else and then I’ll study whether there really is a deviation in all of us and if there’s cause for concern.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Do you want me to help you with the tests? It doesn’t seem right that you do all the work.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind helping me, I’d appreciate that. It’s a bit cumbersome to write down all the results.” 
 
    “Say no more, I’m helping you. You ask the questions and tell them the physical exercises to do and I’ll write down the results of the measurements you get.” 
 
    Egil smiled at the willing and determined leader of the Panthers. 
 
     “Next!” Ingrid called, pointing at Viggo. 
 
    “Me? Already?” he protested. 
 
    “Yes you, now!” Ingrid said as she called him forward with her finger and a look that said, “don’t you dare refuse.” 
 
    “I’m telling you there’s nothing wrong with me, except that the blasted training gives me headaches, but apart from that I’m as healthy as an oak. Body and mind. My mind twice as much.” 
 
    “Well, then you won’t mind doing the control test,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It’s not that I mind, it’s just that it’s a pain of a test and so boring. So many questions, silly exercises, and measurements for nothing. Can’t you narrow the questions down to five and the exercises and measurements to three, the most important, and that’s that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that wouldn’t work,” Egil said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m afraid, I’m afraid… a waste of time if you ask me,” Viggo moaned. 
 
    “Shut up and start the test, you complain more than you breathe,” Ingrid said, feigning she was going to hit Viggo with Egil’s notebook. 
 
    Viggo threw himself on the ground and started doing push-ups as he counted out loud. 
 
    “10…11… so silly… 13…” 
 
    “Shut up and keep counting, all your strength goes out your mouth. If you do less than last time, we’ll know there’s something wrong with you.” 
 
    “25… I’ll do more…” 
 
    “I doubt it, if the training’s affecting you you’ll start doing less,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That’s true, it’s one of the variants we have to measure,” Egil said, watching him with an analytical gaze. 
 
    “No… 50… it doesn’t affect me…” 
 
    But no matter how much he repeated that it did not affect him, by the end of the test it turned out that it did. 
 
    “The deviation is significant. Not troubling, but significant,” Egil said, checking the measurements and data Ingrid had written down in his notebook. 
 
    “What do you mean by significant? Am I going crazy?” Viggo asked, confused. 
 
    “Not yet, don’t worry,” Egil replied. 
 
    “How can I not worry! It’s my head, and I only have the one!” 
 
    “You also have common sense, but so little that you shouldn’t worry too much,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “But how do I know…” Viggo tried to protest. 
 
    “Next!” Ingrid called, interrupting Viggo and ignoring him. 
 
    “I don’t think…” Viggo went on protesting. But Nilsa had already come forward to do her test. 
 
    “My turn,” she said, rubbing her hands together nervously. 
 
    They made Viggo leave, although he went on protesting for quite a while. The process continued until they had all passed their control test. Once they were all done, Egil grew quiet as he studied the collective results of the group. While he studied the others tried to rest a little, but they could not help being worried about their tests and the possible results. They themselves realized they had done worse in some of them… 
 
    “I already have my conclusions,” Egil announced after a while. 
 
    They all gathered around him to listen. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You see, I’m afraid our suspicions are coming true.” 
 
    “So we’re all going to end up crazy as loons,” Viggo said, making a face. 
 
    “Don’t make jokes, this is serious,” Ingrid told him. “Go on, Egil, and pay no attention to him.” 
 
    “My control test shows that we’re beginning to have negative variants, which is something we were all afraid of.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not gullible fools,” Nilsa said, not at all happy with what she was hearing. “And you can say what you want, but it’s because of the dirty magic they’re using.” 
 
    “Of course it’s because of the magic, and because of what they’re making us learn and putting us through in the training,” Gerd added. “I don’t know which is worse.”  
 
    “What’s important is to control that negative variant and see how it progresses,” Egil explained. “We have to watch it closely.” 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” Lasgol asked his friend, looking troubled. 
 
    “It will increase negatively at lightning speed,” Viggo said. “It’ll fall like a hawk upon a rabbit in the fields.” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be that way. It might stabilize,” Astrid contradicted him. “The negative effect could be only initial and now it will become stable.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, and I’ll be a prince someday,” said Viggo. “Although that could indeed happen someday,” he said as an afterthought. 
 
    “Not even you can believe that, about being a prince someday,” Ingrid said. “As to the variant stabilizing, let’s be optimistic and think it could be that way for now.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “I’m with Ingrid in being positive, but we must also be exceedingly cautious. Things are beginning to go wrong, and we need to keep our eyes wide open.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure of that,” said Egil. “I’ll keep controlling the progress of our physical and mental states. Everything will be written down and studied,” he said, pointing at his notebook. “I’ll go to Sigrid and Annika if I detect the situation growing considerably more dangerous.” 
 
    “Thank you, Egil. You’re doing a great job for the good of us all,” Ingrid said respectfully. 
 
    “You all know how this is going to end, no matter how optimistic we are. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Viggo said. 
 
    With this pessimistic comment, they closed the control test. Lasgol felt troubled. Viggo was quite right. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Lasgol and Egil were trundling through a winter blizzard bearing down heavily on them. They had permission to visit Camu as he recovered from his broken leg at Snowflake’s cave in the northern part of the Shelter. The Mother Specialist had only allowed one person to go with Lasgol. Astrid had wanted to come, but she had let Egil go this time because she had visited Camu when they had been granted permission to visit him before. 
 
    They wore their hoods up and huddled in their winter cloaks. The bad weather in winter was something they were gradually getting used to. They could walk easily on the snow since the weather was not insufferable yet, although it would soon be. There was not a real winter storm above them but the usual cold wind, icy rain, and general nasty weather they had every winter. As long as the sky did not turn black and lashed out with thunder, lightning, and icy hurricane winds, there was not much of a problem. They could cope with it. 
 
    Lasgol was more worried about Camu than about the weather. Today they were going to do some tests, special ones, regarding his magic. That is what Sigrid had implied. Since Lasgol had requested to be present if they were going to study the Creature’s Magic, the Mother Specialist had let him know. Lasgol was glad to have Egil as reinforcement on this visit, so Egil could tell Lasgol whether he saw anything strange in the tests they were going to submit Camu to. Of all his friends, Egil had more knowledge about these ‘arcane’ things. 
 
    They arrived at the cave where Gisli and Annika were taking turns looking after Camu. This time they were both there, which signaled that something different was going to take place, as Sigrid had told him. Gisli was stroking Snowflake who, lying on the floor, looked like the guardian of the cave. Lasgol and Egil stayed still at the sight of the white tiger. Lasgol had bad memories of Snowflake and unconsciously reached back to cover his bottom. Egil had not enjoyed the attentions of the great tiger, but he was a wary man and the tiger made him tense. Snowflake greeted them with a roar; if it was a friendly one they could not tell for sure. 
 
    “Welcome,” Gisli greeted them and gestured for them to come close. The Elder was preparing some kind of halter with hard leather. 
 
    “Greeting, Elders,” Lasgol and Egil said to both. 
 
    “How was the journey to get here?” Annika asked. She was preparing some kind of beverage on a huge oak table with a multitude of containers, concoctions, jars, and phials with different liquids. 
 
    “Pretty good, although the weather’s getting worse,” Lasgol replied, pointing outside the cave. 
 
    “And it’s going to get even worse,” Annika said as she continued working on her beverage. 
 
    “You have come to see the patient, I guess, because you see plenty of us every day,” Gisli said with a friendly smile.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Lasgol said with a big smile. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist has granted us permission,” Egil added. 
 
    “Very well, you will find him in his chamber in the inner caves. Go down the stairs,” he told them, pointing at the open metal door at the end of the main cave. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil thanked him and headed to the stairs. 
 
    “He has a visitor today,” Annika warned them without looking up from her work. 
 
    “A visitor?” Lasgol asked with some anxiety in his tone. 
 
    “Go and see,” Gisli said as he continued working on the leather tethers. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged a suspicious glance, and without a word they went downstairs. They found Lidia, Snowflake’s mate, as she came out of one of the caves. She stopped and looked at them. Lasgol and Egil froze. The tigress sniffed at them, seemed not to consider them a threat, and let them through, 
 
    Egil made a horrified face at Lasgol—he was quite upset. 
 
    “Lidia and Snowflake looked after Camu for a while. They’re good friends,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Egil snorted in relief. 
 
    They went into the cave Camu occupied. It was large and protected from the outside cold, even if that did not bother Camu. They found him standing up with his leg tightly splinted, and beside him was good old Ona lying on the floor. She had not left her brother’s side since the accident. There were two more figures beside them who made Lasgol very nervous: Enduald and Galdason. 
 
    Before he could say anything, Camu noticed their arrival. 
 
    Lasgol, Egil! Happy! Lasgol messaged, turning toward them and ignoring the two Magi he had apparently been interacting with. 
 
    Camu! We’re happy to see you too! Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    Ona saw them too and ran to greet them, making all sorts of joyful sounds. 
 
    “Beautiful Ona,” Lasgol said, stroking her head. 
 
    “You look amazing,” Egil told Ona, petting her back. 
 
    “And how are you, Camu?” Lasgol asked him eagerly. 
 
    I very well. 
 
    Do you say that to look brave, or are you actually well? I know you… 
 
    I very well, almost well all. 
 
    Do you say it or has Elder Gisli? 
 
    Elder say I very well. 
 
    Hmmm. I’ll ask him later. 
 
    Lasgol relayed to Egil what Camu had just told him. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you recovering so well,” Egil said. 
 
    The two Magi greeted Lasgol and Egil. 
 
    “You arrive at a timely moment. We have some questions about this extraordinary Ice Creature,” Galdason said. 
 
    “Important questions,” Enduald added. 
 
    “Go ahead, ask. We’ll try to answer and resolve your doubts,” Lasgol said, glancing at Egil warily. 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “The power of the creature. When did it manifest for the first time?” Galdason asked. 
 
    “Mmmm, not sure… I think it’s always been there… even when he was still in his egg when I got him.” 
 
    “Even inside the egg?” Galdason asked, widening his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I got several… shocks… of energy even then, before it hatched.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. They are born with power, like we are,” Galdason said. 
 
    “How did you realize he had power?” Enduald asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Because… I had him… my father gave him to me and while Camu was with me, well, as I said, he gave me several shocks.” 
 
    “Only to you?” Enduald insisted. 
 
    “Yeah…” Lasgol said, glancing at Egil, “But, of course, it was me who had him.” 
 
    “Perhaps because a creature of power will always try to connect with another creature of power,” Enduald said. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. He guessed Enduald would already know that he had the Gift. Since Sigrid knew, all the Elders would know, as well as the two Magi. Even so, it sounded strange to him, as if they were revealing his great secret. A small knot formed in his stomach. 
 
    “I don’t know about that…” he replied evasively. He was never comfortable speaking about his Gift, least of all with strangers; the two men were not strangers but were not fully trustworthy, although perhaps they should be. 
 
    “Yet you possess the Gift,” Galdason said. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Do not deny it, we know,” said Enduald. 
 
    Lasgol heaved a deep sigh. He had suspected they knew, but hearing it openly discussed was shocking. 
 
    “I do,” he admitted, and in doing so he felt better immediately. The knot in his stomach was loosening. 
 
    “That is better,” Enduald said. “Did you use your Gift to wake the creature’s power?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Then his power woke up by itself?” 
 
    “I’d say it did,” Lasgol nodded. He looked at Egil, who nodded too. 
 
    “I don’t believe Lasgol had anything to do with the awakening and then development of Camu’s power,” Egil said. 
 
    “This is interesting, since it is not common for the power to appear in creatures spontaneously. It usually requires the help of an external power.” 
 
    “A Mage?” Egil asked, opening his eyes in surprise. 
 
    “Or another creature with power or an object of power,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Oh… I see…” Egil said, wondering what that could mean. 
 
    “So then the creature has been developing his power without your direct help,” Enduald said. 
 
    “I think so. At least, I haven’t tried to help him in a conscious way, but I don’t know whether I’ve done something or not.” 
 
    “You probably have one way or another,” said Egil. “You’re always interacting with him, it must help.” 
 
    “We’re going to try something,” Galdason said, and made a sign at Enduald, who nodded. 
 
    They went over to Camu and laid their right hands, one on each side, on Camu’s back, holding their staves in their left hands. Closing their eyes and concentrating, they began to intone arcane words while they made small circles with their staves. 
 
    Ona was not pleased and growled twice in warning. 
 
    Egil watched, mesmerized, while Lasgol worried, not knowing what they were doing to his friend. 
 
    Does it bother you? Does it hurt? 
 
    No, not bother. 
 
    If it does, tell me and I’ll stop them. 
 
    I can make stop. 
 
    Can you? 
 
    I cancel magic. 
 
    That’s right. You think you could cancel their magic? 
 
    I sure. 
 
    You’re always sure of everything… like at the Pearl… 
 
    This not like Pearl. I can cancel magic. 
 
    I believe you… 
 
    Want me show? 
 
    No, don’t interrupt them. It might be good if they don’t know that you can cancel their magic. It’s a powerful skill and I would assume their interest in it would also be intense. 
 
    I powerful. 
 
    Yeah… sure… 
 
    I more than dragon. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. 
 
    The two Magi continued with their arcane words and concentrated on studying Camu, at least that was what Lasgol guessed. He gestured to Egil to see if he knew what the two Magi were doing, but his friend just shrugged. 
 
    Do you know what they’re doing? Lasgol asked Camu, uneasy. 
 
    Search my power. 
 
    How do you know? 
 
    Be like this all day. 
 
    Oh… and they haven’t found it? 
 
    Yes, find. 
 
    So? 
 
    They study my power. 
 
    I see. As long as they don’t do anything bad to you… 
 
    Easy, all good. 
 
    Okay, if you want them to stop let me know. 
 
    I tell. 
 
    Suddenly, Enduald and Galdason stopped intoning strange words and opened their eyes. They removed their hands from Camu’s body and withdrew to a table at the back of the cave where there were several tomes of knowledge with golden covers. One of them was open, and Galdason consulted it closely. Then the two Magi began to talk in whispers. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil strained their necks instinctively. Enduald gave them one of his surly glances. 
 
    “Our deliberations are none of your business,” he said. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol stopped trying to listen. Lasgol thought of using his Owl Hearing skill to spy on them, but if he used his Gift the Magi might notice. He was wondering whether to do it or not when Elder Gisli appeared behind him, followed a few steps behind by Elder Annika. Gisli went over to Camu and stroked his crested back. Annika went to a table at the opposite wall from the Magi and left several concoctions and potions she had brought with her there. 
 
    “As you can see, we have taken good care of him,” Gisli said. 
 
    Yes, very good, Camu messaged. 
 
    “We appreciate it, Master,” Lasgol said respectfully. 
 
    “We have been studying him and he is an exceptional creature,” Gisli said. “I have never seen anything like him.” 
 
    “What interesting things have you found out, Master?” Egil asked, trying to elicit information about Camu. 
 
    Gisli laughed out loud. “Egil, you must work on your subtlety a little more, it is too obvious that you are terribly interested.” 
 
    “True, Master, my yearning for knowledge gives me away.” 
 
    “Well… I have studied the creature in a traditional way: his physiology, habits, feeding, growth, etc. I have made all kinds of measurements and I have experimented a little with his scales, which are hard, more than metal. As well as his paws, which are like suckers he can use to cling to a great number of surfaces. I have also played with him to see his mental capacity and reasoning. He has pleasantly surprised me. He is a young creature, a pup, but his level of intelligence is more developed than his body.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that…” Lasgol said with a little sarcasm. 
 
    Camu’s reply was immediate. 
 
    I smart. Very. 
 
    Yeah… yeah… 
 
    Elder Gisli say. 
 
    Even the Elders sometimes make mistakes… 
 
    Elders not mistake. 
 
    “I have been writing down everything I have discovered in this tome of knowledge,” Gisli said, pointing at a book on the table at the back under a torch that warmed the rocky environment. 
 
    “For my part, I have studied everything I could about how nature relates to this wonderful creature,” Annika said. “I have also written down my findings in this other tome, beside Elder Gisli’s. Our friend Camu is herbivorous which, given the fact that he is a reptile and quite large, is something odd and intriguing. He should be omnivorous.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Lasgol asked, since he had never heard the term. 
 
    “An animal that eats plants but also animals and insects.” 
 
    “We’ve never seen him eat anything but plants. He’s always trying to catch small animals and fish. But on the occasions when he’s succeeded, he hasn’t eaten them,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    Not like meat. Prefer plants. 
 
    That’s what we thought. 
 
    He’s never eaten anything but plants and fruit with us,” said Egil. “I’ve tried to give him meat once or twice, both raw and cooked, and he’s always refused it.” 
 
    “That is surprising, because it is clear that he is some kind of ancient reptile, one we did not know of and which feeds only on plants. It is shocking,” Annika said. “His tolerance of medicinal plants is also surprising. He has processed almost all the plants I have given him well and they have helped him. I need to keep trying more plants and noting their effects on the creature. It is going to be an interesting study.” 
 
    “I understand that being a reptile, not all the plants that help humans are good for him,” Egil commented. 
 
    “That is correct. And they also do not harm him like they would us,” said Annika. “I have tried with a few poisons and he has a greater tolerance than we do.” 
 
    “Poisons?” Lasgol cried, unable to believe what he was hearing. “What do you mean poisons?” 
 
    “Do not upset yourself, young Lasgol,” Annika said with a soothing smile. “I have administered small dosages to study his reaction. He was in no danger at any moment.” 
 
    Lasgol suddenly remembered why he was so against the experimentation and why he had always been opposed to it. 
 
    “I don’t like this…” he protested. 
 
    “Only thus can we begin to understand which substances help the creature and which do not. We also have to study his regenerative power, which is greater than ours.” 
 
    “And the amount of food he ingests, which again is low for the size of his body,” said Gisli. “Maybe in the future, as he grows more, this will change and he will feed differently in order to maintain a larger size, which is going to be a great deal more than his stature now.” 
 
    “We must also study his blood and see what properties it has,” Annika said. “It might be fascinating. We will do that later on.” 
 
    “His blood?” All this sounded terribly wrong to Lasgol, and it showed on his face. 
 
    “Yes, his blood, but do not worry, we will not hurt him. We have a method to extract it in which he will not even notice.” 
 
    My blood very important. 
 
    Why do you say that? 
 
    I more dragon, my blood more than dragon blood. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. All this business about dragons and the Drakonians was going to be a torture, he could tell already. 
 
    “The truth is that the study has been quite interesting,” Gisli said. “It has made me ask more questions about Camu. I will need to study him during his evolution to understand how he grows, at what pace he does, whether he sheds his skin, hibernates, and many other things. We have never had a similar creature with us before and it is a unique opportunity to learn.” 
 
    “And this study will take place carefully and without causing Camu pain.” Lasgol wanted to be clear on that. 
 
    “Of course, Lasgol. You have our word,” Gisli said and looked at Annika, who nodded solemnly. 
 
    “We would never hurt him. He is such a beauty,” Annika told Lasgol and went over to Camu and scratched his crested head lovingly. 
 
    “What about them?” Lasgol asked, pointing his finger at Enduald and Galdason. 
 
    “They are here today to study his magic, his skills,” Gisli said, watching the two Magi who were still whispering, pouring over two large tomes they had open on the table in the back. 
 
    “Do not worry so much about Camu. I promise he is in good hands and nothing bad is going to happen to him,” Annika told them. “I understand your concern. It is natural. I would also worry, but remember who we are and what it is that guides us.” 
 
    “Exactly. Remember we are Elite Elder Specialists and are guided by the principles of the Rangers and the Path,” said Gisli. “We always protect our own,” he said, nodding repeatedly. 
 
    “They aren’t exactly our own,” Egil said, not taking his eye off the two Magi. “I understand that Magi often pursue their own interests, particularly in everything that has to do with magic and arcane matters.” 
 
    “You understand correctly. Magi are interesting, mysterious beings,” Annika said with a sarcastic smile. “Many times they are after their own goals—they seek more power and are most attracted by arcane matters.” 
 
    “Then we can’t trust them?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I would not go that far…” Annika said. “It is one thing if you have some marked interests, but how far you are willing to go to achieve them is a different matter. Enduald is Sigrid’s brother. He might be grumpy and surly, but he is as straight as an arrow and would never go against the interests of the Rangers or the Kingdom.” 
 
    “I can speak for Galdason,” Gisli said, “I have known him for many years. He is an exceptional mage and a friend of the Rangers. He helps us in arcane matters and matters of the mind, both here at the Shelter and at the Camp; he has for a long time. Sigrid and Dolbarar trust him completely.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “It’s not that we don’t trust others… but since Camu is still a baby, we have to take care of him.” 
 
    I no baby, Camu protested. 
 
    Well, pup then. 
 
    I big already. One hibernation. 
 
    A small hibernation. You’re not big yet. 
 
    I be. 
 
    “I understand. We are also concerned for the creature,” Annika said. “I give you my word that nothing bad will happen to him,” the Elder Specialist promised. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged a glance and then watched Camu, who was nonchalantly wagging his tail and blinking hard. He poked his blue tongue out and his ever-present smile made his friends relax somewhat. 
 
    “I want to let you know that we are considering continuing Camu’s treatment in the Autumn Cave at the Lair. Soon winter will make coming here complicated,” Gisli explained. “Sigrid will make the decision, which I guess she will do shortly if the weather keeps getting worse as fast as it is.” 
 
    “Will Camu be able to make the journey there?” Lasgol asked, indicating the splinted leg. 
 
    “Yes, he feels a lot better. The fracture seems to have healed well and he’s improving much faster than we humans would.” 
 
    Humans inferior, Camu messaged to Lasgol, along with a certain mocking feeling. 
 
    We are not. Who told you that? 
 
    Drokose say. 
 
    Well, we’ll talk about that later. It has me quite intrigued. 
 
    “Yes, I was working on making some resistant halters for the journey. He will have to go slowly and carefully, but with the new halter he will be able to get there.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. We’ll be able to see him more often,” Egil said, smiling, delighted with the news. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll all appreciate that,” Lasgol said, thinking of his friends. 
 
    “And how interesting it is that he’s able to heal faster than us,” Egil added, wanting to learn more. 
 
     “Yes it is, very,” Annika said. “That is why I want to keep studying him, since we might find something in Camu that will help us with our medicine—human medicine I mean.” 
 
    “That would be a great discovery,” Egil said. 
 
    “We have hopes that Camu will help us discover new ways of healing or growth which would be beneficial for us,” Annika said. 
 
    I very valuable. 
 
    They haven’t discovered anything yet that will help us, so you’re not that valuable. 
 
    For now. 
 
    We’ll see. You always think too much about yourself. 
 
    You see. 
 
    At that moment the two Magi approached them with serious faces and eyes that showed unease. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Lasgol asked them as they arrived; he was afraid there would be something wrong with Camu. 
 
    “More than good,” Enduald said. 
 
    “The study has been positive,” Galdason said. 
 
    “Has it?” Lasgol asked with a spark of joy in his eyes. It seemed everything was going well. 
 
    “Would the Magi like to explain what they have discovered?” Annika said with a kind smile to elicit more explanations. 
 
    “Of course,” said Enduald. 
 
    “The creature is more significant than we had anticipated,” said Galdason. “It is of enormous importance.” 
 
    That comment did not seem to signify that everything was going as it should. 
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    Uneasy, and with great uncertainty, Lasgol watched the two Magi. 
 
    “We have thoroughly studied the power of the creature,” Enduald said. 
 
    “We have analyzed it carefully and contrasted it with several studies of magic we use as a referral on the subject,” Galdason added. 
 
    “And what have you discovered?” Gisli asked, sounding impatient. 
 
    “We believe, and although we could be wrong, we are pretty sure it is a magic, a power, of ancient origin,” said Galdason. 
 
    “From before the time of humans on Tremia,” Enduald specified. 
 
    “More than three thousand years?” Annika asked, surprised. 
 
    “The origin of his power goes back five thousand years, perhaps even more,” Enduald said. “This is the conclusion of our preliminary work. The reference tomes The Eras of Magic and The Arcane Origin of Power seem to indicate that.” 
 
    “They go back to a time in which there were no gods or men on Tremia,” Galdason said. “His power is ancient, therefore we must assume that his origin and race are equally ancient.” 
 
    “But, if there were no gods or men in Tremia in that ancient era, what was there?” Lasgol asked blankly. 
 
    “According to legends and the theories of erudites and scholars, that was the time of the dragons,” Annika said. 
 
    “It has never been proven,” Gisli said, wrinkling his nose. The Elder did not seem to share that theory. 
 
    “It is difficult to imagine a world without us in it, without even gods,” Galdason said, “but among the magic community, there are some who maintain that five thousand years ago, creatures with an immense power crossed the skies of Tremia. Their physical strength was tremendous and their magic powerful. Some scholars even think they were dragons.” 
 
    “And from there have emerged the legends about those mythological creatures,” Enduald said. 
 
    “They are still theories… they have never been proven,” Gisli insisted. 
 
    “We find ourselves before a creature who might be able to shed light on the matter,” Galdason said. 
 
    I dragon. Be clear. 
 
    Weren’t you more than a dragon? 
 
    Yes, but family of dragon. 
 
    “We will have to study his magic further and see whether we can find out its origin from that,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Besides, the kind of magic he uses is special,” Galdason added. 
 
    What kind of magic have you shown them? Lasgol asked Camu, fearing the creature had intrigued the Magi too much.  
 
    I do nothing. 
 
    Yeah, you never do anything, but you always get into trouble. 
 
    I only show chameleon skill. 
 
    Good—that is a powerful skill, but I’m sure the Magi must have seen some skill that provides invisibility, partial or even complete, before. 
 
    “Special because he sends mental messages. That is something out of reach for almost everyone, humans and creatures,” said Enduald, watching Camu, intrigued. 
 
    Have you sent messages to those two? 
 
    They ask, I have to answer. 
 
    But not with mental messages! That’s a skill they didn’t need to know you have! 
 
    I not speak, only with mind, Camu apologized, meaning he could not have done otherwise. 
 
    Yeah, you have a mind little inclined to think before you act. 
 
    Not be problem. They ask, I send message, no more. 
 
    But that was more than enough. 
 
    “So, tell me, Lasgol, is that how the creature has been communicating with you? Through mental messages?” Galdason asked, raising an eyebrow as he stared at him. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He threw Camu a reproachful look and then nodded at the Mage. 
 
    “That’s right,” he admitted. 
 
    “And how did you make yourself understood? Especially in the beginning, when the creature did not understand conversations between humans,” Enduald asked him. 
 
    Lasgol knew this was a trick question. They wanted to know whether he could communicate with Camu the same way. His initial instinct was to avoid the question. Then he thought better. He did not have to hide his Talent, not before two friendly Magi. Besides, he had decided to take responsibility for his power, so he answered honestly; he did not want to go on hiding his Gift and his skills. 
 
    “I have a similar skill. I can communicate with Camu via mental messages.” 
 
    Enduald turned to Galdason. They both seemed genuinely surprised as well as impressed.  
 
    “That is something we should talk about,” Galdason said in an interested tone. 
 
    “It is something singular.” Enduald fixed his eyes on Lasgol as if he wanted to reach his pool of power. 
 
    “It is really curious that both Lasgol and the Ice Creature have the ability to communicate mentally. It is not a common skill, very few have it,” Galdason explained, and then he became thoughtful. 
 
    “Very few,” Enduald insisted. 
 
    “It’s not common?” Now Lasgol was interested. He had always thought that his ability to send mental messages through his Animal Communication skill meant it was a common skill among magi and people with the Gift. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Galdason said emphatically. “Neither Enduald nor I have it. We can receive and understand the messages because we have the Gift, but we cannot send them like you or the creature do.” 
 
    “It is a very sought-after skill. Few possess it,” Enduald said. 
 
    “A special type of magic is required which not everyone has or manages to master,” Galdason added. 
 
    “Well then, it’s a most significant coincidence,” Egil said, scratching his head and looking from Camu to Lasgol and back at Camu. 
 
    “There must be a reason for it; rarely do things in nature occur by chance or coincidence,” Annika said in a tone that meant this was something out of the ordinary. 
 
    “It is surprising, and I agree that this type of coincidence is uncommon,” said Galdason. 
 
    The more he listened, the more nervous Lasgol became. He had never attached any significance to their mental messages—they had both been communicating from the very beginning. He had always thought it was lucky he had the skill and could communicate with Camu, and not only with him but with Ona and Trotter, although those two could not respond in the same way as Camu. 
 
    “Did you develop the skill as you interacted with the creature?” Enduald asked. 
 
    “No… I’ve had the skill since I was little. I don’t know if it’s the first one I developed, but I think it’s the first skill I was aware of.” 
 
    “That makes the coincidence even more significant,” said Annika. 
 
    “The most outrageous idea has suddenly come to my mind…” Galdason said all of a sudden. 
 
    “Those are always the best,” Enduald said with a strange smile. Lasgol had never seen him smile like that, and he immediately thought it was not a good sign. 
 
    “Please explain,” Annika said. 
 
    “I want to analyze Lasgol’s magic. Trace its origin,” the mage said, looking at Lasgol with great interest. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide. He did not like the idea at all. 
 
    “That is an excellent idea,” Enduald said. 
 
    “You need not worry, Lasgol. It is a complex spell, but Enduald and I have been studying it,” he said with a wave at all the tomes on the table. “It was arduous, but we have mastered it. It is absolutely safe and, as you see, it is in the tomes about magic. It is well known and studied.”  
 
    For some reason this did not make Lasgol feel any easier. 
 
    “Nothing happened to Camu,” Enduald said, waving the matter off. 
 
    “It would be interesting to see the results,” Egil told him, as if it were one of his own tests. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” Lasgol protested. 
 
    “It will not take long. You will not even notice,” Galdason promised. 
 
    I pass test. 
 
    Lasgol sighed deeply. 
 
    “Fine, go ahead.” He could not escape, not when Camu had already passed the same test. 
 
    The two Magi came to stand on either side of Lasgol. Galdason placed his right hand on Lasgol’s chest and Enduald put his hand on Lasgol’s back. They held their staves in their left hands. As they had done before, the Magi closed their eyes to concentrate. After a moment, they started to intone arcane words while they circled their staves slightly. 
 
    Lasgol felt uneasy and looked at Egil. His friend signaled to him to stay calm—nothing was going to happen to him. Camu and Ona were watching; Camu was calm but Ona was obviously nervous. Annika and Gisli watched in silence with calm faces. They did not seem worried about Lasgol’s fate. This made him feel better but not much. 
 
    He shut his eyes and concentrated. And when he did he glimpsed Enduald’s and Galdason’s magic entering his body in search of his pool of energy. He could see Galdason’s magic like a beam of pink energy entering his chest. Enduald’s was a gray beam entering his back. He felt both beams of energy reach his pool and try to plunge into it, sort of dissolving on its surface. Lasgol knew in some weird way that the intention of the Magi’s energy was nothing other than to analyze his inner energy, his own magic. 
 
    “Everything is going to be all right,” Annika said soothingly. 
 
    “They know what they are doing,” Gisli said reassuringly. 
 
    Lasgol could feel that they indeed knew what they were doing, since the spell they were casting was having an effect. He could see the flow of energy of both Magi blending in with his own pool of energy. They did not pierce the surface but stayed on top like a two-colored mist above his blue pool. They seemed to be analyzing the top layer of the pool, the surface. This relaxed Lasgol. Enduald’s and Galdason’s magic was not being intrusive—they were not trying to penetrate deep into his magic. That would have troubled him a lot. 
 
    While he watched the two flows of energy mingling above his own and gently brushing it, he wondered whether it would be possible for a powerful sorcerer to do something similar and contaminate his magic. It was probably possible. He also wondered if it were possible to rob another mage’s energy to use it or add to one’s own. Seeing how they both interacted with his pool of energy, several more questions came to his mind. Lasgol would have to talk to Galdason someday so the Mage could explain all these concepts and remove the many doubts he had about the world of magic. Perhaps not all of them because that would take too long, but the most recurrent. He hoped the Mage would not refuse to share his knowledge. Enduald would probably refuse, but well, he could ask him too. 
 
    For a long while the two Magi kept the spell going, sending their inner energy to analyze Lasgol’s while the others watched in silence. The scene was intriguing for them, since they could not see the flowing energy or Lasgol’s pool. They only saw Enduald and Galdason with their hands on Lasgol’s chest and back as they intoned strange words and moved their staves in small circles. Lasgol felt relaxed. He did not feel anything bad or too invasive in the magic that came into him. Of course, the fact that flows of energy were coming into him was not exactly the most relaxing experience, but he kept calm. 
 
    At last, the two Magi stopped conjuring and opened their eyes. They took their hands off Lasgol and withdrew for a moment to deliberate back at the table where they had their great tomes of arcane knowledge. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Egil asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Fine. They didn’t do anything bad, or at least I don’t think they did. They’ve been analyzing my inner source of magical energy.” 
 
    “I guess they did that to try and identify what type of magic it is. Whatever they reveal is going to be fantastic. Aren’t you intrigued?” Egil said, eyes bright with excitement. 
 
    “Well, not really… I doubt they’ll find much. My magic isn’t very powerful— compared to theirs—so I doubt they’ll reveal anything transcendental.” 
 
    “You should think higher of yourself. Your magic is special. You’re special, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Thanks, pal.” Lasgol smiled, grateful for the compliments, although he did not feel   he deserved them. 
 
    The two Magi came back to them after an extended debate over what they had found out in their analysis. 
 
    “So, what news?” Gisli asked quite eagerly. 
 
    “By your serious faces I guess it is something important,” said Annika. 
 
    Lasgol became nervous at hearing that. He had hoped they would find nothing odd. In fact, he was hoping everything would be ordinary, nothing mentionable. 
 
    “We have analyzed Lasgol’s magic as far as it was possible,” Galdason said, looking at Lasgol from head to toe as though seeing him for the first time. 
 
    “We have discovered something interesting and at the same time quite baffling,” said Enduald, who was staring at Lasgol fixedly. 
 
    “I’m not going to like this…” Lasgol muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Take it easy. Everything’s going to be fine,” Egil tried to ease him. 
 
    “Lasgol’s magic is extremely interesting,” Galdason went on. “We have been able to trace part of its origin.” 
 
    “Part of it?” Annika said, intrigued. 
 
    “Yes. We have noticed that in his magic there are really two types of different basic energy,” Enduald explained. 
 
    “The first one, the most recent, we have traced to its origin, about three thousand years ago,” Galdason said. 
 
    “That’s the most recent?” Egil asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, because the second type of magic, and here is where things get interesting, we have traced back to over five thousand years ago,” Galdason explained, looking fixedly into Lasgol’s eyes. 
 
    Lasgol threw his head back in alarm. “What does this mean?  I don’t understand…” 
 
    “It means that there is magic in you that is most likely the same type and origin as the creature’s,” Enduald said, pointing at Camu. “We cannot say for sure, but that is what we suspect.” 
 
    We brothers in magic, Camu messaged to Lasgol enthusiastically. 
 
    Don’t reach any conclusions. First, we have to understand what all this means, Lasgol transmitted; he was utterly confused. 
 
    “Certainly curious and most fascinating,” said Egil. “If I understand correctly, Lasgol’s magic is made up of two types of magic of ancestral origins—one dating back three thousand years ago and the other five thousand…” 
 
    “Correct,” Enduald said. “And the one dating back five thousand years is similar to the creature’s.” 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” said Annika. 
 
    “Is it? And why?” Lasgol asked, already guessing he was not going to like the answer. 
 
    “Because very few people have such an ancient magic running through their veins,” said Gisli. 
 
    “Exactly,” Galdason said. “Most magi trace their magic’s origin to less than a thousand years ago. My own magic dates back five hundred years. Enduald’s dates back eight hundred years. They are, so to speak, relatively modern. There are some exceptions of magic over one thousand years old, but they are very few. And I am only referring to what we know in the north of Tremia. It might be different in other parts of the continent, although in my journeys abroad, to the west and middle east, I have only found a couple of magi whose magic went back over a thousand years; one in Rogdon dated his magic back one thousand and eight hundred years. And another who could date his two thousand and two hundred years back was a scholar I found at the Library in Byzantium.” 
 
    “Your two kinds of magic are ancient. Too ancient,” Enduald told Lasgol, jabbing his staff at him. 
 
    “But… but that doesn’t mean anything, right?” Lasgol said, not really believing it. 
 
    “On the contrary, it is very significant.” Galdason confirmed. 
 
    “And that is not all,” Enduald said. “It is really more significant because you have two different types of basic magic. That is strange. The rest of us only have one type of magic…” 
 
    “Well, this is becoming interesting,” Egil said, rubbing his hand together. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in disbelief. 
 
    “You only have one type of basic magic?” Lasgol asked the Magi to make sure he had heard correctly. 
 
    “That is correct. It is a blend of an infinitude of different arcane energies, but all of them with the same basic magic origin. That is why they can be grouped, mixed, and fused to form the magic each of us has; that is why we are different. There are no two similar magics for two different people. Every person is unique and so is their magic.” 
 
    “Wow! How fascinating!” Egil cried, delighted. 
 
    “In your case, there are two different strains of magic within you,” Enduald said. “One dating back to the origin of humankind, and the other to the time of the dragons.” 
 
    Egil was beside himself with excitement. “Truly fascinating!” 
 
    “I find this confusing and weird,” Lasgol said. “My magic can’t be that ancient, it’s not even very powerful. The skills I’ve developed are nothing compared to those of a Fire Mage who can throw balls of fire that burst on impact with large flames and burn everything around them, or a Curse Sorcerer who can make a whole regiment sick with a spell.” 
 
    “That might be so, but it does not make your magic less ancestral,” Galdason told him. “The skills you have developed are one thing. The origin of your magic is something completely different.” 
 
    “Your magic will grow in strength. Its origin will always be what it is,” Enduald said succinctly. 
 
    “I still don’t understand it…” Lasgol said, taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Let us say you are an arcane oddity,” Galdason said. “Something uncommon. Two different and ancient magic strains run through your veins. This is something significant which occurs rarely.” 
 
    “It might be good,” Enduald said. 
 
    “Really?” Egil asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes, because the older the magic is, the more powerful the mage will be,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Wow, that is really fantastic!” Egil was enthusiastic. 
 
    Lasgol, on the other hand, was not. It did not tickle him at all that they were talking about him. 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “That is a theory among the erudites who study the arcane sciences related to magic,” Galdason explained. “It is not altogether proven, but it is accepted by many magi in different kingdoms of Tremia. But it has to be said that there are an infinite number of theories in the world of magic, about all its forms and contents, and few can be generalized. The study of magic is complex, and not every theory or discovery becomes something final and accepted. A lot of study and experimentation are required before a new concept receives general approval among the magic community.” 
 
    “Most magi accept it as good,” Enduald insisted, nodding and making it clear he was one of them. 
 
    “There are more influencing factors on how powerful a mage can be other than the origin of his magic. They are many and varied. Tomes and tomes have been written about this subject, since you can imagine how important it is for magi.  Most magi seek to be powerful, and the study of magic and its possibilities are something fundamental to achieving this goal.” 
 
    “True.” Enduald nodded. “It is a complex and important subject.” 
 
    “I’d love to know more about the world of magic,” said Egil. “It’s fascinating. There’s so much that is yet unknown and many unique, strange situations like the one facing us now which surprise and baffle us.” 
 
    “It is strange that the creature and Lasgol developed the same skill. But this makes sense if they have the same type of basic magic, which seems to be the case,” Enduald said. 
 
    “It is indeed,” Galdason agreed. “But in this singular situation there is a lot more than just that. If we reason it out we see that finding two such different beings with the skill of communicating mentally is uncommon. And the fact that each has developed it at different times in their lives is even more so. Besides, the fact that the magic behind the skill in both cases comes from an ancient origin is more than just an incredible coincidence—” 
 
    “It is almost as if the universe had contrived it so,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Mother Nature,” Annika corrected him. 
 
    “Or rather Fate,” Galdason added. 
 
    “They are all terms to express the same idea,” said Gisli. “It is possible that there is a larger reason behind your similar power and relationship besides human explanation,” he told Lasgol and Camu. 
 
    “One which might be of enormous proportions and importance for everyone,” said Enduald. 
 
    “I definitely don’t understand…” Lasgol was getting more and more confused. 
 
    “What they mean to say is that perhaps fate has brought you together to achieve something great,” Annika explained gently. 
 
    “We still don’t have enough data to know whether it’s something so important,” said Egil. “At least not yet right? Or is there something we should know that we don’t know?” he said, trying to make them say more. 
 
    “It is nothing,” Gisli spoke calmly. “The Magi and our dear Elder jump to speculating about grand theories; it is a weakness of those who spend too much time in the immaterial unlike the rest of us. The Magi in their arcane, magic worlds, and the Elder in her universe of nature,” he explained.  
 
    “That is true…” Annika said, and the two Magi nodded, bowing slightly. 
 
    “There is no grandiose fate awaiting you, beyond serving the realm as a Ranger Specialist,” Gisli went on. “Do not let those alleged theories confound you. They are not necessarily true. They are mere hypotheses, and risky ones, at least in my humble understanding.” 
 
    “It is not our intention to confound anyone,” Galdason said, glancing at Enduald and speaking for both. “This amazing coincidence and the fact that the creature has such an ancestral magic lead us to believe there might be something more to all of it… that the threads of fate are moving for a reason. Egil and Gisli are right, we have no evidence to believe a grand destiny is waiting for you. But, given the peculiarities of your encounter, relationship, and magics, we ought to keep our minds open to possible unexpected and important futures.” 
 
    “Nature is wise and has strange ways of carrying out her plans,” Annika said. “Be alert for any other odd coincidence. If there is one, we should analyze it carefully.” 
 
    I great destiny, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    Oh, dear… don’t get started… 
 
    Everyone say, wait for great things. 
 
    Camu… 
 
    Save the world. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, and I’m going to fly. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. There’s no grand destiny for us; we have enough with keeping out of trouble. That is our grand destiny. To avoid all the problems we encounter all the time. 
 
    We grand destiny. You see. 
 
    “Thank you all for the advice, but I’m sure it’s just a coincidence with no more repercussion than that we are friends,” Lasgol said. “I appreciate the warnings and the analysis you have performed of our magics. We’ll keep our eyes open to the twists in the road, but I highly doubt that our path will lead to a grand destiny.” 
 
    “Without more data we can’t conclude a more ambitious theory,” Egil said, hoping someone would tell them something else, but again no one said anything. They seemed to have no idea what it all might mean, if it indeed meant anything. 
 
    “Very true,” said Gisli. “I think we should avoid jumping to hasty conclusions. We should remain watchful, as always, but cautious.” 
 
    Both Magi nodded and Annika bowed her head. 
 
    “If it is alright with you, we would like to perform an additional test which I believe would be good for the creature,” Galdason said. 
 
    Lasgol hesitated. He looked at Egil, who shrugged lightly and then nodded. 
 
    Not mind, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    Are you sure? And don’t act brave, I know you. 
 
    Not mind. And I brave. 
 
    Yeah… yeah… 
 
    “Nothing will happen to the creature,” Enduald promised. 
 
    Lasgol was doubtful; they had had enough studies and experiments for one day. But, since it might be good for Camu, he accepted. 
 
    “Okay…” he said with a deep sigh. Maybe everything would turn out well. Maybe not. Probably not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We appreciate the courtesy,” Galdason said to Lasgol. 
 
    “Camu doesn’t mind, so I won’t refuse,” he explained. 
 
    “Creature, communicate with Lasgol and only with him, please,” Galdason asked. 
 
    I communicate, Camu messaged only to Lasgol as he had been told to. Lasgol received the message as usual. 
 
    “I did not receive any mental message,” Enduald said. 
 
    “Neither have I,” Galdason corroborated, “but I could feel he was using his power.” 
 
    “I have received it,” Lasgol told them. 
 
    “It appears he is capable of discriminating the receptor of his message,” Galdason said. 
 
    “That is an achievement,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Send a message to me alone,” Galdason asked. 
 
    Message Galdason, Camu sent to the Mage. 
 
    “I received it. You?” 
 
    Lasgol and Enduald shook their heads. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Now try with Enduald,” Galdason asked Camu. 
 
    Message Enduald. 
 
    I received it,” Enduald acknowledged. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “It is clear that he can send messages directed to people with the Gift,” said Galdason. 
 
    “And he can discriminate well,” Enduald added. 
 
    “Try sending a message to all three,” Galdason asked Camu. 
 
    Message for three, Camu sent. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, indicating he had received it. Enduald and Galdason did so too. 
 
    “It is surprising he is capable of doing it so accurately,” Galdason said. 
 
    “It is. He possesses extraordinary intelligence and control,” said Enduald admiringly. 
 
    See? I intelligent, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    Yeah… yeah… Lasgol replied, snorting. 
 
    “Now try to send a message to the rest of us,” Galdason asked. 
 
    Message all. 
 
    “Whoever does not have the Gift and receives it, please say so.” 
 
    Egil shook his head and so did Annika and Gisli, but Ona chirped once. 
 
    “Ona, my familiar, has received it.” 
 
    “The panther has received it?” Galdason asked Lasgol, taken aback. 
 
    “She can receive and understand Camu’s mental messages as well as mine.” 
 
    “Well, that is a surprise,” Enduald said, his surly expression changing to one of disbelief. 
 
    “And a big one,” Galdason joined him. “Animals are not usually capable of interacting with magic in general.” 
 
    “They do not like magic or the arcane,” Gisli confirmed. 
 
    “Well, Ona can,” Lasgol said. “It must be because they’ve grown up together. They’re like siblings.” 
 
    Ona good. Sister, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    She is. You don’t know how lucky you are that she’s your sister. 
 
    “Isn’t it fascinating?” Egil intervened, stroking Ona. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Enduald agreed as he watched Camu and Ona, as if he were mentally working through his own theories that might explain such a rare phenomenon. 
 
    “Try to communicate with all of us now,” Galdason asked Camu and pointed at those who had not received the mental message. “This time I want you to concentrate and try to send the message to all in the cave as if you were looking intensely at each one of them.” 
 
    Camu tried again as the Mage had told him. He glared fixedly at each one of them and sent the message again. He gave off the impression of being angry and his everlasting smile vanished, which was unusual. 
 
    “I have not received any message,” said Gisli. 
 
    “Me neither,” said Annika. 
 
    “I would’ve loved to,” Egil said with hope in his eyes. 
 
    “Very interesting. Those of us gifted with the Talent receive it every time, but those without the Gift do not, even when the creature struggles to reach them,” Enduald commented. 
 
    “I do not think it has anything to do with the Talent. I am certain the creature is capable. He has managed to communicate mentally to a panther, he ought to be able to do the same with a human.” 
 
    “Humans are overrated,” Gisli said with an amused grin. 
 
    “I am not going to go against you,” Annika said, also grinning. 
 
    Galdason stepped over to Gisli and put a hand on his head. 
 
    “Oops, I hope I have not upset you with my sarcasm.” 
 
    “Not at all,” the Mage replied. “I am going to try something to help the creature.” 
 
    “Oh all right,” Gisli said, amused. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Be quiet and do not move your head.” 
 
    “Easy,” Gisli replied. He smiled and stood as still as a stone statue. 
 
    “I am going to enhance Gisli’s mind’s aura,” Galdason told Camu. “Can you perceive it? His mind’s aura?” 
 
    No can, Camu messaged to everyone. Lasgol and Enduald also got it. 
 
    “Very well, give me a moment,” Galdason told him. He shut his eyes and began to cast a spell. Egil and Lasgol looked on with interest. Enduald, though, was watching Camu with an analytical gaze. A moment later Lasgol saw Galdason’s pink energy entering Gisli’s head. “His aura is more intense and pink, do you see it?” 
 
    I see, Camu messaged. 
 
    “Very well, focus on that pink aura and send the message to Gisli, and only to him.” 
 
    Message Gisli, Camu sent at once. 
 
    “Well… that is curious… I received the message,” Gisli said, baffled. 
 
    “Well done,” Galdason congratulated Camu. “I am going to eliminate my spell so his aura returns to normal. Try when you no longer see the pink color.” 
 
    Camu nodded and waited for Galdason to withdraw his spell. 
 
    Aura brown now, I see. 
 
    “Very well, try to send him a message.” 
 
    Message Gisli. 
 
    “It came through loud and clear,” Gisli said smiling. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Enduald said, nodding; he seemed impressed. 
 
    “Can you see Annika’s aura?” Galdason asked Camu. 
 
    No see. 
 
    “Concentrate. You should be able to see it,” the Mage said. 
 
    Camu did as the Mage had told him and after a moment he replied, Now see. Aura green. 
 
    “That is a great achievement,” Galdason told him. “Send her a message.” 
 
    Message Annika. 
 
    “It reached my mind. Amazing,” Annika confirmed. 
 
    “Very well done.” Galdason congratulated. 
 
    “Send a message to all of us,” Enduald asked. “Focus on our mind’s auras.” 
 
    Camu did so, and when he could see each of the auras, including Egil’s, he sent the message. 
 
    Message all. 
 
    “I received it!” Egil cried. 
 
    “So did I,” said Annika. 
 
    “And I,” Gisli said too. 
 
    Lasgol and the two Magi nodded; they of course had received it too. 
 
    I understand, Camu messaged to Lasgol. 
 
    What have you learned? 
 
    Look minds first, then send message. 
 
    That’s right. 
 
    If not see mind, not reach message. 
 
    Correct. 
 
    I very happy. Greeting. Camu messaged them all. 
 
    “I’m delighted! At last we can talk directly!” Egil cried, jubilant. 
 
    “It is an honor to be able to communicate with you,” Gisli said. 
 
    “A fabulous and unexpected pleasure,” said Annika. 
 
    I very happy, Camu replied to all. His expression showed he was making an effort to send the message to all of them as he had just learned to do. It would still take him time to do it more fluidly. 
 
    “We all are,” Egil assured him with a look of great joy on his face. 
 
    “You will have to practice the new skill for it to become easier, until it becomes something natural you can do without thinking,” Galdason explained. 
 
    I practice. Thank you. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to be able to help you,” Galdason said. “Anything else we can help you with, you can come to us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Enduald added, although his face was not particularly inviting. 
 
    Thank you. I come. 
 
    “By the way, can you do what the creature does, Lasgol?” Galdason suddenly asked. 
 
    Lasgol was startled by the sudden question. 
 
    “Errrr… I don’t think so. I can communicate with animals and Camu, but I’ve never been able to do it with people.” 
 
    “Interesting. It’s similar to what happened to the creature,” said Enduald. 
 
    “I can’t do it to people with the Gift either,” Lasgol said, staring at them. 
 
    “Try and see if you can do it with my help,” Galdason asked him. 
 
    “I doubt it’ll work like with Camu…” 
 
    “We lose nothing by trying. We must always try. Failure is a given if we do not try,” said Galdason. 
 
    “I volunteer,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Me too,” said Egil. 
 
    Lasgol snorted under his breath. 
 
    “Okay, let’s try,” he said without much confidence. 
 
    “Very well.” Galdason signaled Egil to come to the him and Enduald. The Mage closed his eyes and started to cast his spell with his hands on Egil’s and Enduald’s heads. 
 
    Lasgol could see Galdason’s pink energy entering their heads. He was concerned for Egil, but he knew it was a similar spell to the one the Mage had used for their training so he relaxed. 
 
    “You should visualize their minds’ auras in pink. Can you see them?” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated and tried to perceive the auras, but he could not. He was not discouraged and used his Aura Presence skill. There was a green flash, and Lasgol glimpsed Egil’s and Enduald’s auras shining intensely pink. 
 
    “I see them,” he told Galdason. 
 
    “That is good. Now send the message from your mind to theirs, like you do with Camu.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” Lasgol concentrated as hard as he could and sent the message. 
 
    This message is addressed to Egil and Enduald. 
 
    “Have you sent it?” Galdason asked. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “I did not receive the message,” Enduald said at once. 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Egil said, a little sad. 
 
    “Try again, but do it one by one, and focus on each mind before you send it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    He concentrated on Egil’s mind first. He could see his aura perfectly intensified by the pink energy of Galdason’s. He concentrated on it as he used to do with Camu at the beginning, although now he did not need to because his skill caught onto the mind without him needing to do anything special, just like with Ona or Trotter. 
 
    Unfortunately, this was not the case with humans. Lasgol could not tell why, but his Animal Communication skill did not work with them. That was why he called it Animal Communication, because it only worked with animals. 
 
    This message is for Egil, he sent, channeling as much concentration as possible as he focused on Egil’s mind. 
 
    Lasgol then changed his target and focused on Enduald’s mind’s aura, concentrating as hard as he could. He was a mage, someone with the Gift—he would be able to get the message, which cheered him up. 
 
    This message is for Enduald, he sent, hopeful. 
 
    “Have you received it?” Galdason asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” Egil said, downcast. 
 
    “No, it never came.” Enduald confirmed the failure. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That is weird,” said Galdason, intrigued. “I wonder why. It is curious that the creature can and you cannot. Very curious.” 
 
    “Camu’s magic is more powerful,” Lasgol said. “He can do things that I can’t.” 
 
    “That may be,” said Enduald. 
 
    Sure you can soon, Camu messaged encouragingly. 
 
    The message touched Lasgol’s heart. 
 
    I doubt it, but thanks for the support. 
 
    You can one day. You see. 
 
    Thanks, pal. 
 
    “I think we have had enough study and experimenting for today,” Gisli said, looking unobtrusively at Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah… I think it’s been enough for one day,” 
 
    Egil looked like he would like to go on experimenting and learning, but he said nothing and nodded repeatedly. Lasgol knew his friend well enough to know Egil really wanted to keep going; he appreciated his support as he appreciated elder Gisli’s, who had also noticed Lasgol’s unease. 
 
    “Of course, we will leave it for today. Besides, we have much to discuss,” said Galdason, glancing at the reference tomes. “I think I will write to some scholars, eminences in several matters of magic to consult with them about what we have witnessed here today.” 
 
    “Excellent idea. I will do so too, in order to clear some doubts that have come up here today,” said Enduald. 
 
    Lasgol did not like this at all and shivered, uneasy. Gisli noticed. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be more prudent not to talk about what we have discovered so far to other magi in neighboring realms…” the Elder Specialist of Wildlife said. 
 
    “We must be prudent, at least until we are sure that what we have discovered is not something potentially dangerous to the realm,” Annika joined him. 
 
    “Forgive us, you are right,” Galdason nodded, slightly embarrassed. “My yearning for understanding and learning has led me to speak without carefully considering the consequences.” 
 
    “True, we must be wary,” Enduald agreed, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    “It is completely understandable,” Annika said, opening her arms. “I am also overwhelmed by desire to know and understand, but we must take measured steps and not attract the attention of external interests which might become dangerous for Norghana.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Gisli said. 
 
    “It will be best to ask discretely and avoid arousing suspicion or interest,” said Galdason. 
 
    “We will proceed with extreme caution,” Enduald added. 
 
    “Alright, be careful who and what you consult,” Annika told them. 
 
    The two Magi nodded and were thoughtful. Lasgol guessed they were trying to decide which trusted erudites to consult with and how to do so without revealing their discoveries. He guessed it would not be easy to write those letters of consultation. 
 
    “Very well, time to let these two enjoy the company of Camu and Ona,” Annika said with a wave at Lasgol and Egil. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” Lasgol said, bowing his head respectfully. 
 
    “I am going to mind my own business. I still have a thousand things to do,” Gisli said. “I will take Snowflake with me so you can rest in peace.” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” Egil said. He still had not gotten used to the huge, ferocious snow tiger. 
 
    The two Magi withdrew in silence to continue their studies. 
 
    “See you later,” Annika said with a big smile. “I will prepare more of the beverage to strengthen the creature’s bones.” 
 
    Thank you very much, Camu messaged to her. 
 
    Annika started. “Oops, I will have to get used to these mental messages. You are welcome, Camu.” She smiled and left. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol, Egil, Ona, and Camu found themselves alone in the cavern.  
 
    “We have to name your new skill,” Egil told Camu. 
 
    Name? 
 
    “Yes, like Lasgol’s skills. We give each of them a name so they are easier to call upon.” 
 
    If help, I agree. 
 
    “I find it so strange that you can speak to me inside my head. I’m so happy to receive your mental messages!” Egil said, jubilant, and hugged him. 
 
    I very happy, Camu messaged to him, and then he licked his face with his blue tongue. 
 
    Egil laughed and Lasgol joined in. 
 
    “So then, what do we call this skill?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Hmmm… I call mine Animal Communication,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Then communication something, Camu suggested. 
 
    “Good, Communication…” Lasgol was thoughtful with his hand on his chin. 
 
    “We must consider that Camu communicates with animals, humans, and very likely with other Ice Creatures with power,” Egil said. 
 
    “Well, yes… Let’s see, how about ‘Mental Communication’?” asked Lasgol. “It’s not very original but it clearly defines what the skill is, particularly in Camu’s case, since he will probably be able to communicate with any mind in the future when he masters the skill.” 
 
    I like, Camu messaged. 
 
    “Me too,” Egil said. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    “We seem to have an agreement,” said Lasgol, amused. “Well then, it’s decided—we’ll call Camu’s skill of communicating via mental messages ‘Mental Communication.’” 
 
    “Fantastic!” said Egil, who brought out his notebooks and, sitting on the floor, started to write down both the name of the skill and everything they knew of it. 
 
    Mental Communication, I use, Camu messaged to them. He was testing it. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lasgol told him out loud. “Think of using it by name and then doing it. It’ll be easier every time.” 
 
    I try. 
 
    While Egil finished writing down in his notebook, Camu used the name of his new skill several times, sending messages to Ona, Lasgol, and Egil. 
 
    “You’re doing very well,” Lasgol told him. 
 
    I very clever. 
 
    Lasgol switched to mental messages. Don’t get so excited, and don’t let it get to your head. 
 
    “I have written everything down,” said Egil. “I think we should name Camu’s other skills too.” 
 
    Agree. 
 
    Lasgol nodded at how excited Egil was with all of this; he was delighted. 
 
    “What should we call his skill of becoming invisible by camouflaging?” Egil asked, looking at Camu. 
 
    Vanish?  Camu suggested. 
 
    “Yeah… you vanish, but that’s not a very attractive name…” Egil said, wrinkling his nose while he thought of something. 
 
    “He camouflages, and that’s why he vanishes and appears invisible,” Lasgol said. “It should be a name that recognizes that.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Let’s see…” He scratched his head while he thought. 
 
    Ona, who could not participate, simply stared at them. 
 
    “How about ‘Camouflage Invisibility’?” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “Good, but we should turn it around. ‘Invisibility Camouflage’, that way it sounds cool.” 
 
    I like Invisibility Camouflage. 
 
    “That’s another skill named,” Lasgol said, smiling. 
 
    Egil wrote it down in his notebook while Camu began to use the new name of the skill. Since he already had the skill well developed it was easy for him to use it. 
 
    “Here we have an interesting situation,” said Egil. “Since the skill can be used not only for Camu but also for others, we can give it a second name for when he uses it for more people,” Egil said. “I think that would be best.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” asked Lasgol, who thought it a good idea. 
 
    “Extended Invisibility Camouflage? For when he uses it on more beings than just himself.” 
 
    Like a lot. Egil clever, Camu messaged to them. 
 
    Egil blushed. “No, not at all. It’s only that this is fantastic and I’m fascinated. It’s incredible to be able to study and write down all that we’re discovering about the magic within you both,” Egil said, looking at Camu and Lasgol with eyes that shined with enthusiasm. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He was happy his friend was enjoying himself so much. 
 
    “Very interesting, yes,” he said to his friend. 
 
    Ona chirped twice, and Lasgol laughed. 
 
    “It sounds like Ona doesn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “It must be because she feels left out since she can’t suggest names,” Egil said. 
 
    “And because she doesn’t like magic much.” 
 
    “Okay, we have one left—the last and most amazing of Camu’s skills,” said Egil. 
 
    “The skill of getting into trouble all the time?”  
 
    “No, not that one.” Egil laughed. 
 
    “Oh yeah, the skill of not paying any attention to me when I tell him to do something?” 
 
    Egil laughed harder. “No, not that one either.” 
 
    Not funny, Camu messaged, upset. 
 
    “I think it’s very funny,” Lasgol replied. 
 
    Viggo funny, you not. 
 
    “If you say so…” Lasgol smiled. 
 
    Ona chirped once and laid her paw on Lasgol’s leg. 
 
    “I mean…” Egil began to say, and he lowered his voice to a whisper, “you know…” He looked around the interior of the cave to make sure they were alone. Both the Magi and Elders had left the premises and he only saw Lidia come in, looking calm, watching her dwelling. “The skill of flying,” he whispered at last, so low they could barely hear him. 
 
    “Ohhh… I see,” Lasgol whispered back. 
 
    Ona flattened herself on the floor and gave a small growl. Lidia heard and looked at them with her big cat eyes, then she continued pacing around her domain as if they were not there. 
 
    “I suggest…” Lasgol started. 
 
    Dragon Flight, Camu suggested at once. 
 
    “Not bad but… didn’t Drokose say you’re not exactly a dragon?” Egil tried to set the record straight. 
 
    I Drakonian, more than dragon. 
 
    “Or something similar. We don’t really know. We’d need to speak with Drokose about the matter,” Lasgol said, not very convinced. 
 
    Not good idea, Camu messaged. 
 
    “Talking to Drokose? Yeah, he didn’t like us very much, did he?” Lasgol said. 
 
    Drokose say humans bad.  
 
    “Well, that doesn’t sound good,” said Lasgol. 
 
    He say I get away from humans for my good. 
 
    “And you didn’t heed him?” Lasgol asked, surprised. 
 
    I want be with my friends. My family. 
 
    “Ohhh… you’re going to make me tear up,” Egil said, and he hugged Camu again. 
 
    Lasgol did not say anything, but he was blinking hard because his eyes were also moist. 
 
    “And he let you leave?” he asked Camu. 
 
    Yes, I free to choose my destiny. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Egil. “I find that advanced when a chief or leader lets a pup choose his own destiny.” 
 
    I no pup. 
 
    “Yes you are, compared with Drokose.” 
 
    He say humans try trick me. 
 
    “Such animosity against humans must be for some reason, right?” Egil asked him. 
 
    “Not all humans are bad. You know that, don’t you?” Lasgol asked him seriously. 
 
    I know and I tell Drokose. He not believe me. 
 
    “He must’ve had bad experiences with humans. It wouldn’t be the first or the last creature, we can be sure of that,” Egil said. 
 
    Say humans be terrible, have to be slaves. 
 
    “Wait, that’s extreme, are you sure he said that?” Lasgol asked, upset. 
 
    I sure. 
 
    “Unsettling…” Egil said. “Are you sure he used the term ‘slaves’? That word has a very strong meaning.” 
 
    We speak other language in mind. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Lasgol said. “Did you speak in your own language?” 
 
    Camu nodded. 
 
    “And can you speak it without anyone having taught it to you?” 
 
    Yes, can. 
 
    “And how is that possible?” Lasgol looked at Egil. “You don’t learn a language unless someone teaches you.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s because they’re not human, they don’t have our limitations with speech. They communicate through the mind,” Egil said. 
 
    I understand his thoughts, he mine, Camu confirmed. 
 
    “I see they’re a little more advanced than we are at that,” Lasgol had to admit. 
 
    Drokose say we very advanced for humans, and better. 
 
    “No need to be hasty on that,” Lasgol told him. “Let me remind you that we don’t hate Drokose and he seems to hate us.” 
 
    Camu blinked several times but said nothing. 
 
    “It’s a real shame that we can’t have him as an ally. It’s certainly not a good thing to have him as an enemy. He’s the only being we’ve found that knows anything about Camu and who helped him when he was very ill,” Egil admitted. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Lasgol said, worried. 
 
    “Didn’t he give you any explanation? Egil asked Camu. 
 
    Not explain. He say bad that humans rule world. 
 
    “You mean he’s against us ruling Tremia?” 
 
    Camu nodded. 
 
    Lasgol put his head to one side. “Curious… Then, if humans don’t rule Tremia, who should?” 
 
    Drakonians. 
 
    “Well, that is unsettling, and unlikely besides,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Drokose say world better place if Drakonians rule. 
 
    “He might not be wrong if, as he says, they’re superior to humans and more advanced. That’s something we’d have to see,” Egil said. “Yet, humans have been ruling over Tremia for three thousand years and that doesn’t seem to be about to change.” 
 
    Drokose say someday happen. 
 
    “Wow that sounds even worse,” said Lasgol. “How’s it going to happen? How will Drakonians rule Tremia?” 
 
    Not know. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us before?” Lasgol asked him. “This might be important.” 
 
    Not ask. 
 
    “There are things I don’t ask you about and you torment me with, whether I like them or not,” Lasgol said, raising his arms and waving them, unable to understand why Camu had not told him any of this. 
 
    “He must not have considered it important or true,” Egil said, defending Camu 
 
    Not want you hate Drokose. 
 
    “There’s the real reason,” Lasgol said. “He didn’t want us to hate his new friend. You forget it’s him who hates us, not the other way round.” 
 
    I know. 
 
     “Well then, there’s no need to defend him. Besides, we’re not going to hate him just because he hates us,” Lasgol told him, 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it in those terms…” Egil told Lasgol. They exchanged a glance and nodded. 
 
    “Fine, hate is a strong word, but we no longer like him that much, that I can tell you,” Lasgol told Camu. 
 
    I not want that. 
 
    “Yeah, that much has been made clear. You should have told us. It could have been important.” 
 
    I sorry. 
 
    Lasgol felt bad for Camu. He knew the poor creature had avoided telling them with the best intentions. 
 
    “Take it easy. It’s nothing. Remember that you can always trust us. We will always help you.” 
 
    I know. 
 
    Lasgol went over to Camu and hugged him. 
 
    “Always,” he promised. 
 
    Egil scratched his head. “I don’t think we should be hasty in this matter. There’s nothing so far, no sign of anything happening or going to happen,” said Egil. “Until we see that signal, we shouldn’t worry. We must face each problem as it comes. This is not a problem, at least not yet.” 
 
    “We also can’t know whether this Drokose is trustworthy or really knows what he’s talking about or what he’s thinking or planning,” Lasgol said. He did not trust Drokose—he might have been poisoning Camu’s mind and turning him against his friends so Camu would stay with him. Or else Drokose might have had some other twisted reasons they did not know about. After all they had been through, Lasgol would not be in the least surprised to find a human or creature whose intentions were disloyal or twisted. 
 
    “Very true. So let’s leave it for now and concentrate on the problem we do have at hand,” said Egil. 
 
    “Problem? Which one?” Lasgol asked, worried. 
 
    “Naming Camu’s amazing skill.” 
 
    “Oh… okay! I was already thinking we had a new problem I didn’t know about.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “Take it easy—if that were the case I’d tell you immediately.” 
 
    Drakonian Wings, Camu messaged proudly. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at one another and beamed. 
 
    “I like it. It has wings, Drakonian, and it flies—I find it very apropos,” Egil said. 
 
    “Drakonian Wings it is then,” Lasgol said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter was at its worst, and Sigrid had to take additional measures because it was becoming more difficult to bear than usual. The first measure was warning everyone about the danger they would be in until spring. She also cautioned them not to venture far from the Lair so they could turn back for shelter in case of a heavy storm. The next precaution was to make Camu and Ona return to the Lair. She did not want them north, at Snowflake’s cave, in case they became isolated. She also did not want Lasgol and his friends to be coming and going for visits. The same with Annika and Gisli, whose comings and goings concerned her. 
 
    Ona’s and Camu’s return made the Panthers very happy. They welcomed them at the Chamber of Runes as they were arriving. 
 
    “Camu!” Egil cried and ran to hug him. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re back!” Lasgol said, beaming with his heart full of joy. 
 
    Ona moaned and looked at Lasgol, eager for some attention too. Lasgol noticed and stroked her back lovingly. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Astrid asked Camu as she came over to check on his leg, which was no longer splinted but was tightly bandaged. 
 
    “The pussycat and the bug are back from the winter holidays…” Viggo said with sarcasm. 
 
    “Don’t be mean, don’t you see Camu’s been hurt?” Ingrid chided him. 
 
    “For using magic,” Nilsa said, almost as if blaming him for his bad luck. 
 
    “Well, I’m delighted to see them!” said Gerd, and he came over to hug them, opening his strong arms with a huge smile on his face. 
 
    I well. Very happy, see friends, Camu messaged to them. 
 
    “Oh, by the Ice Gods! The bug’s spoken inside my head!” Viggo cried, putting his hands to his head. 
 
    “It’s new magic!” Nilsa said, her eyes widening like saucers. 
 
    I no bug, Magic new, yes, Camu replied. 
 
    “I can’t believe it, that’s all I needed! The bug speaking inside my head!” Viggo protested. “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “This is magic and it’s going to be a problem!” Nilsa waved her hands in the air. 
 
    “I think it’s wonderful!” Ingrid said. “It’ll make our communication and integration easier. It will especially be an advantage when we’re in trouble,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “It’s awesome!” Astrid said. “Now we can talk directly without needing Lasgol as an intermediary.” 
 
    Yes. Speak direct. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t doing such a bad job as an intermediary, was I?” Lasgol said with a slight shrug. 
 
    “You were great,” Astrid said, kissing his cheek. 
 
    “It’s amazing. I understand him in my head as if I heard words, but he doesn’t make any sound like we do,” said Gerd, watching Camu, entranced. 
 
    “Isn’t it wonderful? We’ve named this new skill of Camu’s Mental Communication,” Egil told their friends. 
 
    “I think it’s suitable,” Ingrid said. 
 
    I like, Camu messaged. 
 
    “It’s amazing that his messages reach our minds so clearly,” Astrid said. 
 
    “I’ve tried to explain how our communication worked a number of times…” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s one thing to have it explained so you more or less get the idea, and a very different one to actually experience it,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You don’t say!” Ingrid said, awed. 
 
    “And how did this disaster occur?” Viggo asked, looking displeased. 
 
    Not disaster, be good. 
 
    “That’s what you say, bug, but I don’t see it as good in any way.” 
 
    “And it’ll bring us trouble,” Nilsa added. “You’ll see, one way or another.” 
 
    “Don’t be so negative about magic, this is wonderful news that we can communicate with Camu freely,” Astrid said. 
 
    “I’ve warned you,” Nilsa said adamantly and crossed her arms over her chest protectively. 
 
    “You always do,” Lasgol said. “In this case, there’s nothing to worry about. It’s a communication skill, nothing else,” he assured Nilsa gently so she would not get more upset than usual. 
 
    Yes, only communicate. 
 
    “Arghhhh, there’s that voice inside my head again. You don’t get to send me any more messages, you hear me?” Viggo told him. 
 
    I send to all. 
 
    Well, not to me you don’t,” he said forbiddingly. 
 
    Can’t. I send to all or one. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged looks. They had not thought of that. Camu did not know how to send a mental message to someone in particular. It would not be hard for him to learn, however. As long as he did not include the person’s mind who did not want to receive the message it would be enough. 
 
    Lasgol smiled, “He can’t exclude you, Viggo. He might never be able to do so. You’ll have to cope with his mental messages.” 
 
    “Oh no! I refuse to have the bug torture me now with mental messages! As if we didn’t have enough headaches as it is!” 
 
    “Don’t be such a drama queen!” Ingrid snapped at him. “Deep down you love Camu, and all you do is make noise to pretend you don’t.” 
 
    “No way! He’s insufferable!” 
 
    “You’re the insufferable one! It had to be my luck…” Ingrid said, shaking her head. 
 
    “You say that because you love me?” said Viggo, whose expression changed at a moment’s notice from indignation to lovesick adoration. 
 
    “I say it because you torture me day in and day out…” 
 
    “And I’ll go on doing it for the rest of our days,” he said, smiling and making eyes at her. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Ingrid said with her hands on her head, making a face. 
 
    Viggo very funny, Camu messaged Lasgol alone. 
 
    He is. Can you avoid sending him a message when you message the rest of us? 
 
    Think I can. 
 
    I guessed as much. Practice and see. 
 
    I practice. 
 
    “It’s a wonderful thing that our dear Camu can now speak to us all, one by one or in a group with his new skill,” Egil said. “It’s going to be great.” 
 
    “Oh yes, it is,” Astrid agreed as she stroked Camu’s crested head. 
 
    Viggo ugly, Camu messaged to all except Viggo, testing whether he could exclude him from the message. 
 
    “Very true. He is!” Gerd told Camu with a guffaw. 
 
    “Very. I don’t see what Ingrid sees in him,” Nilsa said. 
 
     “In who? In me?” Viggo asked, guessing they were talking about him. 
 
    “Didn’t you get what Camu sent?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Get? In my head? No…” 
 
    “Well, he’s said a great truth about you,” Astrid told him, laughing. 
 
    “The bug is talking about me behind my back?” Viggo said, waiting for an answer. 
 
    I no bug. You ugly. Very.  Camu sent to all but Viggo. 
 
    The group burst into laughter, and even Ingrid could not help smiling. Ona chirped to show her agreement. 
 
    “Is nobody going to tell me what the bug’s saying about me?” Viggo asked, annoyed. 
 
    “Didn’t you just say you didn’t want him to send you any messages? Lasgol said, laughing. 
 
    “Well, there you are,” Gerd said, holding his sides. 
 
    “I don’t find it funny at all!” Viggo said and left outraged, waving his arms. 
 
    The friends laughed and shared their good humor for a while as they welcomed Camu and Ona warmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, Ona and Camu were once again integrated in the group and had gotten used to their friends’ training and rests. Camu was fine, although he limped a little still and could not do his happy dance, which he had promised to do for them as soon as his leg allowed. Annika and Gisli continued looking after the creature and deemed that in a few more days his leg would be completely healed. 
 
    Camu insisted on going up to the Pearl every evening to try and activate it. Lasgol would not let him. He felt responsible for Camu’s accident and did not want his friend to have another one while experimenting with his power. The experience with the two Magi had taught Lasgol that to improve his skills it was better to do so under the supervision of someone with the necessary experience and knowledge. No more experimenting haphazardly with new skills and powers. 
 
    Must go to Pearl, Camu insisted one evening when he was very restless. 
 
    You know what I think, it’s too dangerous. You could have another accident like the one at the pass and it could be much worse this time. 
 
    I must learn use power. 
 
    There’s no urgency for you to do so. In fact, there’s no need. So rest and finish recovering so you can do your happy dance for us. 
 
    But… I need learn… 
 
    No buts. Listen to me and do as I say, you hardheaded creature, Lasgol said to end the discussion, because Camu had been insisting ever since he had returned. 
 
    Not right. 
 
    Yes I am. Let’s not argue any more. Do as I say and forget the idea. 
 
    Ona moaned because they were arguing. 
 
    Ona, good, Camu messaged to her. 
 
    See? These arguments make her sad. 
 
    Fine, Camu messaged, although unhappily. 
 
    The following night Lasgol woke up in the middle of the night. He had been having a nightmare in which Camu was on fire in the midst of great flames and Lasgol could not reach him to save him. He sat up in his bed soaked in sweat. He instinctively looked to the corner on the floor where Ona and Camu slept comfortably on a pile of blankets. 
 
    “By all the…” Lasgol muttered when he saw they were not there. He jumped down from his bunk and searched for them all over their area within the screens, but he could not find them, and he went out to look for them in the contenders’ area. They were not there either. He came back to his bed and got dressed quickly. Astrid heard him and, realizing something was wrong, got dressed too. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Lasgol?” she asked him in a whisper, her Assassin’s knives ready in her hands. 
 
    “Ona and Camu are gone,” he said, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, oh…” they heard Egil say as he got up too. 
 
    “I don’t know where they are,” Lasgol said, worried. 
 
    “Will they be playing?” Astrid suggested. 
 
    “I’ve told them again and again not to play in the caverns… but it’s not as if they pay much attention to what I say…” 
 
    “Perhaps Sigrid has taken them away for some test or experiment…” Egil suggested. 
 
    “At night? and without telling us?” Astrid said, surprised. 
 
    “That would be most suspicious,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Have you checked in the other caverns?” Egil said. 
 
    “It’s what I was going to do now.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Do we wake the others?” Egil asked. 
 
    “No. Let them sleep, they’re exhausted and it’s surely nothing, they must be playing in either the Caves of Summer or Autumn.” 
 
    “As long as they’re not in the Cave of Winter,” Egil said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    They ran out of the Cave of Spring as stealthily as they could. The group checked the other two caves but did not find Ona and Camu. They did see Snowflake, who greeted them with a warning growl. Finally, they stopped at the Chamber of Runes. 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Astrid, looking toward the Cave of Winter. 
 
    “No need to look there,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Because I think I know where they’ve gone,” Lasgol said and pointed to the closed entrance of the Cave. 
 
    “Do you really think they’ve gone outside?” Astrid said, surprised. “The door is shut.” 
 
    “Camu can open the door with his power. Close it too,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Well, our little friend is full of surprises,” said Egil. “But I’m not surprised. It’s not the first time he’s activated magic runes or objects of power.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lasgol said. “Come, follow me.” Lasgol opened the door of the Chamber and they stepped out into the snow-covered night landscape. Luckily, it was not too cold that night. Lasgol led them to the top of the Lair. Astrid and Egil knew at once what Lasgol was suspecting. 
 
    They arrived at the White Pearl and found Camu and Ona beside it. 
 
    “I told you not to come up here,” Lasgol said angrily. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Astrid asked as she went over to check them. 
 
    Yes, fine. 
 
    “What are you doing here in the middle of the night?” Egil asked. Before Camu could answer, Egil self-replied, “Of course, you were trying to activate the White Pearl to open a portal.” 
 
    Yes, try to activate. 
 
    “Any success?” Egil asked, curious. 
 
    Not manage, Camu said, looking downhearted. 
 
    “Are you all right at least?” Lasgol asked a little more gently, although he was still mad because they had not listened to him, something that was not rare in these two. 
 
    Be fine. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    “Did you make some kind of progress, even though you didn’t manage to open the Pearl?” Egil asked. 
 
    Think so. 
 
    “Really?” Lasgol was intrigued. “What kind of progress?” 
 
    Manage a pulse. 
 
    “A pulse? I don’t follow…” said Astrid. 
 
    “I think he means a flash,” Egil guessed. “Did the Pearl answer with a flash?” 
 
    Yes. That. 
 
    “It’s fantastic to be able to communicate directly with Camu. No offense, Lasgol.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “And nothing else happened?” Egil asked Camu, very excited. 
 
    No. A pulse. Then nothing. 
 
    “Do you know whether the pulse was a response to your waves of power or if it was just a coincidence?” Lasgol said. 
 
    No coincidence. 
 
    “How can you be so sure it wasn’t a coincidence?” Egil asked. 
 
    Begin to activate so. 
 
    “Well, we seem to be getting somewhere. What you’re trying to tell us is that you have to cause a pulse or flash to use the Pearl. I’m guessing your initial pulse is followed by others you couldn’t cause,” Egil said. 
 
    Yes. That. 
 
    “Any idea why the rest of the pulses didn’t come and the Pearl wasn’t activated?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    No idea, Camu admitted, along with a sense of failure. 
 
    “How come Drokose didn’t teach you how to use the Pearl when you were with him?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Drokose not enough time. Say I discover alone. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a funny way of teaching,” Astrid said, baffled. 
 
    I have to work very hard, Drokose say. 
 
    “To develop and master your power and activate the Pearl?” asked Lasgol. 
 
    Yes. Work a lot, more power. New power. 
 
    That sounded familiar to Lasgol. It was the same thing that had happened to him. He had needed to experiment with his skills until he mastered them. There was no given. He had to struggle and learn. Suffer and overcome. 
 
    “I see. You’ll have to keep trying until you get it right on your own. It’s like what happens to me,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “But you’re alone, and he had a mentor. I don’t think it’s appropriate to leave poor Camu to find out on his own,” Astrid protested. 
 
    Nothing come without struggle. Drokose say. 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Egil. “I think their teaching system is slightly different from ours. It would seem they let their young learn from experience. From failure to victory.” 
 
    “It sounds harsh and archaic,” said Astrid. “I’m sure he’ll learn, but only by hitting his head against a mountainside.” 
 
    “And he didn’t tell you how long it would take you to master the use of the Pearl?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not say. I must try until learn.  
 
    “Well, that could take some time,” Egil said. 
 
    Drokose say everything come in own time. 
 
    That’s another truth, a universal one,” Egil agreed. 
 
    “Well, we’d better go back to the lair before they find out we’ve gone,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m beginning to get cold,” said Egil. “You’ve advanced enough for one night,” he told Camu, who nodded but was not very happy. 
 
    “Come, let’s go back to the warmth of the cavern,” Lasgol said, and they started down. He was not surprised by the fact that Camu had disobeyed or that he had made an improvement in his search of a new skill to activate the portal. What really surprised Lasgol was that Camu wanted to open the portal so badly. Why? Was he hiding something from them? Did he want to go back with Drokose? What was he after? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the midst of one of the worst winters, both the Snow Panthers and the rest of the Rangers, who were trying to get a Specialization, were working without pause to achieve their goal. The problem was that now the weather was so bad they could freeze to death if they were not careful. They had already rescued two contenders who nearly froze to death when they got trapped under a snow avalanche. Luckily, they had been rescued in time. 
 
    That afternoon was a day off, and the Panthers were watching the storm moving toward them and would soon reach them. They were looking out of the Chamber of Runes with the door open, wrapped in their winter clothes. They had wanted to breathe a bit of fresh air, since spending the whole day inside the caves of the Lair, even if they were resting, boggled their minds, and they already had enough of that with their training. 
 
    “Wow, this is what I call a true winter storm!” said Gerd, watching the thunder and lightning that seemed to tear apart the dark glacial sky. 
 
    “Makes me want to go for a stroll so much,” said Viggo, puffing steam out of his mouth.  
 
    “Oh, I can give you a shove so you start walking,” Nilsa told him as she hopped at the threshold of the Lair from one side to the other. 
 
    “No way. Then we’d have to go out and get him because surely he’d definitely get lost,” Ingrid said as she watched the sky. 
 
    “If I get lost, the only one who can save me is you,” Viggo said with a lovesick gaze. 
 
    “Only a bloodhound would be able to save you out there.” 
 
    “The bloodhound would save my body, but my heart can only be saved by you,” Viggo said, looking at her and opening his arms. 
 
    Ingrid’s reply was a snowball full in the face. 
 
    Nilsa burst out laughing while Viggo choked on the snow that had gone into his mouth. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol were returning from outside at that moment seeking shelter, Ona and Camu beside them. They saw the hit and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Now you’ll see,” Viggo said as he ran out to counterattack, scooping a ball of snow and throwing it at Ingrid. His beloved ducked quickly and the ball hit Gerd in the middle of his chest. The giant went out to the snow and scooped up another ball to counter. He threw it at Viggo, who was running to shelter inside. The ball hit Nilsa in the shoulder, and in a moment the entrance to the Lair became a battlefield of snowballs amid laughter and shouting. 
 
    Lasgol was throwing balls at Ona, who was leaping in the snow. Camu was a little further back and, camouflaged, was throwing snow at Viggo, who seemed to be everywhere, throwing snowballs at everyone. Ingrid and Nilsa were snowballing one another and laughing their heads off. 
 
    Egil came from inside the Cave of Spring with his control notebook under his arm to find all his friends throwing snowballs around like children. 
 
    “What big kids,” he said with an amused smile, but before he finished smiling Viggo had already hit him in the chest. Egil chewed on the snow that had got into his mouth and smiled—a little fun was exactly what they needed. The Higher Training was too intense, more so now in the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon, and they needed to shake off all the accumulated stress. 
 
    A second ball hit him center chest; this time it was Nilsa who was laughing. 
 
    “Come on, Egil! Leave the notebook and join the war!” 
 
    Two balls hit Nilsa, who fell backward, laughing. Ingrid was sliding from one side to the other without stopping. Astrid and Viggo were rolling in the snow to get on one knee and attack. Camu was throwing snow at everyone with his long tail, and since they could not see him they could not hit him. Ona was jumping here and there, trying to catch the snowballs with her jaws. 
 
    Lasgol threw a snowball at Egil from outside, and he had no choice but to leave his notebook on the floor and join the fray. A moment later he was throwing snowballs at everyone and giggling like a tot. 
 
    “Let’s get the smartass!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “Aim at the head!” Ingrid joined in, smiling mischievously. 
 
    Viggo looked indignant. “You’ll never catch me!” he cried and threw himself behind a pile of snow. 
 
    Five snowballs tried to get him, but although they brushed by him they did not hit him. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this villainy!” he shouted from behind the pile and threw a snowball at Gerd that caught him in the leg. 
 
    “Let’s go for Lasgol!” Astrid cried amid laughter. 
 
    Lasgol opened his eyes wide. “Treachery!” he cried as he ran away. Three snowballs sought his back, and Ona jumped and caught one in her jaws. The other two grazed Lasgol’s ears as he crouched evasively. 
 
    Very funny! Camu messaged. 
 
    It is! Lasgol replied. 
 
    Snow! 
 
    Lasgol felt a pile of snow falling on top of him. 
 
    That’s not fair! 
 
    Yes is! 
 
    Lasgol, who was crawling on the snow, saw Camu’s footprints. He could not see him, but his tracks were visible. He calculated more or less where he was and threw a big snowball at him while behind him the battle went on as if they were fighting in a real war. The snowball hit its target. 
 
    Hey!  protested Camu, who did not like Lasgol hitting him at all. 
 
    The snow betrayed you, Lasgol told him. 
 
    Not like snow. 
 
    Oh no? I thought you did. 
 
    When you see me, no. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Yeah, yeah… 
 
    The ruthless snowball fight went on for a long while. The Panthers ignored the cold and the storm above their heads and only thought of having fun. 
 
    “Will someone tell me what in the name of the Gods is going on here?” they heard Sigrid say. 
 
    “Mother Specialist…” Ingrid began. 
 
    “This is no way to behave!” Sigrid interrupted her. 
 
    “No… it’s not…” Gerd admitted. 
 
    “I am truly disappointed by this behavior!” 
 
    “We’re sorry…” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Do not be sorry and behave as you ought to! You are the best among the best—act as such!” 
 
    “Absolutely, Mother Specialist,” Ingrid said, bowing her head, ashamed. They looked like naughty kids all covered in snow. 
 
    “Go inside out of the storm. Only a madman or a fool is not afraid of a winter storm, and I do not think you are the former.” 
 
    “Right away,” Ingrid said and signaled to the others to get inside. 
 
    As they went down to the Cave of Spring with Sigrid’s eyes glaring at their backs, the Mother Specialist smiled, amused, but they did not see her. 
 
    Inside the cavern they got dried and changed clothes. 
 
    “Did you see how elegantly she called us fools?” Viggo said as he searched for a clean change of clothes. 
 
    “Very, yes,” said Egil with a grin. 
 
    “We were being fools,” Ingrid said. “That’s a fact.” 
 
    “And it was good for us,” Astrid commented with a chuckle. 
 
    “That too,” Lasgol replied, also grinning widely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat down on some solid, old stools Gisli had found and started to chat as usual. Camu and Ona threw themselves on the floor, listening to their conversation, although it did not interest them much and half the time they spent snoozing. 
 
    “How’s the training going, Gerd?” Astrid asked, interested. 
 
    “I think it’s going well, although I feel like my head might burst at any moment.” 
 
    “From all the theory Elder Gisli’s giving you?” she asked. 
 
    “Exactly. I just finished with Man Hunter and Beast Master and this last one had me all messed up, I can’t say it better.” 
 
    “But you managed to finish, didn’t you?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    “Yes, I finally made it.” 
 
    “Then you’ll start with the practical part of the Experience Stage,” Ingrid said, impressed. 
 
    “We start in the next session,” Gerd said, looking at Nilsa and Egil. 
 
    “Well, well, why were you keeping it so quiet?” Viggo said. 
 
    “So you wouldn’t mock us,” Nilsa replied. 
 
    “Me? Mock you? Never,” he said with his eyes open wide and shaking his head. 
 
    “Well, then let me tell you I’ve finished with the theory of Archer of the Wind, Natural Marksman, and Mage Hunter.” 
 
    “Ohhh, Mage Hunter…” Viggo said, faking interest. 
 
    “Don’t mock me, and yes, I’ll make it. I’m going to be a Mage Hunter no matter how much it annoys you.” 
 
    “Me? Why would it annoy me that you get rid of all those troublesome magi, I’d be delighted!” 
 
    “Well then, less irony in your comments please.”  
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “I have to amuse myself a little.” 
 
    “Then go catch worms,” the redhead snapped. 
 
    Ingrid, Astrid, and Lasgol laughed out loud at her comment. Gerd and Egil were grinning.  
 
    “Wow, this girl has sparkle!” Viggo said, making faces and waving his arms around. 
 
    “Then that’s it, Nilsa, you go on to the practical part,” Ingrid said cheerfully. 
 
    “Yes, the next session, if my head doesn’t explode first. It’s actually killing me.” 
 
    “And what about you, know-it-all? Do you pass too or have you been grounded?” Viggo asked Egil. 
 
    “Unfortunately I pass too…” he replied with sadness in his voice. 
 
    “Let’s see here, why so sad?” Viggo said, exasperated. 
 
    “Well, I must admit that I felt fantastically well in the theory stage, and really there’s so much to learn and you can delve so deeply that I asked Elder Annika to let me stay longer in this stage.” 
 
    Viggo raised his arms in the air. 
 
    “I can’t believe it! Only you would ask for something like that!” 
 
    “Let him be. He likes to study. It’s natural that he wants to stay a little longer in that stage,” Nilsa defended him. 
 
    “But you must keep going, you can’t lag behind,” Ingrid said, a little worried. 
 
    “Elder Annika did not let me go on studying the theory. They feel that so much saturation of knowledge might be dangerous for my mind. I must pass onto the practical part like them,” he said, indicating Nilsa and Gerd. 
 
    “Well, you should be happy and not look as if you were coming from a funeral,” Viggo told him. 
 
    “But I was enjoying myself so much… it’s fascinating, all you can learn.” 
 
    “I’d say the Elder knows what’s best for you,” Astrid said. 
 
    “You should avoid overexerting yourself,” Lasgol told him, a little concerned about the consequences. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Yup, we begin the practice stage of Experience. It’s going to be fun.” 
 
    “Oh that’s for sure,” Viggo said. 
 
    “And what about you?” Nilsa asked, looking at Ingrid. 
 
    “We are now at the Expansion Stage,” her friend replied. “It’s certainly an interesting one. We can experiment with Specialties of other Skills. I’m working on Nature Specialties,” Ingrid said and looked at Egil. 
 
    “Archery,” said Astrid and looked at Nilsa. 
 
    “Wildlife,” Viggo said, looking at Gerd, “which are for weirdos and giants but not for a stylist such as me.” 
 
    “Stylist?” Ingrid asked him with eyes wide and disbelief in her tone. “What do you mean you’re a stylist? Since when?” 
 
    “Come on, I’m all style and you know it,” Viggo replied, lifting his chin and striking a pose. 
 
    “You’re a Troll,” Ingrid brought him down several notches at once with her tone, “and you know it.” 
 
    “Your little Troll,” he winked at her. 
 
    “My nightmare, yes,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    Viggo smiled, pleased. 
 
    “And what about you, Lasgol? What are you doing?” Egil asked him. 
 
    “I’m doing Expertise. It’s a world I don’t wish to know too well. There are certain dark areas…” he said, looking at Astrid and Viggo, “particularly the Assassin Specialties.” 
 
    “Well, you should. They’d be good for you, who moves like a drunken duck,” Viggo snapped. 
 
    “Drunken duck?” Lasgol asked, looking at Astrid. 
 
    “A little…” she said smiling and looking sorry, then she shrugged. 
 
    “I might not move like you, but I’m not doing so badly…” he said defensively. 
 
    “Weirdo, learn to be an Assassin and your life will be a lot better,” Viggo told him. 
 
    “Yeah, and that makes all the sense in the world,” Lasgol replied with a look that meant just the opposite. “The more I think about it, the more sense it makes.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Astrid, you talk him into it, please,” Viggo told Astrid in a bored tone. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” she said and smiled at Lasgol. 
 
    You good assassin, Camu messaged only to Lasgol. 
 
    How do you know that? Lasgol transmitted back, surprised that Camu had anything to say about it. 
 
    I see and hear, I clever. 
 
    I’m not saying you’re not. I mean, how do you know that I’d be good at one of the Assassin Specialties? 
 
    You bad archer, better assassin. 
 
    So, by ruling out… 
 
    Wildlife you have; Nature, Egil better; Archer no; only Expertise left. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by Camu’s reasoning and deduction. 
 
    Wow, it does seem like you do pay attention to what we talk about. 
 
    I know. 
 
    I’m beginning to see that. Lasgol was left thinking that perhaps Camu was indeed growing intellectually too and not just in body size. 
 
    You pay attention to me. 
 
    That’s a lot to ask. I’ll consider your opinion, but the final decision will be mine or whatever comes out of the Higher Harmony Test. 
 
    Better if you pay attention. Camu ended the discussion. Lasgol felt a little ridiculous discussing which Specialty was most suitable for him with the creature. He shook his head and looked at Astrid. He was also going to have a discussion with her about the matter and it was going to be interesting. He knew Astrid was not going to press him to choose one or another Specialty of Expertise, no matter how much Viggo wanted her to. She respected his opinions and would support him on whatever he chose or did not choose, which in any case he did not know. He would have to think. 
 
    “Just thinking about what we’ll learn when we reach the Expansion Stage makes me so happy I can’t describe what I feel. In my opinion, the four of you already at that stage don’t appreciate the opportunities you’re offered,” said Egil. 
 
    “So what, we’re only choosing another Specialty apart from the one we have. What other opportunity are we being offered?” Viggo asked, as if what Egil was saying did not make any sense. 
 
    “I must say, my dear friend, that is very shortsighted. The Mother Specialist has designed this system so we have infinite combination possibilities,” Egil explained. “It’s fantastic! You, my dear Natural Assassin, could choose Specialties not only from among those of Expertise, but also among all the other Wildlife, Nature, and Archery Specialties. This is something fantastic, and the possibilities of combination are fascinating. You could become a Natural Assassin-Stealthy Spy if you stayed within that Expertise.” 
 
    “I like that, yes,” Viggo said, nodding. “Sounds good and all. I might like to turn the name around: Stealthy Spy-Natural Assassin, as if you wouldn’t expect the spy to kill you, and then—wham—he does,” he said, feigning an attack. Ona started. 
 
    “But you could go much further and combine Natural Assassin with, for instance, Forest Alchemist. That would allow you to be creative with the compounds you used to incapacitate and kill your targets.” 
 
    “Mmmm… Natural Assassin–Alchemist…” Viggo was thoughtful, rubbing his chin. “It has possibilities, yes. The number of lethal compounds and alchemic surprises I could prepare to finish my enemies… I like it…” 
 
    “I’m not sure offering Viggo these ideas is a good idea…” said Lasgol, who feared what Viggo might do with new lethal knowledge. 
 
    “Shut up, weirdo. Go on explaining, know-it-all,” Viggo said. 
 
    “There are a great number of combinations which would work really well—Forest Sniper-Green Stalker, otherwise known as Chameleon Stalker, for instance,” said Egil. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker-Forest Trapper,” Lasgol suggested, since he liked traps a lot and was already a Tireless Tracker. 
 
    “Natural Marksman-Archer of the Wind-Infallible Marksman,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Mage Hunter-Forest Sniper-Forest Assassin,” Nilsa suggested. 
 
    “Very nice, Nilsa, combining Archery with Expertise,” Egil said. 
 
    “Beast Master-Man Hunter-Forest Survivor,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Wonderful. Wildlife plus Nature!” Egil cheered. 
 
    “Assassin of Nature-Stealthy Poisoner-Tireless Explorer,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    “Very good combination of Expertise, Nature, and Wildlife,” Egil congratulated her. 
 
    “Could we combine Specialties from several Skills like this?” Lasgol wondered. 
 
    “Yes, we could. If everything goes well and the Higher Training works, you’d be able to combine two, and maybe even more Specialties,” Egil said optimistically. 
 
    “Are you sure? How many do you think we might combine?” Nilsa asked, interested. 
 
    “Yes, how can you know, because Sigrid is optimistic with the goals she wants to reach, and her optimism might burn our minds,” Viggo said. 
 
    “It’s only natural that the Mother Specialist would want us to reach the greatest achievements. She’s put impressive work and effort into this project. Every scholar wishes to reach the highest goals when they start an investigation.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered my question…” Viggo told him. 
 
    “Sorry, I digressed a little. These are matters that fascinate me and I get carried away. What’s important is that we have this possibility at our disposal to study all those specializations, whether we achieve them or not. That’s the most important thing. We’re being given a unique chance to increase our knowledge in areas of the highest interest. That’s what’s really important and outstanding in this training system.” 
 
    “Nawhhhh… I’m not into studying for the sake of it,” Viggo said. “How many?” he insisted. 
 
    Egil nodded. “I’m sure that if it were up to the Mother Specialist, she’d want you to leave here with at least ten specializations around your neck,” he said, pointing at the Natural Assassin medallion hanging around Viggo’s neck and which he had left out, most likely to boast. “The thing is, I don’t see it happening. According to my control tests and the deterioration of our mental states, I don’t think we’ll reach more than a couple of specializations. More than that I think is too complicated.” 
 
    “Wow… two in all, or two more than we already have?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s too much speculation right now. When I have more exact information, I’ll be able to estimate better. In any case, since there’s magic involved, I find it quite difficult to ascertain. Magic always adds a degree of difficulty in foreseeing the final results. How it will affect our minds, the process, and of course what we manage to achieve in the training is an unknown.” 
 
    “Well, I would love to obtain more specializations,” Ingrid said. “The training doesn’t worry me too much. How we’re advancing is what I find so impressive. I wouldn’t want to leave the Shelter without obtaining as much as I can. I think we should seize the opportunity—we have to give it our all to get the most out of this.” 
 
    “I think we should take it slow and be careful,” said Lasgol. “We’re all tempted by the idea of obtaining five or six specializations—I understand that, me too, but as Egil says, we must be wary and monitor the deterioration of our bodies and, most importantly, our minds.” 
 
    “I’m okay with one,” Gerd said. “I don’t need more. I already consider it a luxury to be allowed to train here and more so in the Higher Training, even if it scares the daylights out of me, which it does. So I’m game with one specialization. Besides, if it’s only one my mind won’t get so stretched, right?” he asked Egil with a hopeful look. 
 
    “That’s a correct assumption. The fewer specializations we wish to obtain, the less effort our mind will be subjected to. But you’re going to have to exert effort whether you want to or not, to pass the Experience and Expansion stages. You can’t skip that—you simply have to go through it. What you can do is save yourself the effort of choosing more than one specialization afterward. Or at least I think so.” 
 
    “So, I’ll only choose one afterwards, and that’s that,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Good plan. I’d be happy with Mage Hunter,” Nilsa said. “Since we’re going after you, and all this magic in my mind makes me unhappy, I’ll settle for this specialization and won’t go for more.” 
 
    “We should be more determined and go for everything,” Ingrid told Nilsa. “Difficult achievements are the ones worth our while! Being able to obtain more specializations and aiming for less is a waste. It’s even unworthy,” she stated angrily. 
 
    “It’s not unworthy. There’s no need to push ourselves if we don’t want to,” Lasgol rebuked. “I understand that abandoning something because of fear might be unworthy, but obtaining one specialization and out of caution not going for more is not unworthy.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a waste of a unique opportunity,” Ingrid said, folding her arms over her chest. 
 
    Egil shrugged. “Being prudent is the best policy in this situation,” he said, looking at Nilsa and Gerd. “Trying to reach the stars is all very laudable,” he told Ingrid. “We’ll have to wait and see how the training goes and weigh which approach is correct and how much risk we’re willing to take. For now, let’s keep learning, which in itself is already an opportunity to obtain knowledge, and that’s wonderful.” 
 
    “Oh sure, spectacular,” Viggo complained, throwing his hands in the air. 
 
    Egil’s words left Lasgol worried. If he was already noticing deterioration in the mental state of the group, and it would probably increase, things might become dangerous. He snorted. They had to be very careful. Very, very careful. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The harsh winter days went by and they continued their Higher Training at the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon. Viggo was more and more unhappy with training there and kept insisting that when they least expected it, the dragon was going to wake up and there was going to be such a mess that all Tremia would know. No matter how much Ingrid and the others tried to talk reason into him, he would not listen. 
 
    That day of practice ended and they all relaxed. The Panthers flopped down to the ground to rest. It was what they usually did after finishing a session. It took them quite a while to ‘come back to reality’ as they called it. Their minds went through a strange process of readjustment. It took them a while to realize where they were, what was going on, the moment in time and especially what had happened. This last part could take from all afternoon to several days. The worst thing was that while their minds processed all they had gone through and tried to put it in order, the intense migraines began and increased as the mind completed the puzzle of what it had experienced. 
 
    By now they knew that the memory loss and confused feelings regarding time and space were normal and always occurred when they ended the practice; so far their minds were able to put everything in order and perspective. The time varied, and there was not one of them who dealt with it better than the others. At first they all thought Egil, brilliant as he was, mentally and intellectually, would be the first to recover from the noxious effects of the training sessions. But they soon realized that in fact he was one of those who suffered the most and had the most trouble going back to ‘normal’ as Viggo put it. 
 
    It had become a sort of game to pass the time after every session betting who would be the first to ‘get back to normal’. Of course, Viggo always bet on himself, but on several occasions he had been last and only once had he been the first. So there would be no arguments and since they never knew who was going to suffer more or recover first, they had thought out a most original system. Before each session, Egil wrote down a simple riddle and left it on the bunks. When they came back from training they had to read it and guess the answer. Viggo had thought it pure nonsense, until the first day when he tried to solve it and could not. Nor could his friends. Not for a while at least. Their minds did not work properly until they were back to being themselves in the present time. Although they were able to do simple physical things, they were unable to solve simple riddles and least of all do arithmetic. 
 
    At the same time as being fun to see who won every bet, it took away the pressure of knowing that their minds were affected and that it took them quite a while to recover. In fact, Sigrid had spaced out the training days even more for this exact reason, so they would have more time to recover after each session. With the Frozen Dragon’s magic the sessions were a lot more intense and they needed more time to adjust. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that the Elders too ended up exhausted after the sessions. It was not only them. He guessed that the Elders also needed some time to recover from the sessions they had given. The training occurred inside the student’s mind but the Elder’s mind was also present, so it must suffer in a similar way. The truth was, Lasgol could not explain how they were able to combine the Higher Training sessions with them and the traditional practice with the regular contenders. It had to require a colossal effort, both physical and mental, but especially the latter. 
 
    That afternoon, they were getting ready to return to the Lair. Enduald started checking the medallions to make sure they were all well, at least physically. 
 
    “Are they all well?” Sigrid asked her brother. 
 
    “They are all well,” he confirmed once he had finished checking everything. 
 
    The Panthers were already on their feet and well, although that feeling of being absolutely exhausted, physically and mentally, weighed heavily on them. They could only do basic actions, such as walking or horse riding, since neither their bodies nor their minds could cope with anything else. 
 
    Annika was in charge of checking on the Elders, who although looking tired, seemed okay. When she finished, she produced several potions she carried in her Ranger’s belt and handed them to the Elders and their pupils. 
 
    “Here, take these. They will help you recover.” 
 
    They all thanked her and accepted the potions. 
 
    Enduald and Galdason drank a couple of strange purple potions they were carrying themselves. 
 
    “Very well. If you are all ready, we will go back to the Lair,” said Sigrid. 
 
    They were about to start off when all of a sudden Galdason raised his hand and stopped. 
 
    “I feel something weird…” he said uncertainly. 
 
    “Danger?” Ivar reached for his bow. 
 
    “There is no one else here but us, animal or human,” said Gisli, who went around the dragon to make sure. 
 
    “Do you not feel it?” Galdason asked. 
 
    Engla shook her head as she looked around everywhere. 
 
    Lasgol grew nervous and glanced at his friends, who looked back puzzled and confused. 
 
    “It is an arcane energy… I can perceive it…” Galdason continued. 
 
    “I do not pick anything up,” said Annika, “but you and Enduald, out of all of us, are more aligned with the arcane world.” 
 
    “I can also perceive it…” Enduald corroborated as he watched the Frozen Dragon with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “It has to be the dragon’s energy you have been channeling,” Sigrid said, “because I can think of nothing else in here.” 
 
    “Yes and no…” Enduald said, approaching the block of ice and laying his hand on the frozen surface to better feel the arcane energy it radiated. 
 
    “It is something new… and ancient at the same time…” said Galdason, closing his eyes and putting his hand on the ice too, letting the energy enter his body. 
 
    Lasgol’s skin pricked with gooseflesh. 
 
    “It is ancient magic… it is coming from the Frozen Dragon,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Yes, it is, but not the same magic we have been perceiving until now,” Galdason added. 
 
    The four Elder Specialists were struck dumb. 
 
    At last Sigrid asked. “What has changed?” 
 
    Enduald shook his head. “I do not know, but it is a different magic…” 
 
    Galdason sighed, “An ancient magic is awakening… one that has been asleep for a long time…” 
 
    “Benign or harmful?” Engla asked. 
 
    “Powerful magic, I cannot identify more,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Does it pose a threat?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “No, it is only a pulse of power that comes to us from long, long ago…” said Galdason. 
 
    “Like an echo of the past,” Enduald added. 
 
    “We will have to investigate it,” Sigrid said, troubled. 
 
    “We will,” Enduald assured her. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Galdason agreed. “It is a most interesting occurrence.” 
 
    “It is?” Ivar sounded puzzled. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” Galdason said. “Where before we only picked up a weak trace of power, we can now feel a pulse, a call from another magic. It is really curious.” 
 
    “Another magic of the same type,” Enduald said as he tried to pick it up with his eyes shut. 
 
    “Then… can we conclude that the Frozen Dragon is producing a new magic that we are able to perceive?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “It looks that way,” said Galdason. 
 
    “This has never happened before,” said Annika. “It must mean something.” 
 
    “That is what we have to find out,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “We will deal with it, investigating and studying it,” said Galdason. 
 
    “Very well. Let us go back to the Lair and we will proceed with the investigation after we rest,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver running down his spine. He did not like what he was hearing and from his friends’ faces, they did not either. In fact, Ingrid was kissing Viggo so he would not speak. 
 
    When they arrived at the Lair, they all dropped down exhausted on their bunks and no one spoke. They all had terrible migraines, and they felt dizzy and exhausted from their training session. The best they could do was try to sleep and wait for Annika’s potions to have an effect on the sharp pain. The dizziness took less time to get over and the exhaustion was only banished by sleep. 
 
    Ona and Camu, who waited for them expectantly, did not even try to make them play, they knew it was pointless from the state they arrived in. The two creatures left them in peace so they could recover as soon as possible. 
 
    They rested, and as they woke up, they came together to see if they could solve the riddle. 
 
    “Today, I’ll go first,” said Viggo, starting to read. “Night has one eye, one fine, silver eye, and you’ll be a fool if you can’t guess what it is…” he read haltingly. Simply reading was an effort, so it was clear his mind had not recovered. 
 
    “Leave it, you’re not going to solve it,” Ingrid told him and reached out to grab the note with the riddle. 
 
    “Give me a moment, I’ll surely guess,” he insisted. 
 
    “You’ll never guess it,” Nilsa said, giggling. 
 
    “Better than you,” Viggo replied. 
 
    “No way. So far this winter I’ve always beaten you,” 
 
    “Luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, no one’s going to believe that one,” Nilsa said, reaching out for the note too. 
 
    Viggo read the riddle again, but his mind was not even capable of reading properly, least of all solving it. After a while and at the insistence of the girls, who had been joined by Astrid, he had to give up. 
 
    “It’s a stupid test anyway,” he said, passing the note on to Ingrid. 
 
    “You tell Egil when he wakes up.” 
 
    “Yeah, those three aren’t waking up until tomorrow,” Viggo said, watching Gerd, Egil, and Lasgol still asleep. 
 
    It did not take them a whole day to wake up but almost. Finally, when they were all standing and had tried to solve the riddle, the winner and loser were called out. 
 
    “It’s the moon, and I won this time,” said Astrid, triumphant. 
 
    “It is,” said Egil, who had noted down the answer in another notebook. 
 
    “So, I lost this one,” said Gerd unhappily. 
 
    “Lots of muscle, little brain,” Viggo teased him. 
 
    “But you were just before me, second from last!” 
 
    “But not the last one. I was ahead of you.” He smiled in triumph. 
 
    “Sure, you were so good,” Ingrid said sarcastically. 
 
    “You were second, so you didn’t win either.” 
 
    “Second from the top, not the tail.” 
 
    “Don’t you find it a lovely coincidence that we’re both seconds?” Viggo said, making eyes at her. 
 
    “Not at all,” she replied surly. 
 
    “Your tough love plants deeper roots in me every day,” he said. 
 
    Nilsa laughed out loud. 
 
    “Well, it would seem we’re recovered,” said Egil, “so, this is a good moment to do the control test.” 
 
    “Oh no…” Viggo moaned. 
 
    “We have to control our physical and mental state; you know it, so stop whining,” Ingrid chided. 
 
    “No one is feeling up to it, but we must,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Fine… but let it be noted, I protest.” Viggo resigned himself. 
 
    “Duly noted,” Ingrid said with a snort. 
 
    Egil gave her the notebook so she could test him first. “Ingrid, if you please…” 
 
    Ingrid nodded and took the notebook. She began to call out the fifty questions and twenty-five physical measurements. It took her a while, longer than expected, but she asked him all the questions and measurements and wrote down each result. 
 
    “How was it? I didn’t do well at all…” said Egil, realizing he had not. 
 
    Ingrid showed him the results. “Not very good, no.” She shook her head. 
 
    “There are deviations in all fifty results… this is troubling…” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. It’s negatively increased.” 
 
    “Even more troubling,” said Egil. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Yes, we do. The deviations indicate that my mind is becoming more and more affected by the training. My physical state is also deteriorating, the results are clear.” 
 
    “We must see whether this is something punctual and only happening to you or generalized,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly, I see you pay attention to my method.” 
 
    “I followed it exactly. Come now, do the test on me,” she said. 
 
    He did so and wrote down the results in the control notebook. When he finished he was silent, checking the deviations in Ingrid’s data. 
 
    “I also did badly,” Ingrid said, huffing. 
 
    “Deviation in forty results, and all getting worse…” 
 
    “This is going so wrong… Let’s see what the others get, but if we keep going this way…” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” Egil did not sound sure though. 
 
    They gave the control test to their friends one by one. The results were as bad as they had anticipated. Most received negative variants in about forty-five of the results. 
 
    “What do you think, Egil?” Lasgol asked, staring at the forty-five negative deviations. 
 
    “I think that, after studying your results and the negative tendencies of all of us, the time has come to talk to the Mother Specialist and explain that the training is becoming toxic and we’re reaching troubling levels.” 
 
    “I think it’s the right thing to do,” said Ingrid. “The Mother Specialist has always told us we should inform her if we felt bad or had new symptoms.” 
 
    “She’s not going to like the news…” Viggo foretold. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, we must tell her,” Astrid agreed. “We can’t risk our health, and not telling her would do exactly that.” 
 
    “I’m only saying she’s not going to like the fact that her precious training system is destroying our heads and bodies,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Whether she likes it or not she has to know so she can act accordingly,” said Egil. “Our lives became her responsibility from the moment we entered the Shelter.” 
 
    “Let’s see what she has to say and what she does,” Lasgol said, wondering how the Mother Specialist would react. 
 
    “I’ll ask to speak with her,” Egil said. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” said Ingrid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day they all gathered in the Chamber of Runes with Sigrid, who had brought Enduald and Annika with her. 
 
    “You have requested to speak with me about the effects of the training, and I have brought Annika and Enduald so they are aware and can evaluate the situation of your health.” 
 
    Ingrid thanked her on behalf of the group. 
 
    “From what you explained,” Sigrid said, looking at Egil and Ingrid, “you have been monitoring your own health with some periodic controls through mental and physical tests.” 
 
    “That is correct, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “That is a fabulous idea,” Annika said. “How did you do that? What did you measure? How and when?” 
 
    Ingrid signaled Egil to continue. 
 
    Egil was delighted and proceeded to detail out the control test and all the questions, exercises, and measurements he carried out in each control, as well as the frequency and analysis of the deviations in the data and the tendencies they had observed. When he finished explaining, the Mother Specialist, Annika, and Enduald exchanged looks of amazement. 
 
    “It is an amazing, well-planned job, Egil, you can feel proud of yourself,” said Annika. “You have rendered me speechless.” 
 
    “And I am dumbfounded,” said Enduald. “Your control test is better than my medallions, even if it cannot act like them.” 
 
    “It is most interesting and detailed, and I see much worth in it,” said Sigrid, who took Egil’s notebook and proceeded to read it. “What level of detail, and all these notes are frankly accurate. Do you mind if we study this with the idea of establishing a similar control system to help us?” 
 
    “Of course, it would be an honor,” Egil said, flattered by the request. 
 
    “According to your control tests, your physical and mental states are deteriorating progressively as the Higher Training advances, is that not so?” Annika asked, but she did so as if she already knew the answer. 
 
    “That’s right, Ma’am,” Egil confirmed. “That’s what my results say. The tendency is negative and getting worse. I’m afraid that if we go on like this there could be permanent effects, both physical and mental, and these could be serious.” 
 
    “Yes… something similar is happening to us Elders, and we have the same fears…” Annika admitted. 
 
    “Luckily, Galdason and I are not being affected,” said Enduald. 
 
    “It is natural. I am not affected either,” said Sigrid. “Only those whose minds are used for the training are affected.” 
 
    “We do not enter the minds, our magic does,” Enduald said. 
 
    “In any case, it is clear, both from your tests and ours, that there is a problem,” Sigrid said. “A problem we cannot overlook because it could have serious repercussions.” 
 
    “We believe the problem is serious, yes,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Our health is getting worse as time goes by and we have more training sessions. We also have greater trouble recovering in between them,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Sigrid was thoughtful for a long moment. Then she exchanged an intense look with Annika and Enduald and finally she nodded. 
 
    “Your health is most important and I will not endanger it for the training program. We are going to stop the training. I will not risk having an accident.” 
 
    “Stop it completely, Mother Specialist?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. I want you to rest and recover.” 
 
    “Until when?” Ingrid asked, surprised. 
 
    “Until spring. We will see then whether you have recovered and whether we have found a way to better control the harmful health effects of the training. Rest until further notice. Annika and Enduald will visit you in the next weeks to check on your recovery.” 
 
    Viggo opened his eyes wide; he had not been expecting that answer from the Mother Specialist. 
 
    Lasgol felt something similar and was impressed by how sensible and sensitive she had been. Now they would be able to rest and recover. Did this mean that Sigrid was going to put an end to the training? Was he was not going to obtain the specializations? He had no answer to those questions. From the troubled look on the Mother Specialist’s face, she had no answers either at the moment. 
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    The weeks flew by, and winter passed like a white nightmare they could finally get rid of. They were all in an excellent mood, not only because spring was greeting them with a warm smile and a breath of air full of life and color, but because they had not had to train for a single day since they had spoken to the Mother Specialist. 
 
    They had taken advantage of the time to rest, recover, and enjoy their free time. While they rested, Enduald and Galdason had been studying the new energy emanating from the Frozen Dragon; no matter how much they analyzed it and tried to guess what it was, they got nowhere. They had decided it was not dangerous and agreed that it seemed to be a pulse from the depths of the past. They were intrigued and spent a lot of time studying although with little success. Sigrid told them that once the training was resumed they would have to leave their studies aside. 
 
    On that spring morning, Gisli came to the Cave of Spring at first light looking for Lasgol. The contenders were already leaving for their training and the Panthers were still sleeping. Gerd’s rhythmical snores, which they were well used to by now, sounded like a loud Norghanian lullaby his comrades slept to. 
 
    Gisli woke Lasgol up. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” he told him. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” 
 
    “If I told you it would not be a surprise,” Gisli said with a muffled chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah, true,” Lasgol admitted. 
 
    “Today we are going for a walk to the Ridge of the Mad Goat.” 
 
    “We?” Lasgol said blankly. 
 
    “Yes. You, Ona, and me. Camu can come along if he wants to, he’s already fully recovered.” 
 
    “Oh… is this some form of training?” Lasgol asked, puzzled. 
 
    “No, not training. It is a spring stroll to fill our lungs with the air of the mountain.” 
 
    “Oh, sounds great. It’ll be good to stretch our legs.” 
 
    “I could not have said it better,” Gisli said, pointing at Camu who was sleeping beside Ona at the foot of the bunks. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. 
 
    They left and headed for the Ridge. Lasgol had already been there when he was training with Gisli. They called it that because there was always some mountain goat there capering madly. Gisli had explained that, although the behavior seemed crazy to humans, for the goats it was completely natural and fun. 
 
    They walked for hours, enjoying the wonderful spring weather. The sun was shining magnificently in a clear blue sky, which was quite shocking in Norghana, particularly after the crude winter they had just had. The wind’s breath was warm and filled with wild spring fragrances, the forests bursting with new life and the plains blooming with flowers. The snow was melting, not only in the valley but also in the mountains, and the rivers ran full. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Lasgol said to Gisli as he looked at the landscape, filling his lungs with the spring air and enjoying the smells. He had forgotten how nice it was to feel the touch of the warm sun on his face. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    “It truly is,” the Elder said, stopping for a moment to look at the landscape around them. “My favorite season. Life returns to forests and mountains, wildlife and nature are reborn, and new life begins.” 
 
    Spring pretty, Camu messaged. 
 
    Gisli started. “Oops. I am not used to mental messages, you startled me there.” He smiled, looking at Camu. 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    “Oh no, not at all, it is great to be able to communicate with you.” 
 
    Yes, very great. 
 
    This time it was Lasgol who smiled. 
 
    “Let us go on. We are almost there, although this is the climbing part,” Gisli said. 
 
    “With such a wonderful day, I could climb the highest mountain in Norghana.” 
 
    “I see the rest has been good for you, you are full of strength and optimism,” Gisli said. 
 
    “Yes, Master. It’s been good for all of us, not only the rest but also leaving winter behind. It was becoming impossible…” 
 
    “Yes, we have also suffered this winter,” Gisli admitted. “We will soon be as good as new, all of us; and with such a good weather, even before expected.” 
 
    “That’s what we all want,” Lasgol said. 
 
    They started the climb. Gisli went first, followed by Camu, who was incredible at climbing like a reptile, even though he was the size of a war horse. He used his four feet, which clung to the rock easily, and even his long tail pushed him forward. Lasgol came after Camu and Ona climbed beside him as she always did. For the panther, climbing mountains or steep hills was easy. It was much harder for Lasgol, and he could not help but smile at the thought of all he still had to learn and improve. 
 
    Although the hillside was abrupt and steep, Lasgol did not regret his words. He felt wonderful, both physically and mentally, and the caress of the sun and the fragrances the wind brought made him feel even better. He was not even feeling the tough climb. He was delighted. He was sure he could climb that and two more mountains if he had to. He felt great. He went on thinking the same when they came upon snow and ice that had not melted yet with the arrival of spring. 
 
    They reached the top of the ridge and Gisli pointed east. 
 
    “There we have a mad goat,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol saw it and smiled, watching it leap on a practically vertical wall of the ridge without falling off. 
 
    “They are indeed mad, climbing up there and risking their lives with those leaps. It’s as if they didn’t realize they could fall off into the void at any moment.” 
 
    “Do not be mistaken, they do realize. Of course they do,” Gisli said. 
 
    Mad goats. 
 
    Ona growled once. 
 
    Lasgol and Gisli smiled. 
 
    “They have a highly developed sense of balance,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and enjoyed the landscape from the top of the ridge. It was spectacular—they could see forests, plains, and rivers several leagues around, as well as the ridge itself that extended to the north. 
 
    “Let us follow the ridge carefully,” said Gisli. 
 
    They walked along the top that followed a river below from a considerable height. This last walk started making Lasgol a little nervous. It was one thing to climb a mountain to the top and something very different to walk along the ridge which was no more than a handspan wide and covered with snow and patches of ice, with precipices on either side they could fall off and get killed. 
 
    Gisli walked as if he were strolling along a forest path. He suddenly crouched and pointed ahead. 
 
    “Look,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol strained his neck and saw an animal further ahead, right at the top. It was an adult snow panther: beautiful, powerful, and lethal, with gray-white fur. Lasgol thought it looked familiar. 
 
    “That panther… isn’t it Ilsa?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Gisli said. 
 
    Ona whined mournfully. She had also recognized her. 
 
    The panther watched them for a moment and seemed to recognize Gisli, who raised his hand. 
 
    “Hello, Ilsa, look who I have brought for a visit,” he said and let Ona go around him; she was already moving toward the other panther. 
 
    Ilsa watched Ona approach and sniffed at her. She let out a long, heartfelt moan. 
 
    “Has she recognized her?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Gisli nodded. “Look.” 
 
    Ona crouched before Ilsa, who came to her, sniffed her head, and started licking her. 
 
    “She’s recognized her,” Lasgol said, happy. 
 
    Who be? Camu messaged. 
 
    “It’s Ona’s mother.” 
 
    Oh… mother… pretty. 
 
    “It is pretty, yes,” Gisli said, watching Ona enjoy her mother’s love and attention. 
 
    “What a beautiful encounter,” Lasgol said, watching Ona, who was now licking her mother and moaning lovingly. 
 
    For a long moment they let Ona and Ilsa reunite. They watched in silence, sitting on the rocks. 
 
    I no mother? Camu messaged only Lasgol all of a sudden. 
 
    I really don’t know… You must’ve had… for sure, but we don’t know anything about her, Lasgol transmitted and was thoughtful. Mayra had never told him about Camu’s mother and very little about his origins. What Lasgol had discovered had been later on and thanks to Izotza. He thought about his mother’s medallion and whether it would have some clue as to Camu’s parents. 
 
    Want to know about Mother and Father. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. It’s natural that you want to know about them. You’re growing up and asking yourself questions about your origin. 
 
    You not know? 
 
    No, I don’t. I’ll try to find out something about them in my mother’s pendant, but I don’t know whether there’ll be memories in it about your origins. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    Lasgol watched the two panthers and his heart warmed; Ona was enjoying the encounter a lot and so was her mother. 
 
    One thing we can do is ask your friend Drokose. It’s possible he might know something. 
 
    Oh… I not think ask… Camu said regretfully. 
 
    Don’t worry, there’ll be another chance. 
 
    When? 
 
    That I don’t know. Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    They spent quite a while waiting, and at last Gisli went over to Ilsa, who had recognized him and let him greet her. 
 
    “You are very good,” Gisli said in a kind tone, stroking her back. 
 
    The panther chirped and licked his hand. 
 
    Lasgol came over and greeted her too, careful not to frighten her. He was not sure she would remember him, but she seemed to because she did not growl. They spent the rest of the day with Ilsa, enjoying the company. Ona was very happy, and if Ona was happy then Lasgol was too. Camu, on the other hand, was sort of melancholic since he had just realized he must also have a mother and a father and he knew nothing about them. Lasgol had been his father and mother while he was little, but Camu now realized that Lasgol was a human and therefore could not be his parents. At least not physically, even though emotionally he would always be family. But the relationship between them had evolved, now Camu viewed Lasgol not so much as a father but as an older brother who looked after him. 
 
    They arrived at the Lair at nightfall. All along the way Ona moaned. 
 
    Easy, girl, you’ll be able to visit her again soon, Lasgol promised. 
 
    “Ilsa hunts there often because of the mountain goats. She is partial to them,” Gisli told her. “It is easy to find her hunting there.” 
 
    Ona seemed to relax and stopped moaning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Gisli appeared again at first light and woke Lasgol up to come with him. 
 
    “Are we going to see Ilsa?” Lasgol asked him while he got up. 
 
    “Something like that,” the Elder said and signaled him to bring Ona and Camu along. 
 
    They left when the sun was still dawning. This time they did not head out to the Ridge of the Mad Goat but to an eastern mountain that was not so high.  There was no snow left on the lower sides but there was some at the top. 
 
    Know where we go? Camu messaged Lasgol. 
 
    No idea… 
 
    Funny. 
 
    Yeah, you find many things funny. 
 
    Ona chirped once, and Lasgol scratched her head. 
 
    You understand me, Ona. 
 
    They went up part of the hill, and about halfway up Gisli signaled them to stop and crouch. 
 
    They did so, and all of a sudden, another snow panther appeared from behind a rock. This one looked younger and more powerful than Ilsa. It was a young male, strong and larger than Ona. Lasgol got worried. The panther saw them and growled threateningly. It stiffened and its fur stood on end. It started to walk toward them like a predator about to jump. Lasgol got even more worried and reached for his weapons. 
 
    Suddenly, Ona rushed ahead of him and faced the coming panther. They glared at one another aggressively and they both growled. Then they crouched as if to lunge into attack. 
 
    “Mast…” Lasgol started to say, worried about the situation; he did not want Ona to get hurt. 
 
    Gisli signaled him to be quiet. 
 
    The two panthers sniffed at one another for a moment and then Ona chirped. The other panther chirped too. They got closer and a moment later they were playing, mock-fighting, like two kittens. 
 
    “What the…? Lasgol said. 
 
    “It’s her brother, Igor. He hunts around here,” Gisli told him. 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol relaxed after the scare. 
 
    “Surprised, huh?” Gisli said. 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “I still have one more surprise. Not far from here, Hari, Ona’s other brother, has his hunting territory. When we finish here we will go visit him.” 
 
    “Fantastic! Thank you, sir!” Lasgol said touched. 
 
    “You are welcome. I guessed Ona would be pleased to see her family. And I see I was not wrong,” he said, waving at Ona playing on the ground with her brother. 
 
    “She’s delighted,” Lasgol replied upon seeing her so happy. 
 
    Ona happy with family, Camu messaged. 
 
    The day ended once they had visited Hari, who welcomed Ona with much licking and chirping. It was another memorable encounter. Lasgol was happy for Ona, and when they returned to the Lair he could see in her big cat eyes that she had enjoyed the day immensely. Then he saw Camu, his gaze lost, a little melancholic, and felt bad for him. Lasgol had to try and help him. He would have to find out who Camu’s parents were and whether he had any more family. He was sure it would be interesting and would likely mean trouble. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Spring was in full swing and they all started to feel wonderful, both physically and mentally. The rest and the arrival of the good weather suited them wonderfully. Lasgol was enjoying taking long walks with Astrid and was very happy. And they were not the only ones—Ingrid and Viggo were enjoying spring love too in their own way, with their usual arguments and spats. But something was changing in their relationship, because they kept spending more and more time alone together. They argued, made up, and vanished for the remainder of the day. Sometimes they were even gone for the night. Of course, when asked they denied everything. 
 
    Ona got into the habit of visiting her family, and she did so alone so she could enjoy them in peace. Meanwhile, Camu was entertained with all the studies and tests they were submitting him to: Annika and Gisli on the one hand, and Enduald and Galdason on the other. To Lasgol’s surprise and relief, Camu did not mind being examined or experimented on, or that they tried to decipher the origin of his magic and skills. He was delighted with it, something Lasgol could not understand until Astrid explained. 
 
    “He’s delighted by all the attention he’s getting,” she told him one afternoon when he expressed his surprise at how well Camu was taking the whole situation. 
 
    “What do you mean the attention?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s quite easy to understand. Camu loves attention,” Astrid said, waving her hand, meaning that was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “I always pay attention to him.” 
 
    “Sure, but it’s not the same. You don’t flatter him, and he loves that.” 
 
    “Oh sure, all he needs is for me to flatter him, as if he didn’t think he was special and unique already.” 
 
    “Exactly, Camu loves to be considered unique and special.” 
 
    “Oh I see… so it’s because he feels flattered that he allows them to examine him and experiment on him.” 
 
    “He certainly isn’t modest.” 
 
    “Stubborn, mischievous, and pompous is what he is.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t tell him that, because he’ll take offense…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t tell him like that, but I do try to take the wind out of his sails, although it’s difficult.” 
 
    “You’re doing wonderfully,” Astrid said and kissed him to close the subject. 
 
    On the other hand, Gerd spent the greater part of his time in the Cave of Summer. He had decided to learn to cook tasty dishes while their period of rest and relaxation lasted. According to his logic, since he loved to eat and was always hungry, if he learned how to make succulent dishes and became one of those palace cooks, he could enjoy his own creations over and over again. No one had dared tell him that his logic was not altogether correct, and so he spent his days learning to cook. 
 
    Egil did not miss a single study and experimentation session with Camu. The creature had become his new obsession. He was always present when they studied Camu and wrote everything down. He also asked Annika and Gisli tons of questions and even more of Galdason and Enduald. Egil was trying to understand everything they were doing and learn from it. He had been told off several times by Enduald but he kept asking. 
 
    Nilsa had decided to continue working on her efforts to become a Mage Hunter. Since she could not train, she had asked Ivar to lend her the tome where all the knowledge of this specialty was contained. She was studying by herself and practicing her marksmanship with her composite bow to be able to bring down any mage from three hundred paces before they could cast a spell on her. 
 
    One afternoon, after Galdason and Enduald had been analyzing Camu’s power, Lasgol approached them to ask about some doubts he had about magic and his skills. Egil, always heedful, stayed to listen. 
 
    “Could I ask the Magi a few questions?” Lasgol asked respectfully. 
 
    “What kind of questions?” Enduald snapped. 
 
    “About… magic…” Lasgol said, a little embarrassed at not knowing much about the matter. 
 
    “You study magic, you do not ask about it,” Enduald said unpleasantly. 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol did not know what to say. 
 
    “But there are some who have not been lucky enough to study it,” Galdason said, “and who might benefit from a little understanding from those who know about arcane matters.” He glared at Enduald. 
 
    “Fine, but make it brief, I have much to do,” replied the Mage of restricted height, bad humored. 
 
    “Ask away,” Galdason encouraged him. 
 
    “The first thing I’d like to know is, how can I learn a little about magic? I’d like to know a lot more but I have no knowledge.” 
 
    “There are several paths to learn one’s own magic, but they all involve studying. It is the only way to learn that is really efficient.” 
 
    “That is why you will always find Magi and people with the Gift with their noses buried in a tome,” Enduald said. 
 
    “Can’t one learn through experimentation?” Lasgol asked, since that was what he did. 
 
    “Experimenting is a necessary part when you are developing skills or looking to increase the power of those you already have, but it must be done after obtaining a basis of knowledge. Otherwise the process is not efficient. You waste a lot of time in failed attempts, which is easily avoidable, for not having the necessary knowledge. For instance, if I want to make you sleep with a spell, first I have to master the theory of enchantment spells and then the theory of sleep enchantment. Otherwise I could be trying for years in vain.” 
 
    “Experimenting haphazardly is inefficient and also dangerous,” Enduald warned him, waving his rejection around. 
 
    “Yes, also dangerous. You can hurt yourself or a loved one by accident.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. This was how he had developed all his skills so far. He had not thought much about the possibility of hurting others, not even himself. 
 
    “Where or how can I learn?” 
 
    “There are several ways,” Galdason said. “You can be self-taught by searching tomes of knowledge on the different subjects; this is a path which many follow, but when they already have a certain level of knowledge. For someone like you, with little knowledge, that is not the best option. It would take you too long, and it is somewhat dangerous.” 
 
    “But there are those who use it when there is no alternative,” Enduald said. 
 
    “True. Another option, which is followed by magi or people with the Gift who start using it, is finding a tutor and becoming their apprentice,” Galdason went on explaining. 
 
    “As in any other craft,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Oh, I see, like a smith has an apprentice and teaches him to forge swords.” 
 
    “Well yes, but the apprentice starts by forging horseshoes,” Galdason specified. 
 
    “Well, of course,” Lasgol said, a little ashamed. 
 
    “How do you find a tutor?” Egil intervened, interested. “I mean, there are few Magi and I guess even fewer who are willing to teach.” 
 
    “You guess correctly,” Enduald said. “It is a lot of work for no reward.” 
 
    “No reward?” Lasgol asked blankly. 
 
    “Beyond feeling proud, none.” 
 
    “That is why very few Magi take on apprentices,” Galdason said. 
 
    “Besides, many of those who wish to learn end up being true ingrates who do not appreciate all the help they have received,” Enduald said, disgusted. 
 
    “Or even worse…” Galdason said. 
 
    “Worse?” Egil asked, opening his eyes wide. 
 
    “It has happened that the pupil, at the end of his apprenticeship, has killed the master to acquire his power,” Galdason explained with a resigned look on his face, mixed with loathing. 
 
    “Oh no!” Lasgol cried. The mere idea seemed an abomination to him. 
 
    “Some people’s greed has no limits,” Enduald said, shaking his head. 
 
    “How do you rob someone of their power?” Egil asked. “Please don’t misunderstand me, I don’t wish to know in order to do it, but I don’t understand how it can be done…” 
 
    “Many Magi use objects of power, some even of greater power. Their worth is incalculable and they grant power to whoever has them.” 
 
    “I see, a treacherous robbery,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “There are also Blood Sorcerers, Black Shamans, and corrupt Magi who can rob the power of someone with the Gift through dark spells to thus increase their own power,” Galdason explained. 
 
    “That sounds truly horrible,” said Egil. “Do they kill the person in the process of stealing their power?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is usually the final result,” Enduald confirmed with a heavy nod. 
 
    “But there must be apprentices who were honorable and made their tutors feel proud,” said Egil. 
 
    “Certainly, there have been and there are,” said Enduald. 
 
    “I understand that neither of you would be willing to be my tutor, right?” Lasgol said to see if either of the two took the bait. It was a request that came out of his mouth before he could really think it through. 
 
    “Impossible. I have more than enough with the Rangers,” Enduald said, shaking his head. 
 
    “We are quite committed to the Rangers and they take up all of our time and energy. We barely have time for our own studies. There is no room for an apprentice,” Galdason explained. 
 
    “I feared as much, but I had to give it a try,” said Lasgol, who was well aware that the request had been quite desperate and had no chance of becoming real. 
 
    Galdason smiled at him. “Those who do not take risks obtain nothing. You might have more luck if you talked with one of the Ice Magi. They do take on apprentices and teach them, although I am afraid your type of magic is not the kind they are looking for. They want to develop Ice Magi, so Water Magic must be strong in you.” 
 
    “I understand… my magic isn’t that type,” Lasgol said, nodding. 
 
    “Is there any other way of learning?” asked Egil. 
 
    “Yes, there is one that has more possibilities of working out: entering a school of magic.” 
 
    “Are there schools of magic?” Lasgol asked, surprised. “I’ve never heard of them before.” 
 
    “Yes, they exist in some kingdoms. Ours is not one of them, unfortunately,” Enduald said ruefully. 
 
    “And how do they work?” Egil asked, who was drinking in every word the Magi uttered, memorizing them. 
 
    “They are something similar to what the Camp is for the Rangers. Following studies at these schools is something similar to what you have done at the Camp and the Shelter,” Galdason said. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at one another, surprised and interested. 
 
    “Can anyone attend? Could I go?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “You could try, but it is another matter whether you would be accepted,” Enduald said. “They usually have access tests, and not everyone can pass those.” 
 
    “Sure, I don’t even know whether I’d qualify, I’m not a Mage…” Lasgol said on second thought. 
 
    “But you have the Gift. Those schools accept people with the Gift. Whether that will turn you into a mage or something else depends on your Gift and what it allows you to do and develop,” Galdason said. 
 
    “There are many kinds of magi, sorcerers, shamans, healers, diviners, warlocks, etcetera, because there are countless types of magic,” said Enduald. “Which one of those categories, if any, you fall in depends on your magic.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really interesting,” Egil interrupted. “Are all those types of magic completely different from one another or do they have something in common?” 
 
    “They are different, but the ancestral basic magic from which they all originate is the same,” Enduald said. 
 
    “So that means they evolved from a base and changed or evolved over time,” Egil mused. 
 
    “That is correct. For instance, my magic and that of Enduald’s are different, but they originate from the same ancestral magic base.” 
 
    “Fascinating. And from what we know, that magic base is different than Camu’s.” 
 
    “It is,” nodded Enduald. 
 
    “And Lasgol has two ancestral magic bases as the origin of his,” Egil elaborated, seeking to understand it all properly. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Galdason, “which means that the magic Lasgol possesses is different from ours. In fact, from anyone else’s, since we do not know of anyone like him.” 
 
    “How many original magic bases are there?” Lasgol asked, trying to understand. 
 
    Enduald shrugged. “That is unknown.” 
 
    “It is unknown because it has not been discovered,” said Galdason. “As of today, most erudites and scholars on the matter point at two types of ancestral magic bases which are completely different. From them have developed all the ones we have knowledge of nowadays.” 
 
    “But there might be more we don’t know yet,” said Egil. 
 
    “Yes, there might be,” said Enduald, nodding. 
 
    “Besides, there is a great disproportion between those whose origin is one or the other,” Galdason said. 
 
    “How’s that?” Lasgol asked, frowning. 
 
    “Most of the people with the Gift are like us. Only rarely do we encounter someone from the other type; I would say one out of every thousand.” 
 
    “Wow, that is disproportionate,” said Egil. “Besides, considering how difficult it is to find a mage among all the people… finding a thousand… The odds, extrapolated to the whole population, are infinitesimal.” 
 
    “If I understand correctly, Camu is special; there’s only one like him for every thousand beings with the Gift…” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That is correct, and you yourself are an anomaly that is hard to calculate,” Galdason said with a smile. 
 
    Lasgol blushed, “I see…” 
 
    “Regarding your question of how to learn, think about which of the three paths suits you better,” Galdason told him. 
 
    “Learn alone like I’ve done until now, find a mentor, or go to a school of magic?” 
 
    Both Magi nodded. 
 
    “But anyway, would studying magic be compatible with serving the Rangers?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “If you choose magic, you must devote yourself fully to it,” Enduald said. 
 
    “That is true. It requires great sacrifice, just like being a Ranger. You cannot do it at the same time. You would have to choose one or the other. In my humble opinion, the Mother Specialist will think the same.” 
 
    “Or you could do it at different stages in life,” Egil suggested, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “That is also viable. You could be a Ranger for a few years and then devote yourself to the study of magic later on. What I can promise you is that doing the two things at once will not be possible and it would be dangerous,” Galdason warned him. 
 
    “I understand. Thank you. I will think about it.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “I would like to ask a favor…” Lasgol started. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Galdason encouraged him. 
 
    “You see… until recently I wasn’t capable of perceiving all my inner energy and now that I am, I don’t know how to measure it, quantify it…” 
 
    “It is a common problem,” said Enduald. 
 
    “It is?” Lasgol cheered up. 
 
    “It is,” Galdason smiled gently. “Every mage wants to know how large their source of power is and whether it is larger than their adversaries’.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” said Egil. “Whoever has more energy is more powerful.” 
 
    “In most cases it is so, with some exceptions,” Galdason said. “But that is too advanced a subject to explain now.” 
 
    “How do I measure my pool of inner energy?” Lasgol said, feeling a little clumsy for asking. 
 
    “It is not as complicated as you imagine,” Galdason said. 
 
    Lasgol looked incredulous. 
 
    “It is not. There is an exercise, several different ones actually, but we will go with the simplest that we use. Do you know the spell to create a flame?” Galdason asked him. 
 
    Lasgol looked blank. 
 
    “The way to measure is simple. With the minimum effort, that is to say, almost without thinking, you must keep the flame lit.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “That is exactly the question. You will have to keep it lit as long as you can, feeding it of course with your inner energy. When it goes out because you have no more energy left, you will know how much energy you have.” 
 
    “A very adequate system of measurement,” said Egil. 
 
    “Let’s say it lasts a whole day… is that a little or a lot?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Enduald said. A lot or little compared to whom or what?” 
 
    “Oh… I see,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “If you go on for a whole day, your capacity is that. My capacity might be that, or larger or smaller.” 
 
    “Will you tell me so I can compare?” 
 
    “I will not,” said Enduald. 
 
    “Try it and we will talk,” Galdason said with an amused smile. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to make the flame spell…” Lasgol protested. 
 
    The two Magi shrugged and smiled at one another. They concluded the conversation and left. Lasgol was left with Egil, going over everything that had been said. 
 
    “You know something?” he told Egil once he had digested all the information he had gotten out of the conversation. 
 
    “What is it about magi?” 
 
    “Yup. They’re weird.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Egil replied, smiling. 
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    That morning Egil performed the routine control test on his comrades as he had been doing since they had realized things were going wrong. Ingrid always helped him, and between the two they measured and wrote down everyone’s results. 
 
    “How did it go?” Lasgol asked Egil once they had all taken the test and he had finished checking the results. 
 
    “Honestly? Surprisingly well,” Egil replied. 
 
    “Are we better? I feel as good as new, really,” Gerd said. 
 
    “I’ve been better than well for weeks now, but I didn’t want to say anything so you wouldn’t call me arrogant or vain,” said Viggo. 
 
    “We’ll call you that anyhow,” Nilsa said mockingly. 
 
    “Of course, he can’t help who he is,” Gerd said, jabbing his finger at Viggo. 
 
    “So say the clod-hopper and the scaredy-cat,” he retorted defensively. 
 
    “Beware the clod-hopper doesn’t kick you right in the groin as she trips,” Nilsa threatened. 
 
    “And beware I don’t hit you on the head with my fist without tripping,” threatened Gerd. 
 
    “Well, I see we’re all in an excellent mood today,” Ingrid said with a big smile. 
 
    “What do we do now that we’ve checked that we’re fine?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “We should inform Sigrid so she knows we’ve recovered and are in good shape to go on with the training,” Ingrid said without hesitation. 
 
    “Well… there’s no need to be hasty and run to tell her…” said Viggo. “Resting a little longer isn’t going to hurt either.” 
 
    “Don’t be lazy, we have to continue the training,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “In spite of the risks?” Gerd asked. “You know how unwell we have been…” 
 
    “But now we’re fine,” Nilsa said. “I don’t like the way we train at all, you know that, but I want my specialization, so let’s do it.” 
 
    “That’s my girl!” Ingrid cheered her friend. 
 
    Astrid sighed. “The risk is there and we’ve experienced it in our bodies and minds… but I would also like to finish the training. I don’t like to start something and not see it through.” 
 
    “I still have my doubts… I’m not in favor of going on,” Lasgol said with a gesture that indicated how worried he was about what might happen to them.  
 
    “Interesting,” Egil smiled. “We have a tie as to whether we should keep going or not. The girls, as usual, are determined to continue. The boys less so.” 
 
    Well, you’re one of the boys,” Nilsa reminded him. 
 
    “True, that’s right, and it would seem that my decision will break the tie and determine our future actions. It’s an important dilemma and it affects us all: the benefits are great, but so are the dangers…” 
 
    “Don’t beat about the bush. Just tell us what you think once and for all,” Viggo told him with a feigned yawn. “You make me sleepy every time you start philosophizing.” 
 
    Egil chuckled. “I believe the benefits we might obtain are many and that there’s always some risk involved in everything. Therefore, I think we should continue with the training. Of course I’ll keep doing the control tests to make sure we remain healthy, and if that changes I’ll tell the Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Then it’s decided,” said Ingrid. “We go on with the Higher Training.” 
 
    “Wonderful…” Viggo protested under his breath. 
 
    Lasgol was not happy with the decision, even if he could understand the girls’ motives—they wanted to improve and obtain specializations. He also understood Egil; his friend was not only interested in improving and obtaining a specialization but in the whole training process itself, which he found fascinating. His motive to keep going was double. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll inform the Mother Specialist,” Egil said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They gathered at the Chamber of Runes at noon with Sigrid and the four Elder Specialists. 
 
    “Egil has told me the good news,” said Sigrid. “I am happy to see you are all fully recovered.” 
 
    “We are, and we’re willing to continue,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Very well. That is the spirit we need in our Rangers,” the Mother Specialist said, nodding. 
 
    “Are we going to go on with the Training?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “We are indeed,” Sigrid confirmed. “Not only because you are already feeling well, but because Annika has managed to create a stabilizer so that your minds are not so affected,” she told them, turning her attention to the Elder of Nature. 
 
    “I have been working on a stabilizing element that will help you better process everything that is happening in your minds when you are in the training. I think I have succeeded. I have been testing it with the Elders and it would seem the results are positive.” 
 
    “That is great news,” said Egil. “If we reduce the risks we reduce the toxic part of the training.” 
 
    “That is also my hope,” Annika said. 
 
    “We will begin the training tomorrow,” said Sigrid. “Of course, we will control it with even more rigor. I do not want anything bad to happen. I do want the new training system to be a success, but not at any cost. If there are high-risk situations again I will suspend it.” 
 
    Lasgol was quite relieved to hear the Mother Specialist. He hoped and wished there would be no more trouble, but if there was, knowing that she was willing to stop the training gave him a certain confidence. Astrid winked at him and smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “Go, get ready to renew the training tomorrow morning,” Sigrid told them. “Because winter is over and we have shut down the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon to better study what is happening to it, the training will continue at the White Pearl again.” 
 
    “Thank goodness…” Vigo sighed, relieved. 
 
    With this piece of news, Sigrid closed the meeting. The Panthers went away commenting on the implications and whether Annika’s new potion would work or not. They would soon find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They renewed the training with enthusiasm. It was spring, the weather was gorgeous, and they felt well, physically and mentally. Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil were the happiest with the training, and the reason was that they had finished the Experience Stage and were beginning the Expansion one. Sigrid had told them they would follow the same plan of accelerated theory sessions so they could catch up with their more-advanced comrades. 
 
    For their part, Astrid, Ingrid, Viggo, and Lasgol were finishing the Expansion Stage and doing their best to do so as soon as possible. They were looking forward to see what the Higher Harmony Stage would determine, since that would state what they would be specializing in. 
 
    Annika’s new potion seemed to be working well and it allowed them to assimilate large amounts of knowledge, both theoretical (most of which the information was) and practical. Every evening they gathered around dinner to talk about what had gone on during the day and wondered at all they had experienced in the session. Well, that was once their minds had managed to remember what had happened that day, or sometimes the day before, because they were still having delays in processing and recalling the events of the training. The good thing was they did not have as many migraines and the feeling of time and space confusion was less; very likely due to the benefits of Annika’s potion. 
 
    That mid-spring evening they were having dinner peacefully in a circle with Camu and Ona beside them. 
 
    “Tomorrow’s going to be an important day,” said Ingrid. “At least for the four of us,” she said, indicating Astrid, Lasgol, Viggo, and herself. 
 
    “And why’s that?” Nilsa asked as she ate some vegetables with meat that did not look too appetizing but was their dinner that evening. 
 
    “Because the clever ones, which is us, have already finished the Expansion Stage,” Viggo announced triumphantly. 
 
    “You’ve finished already?” Gerd said, surprised, as he gulped down his second serving. 
 
    “It seems that way,” Astrid said with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “What specialties have you finished?” Egil asked. “We still have quite a few ahead of us.” 
 
    “I’m with Nature,” said Viggo. “That’s definitely not my thing. If I have to study one more tome about herbs, plants, roots, compounds, and how wonderful Nature is and everything she offers us, I’m going to die of boredom,” he said with an expressive gesture. 
 
    “So, you’re with Expert Herbalist?” Lasgol guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s as boring as Healer Guard, Elemental Fletcher, Forest Survivor, Forest Trapper, and little less than Green Cartographer which is, come on, the worst.” 
 
    “I see you’re not convinced by this School,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    “The only two specializations I liked were Stealthy Poisoner and Forest Alchemist,” Viggo said. 
 
    “What a surprise,” Nilsa commented. “Those two are the only ones we’d all guessed you’d like.” 
 
    “They’re the only fun ones,” he replied defensively. “I’ll leave the rest to Egil, they’re such a bore.” 
 
    “I’ll take them with pleasure,” said Egil, who everyone knew loved those Specialties. 
 
    “What are you with, Ingrid?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “I’m finishing the last one left of Expertise: Stealthy Spy. I have to admit that I’m not very good at it, nor with Chameleon Stalker, or Green Stalker as it’s also called. All that camouflage, walking in shadows, being imperceptible, spying without being seen amid bushes and low brush… I’m not good at all that.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re more hands-on,” Viggo said with a flash of pride in his eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” she asked him. 
 
    “Nothing, my beautiful blondie, but you like to kick doors down and nail everyone in the room to the walls with your arrows.” 
 
    “Ah, well, yeah, something like that, and don’t…” she began to say. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he interrupted, “but I can’t help myself,” he apologized, smiling and making eyes at her as if he was hopelessly in love. 
 
    Ingrid went on explaining, “I did like the other Specialties though: Natural Assassin, Forest Assassin, and Assassin of Nature. Although I still prefer my bow and knives, what I’ve learned complements my present specialization nicely.” 
 
    “I’m enjoying the specialties of Wildlife immensely,” said Astrid. “Especially Tireless Tracker, Tireless Explorer, and most of all Man Hunter. Although I also like the rest: Beast Whisperer and Beast Master. I really like them all.” 
 
    “Which is your favorite?” Lasgol was curious to know. 
 
    “Hmmm… perhaps Man Hunter…” 
 
    “I guessed as much,” Lasgol said with a big smile. 
 
    “But it might not be what I get in the Harmony test,” she replied with a shrug. 
 
    “I know. We’ll see what surprises are in store for us at the test. It’s going to be interesting,” he said. 
 
    “Most interesting,” said Egil  
 
    “What about you, Lasgol?” Nilsa asked him. 
 
    “The truth is I’m having a terrible time,” he admitted after a long sigh. 
 
    “And why’s that?” Gerd asked, surprised. 
 
    “He’s with the Archery Specialties,” said Astrid. “They’re not his strong point.” She smiled lovingly at Lasgol. 
 
    “They’re my weak point,” Lasgol said with a tad of frustration he could not hide. “Natural Marksman, Infallible Marksman, and Archer of the Wind, they’re impossible for me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, I’m sure you can cope with them,” Ingrid said, trying to cheer him up. 
 
    “Not to speak of Forest Sniper, which is doubly impossible. I couldn’t hit a house at that distance.” 
 
    Viggo laughed out loud. “At least you admit it.” 
 
    “The only ones I did not make a fool of myself in were Elemental Archer and Mage Hunter, and that’s because the distances are shorter and there’s time to aim properly. But come on, I stink with a bow.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re good at other things,” Astrid comforted him. 
 
    “And at using your head,” Egil said.” Besides, you count on an additional advantage, your Gift, which will help you where your skills fail.” 
 
    “I hope so. I’m going to have to develop a dozen new skills of marksmanship to cover up my weaknesses in that area.” 
 
    “Well okay, but do so when we’re not present,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “And don’t practice near us,” Viggo said, “you always mess up, weirdo.” 
 
    You no good with bow, Camu messaged. 
 
    Yeah, sure, that has been widely proven during my trajectory with the Rangers. 
 
    I create skill to help you. 
 
    Thanks, but I’d better do that myself. 
 
    If want help, say. 
 
    Thanks a million, pal. Camu’s interest in helping him touched his heart. 
 
    Ingrid, Astrid, Lasgol, and Viggo completed the Expansion Stage as expected and without any trouble. Sigrid let them rest until their comrades caught up with them. When they did they would do the Higher Harmony Stage. 
 
    Spring went by like the pleasant breath of air of the season. Those resting enjoyed the free time greatly and took good advantage of it. Ona and Camu were also having a good time playing outside with Astrid and Lasgol. 
 
    Then spring came to an end, and with it the end of the Expansion Stage for Nilsa, Egil, and Gerd. The three friends, whose training had been accelerated, ended up exhausted, especially mentally since most of it had been theoretical. So much so that Sigrid had to summon Annika to tend to them and deal with their recovery. The Elder of Nature worked hard and came up with several potions to help them. 
 
    Egil was happy to have managed to finish the stage, and you could tell by the gleam in his eyes and the smile that never left his face. Nilsa and Gerd were too tired to smile and could not explain how Egil was able to. His will to learn and swallow all the knowledge in the world beat his physical and mental exhaustion. It was something worthy of studying. 
 
    Sigrid concluded the training of the Expansion Stage. 
 
    Now came one of the most critical and determining moments. 
 
    Now it was the turn of the Higher Harmony Stage. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the beginning of summer, the awaited moment arrived—the Higher Harmony Test. They had all completed the stages of Experience and Expansion. The moment had come to determine for each of them the specializations they would finally train in according to their alignment agreement. That was what this test would decide and why it was so important to all of them. 
 
    “I can’t stay still, I’m so nervous,” said Nilsa, who was pacing from one end to the other in front of the White Pearl where they had been told to gather. 
 
    “And that’s new how…?” Viggo said teasingly. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for your sarcastic comments,” she warned him, frowning. 
 
    “Better look where you put your feet in case you trip,” Viggo said, pointing at the ground before Nilsa. “It’d be a shame if you fell on your head and cracked it, you wouldn’t be able to do the alignment,” he sneered. 
 
    “Shut up, smartass,” Ingrid said. “This is an important moment for all of us, be serious for once!” 
 
    “When you get all serious and bossy I fall for you all over again,” he replied, making eyes at her. 
 
    “Gerd, hit him on the head,” she ordered. 
 
    “Delighted.” Gerd got ready to punch Viggo’s head. “Don’t even try it,” Viggo warned him, sleekly sliding away to avoid Gerd reaching him. 
 
    “It is an important moment indeed; I can’t wait to find out what I’ll be aligned with,” Astrid said, looking at Lasgol excitedly. 
 
    “Yeah it is,” he agreed. “I hope everything turns out well and we don’t have any incidents…” 
 
    “I don’t think there’ll be any incidents,” said Egil, “beyond any of us not obtaining the specialization we’d like. That could happen…” 
 
    “If I don’t align with Mage Hunter I’m going to die,” said Nilsa as she kept coming and going faster and faster. 
 
    “Well, you might get another one that’s also good, one of Archery that you liked,” Gerd told her. “In my case, what I’m afraid of is that I won’t get aligned with any and end up not obtaining any Specialty at all,” said the giant with a horrified look on his face.  
 
    “Is that even possible? To not align with any specialty at all?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Being who we are, anything’s possible. The bad things I mean. The good ones, surely not,” said Viggo. 
 
    “You’ll surely align with one,” Ingrid told Gerd encouragingly. 
 
    “I certainly hope so…” the giant snorted. 
 
    Camu and Ona were also present, but they remained behind the others and observed. Lasgol had explained to them what he knew about the Harmony test. He hoped Sigrid would let them witness it; he saw no reason for them not to, as long as they behaved, which you never knew with them. 
 
    The Mother Specialist soon made her appearance, followed by the four Elder Specialists, all wearing formal Specialist Ranger Dress: green cloaks with large blotches in more intense green-brown and finely embroidered. On their chests shone the large Elder Specialist medallions with the representation of the School each belonged to. 
 
    When the Panthers saw them, the seven stood at attention before the White Pearl, in front of which burned a small ceremonial fire. Then came the two Magi, which indicated that the ceremony would not be the traditional one but that it would have a new approach. This did not surprise Lasgol, who had been expecting something of the sort. 
 
    “It looks like they’re going to use the Magi in the ceremony,” he whispered to Egil beside him. 
 
    “Yeah, I was expecting it,” his friend replied. “It’ll be in accordance with the Higher Training, it has to be.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why it’s called Higher Alignment Ceremony or Harmony or whatever, wise-guy,” Viggo whispered, looking annoyed already. 
 
    “Don’t raise your voice and behave,” Ingrid ordered him. 
 
    “I’m intrigued and looking forward to seeing what the ceremony’s like,” said Egil eagerly. 
 
    “One day you’ll be hit by winter storm lightning on the head and you’ll say it’s been a fantastic and fascinating experience,” Viggo teased. 
 
    Ingrid elbowed Viggo in the ribs and he shut up. 
 
    Gerd put a hand on Nilsa’s back so she would stay still and remain in one place, which was practically impossible. 
 
    “Don’t worry… everything will be okay…” he whispered in her ear, but Gerd’s voice shook from his own fears. 
 
    Sigrid started the ceremony. 
 
    “Today is a special day since we celebrate the Higher Harmony Stage. As Mother Specialist and leader of the Shelter, it is an honor and a privilege to perform this important Test, which for the first time is being elevated to the category of Higher. Today, the seven of you will find out with which Specialty of which School, if any, you have become aligned with. This information will give you the privileged opportunity of opting to obtain it. Remember that this only means you will be able to continue training with the aim to obtain the Specialization, or more than one, you are in harmony with. As is usual, at the end of the year the Higher Proficiency Test will determine whether you have been successful or not.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” muttered Nilsa under her breath, clenching her teeth hard. 
 
    “Stop moving. I’m going to have a stroke just from seeing you,” Viggo chided in a whisper. 
 
    “Some of you have already passed this test in its traditional form and already know it,” Sigrid said, looking at Ingrid, Astrid, Lasgol, and Viggo. “For others it is a new experience that will mark you forever,” she said to Nilsa, Gerd, and Egil. “Keep calm, all of you, and let the Test run its course.” 
 
    “Ufff…” Gerd snorted. He was so pale he looked as if he were going to faint at any moment. 
 
    “The ceremony consists of three parts which we have kept, although we have modified them slightly. They will take place inside your minds instead of here over the fire, which is how we used to do it until now,” the Mother Specialist explained. “The first part is the Alignment, the second section is Choice, and the third one is Agreement. You will pass all three, and at the end we will have a verdict. You must not worry about the process while you are going through the three parts. Keep your mind and heart open and everything will go as it should.” 
 
    Sigrid’s words were familiar to Lasgol, but he did not feel less worried for it. 
 
    “Everything will be all right,” Astrid whispered in his ear. Lasgol smiled at her and gave her a small, grateful nod. 
 
    “The first part of the ceremony, the Alignment, will help you to prepare mentally. Elder Annika has prepared a new Alignment Potion. Drink it please.” 
 
    Annika approached them and gave each a phial with the potion. 
 
    ·Everything will be fine,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Let’s get that specialization,” Ingrid said and downed the potion in one gulp. 
 
    “Let’s go for it.” Viggo followed suit. 
 
    The others drank the potion one after the other. 
 
    As soon as he downed it Lasgol felt the effects of the potion. They were similar to the effects they experienced when they drank the potion before the Higher Training. This one had to be a variation of the other or perhaps a forerunner of it. 
 
    “We will perform the rest of the Test inside my mind,” said Sigrid. 
 
    The announcement left everyone speechless. 
 
    “This is getting interesting…” muttered Viggo. 
 
    Egil nodded in agreement. “Very.” 
 
    The Mother Specialist signaled for her brother to continue. 
 
    Enduald placed the accumulating rod in the middle of the ceremonial fire. The flames licked the lower part. He started to cast a spell, moving his staff, and touched the rod with it when he finished. His magic rose up the rod to the sphere at its tip, which created a large silver circle around the rod and the fire. 
 
    “Enter the circle, all of you, and hold the rod with one hand,” Sigrid told them. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid looked at one another, quite baffled. 
 
    The four Elders entered the circle and held the rod with their right hand. Ingrid followed them into the arcane circle and grabbed the rod. It did not seem to burn. Her comrades followed her, and soon they all were encompassed in the circle holding the rod, which indeed and for some strange reason did not burn, even with being stuck in the middle of the fire. 
 
    “Galdason, if you would be so kind,” Sigrid asked. 
 
    The Enchanter stood behind Sigrid. He placed his right hand on her head and started to cast a spell while with his left hand he pointed his staff at the sphere at the tip of the rod. He conjured for a while, and when he finished, a beam of energy shot out of his staff to the sphere and from there it filled the arcane circle. “The moment has come,” he announced. 
 
    “Continue,” Sigrid told him. 
 
    Galdason nodded and conjured once again. A pink flash bathed them all. 
 
    Lasgol felt something pulling on him with great strength. There was a moment of blackness, as if his mind had turned off. Then all of a sudden it lit up again and he found himself around the fire, only he was not holding the rod. All his comrades were there,  and the Elders and Sigrid, around the fire; all except Galdason and Enduald. 
 
    “Do not worry. We are inside my mind, and we will stay here until the ceremony is over,” Sigrid told them. 
 
    “We are here to help you with anything you need, Mother Specialist,” the Elders said. 
 
    “Now begins the second part—Choice,” Sigrid announced. “It is time for your choice. It is one you must feel deep down. Do not choose lightly. You will be shown all the Specialties of all the Schools. Pay close attention, feel them. Once you have felt them all, choose four, the ones you feel more aligned to. This choice is personal—make it with your heart. Those whose choice does not align with the results of the stage of Agreement will not obtain a specialization and will go away empty-handed. They will have failed.” 
 
    “We won’t fail,” Ingrid said, confident of her friends. 
 
    “So I hope,” Sigrid said. “Elders, if you would be so kind as to show them the Specializations,” she asked. Just as in the traditional Harmony ceremony, Ivar went first. From a leather pouch he took out a medallion with an engraving of a bow and a figure in a long tunic with a staff in one hand. He reached over the fire and dropped the medallion. As the medallion came in contact with the flames, it seemed to disintegrate, and suddenly they saw before them, over the fire, a Ranger releasing against a mage while the mage conjured against the threat. They were as large as life and looked so real that Lasgol and his comrades reached for their weapons. But they were not armed. The representation of the specialty of Mage Hunter affected them all as if they were living it themselves, as if the Ranger shooting at the mage was them. Lasgol noticed that it was a hundred times more real and stronger than what they had experienced at the traditional Harmony ceremony. 
 
    Elder Ivar drew the medallions of each specialty of Archery, and one after the other the process was repeated so that they could all see and feel what each one meant. Once he had finished, he gave way to Engla. The Elder went on with the ritual and drew out every medallion of each specialty of Expertise and threw them one by one in the fire, showing what each one meant. Then it was Annika’s turn and finally Gisli’s. 
 
    The images that came from each medallion became engraved in the minds and hearts of the Panthers, who watched, entranced. They received with absolute clarity what each Specialty meant and they felt they knew them as if they had lived a full life in each of them. Once they were shown all the specializations, the Elders returned to their places around the fire, and with a small bow they announced to the Mother Specialist that they had finished.  
 
    “Thank you, Elders,” Sigrid said. “We now go on to the next stage of the test: Agreement. I will lead it as Mother Specialist. I will call each one of you to validate the Choice with the Agreement. This is the crucial part of the ceremony. Be at ease and confident in your choices. I am sure you have felt all the Specialties in a real and intense manner. What you must now do is choose the four among them you have felt the most. Everything will be all right. Trust your instincts, your hearts, what you feel right now after having experienced all the specializations.” 
 
    Nilsa could not contain her excitement. “How thrilling.” 
 
    Ingrid grabbed her arm to try and calm her down. 
 
    “The moment has arrived to see whether what your heart desires agrees with what the harmony ritual determines. Ingrid, you will be the first.” 
 
    Ingrid bowed her head in respect. 
 
    “Tell me your choice,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Ingrid took a deep breath and let the air out slowly while she made her last decision. 
 
    “The Specialties I have felt more and which I identify with are Natural Marksman and Infallible Marksman of Archery, Man Hunter of Wildlife, and Natural Assassin of Expertise.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Ingrid has made her choice. Elders, the medallions please.” 
 
    The Elders of Archery, Wildlife, and Expertise gave Ingrid the medallions of the Specialties she had chosen. 
 
    “Let us see what the Agreement determines. The fire will give us the vision. Drop them all in at the same time,” Sigrid told her. 
 
    Ingrid held the four medallions in her hands and dropped them into the fire. They disintegrated upon contact with the flames. Then a Ranger appeared over the fire with a composite bow of great quality in her hands. Around her neck she wore a medallion with the symbol of a target with an arrow in its center. 
 
    “Infallible Marksman!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Ingrid made a sign of triumph. 
 
    The Ranger vanished and Ingrid waited for another to appear. Nothing came. She bowed her head in resignation and gave a sad sigh. But then another Ranger appeared over the fire, dressed in green. She was wearing a pendant that showed a Ranger leading a man with his hands tied at his back and his head bowed. 
 
    “Man Hunter!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    They waited a little longer, but no other Ranger appeared over the fire. Ingrid withdrew, a serious look on her face, but her eyes were bright with excitement—she was really quite pleased. 
 
    Sigrid called Astrid next. 
 
    “Which is your choice?” the Mother Specialist asked her. 
 
    Astrid sighed. “The Specialties I have felt more intensely and which have touched me more have been Natural Assassin and Stealthy Spy of Expertise, Stealthy Poisoner of Nature, and Forest Sniper of Archery.” 
 
    Astrid’s choices left Lasgol a little confused. He had expected the Expertise ones, and perhaps the Nature one, but not that of Archery. 
 
    “The choice has been made,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “Let us see the alignment, let the fire reveal the Agreement.” 
 
    Astrid dropped the medallions the Elders gave her into the fire. 
 
    A Ranger in dark clothes appeared over the flames. Around her neck there was a medallion with a crouching figure watching two other figures standing in apparent conversation. 
 
    “Stealthy Spy!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Astrid nodded happily and looked at Lasgol. 
 
    Then another Ranger appeared. She was armed with a special large bow and a quiver with very long arrows. Lasgol had no doubts as to what specialty it was. The medallion the Ranger was wearing represented an archer among trees, far from the target. 
 
    “Forest Sniper!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    This choice surprised Lasgol very much. It was not something he had been expecting for Astrid. They waited a little longer, but no other Ranger appeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ritual continued, and Sigrid called Viggo. 
 
    “What is your choice?” she asked him. 
 
    Viggo had thought a lot about it and there was no hesitation in his look. 
 
    “The specialties I want more and which I think better suit me are Assassin of Nature and Forest Assassin of Expertise, Stealthy Poisoner and Forest Alchemist of Nature.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “The choice has been made. Let us see what the Agreement says.” 
 
    Viggo took the medallions from the Elders and dropped them into the flames. He waited. No Ranger appeared. Viggo frowned, not happy. 
 
    “After all that effort and nothing happens? You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    Sigrid threw him a deadly glance and he shut up. 
 
    As if responding to his complaint, a Ranger appeared over the fire. He was dressed in such dark green that it looked black. He had two knives with green edges. The medallion showed a Ranger stabbing a man in the back in the middle of a forest. 
 
    “Forest Assassin!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “That’s better,” Viggo said, pleased. 
 
    At once, another Ranger appeared over the flames. He was pouring something on his knives; the medallion around his neck showed a phial from which dark drops fell onto the blade of his knife. 
 
    “Stealthy Poisoner!” 
 
    “Great! Poisons for me!” Viggo cried, exultant. 
 
    They waited a little to make sure no more Rangers appeared. 
 
    The Mother Specialist then called Lasgol. 
 
    “Tell me your choice,” she said with her sternest face. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. He had doubts, although he knew clearly which Specialties he had felt more intensely, and some had surprised him greatly. 
 
    “The specializations I have felt strongly are Tireless Explorer of Wildlife, Healer Guard, Forest Trapper and Forest Survivor of Nature.” 
 
    “You have made your choice,” Sigrid said. “Let us find out what the Agreement says.” 
 
    Lasgol took the medallions from Annika and Gisli and looked at them for an instant before dropping them into the flames. Filled with uncertainty and great expectation, he waited to see whether a Ranger would appear. For a moment nothing happened and he looked at Astrid, who gestured for him to be calm. 
 
    Then, a Ranger appeared over the fire. He was running over hills and crossing forests without pause. The medallion around his neck represented a forest, a river, and mountains in the background, with a silhouette running in the foreground. 
 
    “Tireless Explorer!” Sigrid called out. 
 
    A second Ranger appeared over the fire. He was crouched, preparing a trap in the middle of a forest. Lasgol did not need to see his medallion—he knew at once what specialty it was, one of his favorites which he had hoped to obtain. 
 
    “Forest Trapper!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “Yes!” Lasgol muttered, happy for having obtained two of the specialties he liked best. 
 
    Sigrid was about to call the next Panther to come forward when a third Ranger appeared over the fire, to everyone’s surprise. He was in a forest in the midst of a winter storm he was trying to wear out. Lasgol noticed a forest in the figure’s medallion and above it a Ranger with his arms raised in a sign of victory. 
 
    “Forest Survivor!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “Great!” Lasgol muttered under his breath. This specialty would come in handy. 
 
    “Three specializations, that is really extraordinary,” Sigrid congratulated him. 
 
    Lasgol blushed and thanked the Mother Specialist. 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Let us continue. It is now the turn of our new Specialists. We will begin with Nilsa. Which is your choice?” she said. “Think carefully, because I believe in your case there is no more than one choice.” 
 
    Nilsa bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “The Specialties that have touched me more here,” she said, tapping her heart with her fist, “are Mage Hunter, Forest Sniper, Infallible Marksman of Archery, and Man Hunter of Wildlife.” 
 
    “The choice has been made,” Sigrid said. “Let us see your Agreement. I hope it will be positive.” 
 
    Nilsa took the medallions from Ivar and Gisli and threw them in the fire. She was so nervous she could barely stand still before the fire. She was staring at it, and for an instant it seemed like she was going to fall in. She became even more nervous when the Ranger she was expecting did not show up. 
 
    “Oh…” she muttered in disappointment.  She looked at Sigrid, who kept watching the flames. 
 
    A Ranger appeared suddenly. Nilsa was beside herself with excitement, more so when she saw the medallion around the Ranger’s neck. It represented a Ranger releasing an arrow at a Mage. 
 
    “Mage Hunter!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Nilsa burst out with joy and started clapping. 
 
    “Yesss!” she cried with glee. 
 
    Sigrid waited a moment, but no other Ranger appeared. 
 
    Next Sigrid called Gerd. 
 
    “What is your choice?”  she asked him. 
 
    The giant thought for a moment. “The specialties I like best and which have touched me most are Beast Whisperer, Beast Master, Tireless Tracker of Wildlife, and Healer Guard of Nature.” 
 
    “You have made your choice,” Sigrid said,” let us hope it is the right one.” 
 
    Gerd took all the medallions in his large hands. He dropped them in with his eyes shut, wishing to obtain one of the Specialties he had chosen; any of them would be fine, but at least one. He stared at the fire, fighting his inner fears, trying to convince himself that he would make it. 
 
    Over the fire there appeared a Ranger surrounded by wolves, snow panthers, bears, and white tigers. Around his neck the Ranger wore a medallion with a bear, a panther, a hawk, and an owl. 
 
    “Yes!” he cried, jubilant. 
 
    “Beast Master!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “I did it!” Gerd roared, barely able to believe it. All his fears vanished at once. They would be back, he knew, but today he had beaten them by reaching his goal. 
 
    “And last, we have Egil,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Egil bowed his head respectfully, “Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Knowing you, I guess you will have thought this through over and over. Which is your choice?” 
 
    “I have given it much thought, and after experiencing them in the specialization ritual I choose Healer Guard, Stealthy Poisoner, Forest Alchemist, and Expert herbalist.” 
 
    “Curious… all of Nature.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “The choice has been made.” 
 
    Egil took the medallions from Annika, who smiled at him, proud that he had chosen all Nature Specialties. He let them fall into the flames and waited calmly. He knew it was unlikely that he would manage to obtain a specialization, but if he did it would be one of Nature, since those were the ones he was best at by far. 
 
    A moment passed and the Panthers started to get nervous. No Ranger appeared. Egil sighed. He would have to accept defeat 
 
    And then a Ranger appeared over the fire. He was carrying two huge tomes of nature under his arms. They looked heavy, as if they contained vast amounts of knowledge. Egil knew at once what he was. 
 
    “Expert herbalist!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Egil beamed happily. He had obtained a Specialty. He looked at his friends with triumph, and they made signs of support. Egil snorted, relieved, and threw his head back. At that moment, a second Ranger appeared over the fire. 
 
    Nilsa cried out. Gerd’s eyes opened wide. Everyone was nonplussed, even the Elders and Sigrid. The Ranger was preparing a potion which he offered to someone wounded, and then he disinfected one of the wounds. 
 
    “Healer Guard!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Egil stood watching the Ranger until he vanished. 
 
    “Two specializations…” he muttered, unable to believe it. 
 
    “Two indeed,” Sigrid confirmed firmly. 
 
    Everyone was staring at Egil, amazed and happy for his achievement. 
 
    Sigrid looked at the seven and said, 
 
    “The ceremony has finished. You have your Agreements, and I sincerely hope you fulfill them.” 
 
    The Panthers all bowed their heads respectfully and thanked the Mother Specialist. 
 
    Sigrid nodded solemnly. “Galdason, please, bring us back,” she addressed the flames of the fire. 
 
    Then they all felt as if they were being pulled back. The blackness came and they were once again around the fire, but this time they were all holding the rod. 
 
    “Let go of the rod and withdraw carefully,” Enduald told them. 
 
    They did so, adapting to the new reality; they were before the White Pearl, in the real world. 
 
    “The ceremony is over. Go and rest,” Sigrid told them, looking completely exhausted. Gisli and Ivar held her arms and helped her to the Lair. 
 
    Lasgol felt strange. They had passed the Higher Harmony Test. They had all passed it, which was a magnificent achievement. Each one of them now had the chance to achieve the specializations they had aligned with. The only problem was, now it was not going to be easy to achieve them. But what he did know for sure was that the Panthers would strive to get them. 
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    When night came the Panthers could not sleep, they were so happy they had passed the Higher Harmony Test. Not even the migraine they all had after the test could ruin the feeling of joy that filled their hearts. They decided to camp outside the Lair and enjoy the spring night around a small campfire they had built. The evening was warm and the sky was studded with stars with just a few scattered clouds. 
 
    They had brought dinner with them and they were enjoying roast venison they had heated on the fire; all except Camu, who only ate vegetables and fruits. Ona was happily devouring a piece of haunch. 
 
    “That was incredible!” Nilsa cried, raising both arms to the sky. 
 
    “You must be happy, huh?” Ingrid said with a big smile. “You managed to align with Mage Hunter, just what you wanted, what you longed for. Now you’re only a step away from achieving it.” 
 
    “A giant’s step…” Nilsa said. 
 
    “But only one after all,” Ingrid said, still smiling. Tonight she was really happy for all of them. “Be joyful for being so close to your goal.” 
 
    “I am, I’m delighted!” Nilsa cried, waving her raised arms wildly. 
 
    “The Harmony had most likely cracked or was malfunctioning or something,” Viggo said, shaking his head to tease her. 
 
    “It worked perfectly!” she snapped, annoyed. 
 
    “It can’t be that someone so clumsy and nervous like you has the chance to become a Specialist. I always thought you’d never make it,” he told her. 
 
    “Oh, thanks for your unconditional support… and suck it up! I’m going to make it!” she replied happily, and made a series of mocking faces at him. 
 
    “Stop messing with Nilsa. Let her enjoy her success, she deserves it,” Ingrid told Viggo. 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Hey, I’m happy for the redhead,” he admitted at last. “Well done, clod-hopper,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “The fact that Nilsa has gotten the Specialty she desired is pretty good proof that the harmony test works well,” Egil said. “In my case I’d also say it was very accurate.” 
 
    “And in my case,” said Gerd. “It was just what I wanted. Well, Healer Guard appealed to me a lot too. But Beast Master was what I really wanted. Animals are my thing.” 
 
    You good with animals, Camu messaged him. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    “Thank you both,” Gerd said happily, and he went over to pet them. 
 
    “How did you manage to get aligned with two specializations?” he asked Egil, impressed with his achievement while he scratched Ona’s belly. 
 
    “I have no answer for such an unexpected event,” Egil admitted. “I was intent on getting a specialization, and I knew it had to be one of Nature since I’m no good in the others, or they don’t interest me that much. So, I chose the four Specialties of Nature that most appealed to me to have more chances that way.” 
 
    “You’re always thinking of everything,” Viggo said reproachfully. 
 
    “You should study everything you do carefully, particularly when you face situations as important as the Harmony Test,” Egil replied. 
 
    “Only if you’re a nerd like you,” Viggo said, horrified. 
 
    “Shut up and eat,” Ingrid said, handing him a piece of roast meat in a bowl so he would be quiet for a while. 
 
    “I was convinced that you would get Expert Herbalist,” Lasgol said. “If anyone was going to get that it had to be you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one I thought you’d get,” Astrid said. 
 
    Egil know much, Camu messaged. 
 
    “Because he’s a nerd who spends all day…” Viggo started, but Ingrid interrupted him by putting a bite of venison in his mouth. 
 
    “Well done!” Nilsa said, clapping her hands. 
 
    Gerd burst out laughing. He was lying on the grass between Camu and Ona devouring a piece of venison leg which Ona was sniffing at. 
 
    “I must say it’s fascinating to be aligned with two specializations. Healer Guard is also one I was quite interested in. It will be good for me to have healing knowledge.” 
 
    “It’ll be good for all of us to have a Healer Guard with us,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah, because we do get injured,” said Astrid. 
 
    “And we’ll probably go on getting hurt,” said Ingrid. “I also think it’s great to have a Healer Guard in the group.” 
 
    “That’ll be if he makes it. Don’t sell the bear’s skin before you’ve caught it,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Very true. I still have to get the specialization. I can tell that Expert Herbalist doesn’t awaken in you the same interest as Healer Guard, but I can assure you it is a fascinating specialty.” 
 
    “Well… it doesn’t really sound too interesting…” said Nilsa. 
 
    Egil smiled. “I swear it is. But well, we’ll see what happens at the end of the Higher Proficiency Stage.” 
 
    “What did you think of your Alignments and the fact that there were two?” Nilsa asked Ingrid with obvious admiration. 
 
    Ingrid swallowed the piece of meat she was chewing. 
 
    “I was surprised to obtain two Alignments in the first place. I thought I was going to get one, but not two. I consider it an achievement and I feel grateful. I hope to also pass the Proficiency Test and obtain both. I’ll give it my best as usual, you know me.” 
 
    “That’s my girl!” Viggo said and smiled at her proudly. 
 
    Ingrid snorted. “As for the Specialties, I wanted Infallible Marksman most. Natural Marksman was my second favorite, but it didn’t happen. I like Man Hunter. I think I’ll be good at it, particularly if I obtain Infallible Marksman to go with Archer of the Wind, which I already have.” 
 
    “Archer of the Wind-Infallible Marksman-Man Hunter, what a combination!” said Nilsa. “You’ll be the terror of all bandits and outlaws of the realm.” 
 
    “And of anyone she decides to stop,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like the combination,” Ingrid mused. Then she said confidently, “I’ll make it!” 
 
    “What did you think of yours, Astrid?” Nilsa asked her.  
 
    Astrid thought for a moment while she wiped her mouth with an old scarf. “I was a little surprised. I did want Stealthy Spy—it was my favorite. But I wasn’t expecting Forest Sniper. I hadn’t even thought of it until the test. It started calling to me a lot during the ritual and that’s why I included it in my selection, and who knew, it came out.” 
 
    “What would you have rather had instead?” 
 
    “Stealthy Poisoner. It complements my present specialty: Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    “Well, the combination’s amazing anyway,” Gerd said. “Stealthy Spy-Assassin of Nature-Forest Sniper.” 
 
    “You don’t say!” Viggo said. “She’ll be a sensational spy-assassin, capable of killing at short- and long-range. Suits you perfectly, partner,” Viggo said. “You’ll be almost as formidable as me.” 
 
    “There we go…” Nilsa said. 
 
    “It’s true. Natural Assassin-Forest Assassin-Stealthy Poisoner. It’s the most lethal combination there is! I’ll be the legend of Norghana! The best Assassin in history!” 
 
    “Don’t go crazy, you’re far away from all that,” Ingrid said, taking the wind out of his sails. 
 
    “Not when I obtain those two new specializations. I’ll be so lethal that at a mere brush my adversaries will die. You can start being careful.” 
 
    You no can with me. 
 
    What do you mean I can’t with you, vermin?” 
 
    You no can cut my scales. 
 
    Viggo’s jaw dropped. “I’ll find a way,” he said, jabbing his finger at him threateningly. 
 
    “See, Master Assassin, how there’s always someone or something better than you?” Ingrid said. “You’d better not forget.” 
 
    “I won’t,” said Viggo. 
 
    “In any case, it is a lethal combination,” Astrid said to Viggo. “Go easy on the poisons.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will,” he replied with a dangerous-looking smile. 
 
    “We still have Lasgol. What do you think of what happened with you?” Nilsa asked him. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. “I feel a bit weird, of course. I can’t think why I got three specializations when the rest of you got two or one.” 
 
    “Because you’re a weirdo of course,” Viggo said without missing a beat. 
 
    Because you be special, Camu messaged. 
 
    “I agree with Camu. You are special,” Astrid said and stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I’d rather not be. I really don’t think I am,” Lasgol admitted. 
 
    “In your case the alignment was fantastic. Three out of four specializations,” Egil said. “That’s worthy of study and it shows, once again, that the ritual works well.” 
 
    “Better not study anything…” Lasgol said, who would rather not delve too deep in case some other strange situation came up. 
 
    “What combination came up?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Well… Beast Whisperer-Tireless Tracker-Tireless Explorer-Forest Trapper-Forest Survivor.” 
 
    “What a weirdo!” Viggo cried. “If you make them all you’ll be a super Specialist of the forests.” 
 
    “The truth is, they’re a good combination of skills which I like a lot and that will help me explore and survive. Yeah, I think I’ll be a pretty complete Ranger if I get them all. Something we all know isn’t going to happen, it’s too much.” 
 
    “There’s no need to assume the worst,” said Ingrid. “If you work hard, I think you’ll make it.” 
 
    “It’s too much, my head will burst,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Ona moaned in sympathy. 
 
    No burst, no worry, Camu messaged soothingly. 
 
    “In any case, I think we can all be proud of what we’ve achieved,” said Egil. 
 
    “Yeah, but now we must finish the path and obtain the specializations, or else all this will have been for nothing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I don’t agree with you,” Egil replied, “Even if we don’t get the specializations, we’ve learned so much. Maybe not to the level required to pass the final test, but still, it’s a lot, and for that we must be grateful. I am. Don’t forget that it’s not the goal that matters, but the path traveled to get to it.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Viggo asked blankly. 
 
    “That what matters is everything we experience, everything we learn on the way to our goal. If in the end we don’t reach it, don’t make it, we’ll still have everything we’ve learned and lived, and that’s the real treasure,” Egil told him. 
 
    “When you get philosophical you kill me,” Viggo said, mimicking plunging a knife in his own stomach. 
 
    “Well, let’s enjoy dinner, the company, and what we’ve achieved. I already plunged a knife in Viggo’s stomach,” Ingrid said. 
 
    The Panthers laughed and went on talking and laughing well into the night. They were all aware that they still had to pass the Higher Proficiency Test, but they would cross that bridge when they got to it. Tonight was for enjoying what they had already achieved. 
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    Summer was hot, and everyone was truly motivated and enjoying the season. Lasgol loved summer and was living every day with joy and enthusiasm. Everything was going well. They were each training in their different specializations, looking forward to obtaining them. The good weather and their own excitement contributed to a good mood in the group. Even the migraines, disorientation, and exhaustion that persisted despite everything seemed less strong. 
 
    Nilsa was working hard with Elder Ivar to obtain the specialization of Mage Hunter she desired. She was doing better than she initially thought she would; her mid- and long-range marksmanship were enviable, which they all knew already. And that was an advantage for the specialization. A mage had to be shot from more than three hundred paces away, if possible, so he could not cast a spell on the Archer. Between two hundred and three hundred paces, you had to shoot to kill. At two hundred paces, the mage won. Nilsa practiced shooting at those distances without pause on moving targets which were really Elder Ivar dressed as a mage. Her greatest problem lay in controlling her nerves, especially when the Elder neared the two hundred paces. If she managed to master her nerves, everything went well. But many times she could not, and then she ended up “dead by spell.” 
 
    Gerd, for his part, was enjoying the teachings of Elder Gisli immensely. They spent whole days in the mountains, mental days to be precise, and every day he showed him the life of an animal in its own environment. The wolves had fascinated him, as well as the snow panthers and albino tigers. Now they were watching white bears which were particularly touchy and had bad character. Gerd had been devoured several times, both by tigers and bears, but even so, he was not afraid, which considering it was him was remarkable. He loved being among wild animals and learning all he could about them. Being devoured was a danger he accepted. Since he knew what could happen, he was not afraid. Once more he realized that his fears were of the unknown. A white bear roaring at him scared him of course, but he could control this kind of fear. 
 
    Egil was the happiest of all his friends regarding the training and practice. He was delighted. It seemed to him that all he was learning could be qualified as fantastic and everything he still had to discover and experiment with was fascinating. The specialty of Expert Herbalist required countless hours of study and walks with Annika, who explained in detail about plants, roots, and everything Nature produced that they could use. Healer Guard was a specialty Egil was learning to love more every day since he could guess its positive possibilities, and he knew that the group would need healing. Whoever walks into danger is eventually hurt, and Egil knew he had to obtain this specialization, even more than the other one he liked best. 
 
    Ingrid worked without pause to complete the scenarios Elders Ivar and Gisli prepared for her. The practice of Infallible Marksman and the scenarios Ivar made her face were challenging, but she was doing well. Not as well as she would have wanted, but pretty well in general. She was determined to excel in them. On the other hand, she was having a hard time in the practice and scenarios of Man Hunter with Elder Gisli. She was not used to the world of Wildlife and hunting in the forests, least of all when the quarry she was after and had to hunt, was an intelligent outlaw with skills. Ingrid was aware, even in her mind, that the outlaw was none other than Gisli himself, but a lot more lethal that the Elder was in real life, and that complicated things. She did not mind the difficulties, as she had been expecting them. No one was going to give her anything for free, no one ever had. She would triumph in this specialty at whatever the cost. 
 
    Viggo was also having difficulties in his training, but he flatly refused to admit it. Forest Assassin with Engla was turning out to be tough; the Elder did not like him, that much was clear to him. It was because he had already defeated her in some scenario, and for his unequaled charisma, which she found irritating for some strange and incomprehensible reason. Still, he was not worried. He was good in Expertise, the best, and he would manage to pass. Training with Annika as Stealthy Poisoner was as baffling as it was complicated. The Elder was teaching him a multitude of poisonous substances and the compounds he needed to create with them, but they spent more time talking about the risks and the precautions to follow when preparing them than on using them. For a man of action such as he was, it became irritating. He was hoping that in future scenarios he would be allowed to poison and kill someone. Otherwise, this was going to be a complete bore. 
 
    Astrid was learning a lot and enjoying herself even more. The training was difficult, but she appreciated it because she learned all the more. She liked the challenge, and these two Specialties were certainly difficult to master. Stealthy Spy was tailor-made for her, Engla had admitted as much to her. The problem was that even though Astrid had the physical and mental qualities for the difficult Specialty, assimilating all she had to learn was a major challenge. Spying without being detected was an art, a hard one to master. On the other hand, and to her own surprise, she was excelling at Forest Sniper with Elder Ivar. For some reason her long shots were better than usual, or so Ivar had told her. She had never paid too much interest to the bow—she preferred knives and close-range fighting—but she seemed to have some talent for long-distance shots. 
 
    Lasgol was suffering every day of training, literally suffering. Forest Survivor was actually killing him. It was demanding. Elder Annika gave him excellent theory lessons and then sent him out to scenarios where he had to survive a killer winter storm in the middle of a mountain merely with the clothes he had on his back. So far, he had never survived; he died in every scenario. He thanked the Ice Gods for Enduald’s medallion which did not let him die for real in the scenarios… Luckily, in Forest Trapper, things were going much better with Annika. Not counting a couple times he had put his foot in a couple of traps she had set for him to discover and had not seen, things were going well. Where he had trouble again was with Gisli and Tireless Explorer. The Elder had him all day going up and down mountains, crossing forests and rivers, traveling infinite leagues until he fell dead. He would find himself literally dead from exhaustion, the medallion flashing red. Lasgol thought it was going to be complicated to pass the specializations. Not to say impossible. 
 
    The training lasted all summer. Although they felt strong and cheerful, they were aware that they could not let their guard down. Even with Annika’s new potion diminishing the side effects of the training, everyone was aware they had not disappeared completely. Therefore, they had to go on taking the control test, which Egil did regularly. Everything was okay during the summer until the end of the season, when they would soon finish their training. 
 
    That morning, Egil was performing the control test on his comrades at the Cave of Spring with Ingrid helping him. 
 
    “What are the results?” Viggo asked impatiently. “I feel great, but I can see that some are weakening,” he said, looking at Nilsa and Gerd. 
 
    “How odd that you’re always incredibly well,” Nilsa said with total disbelief. 
 
    “He lies more than he speaks,” said Gerd. 
 
    “I don’t lie,” Vigo replied, offended. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t?” Ingrid said as if it were a surprise for her. 
 
    “I dress up reality, which is completely different,” Viggo said, looking innocent. 
 
    Astrid laughed. “You’re impossible,” she said. 
 
    “And very proud of it,” Viggo replied, puffing his chest. 
 
    Lasgol was shaking his head but could not help smiling. 
 
    “I’m sorry to dampen the joy we’re feeling right now, but the results of the control test are back to being bad,” Egil told them. 
 
    “Bad, or very bad?” Ingrid asked, already fearing the answer. 
 
    “Very bad…” Egil confirmed. 
 
    “How’s that possible? The last control test we had they were normal, weren’t they?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “They were, but all of a sudden we’ve jumped to very bad, passing over simply bad, which is troubling because the tendency has skyrocketed,” Egil explained. 
 
    “I understand that we have directly gone from being well to being very bad; something’s gone really wrong with the process,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Egil. 
 
    “Do you think Annika’s new potion could be masking the bad results on purpose?” Viggo asked in a suspicious tone, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you insinuating the Elder is hiding the bad results intentionally?” Astrid said. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that as if I were crazy. As if this would be the first time we’ve been betrayed by people we trusted. In fact, if anyone is going to betray us, I can tell you now, it’ll be someone we thought was trustworthy. We only need to look at our past to see that.” 
 
    “Annika’s absolutely trustworthy, she’d never do that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yes, I also believe the Elder is free of any suspicion,” said Egil. 
 
    “That’s why exactly! She’s playing us!” 
 
    “Shut up, you scatterbrain. We’re not going to doubt Annika,” said Ingrid. “But we do have to inform the Elders of the results.” 
 
    “I will, right away,” Egil said, and went to speak with Sigrid and the Elders. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Lasgol said; he wanted to hear what the Mother Specialist had to say. 
 
    They found Sigrid in the Cave of Autumn, in the Nature quadrant. She was with Annika, and they were commenting on a compound the Elder Specialist of Nature was preparing. Gisli was looking after a she-wolf that looked ill and her pups in the quadrant of Wildlife. Ivar and Engla were training the contenders. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil stopped at the entrance and waited to be invited in. Sigrid and Annika were so engrossed in their conversation they did not notice the arrival of the two friends. 
 
    “Ahem…” Egil cleared his throat. 
 
    The two women stopped talking and looked at the two young men. 
 
    “Egil, Lasgol, what a pleasure to see you,” Sigrid welcomed them. 
 
    “Mother Specialist, we hope we’re not intruding,” Egil said respectfully, looking shyly at both women. 
 
    “Do not worry, you are not interrupting anything,” said Sigrid. “Annika and I were commenting on the good news about a compound she has just developed.” 
 
    “One that will help us?” Lasgol asked, eyeing the container on top of the table which had to be the one they were talking about. 
 
    “Exactly, one which I believe will enhance the protection on your minds,” Annika said. “I have been working on it during all my free time, which I must admit has been less than I would have liked.” 
 
    “All the Elders are busy with the contenders and the higher training,” Sigrid said. “Annika in particular, since she has to act as healer too. You know that among you and the contenders there are accidents that need her attention.” 
 
    “The Elder is doing a praiseworthy task,” Egil said. “She’s an example to follow.” 
 
    “Without her we wouldn’t have come so far,” said Lasgol. “We owe it to her care.” Everyone knew he was referring to the potions she prepared to help maintain their mental well-being. 
 
    “It is my duty, and I do it with pleasure because it is my calling,” Annika said. “The training is hard, both the traditional and the higher, and in both types of training there are situations we try to prevent but sometimes are unable to do so. In those cases, I am here to help.” 
 
    “And we are infinitely grateful,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Sigrid looked at them for a moment. “If you are here, it is to see us because of something important, am I mistaken?” 
 
    “The Mother Specialist is rarely wrong,” Egil said with a timid smile. 
 
    “What is the matter? Tell me,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “You see… the results of my control test…” Egil started to say. 
 
    “They got a little worse in the last test, but nothing troubling, am I right?” Annika said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, until this last test we just finished,” Egil replied. “I’m afraid the situation has gotten worse much faster than expected.” 
 
    “That quickly?” Sigrid asked, surprised. 
 
    “Even with my protective compound?” Annika inquired, looking troubled. 
 
    Egil nodded repeatedly. “I’ve brought my notebook with me,” he said, showing them the results of all the Panthers. While he showed it to them, he explained what the negative results implied so they would both understand clearly what he was telling them. He spent quite a while answering all the questions they had for him. 
 
    Lasgol watched in silence. Egil explained the results skillfully, and by the time he was done Gisli had finished tending to the she-wolf and had joined them, listening to their discussion. 
 
    “The sudden deterioration is quite baffling,” said Sigrid. “What could have caused it?” she asked Annika. 
 
    “It would seem that the concoction I have given them has ceased being effective. Perhaps the body assimilates it and adapts to it so it loses the original effect.” 
 
    “Is that normal? Or are we dealing with an anomaly and therefore should worry?” Sigrid wondered. 
 
    “It is common. It happens with medicinal compounds. If you take too much or too frequently, they start losing their effect and do not act as intended.” 
 
    “Yes, it also happens in Wildlife. Many animals know instinctively that they must not ingest medicinal plants and herbs that help them with stomach problems too frequently, because otherwise they have no effect. The beneficial and healing properties stop being such.” 
 
    “Do you think this might be the case?” Sigrid asked her colleague. 
 
    “I believe so. I was expecting it, which is why I have been working on this new remedy. I was hoping not to need it and that the efficiency of the present compound would help them finish the training, but we now see it is not so. We will have to change to the new compound.” 
 
    “Will it work?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “It is stronger and uses different elements, so it should work and their bodies will not be used to it,” Annika explained. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be helpful to stop the training?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Sigrid took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. 
 
    “How long before they finish the training?” she asked Gisli. “They must be about to finish according to the follow-up we are doing.” 
 
    Gisli nodded. 
 
    “They only have the last sessions left. They are close to the end,” Gisli said. 
 
    “It would be a shame if they had to stop and resume the training later on. Besides the fact that we are running out of actual time. We are quite delayed, summer is coming to an end,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “We are in the last stretch,” Annika said. 
 
    “Would it be feasible to finish the last training sessions using the new compound?” Sigrid asked Annika and Gisli. 
 
    “Seeing how my compounds have worked, if this one is as good—and I am certain it is superior since I now have a better understanding of how to protect the mind and with what substances—I would say it is feasible. But I will not say there is no risk.” 
 
    “We have only the end of the last specializations. It will not take long. If the compound works there will be no trouble. The risk is in it not working as it should.” 
 
    Sigrid was thoughtful for a while, and finally she spoke. 
 
    “We are too close to the end to back out now and not finish. The failure would be a tremendous loss for everyone and it would be unfair to toss aside everything you have struggled and striven for. We must finish the training.”  
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at one another with concern. 
 
    “The new compound will work,” Annika promised. 
 
    “That’s what we hope,” said Lasgol, not at all liking the idea of finishing at whatever cost. 
 
    “We will adjust the last sessions,” said Gisli. 
 
    “Yes, we will adapt them to reduce the risk,” said Annika. 
 
    “Very well. Do it. Tomorrow we will continue with the new compound and the adjusted sessions,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil went back to tell their comrades. As in most matters, there were all kinds of opinions. 
 
    “Another compound? I don’t like the idea at all,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “As long as my head doesn’t hurt so much, I don’t care,” said Gerd. “I just want it to work better than the last one.” 
 
    “We’re one step away from the end,” said Ingrid. “We can’t stop now. Let’s finish and triumph. That’s what we have to do.” 
 
    “I’m with Ingrid on this, being so close and stopping now and risking not finishing sounds awful,” Astrid said. “Although I’m also worried by the results being so bad…” 
 
    “Annika’s helped us with a compound before, she’ll do it again now, and that will allow us to finish,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “That’s what we hope,” said Egil, “what we want to have happen. But there’s no guarantee it’ll be that way. We have to keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Very much in mind,” Lasgol added. 
 
    “I like it as little as you do, the risk and the new potion,” said Viggo. “But I want to finish with this, once and for all. So, I’m game.” 
 
    “I’m not game at all,” Lasgol said with a sigh and a shrug. 
 
    They went on arguing until exhaustion got the better of them. They did not reach an agreement. In any case, Sigrid had already decided for them. They would complete the training. 
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    The final training sessions went on, and both the sessions and control tests after the training were quite satisfying, something that eased everyone’s spirits. Annika’s new compound seemed to be working as she had expected and was keeping them well protected, but the tests were not excellent, and they continued losing abilities. Luckily, they did so less steeply. On the other hand, their migraines had been less intense and the feeling of being unsure of time and place had decreased, which spoke of the efficiency of the new compound. 
 
    The last day of training arrived. They were nervous and looking forward to finishing, so they were happy, even delighted at the idea of having completed the Higher Training. Then they would have to pass the Higher Proficiency Test, which would establish which Specialty they succeeded in achieving. That was if everything ended well. Training as such ended that summer morning. 
 
    Lasgol was restless. He was trying to keep calm and not dwell on anything negative, but he was having trouble doing so. Beside him, Astrid was trying to cheer him up, assuring him everything would go well. One more training session, and it would be over. Viggo wanted to start at once and be done with it. Ingrid had promised him a kiss if he behaved, and the rascal was acting like a good little boy, smiling and all. Gerd and Nilsa were the most restless, although they tried not to show it. Egil, interested in everything that went on, never seemed stressed at all. He was probably nervous underneath, but he controlled himself so it would not show. 
 
    Despite Lasgol’s and his comrades’ fear, the last training session was a success and they all managed to finish it. They completed their scenarios, not without difficulties, but as expected. 
 
    The Higher Training was over without any serious health issues, which was a success in itself too, seeing how the training had gone since the beginning. 
 
    They only had the Higher Proficiency Test to pass. This was going to be difficult. 
 
    They knew it and were expecting as much. Happy but exhausted, they went to rest. 
 
    The following day, after taking counsel with the four Elders, Sigrid closed the training stage and announced that the Higher Proficiency Test would take place in a week. 
 
    “Then… we are going to do the Higher Proficiency Test?” Ingrid asked, wanting to make sure. 
 
    Sigrid took a deep breath, and her face showed hesitation for an instant. Then she recovered her usual sternness.  
 
    “The test is necessary to finish the higher training. That is how it was designed since the beginning. The system must end with this final test.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged uncertain looks. 
 
    “Can’t we have the specializations already? We have completed them, haven’t we?” said Viggo, who could not stay quiet and looked unwilling to do any final test. 
 
    “I am afraid that would not be ideal. Any training program requires a final test,” Sigrid insisted. 
 
    “And of course, it will again be in our minds and with magic…” Nilsa protested, making a face. 
 
    “It will be a difficult scenario which you will have to complete to see whether you have truly mastered the Specialties. The risk will be controlled as usual. Annika is already working on improving the last mind-protecting compound she had prepared,” the Mother Specialist assured them. 
 
    “The risks we’ve run already have been high…” Lasgol said with a serious face. 
 
    “We must have closure for the Higher Training, precisely because of all you have worked for and the effort you have made to achieve the Specialties. It would be unfair not to give you the chance to finish and graduate, now that you have concluded the training. Besides, it would also be unfair to the Elders and Enduald and Galdason, who have been working day and night without pause so the training system would be a success. They also deserve recognition for all their generous efforts.” 
 
    “They have all done a great job and we appreciate it,” said Egil. 
 
    “But… there won’t be any risk, will there?” Gerd insisted, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “There will not, I promise,” said Sigrid. “Do not be at all worried about risks, we have them well under control. Face it as if it was another scenario and everything will go well. My intention is that you will graduate after the final ceremony without any mishap. We are close to achieving success with the training system, and I do not want to take any unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “Graduate… that is if we achieve a specialization…” Viggo said, wanting to get more information. 
 
    “Exactly, if you manage to graduate in any,” Sigrid said, giving him a glare that meant “that depends only on you.” 
 
    “We will make it,” Ingrid said, determined. “We’ve trained a lot and overcome all the scenarios, so we’ll be successful in this final test.” 
 
    “I hope so too,” Sigrid told them. “It is no more than giving you the final approval.” 
 
    “Very well, we’ll do it!” Astrid cheered up. 
 
    “Go, rest, and prepare. I will let you know when everything is ready for the test in one week.” 
 
    The following morning Viggo was staring at the ceiling of the Cave of Spring, eyes lost while he got dressed. Ingrid, who was already up and practicing with Astrid and Nilsa, noticed. She stopped her morning exercises and went over to Viggo. 
 
    “Everything all right?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s great…” he replied, looking up thoughtfully. 
 
    “You seem unfocused.” 
 
    Viggo stopped staring at the ceiling and smiled at her. 
 
    “I’m never fully focused,” he said jokingly. 
 
    That’s true,” she said. 
 
    “I’m a little tired of this cave and being in here all the time,” he told Ingrid with a wave around them. 
 
    “We have to rest until the day of the Higher Proficiency Test.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we don’t need to do it here. I’m going to ask Sigrid to let us rest outside and enjoy the good summer weather.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a good idea,” Nilsa said. “Let’s enjoy the good weather before the temperature starts dropping with the arrival of autumn.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d love to lie on the grass and breathe the summer air,” Gerd said. 
 
    “It would be great to clear our heads,” said Astrid. 
 
    “So, that’s settled then. I’ll ask Sigrid,” said Viggo and started to leave. 
 
    “I’ll go with him, just in case…” said Ingrid, leaving after Viggo. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It did not take them long to return, and by Viggo’s somber look it did not seem that things had gone as he had expected. 
 
    “She said no?” Gerd asked, looking at Viggo’s upset face. 
 
    “Well, that sucks…” said Nilsa. 
 
    Suddenly, Viggo’s face beamed. “We have been granted a week!” he said and pointed his finger at Nilsa and Gerd. “I fooled you!” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re so bad,” Nilsa protested. 
 
    “Just like a toothache, said Gerd. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist is letting us camp to the south without leaving the Shelter. If any of us doesn’t feel well or starts acting funny, we must return at once to the Lair,” Ingrid explained. 
 
    “That’s great!” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Awesome!” said Gerd. 
 
    “I guess she’s sending us south because the temperature’s milder and the land is flatter, better for camping and being in peace,” Egil reasoned. 
 
    “And also, because the contenders are having their final tests to the north,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Where to the south do you want to go?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I know a fantastic spot to the south,” Egil said. “Annika showed it to me when we were looking for Blue Mold. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “A place with blue mold? Doesn’t sound very appealing…” Viggo moaned. 
 
    “The place is a dream, I swear,” Egil said. 
 
    “Ok, I’m convinced, let’s get out of this moldy cave,” said Viggo. 
 
    They left on foot at noon, after going through the Caves of Summer and Autumn. They stopped at the first one for supplies and at the second for Annika to give them phials with the medicines they were to take during the week. The Elder wanted to make sure they arrived at the Higher Proficiency Test in perfect physical and mental health. The first one seemed fully possible, the latter not so much, since they were not sure whether the effects they were experiencing would disappear completely with a few days of rest. 
 
    The weather was warm, and the noonday sun caressed them with bright golden rays which soaked into their skin. They walked all afternoon, heading south, led by Astrid, toward the Shelter’s entrance. They went happily, singing and chatting gaily, with a holiday feeling. A short holiday, which they all knew would pass quickly, but a holiday nonetheless. 
 
    Finally, at dusk, they arrived at the place Egil was taking them. At once they understood why he had suggested the location. It was beautiful. Three waterfalls fell down vertical walls into a great lake of quiet water surrounded by two forests and a wide clearing of tall grass. 
 
    “What a place! It’s beautiful!” said Nilsa, delighted. 
 
    “We should dive from the three waterfalls into the lake!” Viggo suggested at once. 
 
    “Sure, head-first,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Of course, head-first,” Viggo said, as if any other way was totally unacceptable. 
 
    “So, you crack it open against the rocky bottom of the lake,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s deep enough,” he said as he ran to find out. 
 
    “He’s hopeless,” Ingrid said, shaking her head. 
 
    Gerd ran after Viggo. 
 
    “They’re like children…” Egil said, smiling. 
 
    “They’re scatterbrains,” Ingrid moaned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ingrid, it’s deep enough,” Egil said. 
 
    “Thank goodness…” 
 
    “Ah well, then I’m diving too,” Nilsa said as she ran off. 
 
    “Can’t they behave like mature grown-ups?” Ingrid asked, snorting in frustration. 
 
    “Mature grown-ups? Among the Panthers? That’s funny,” Astrid said, also running after the others. 
 
    Be like children, Camu messaged. 
 
    “You’re so right,” Egil replied, laughing. 
 
    “We’d better build a fire for when they come back all wet,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “Yes, good idea, and also to scare off predators. There must surely be wolves, tigers, and panthers here,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Very likely, yes,” Lasgol said. “We’re isolated enough from the Lair for wild animals to roam around here at their leisure.” 
 
    “Then let’s build a couple of campfires,” Egil said. 
 
    “Will you help me find some wood, Camu?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    I go play. 
 
    “That’s funny… Ona?” he asked the panther. 
 
    Ona chirped twice. 
 
    “You too? What a pair… fine, go play, I’ll handle the wood.” 
 
    Both scampered off to the waterfalls. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Ingrid said. And they both went looking for timber. 
 
    While Ingrid, Lasgol, and Egil prepared the two campfires and raised a couple of Ranger tents for the night, the rest were climbing up the waterfalls and diving off them into the lake amid laughter and screams. 
 
    “They’re like three-year-olds,” said Ingrid, sitting by the fire, watching them have fun. 
 
    Viggo dived from the middle waterfall, making a spectacular turn in midair before plunging headlong into the lake. 
 
    “He does have style…” Egil said. 
 
    “Don’t even think of telling him that! He’ll start all over again about being stylish and he’ll be unbearable!” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol laughed and watched Astrid on the right-hand waterfall performing another spectacular dive with several twists. 
 
    “Wow, Astrid is pretty stylish too,” Egil said, grinning. 
 
    “They both have amazing agility and control of their bodies,” Lasgol said, nodding. 
 
    Then Camu took a great leap and fell into the lake with all four legs out in a big bellyflop. 
 
    “He has no style at all,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “What a flop!” Lasgol cried, craning his neck to see if Camu was okay. The creature came out of the lake and Ona joined him. He was fine and climbed the wall again with tremendous ease, while Nilsa, Astrid, Gerd, and Viggo had a lot more trouble climbing to the top to dive again. 
 
    The laughter and diving lasted a long while, and although it was cooler in the evening they did not seem to notice because they were obviously having a whale of a time. At last, after having so much fun, they came back to dry by the fire where Ingrid, Egil, and Lasgol were waiting. 
 
    “You’ve missed out on a lot of fun!” Viggo said as he shook himself like a dog, drenching everyone by the fire. 
 
    “Viggo!” Ingrid cried. 
 
    Camu and Ona, seeing Viggo, imitated him and got everyone wet. 
 
    “Whoa!” Lasgol cried, laughing. 
 
    Nilsa, Astrid, and Gerd shook the water out of their hair, trying not to soak their friends. A moment later they were all drying around the fire. 
 
    “Thanks for the fire, it’s most welcome,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Did you see my jumps?” Viggo asked proudly. 
 
    “I was most impressed by Gerd’s,” Ingrid said to tease him. 
 
    “The giant’s? But he jumped as if a piece of mountain were falling into the lake!” 
 
    “My jumps were great!” said Gerd. 
 
    “He didn’t even dive head-first!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “Because I’m better at jumping feet first. I nail that,” Gerd said proudly. 
 
    Astrid was smiling from ear to ear but said nothing. 
 
    Gerd jump well. 
 
    “There goes the bug. What bellyflops!” Viggo said. 
 
    I learning. 
 
    “You did very well, Camu,” Astrid said. 
 
    Tomorrow better. 
 
    That’s right. You have to practice those jumps to improve them.”  
 
    “Ona didn’t jump, she stayed by the lake,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the water much,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Most big cats only go in the water out of necessity,” said Gerd. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    They went on talking about jumps, how good the water had been, and how much fun they had had while they dined in the warmth of the two campfires. 
 
    Well into the night they decided to retire. With the amazing temperature the tents were not really necessary, but they provided some comfort for the night. Camu and Ona slept outside by the fire embers. Lasgol was sleeping beside Astrid in one tent they shared with Egil and in the other one Nilsa and Gerd were sleeping, Gerd snoring like a bear. There was no trace of Ingrid and Viggo, but it did not surprise or worry anyone—they had a tendency of disappearing. 
 
    Lasgol was sleeping peacefully when something woke him up. 
 
    Come outside, something happening, Camu’s message reached him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol came out of the tent at once with the feeling that something bad was going to happen. He found Camu on his feet by the fire with his neck strained and his eyes shut as if he were trying to smell something in the night breeze. Ona was beside him, watching him with her great eyes. 
 
    What’s up, Camu? Danger? 
 
    No danger, not think. 
 
    No? Then what is it? Lasgol transmitted, puzzled, and started calling up all his skills to improve sight, hearing, agility, and reflexes just in case. 
 
    You pick up anything, Ona? 
 
    The panther chirped twice, indicating she did not sense anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Camu? 
 
    You not hear? The creature asked as he continued straining his neck and head to the stars, his eyes still shut. 
 
    Lasgol listened, but all he could hear were the usual sounds of night in such a place as this. He did not pick up anything out of the ordinary or odd. 
 
    No, I don’t hear anything strange, apart from an owl and some small rodents. Just in case, he called upon his Animal Presence but still did not pick up anything worrying. 
 
    Not hear a call?  
 
    What do you mean a call? I don’t hear anything, no, Lasgol transmitted, straining his ears. 
 
    Be arcane call… 
 
    Oh, you mean a call done with magic? 
 
    Yes, with magic… ancient… very. 
 
    Lasgol was baffled. He concentrated and tried to hear the call Camu seemed to be receiving. 
 
    I can’t pick up anything… Do you get it like a mental message? 
 
    Not message like this… but similar. 
 
    Wow, that’s strange. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Astrid, who had come outside after waking up and not finding Lasgol in the tent. 
 
    Arcane call, Camu messaged. 
 
    “Which I can’t pick up,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    Astrid was puzzled. 
 
    “What does the call say, Camu? Can you tell us?” Astrid said. 
 
    Not say anything… no words… be feeling… strong… 
 
    “Wow, this is getting even weirder…” Lasgol commented. He was beginning to not like this. 
 
    “What’s that strong feeling?” Astrid asked Camu. 
 
    Camu tried to perceive the feeling, looking for how to explain it. 
 
    Feel… as if be called… 
 
    “You’re being called?” Egil asked, coming out of the tent, having also woken up after hearing them outside. 
 
    Yes… be a call… arcane… Camu messaged them all. 
 
    “Arcane? Magic?” Nilsa protested, coming out of her tent. 
 
    “Is anything wrong?” Gerd asked, coming out after Nilsa. 
 
    “Wrong, in itself… no,” Lasgol replied, “but something’s definitely up.” 
 
    “Where’s this call you’re picking up coming from, Camu?” Astrid asked. 
 
    South… 
 
    They all looked in that direction. The only thing there was the entrance of the Shelter, the Frozen Peak. 
 
    “I think I know where Camu’s call is coming from,” said Egil. 
 
    “Yeah, so do I, and we’re not going there!” Viggo cried, approaching the group with Ingrid beside him. 
 
    “We have to investigate what’s happening,” Egil said, interested. 
 
    “No way!” cried Viggo, waving his hands wildly. “We’re not going to investigate. Because every time we do the weirdo or the bug gets us into trouble!” 
 
    “It might be important,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    “It’s not important. We all know what’s there, and if it’s sending enigmatic calls to the bug, guess who it is and what’s going to happen!” Viggo said, pointing at the Frozen Peak. 
 
    Gerd had no idea what Viggo was talking about. “What’s going to happen?” 
 
    “What our stylish friend here means is that the call originates from the Frozen Dragon, and if we go to the Cavern the dragon’s going to wake up,” said Egil. 
 
    “Exactly! You don’t need to be a diviner to see it!” Viggo raised his arms upset, and waved them wildly. 
 
    “I think the best thing to do is let it be, there’s no need to follow the magic into who knows what mess,” Nilsa said, frowning and shaking her head. 
 
    Call arcane… feel is important… 
 
    It’s more important not to wake up a bloody frozen dragon!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “We should investigate it, it’s of important interest,” said Egil. 
 
    Lasgol was silent, divided between his curiosity to discover what was happening, like Egil, and the caution of not going headlong into something which might be a deadly danger for the group. There might not be real danger, but Viggo was right, they had a tendency to get into trouble and this might be serious. 
 
    “Let’s be sensible,” Ingrid said in a firm voice, seeking to establish some order. “Enduald and Galdason have been studying the Frozen Dragon for weeks and haven’t been able to find out anything from it. They haven’t found any danger either, therefore going to the cave is safe.” 
 
    “Safe, my foot! It’s calling the bug, who must surely be a distant cousin!” 
 
    “You’re taking for granted many factors, factors we don’t know if they are true or not,” said Egil. “That’s why we need to go and investigate, study what is happening so we can reach proper conclusions based on proven facts.” 
 
    “I know they’re so! Even a blind man could see them!” 
 
    “Come on, let’s be calm,” said Ingrid. “Lasgol, what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu, who was concentrated on picking up the call. 
 
    Camu, what do you want to do? he transmitted only to him. 
 
     Call feel strong… must go… Camu messaged back. 
 
    Are you sure you must go? 
 
    Yes, magic ancient… say go… 
 
    Lasgol snorted hard. 
 
    “I’d like to go… and see what’s going on…” 
 
    “No way, no, no, and no!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Shut up and let him explain,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Camu feels he has to go. I think it would be good to investigate, otherwise I fear he’ll go on by himself… you know him… when he gets something into his head…” 
 
    I must go… he messaged to all. 
 
    “If he goes, he’s going to be in colossal trouble,” Viggo warned. 
 
    “I don’t know whether it’ll be colossal, but I feel the same as Viggo,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Better not attract new trouble…” Gerd joined in. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Astrid, Lasgol, and Egil. 
 
    “You think we have to go, don’t you?” 
 
    The three nodded. 
 
    “In that case, this is how we’ll do it. You three go. If things get ugly, you let us know and we’ll go up to help,” she said. “I don’t want to make these three do something they’ve already implied they don’t want to do unless there’s a good reason.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Don’t go, it’ll be a catastrophe. The dragon’s going to wake up,” Viggo told them, looking as if he really believed it and was truly worried. He even looked frightened, which was unusual for him. 
 
    “We’ll be careful, don’t worry,” Astrid told him. 
 
    “No one ever pays any attention to me!” Viggo cried in despair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn, Astrid, Lasgol, Egil, Camu, and Ona went into the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon. They found traces of Galdason’s and Enduald’s presence at the entrance. The Magi had been there studying the strange phenomenon of the magic that emanated from the Frozen Dragon, but they had already left, seeing that they had made no progress. The cavern seemed to be empty since the Mother Specialist had warned everyone not to visit the cavern without the Elders or the Magi as a precaution. But here they were, ready to investigate what was going on. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo had stayed below, close enough to come if they needed help and far enough in case there was some magical event that might affect them. As soon as the others walked in, they found something really extraordinary; the whole floor of the inner cavern was covered in water. It reached their knees. 
 
    “This isn’t a good sign,” Astrid said, bending over to touch the water. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “Let’s be wary,” said Egil 
 
    Call more strong here. 
 
    “Are you still picking up the same feeling, or has it changed?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Same. I must come. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go into the Frozen Dragon. Everyone alert and ready,” Lasgol said, arming himself. Astrid already had her knives out, and Egil reached for his short bow. They had no idea what they were going to face so it was better to be prepared. 
 
    They went slowly. The water was freezing. As they entered the main cavern where the great dragon was, the water level rose to their waist. 
 
    “It’s really cold…” Astrid said. 
 
    Call here, said Camu, who was not affected by the cold and walked on nonchalantly. Ona, smarter, walked close to the walls, seeking ledges and rocks to jump up on without touching the water. 
 
    They reached the Frozen Dragon in the middle of the great cavern, and what they found left them speechless. The upper third of the great block of ice that held the Frozen Dragon had melted. A strong silver light was issuing from inside the two remaining thirds of ice still intact. 
 
    “It’s thawing,” Lasgol said, mystified. 
 
    “It seems to be doing so from the inside,” Egil said, covering his eyes. “The silver light, which I guess is some kind of arcane magic or energy, is being radiated from inside the block of ice. It’s coming out.” 
 
    “Then Viggo was right. The dragon is thawing, it’s going to wake up,” Astrid said, alarmed. 
 
    “There’s a detail that doesn’t fit in this theory…” said Egil. “If there were really a dragon frozen in this ice, the head would already be free, and as you can see, there’s no head.” 
 
    Lasgol was studying the block of ice, and although the two thirds of it still frozen showed the lower limbs, higher sections of the dragon’s body had vanished. The tail and part of the dragon’s body, including part of its wings and the upper part of the body were gone, including the head, as if they had melted and were now part of the water that surrounded them. 
 
    “I think the dragon was really an ice statue inside the great block. As the block is melting, the statue is melting too,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Or perhaps it was sculpted inside and was hollow…” Egil suggested. “That would explain why there appeared to be—and well, we can still appreciate it, although only partially—a frozen dragon inside the block of ice.” 
 
    “Then… there’s no dragon?” Astrid asked, a little annoyed. “I was almost convinced there was. Not only because of the many times Viggo has said there was, but because even now lacking the upper third of its body, it still looks like a colossal dragon.” 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be…” Lasgol said, pointing at where the head ought to be but was not. 
 
    “What there is for sure is magic, and powerful, since it’s capable of melting the ice,” said Egil, indicating the powerful silver light that issued from the center of the frozen block. 
 
     Powerful magic, Camu messaged. 
 
    Lasgol’s skin had pricked with gooseflesh the moment they entered the cavern, so he had already guessed. 
 
    “This is most singular and interesting,” Egil said as he started going around the block of ice to check it completely 
 
    “Be careful,” Lasgol told him. 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” said Astrid and followed him to reconnoiter the area while Lasgol remained with Camu, who was staring at the point where the silver light came from with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “The arcane call came from here?” he asked Camu, pointing at it. 
 
    Yes, come from here. 
 
    And what’s it saying to you now? Or is it the same? 
 
    Be same. Not change. 
 
    Curious, and why would it want you here? Lasgol thought more to himself than to Camu. 
 
    Not know, Camu messaged back. 
 
    They inspected the cavern but found nothing that might mean danger or explain why the ice was melting. The only thing that might be causing the change was that mysterious silver brightness. 
 
    “It’s definitely that source of silver light that’s melting the block,” Egil concluded after studying the cavern carefully. 
 
    “And it’s doing so at a really fast pace,” Astrid observed; she had put her hand on the surface of the ice and could feel how the water fell around it. 
 
    “Didn’t Enduald and Galdason say it would take an eternity to thaw?” Astrid asked, hitting one side of the block with her knives to see how hard it was. “The ice is hard, it’s not weakening.” 
 
    “That indicates the magic is truly powerful,” Egil said. 
 
    “Camu, now that we’re here, is it transmitting anything new to you?” Lasgol asked the creature as he looked everywhere, trying to deal with how cold it was. His legs and the tips of his feet were beginning to freeze from being in the icy water. 
 
    Only come here. 
 
    “Nothing else?” Astrid asked. 
 
    No, nothing. 
 
    And you’re sure it’s here, right?” Lasgol asked, staring at the silver brightness. “It wouldn’t be two related phenomena and we’re in the wrong place?” 
 
    Not wrong. Be here. 
 
    “How do you know?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Feeling strong. Be here. 
 
    Egil went over to Camu, who was staring at the silver light with his bulging eyes wide open. 
 
    “Interesting, the arcane call has brought Camu here, and now that he’s in the right place we don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “It would be good to find out soon, because I’m freezing,” Lasgol said, urging his friends into action. 
 
    Ona moaned, even though she was standing on a ledge in the wall and was not touching the water. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true, I’m also freezing,” said Egil, whose teeth were beginning to chatter. “But I can’t leave without knowing what’s going on here. It’s something truly singular.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t get out of the water soon, we’ll end up without limbs,” Astrid warned them. 
 
    “Camu, try to interact with the silver light, the source of power or whatever it is,” Lasgol told him. 
 
    I try. Camu closed his eyes and concentrated. He started to shine too with a strong silver sheen, as if trying to use the same type of magic or a similar one to what was emanating from what remained of the Frozen Dragon. 
 
    “Fantastic, Camu is aligning his magic to what’s emanating from the dragon,” Egil said excitedly. 
 
    “Let’s hope he’ll be able to communicate with that source of power,” said Astrid as she looked for a ledge on the wall to climb up on like Ona had done to escape the icy touch of the water. 
 
    Camu suddenly gave off a series of pulses in the form of silver waves that touched the block of ice. He sent them at fixed intervals, one pulse every five heartbeats. 
 
    “Good job, Camu,” Lasgol said encouragingly. 
 
    “Let’s see if there’s an answer,” said Egil, who did not take his eyes off the block of ice in case something happened. 
 
    But Camu’s pulses did not seem to have any effect. Nothing different happened. Camu changed the pace, making it slower, one pulse every ten heartbeats. They all watched, shivering. They were not going to be able to bear the cold much longer. 
 
    “It’s not working,” Lasgol told Camu. 
 
    I try faster, he messaged to them all and started sending faster and faster pulses, which hit the block of ice in the form of silver waves. 
 
    Then suddenly, the silver light issuing from the Frozen Dragon went out. 
 
    “Beware, something’s afoot!” Lasgol warned. 
 
    “It reacted to Camu’s pulses,” said Egil, raising both arms in triumph. 
 
    The block of ice with the Frozen Dragon emitted a sudden intense silver flash, as if in reply. 
 
    They were all dazed. All except Camu, whom the brightness did not seem to affect. 
 
    “It’s communicating!” Egil cried. 
 
    “Camu, what’s it saying? What’s the meaning of that pulse?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not know. Magic ancient. 
 
    “Like yours?” Egil asked. 
 
    More like magic of Drokose. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged looks. This was most strange. 
 
    The Frozen Dragon emitted another pulse of intense silver light. 
 
    “Careful with your eyes!” Lasgol warned, covering his eyes with his arm. 
 
    Ona moaned. 
 
    “Something’s happening!” Egil cried. 
 
    There was another pulse, much brighter, but this time the light did not stop—it persisted, radiating with great intensity. 
 
    Much power! Camu warned. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” cried Lasgol, fearing something bad was about to happen. 
 
    “To the entrance!” Astrid cried. 
 
    They all withdrew as far as they could, and as they did, they noticed something new. 
 
    “The water level is rising!” Astrid said. 
 
    “And way too fast!” Lasgol said, troubled. 
 
    “It can only mean the rest of the Frozen Dragon is melting!” Egil said. 
 
    No one looked back as they ran to keep the dazzling light from blinding them, so they could not tell whether he was right. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here fast!” Lasgol said when they got to the entrance. 
 
    They stood at a corner of the threshold of the cavern. The water from the thawing ice was rushing down the mountain like a waterfall. 
 
    “Be careful it doesn’t drag us with it,” Astrid warned. 
 
    They flattened themselves to one side of the opening where the water could not reach them. Ona was on the other end. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “We wait,” said Egil. 
 
    “Wait for what?” Astrid wanted to know. 
 
    “For the water to come out from inside the cavern,” Egil said. 
 
    The group waited until all the water had fallen down the mountain. It took quite a while for it to all pour out like a torrent. When they saw that the water coming out was little more than a trickle and it seemed as if the thawing had calmed down, they looked at one another, uncertain. 
 
    “And now?” Lasgol said. “Should we go back inside?” 
 
    “Curiosity is killing me,” said Astrid. “I want to know what’s happened in there and whether the whole Frozen Dragon has truly melted away.” 
 
    “Same here,” Egil said, eyes bright with excitement. “Let’s go back in, carefully, and find out what happened.” 
 
    Okay, Camu messaged. 
 
    Lasgol led the way with Astrid beside him and Camu behind. There was still water in the cavern, but it only reached their knees. The level was going down as the water left the cavern. 
 
    They walked up to the location of the dragon slowly, afraid of what they might find. The idea that they could still encounter a real dragon was in everyone’s mind. Lasgol and Egil had their bows ready and Astrid had her knives. 
 
    They reached what had been the block of ice in the middle of the cavern. 
 
    What they saw struck them dumb. 
 
    They stood still, staring, as if a spell had turned them to stone. 
 
    On the last remaining piece of un-melted ice there was an object. 
 
    It was a crystal orb. 
 
    Inside it, the image of the Frozen Dragon. 
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    “What’s that?” Lasgol said, pointing at the orb and looking to Egil at his side. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” he replied. “It’s some kind of orb… and it looks arcane… magical…” 
 
    “Did the orb melt the whole block of ice?” asked Astrid. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like…” Egil said. 
 
    “Are you alright?” They heard Ingrid’s voice as she ran in with Viggo, Nilsa, and Gerd following her. 
 
    They turned toward their friends as they arrived. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine. We found something… unusual,” Egil said, pointing at the orb. 
 
    “What the heck is that, and what happened to my Frozen Dragon?” Viggo demanded, outraged. 
 
    “It looks like a crystal ball the size of a huge apple,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Only… there seems to be…” Nilsa came closer to get a look, narrowing her eyes to see better, “a dragon… floating in some kind of liquid… no, wait… mist?” 
 
    “My Frozen Dragon?” Viggo asked as he came closer as well to see better. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s ‘your dragon,’ but that’s certainly a dragon locked up in a crystal sphere,” said Gerd. 
 
    At a moment’s notice, they were all around the orb and studying the object as if it were the greatest mystery in the world; but they avoided getting closer or touching it, just in case. 
 
    “I think I’ve read somewhere that some Magi use orbs…” Egil started to say, then stood thinking with his gaze lost. 
 
    “What for exactly?” Ingrid asked as she touched the orb with the tip of her knife to see if it would react. It gave off a tiny silver flash at contact with the steel. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, they use them as objects of power” said Egil, who with his gaze lost in space was trying to remember what he had read about the subject. 
 
    “To obtain power from them?” Lasgol guessed from Egil’s words. 
 
    “Yeah… to use the power they contain…” Egil said, still remembering. “Also, to place or store magical power in them. I would need to consult certain tomes of knowledge to refresh the subject, but yes, I do believe they’re objects that the Magi use to store power or to obtain power from.” 
 
    “Then this orb, this object of power, was left here by a Mage?” Gerd asked, tilting his head to one side to look at the orb. 
 
    “Might be,” said Egil. 
 
    “What Mage?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Of that I have no idea,” Egil had to admit with a shrug. 
 
    “Are you all seeing a dragon inside the orb that looks exactly like my Frozen Dragon, or am I going completely insane?” Viggo said. 
 
    “You’re all wrong up there,” Nilsa said, tapping his head, “but yes, that is a miniature of the Frozen Dragon inside the orb.” 
 
    “And it seems to be floating in there,” Ingrid said as she watched it with her nose to the orb. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s floating, suspended in the middle,” Lasgol said. “That means it has power, otherwise it wouldn’t float. And it’s shining slightly silver, and that’s coming from inside the orb as well.” 
 
    “And is this the Frozen Dragon?” Gerd asked distrustfully. 
 
    “It is. It melted the block of ice it was locked in by radiating great power,” Egil said. “It melted almost all the ice and got free.” 
 
    “It was amazing,” Astrid said. “The water streamed out!” 
 
    “We saw it! That’s why we came up. We figured something had gone bad,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Let’s see if I understand,” Viggo said, putting his hands to his head and looking all around. “It turns out that the Frozen Dragon that has always been here really was in this orb the entire time, which somehow projected its image inside the block of ice.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s our guess too,” Egil replied. “What we saw was the dragon in the orb projected on the ice. Like an enormous optical illusion created with the intent to scare whoever came this way.” 
 
    “You think it was to scare people off?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Egil’s face said he clearly had no idea. “Whether it was intentional or simply a casual optical effect because of the power issuing from the object as it’s reflected in the ice, I don’t know. It could be casual, or it could have been on purpose.” 
 
    “Well, if it happened by chance, that’s incredible,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Indeed, it looked like a real dragon frozen from head to claws, and with incredible detail,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If you look closely, this one in the orb also has all the detail of a real one but its body looks gaseous. It undulates,” said Astrid. 
 
    “It seems to be rocking, as if the orb were filled with some kind of gas… between gold and silver… it’s most curious…” said Egil, who was studying it with one eye open and the other one closed, his open eye almost touching the crystal. 
 
    Not be gas, Camu messaged them. 
 
    “It isn’t? Then what substance surrounds the dragon?” 
 
    Be power. 
 
    “What we’re looking at, that golden-silver substance, is power?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Yes, power. 
 
    “And how do you know? Have you ever seen one of these orbs before?” Viggo asked. 
 
    No seen before, but know. 
 
    “And how do you know?” Ingrid insisted. 
 
    Not know how, but know. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t clear things up,” Viggo said with a gesture of frustration. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the orb, Camu?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Orb call me. Have power ancient. 
 
    “Is it saying anything to you now?” Astrid asked. 
 
    No, not say anything. 
 
    “The call you felt, has it stopped, or do you still feel it?” Egil asked. 
 
    Stopped. 
 
    “Then it’s not saying anything to you? Nothing at all?” Viggo said. 
 
    Not say, but I feel power. 
 
    “Can you estimate how much power is in the orb?” Egil asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Much. Very powerful, Camu messaged them. 
 
    “Well, that’s nice,” Nilsa protested, quickly moving away from the object. 
 
    “Well, at least it’s not the famous Frozen Dragon Viggo said was going to wake up and devour us all,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that couldn’t happen,” said Egil. “The fact that it’s inside an orb and not free doesn’t necessarily mean that what Viggo has always feared couldn’t happen.” 
 
    “Exactly! I told you so!” Viggo shouted, jabbing his finger at them. 
 
    “We’re not in any big trouble yet, and there’s no dragon destroying these lands, so relax,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time, you’ll see,” Viggo said, convinced it was going to happen. 
 
    “So, what do we do now with this object of power?” Gerd wondered. 
 
    “Throw it to the bottom of the sea,” Viggo suggested at once. 
 
    “We ought to hand it over to Galdason and Enduald. They could study it and tell us what we should do with it,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “That’s a logical, safe thought,” Egil said. “But, if we hand over the object to them, we’ll lose it. Magi, and they admitted this themselves, are always searching for objects of power. They’d keep it, not to study it, but to use its power.” 
 
    “Like they did during our training,” said Nilsa. 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “Well, and why would that matter? They can keep it for all I care, one less trouble we’d have to deal with,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I agree. It’s a matter of magic, let the Magi deal with it, they know these things,” said Gerd, 
 
    “I want nothing to do with this orb or its magic,” Nilsa joined them. “Let it go to the bottom of the sea or the Magi, but not with us.” 
 
    “It’s an object of great power and greater interest,” Egil said as he brought his hands closer to the crystal sphere and watched the silver flashes it emitted every now and then, reaching his hands with a small discharge. 
 
    “And greater danger, you mean,” Viggo added. 
 
    “What do you think, Camu?” Lasgol asked his friend. Like Egil, he felt this was a find of great value and they should not get rid of it or hand it over to the Magi so quickly, at least without knowing exactly what they had in their hands. More so when Camu was in some way involved with the orb. He felt he should understand the meaning of this relationship before making any decision about the object. 
 
    Orb call me. Not strangers. 
 
    “Says the bug!” Viggo said, rolling his eyes. “If we throw it in the sea, we won’t be giving it to strangers,” he said, and in a swift movement he closed his hand over the orb to take it away. 
 
    A tremendous discharge of energy went through Viggo’s body, and he fell to the floor, stricken. 
 
    “Viggo!” Ingrid cried and knelt at his side. 
 
    “What happened?” Gerd, who had not realized what Viggo had done, said. 
 
    “He touched the orb and received a tremendous shock,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Let me deal with it,” Egil said, kneeling beside Ingrid. 
 
    Viggo was unconscious. He looked dead. 
 
    “His heart has stopped,” Egil said. He had put his ear to his friend’s chest and could not hear it beating. He started giving him recovery compressions on the chest as Annika had explained how to do when lightning struck someone and their heart stopped or when a person drowned in a lake. 
 
    “Save him! Please, Egil!” Ingrid pleaded with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Egil concentrated, putting pressure rhythmically on Viggo’s heart, one hand flat on top of the other and then blowing air into Viggo’s mouth. 
 
    “Come on, Viggo, come back!” Astrid cried. 
 
    “You’re such an idiot, wake up!” Nilsa shouted at him with tears beginning to run down her cheeks. 
 
    “What can we do?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    “Nothing, give me space and let the air flow around,” Egil replied, serious. 
 
    “Come, let’s move back,” Gerd said, pulling on Nilsa. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid stepped back with Camu and Ona. 
 
    Egil and Ingrid stayed with Viggo. Egil went on applying his chest compressions and blowing air into Viggo’s lungs, but the young man was not coming to. 
 
    “Come back to me, my scatterbrain!” Ingrid yelled at him. 
 
    And as if Viggo had heard, he opened his eyes and was back. He began to breathe in great gulps and choked. 
 
    “By a hair’s breadth…” Egil snorted, relieved. 
 
    Ingrid hugged Viggo tight. 
 
    “You’re alive! Thank the Ice Gods!” 
 
    “No one touch the orb,” Astrid warned. 
 
    “Yeah… it delivers a discharge… Most unpleasant…” Viggo said, rising with Ingrid’s help. 
 
    “Don’t talk. Get your breath back,” she told him. 
 
    “I need to get rid… of Egil’s kisses… I need one of yours,” he told Ingrid. 
 
    “I can’t believe it! Even now!” 
 
    “That’s me.” He smiled mischievously. 
 
    Ingrid kissed him, briefly but passionately. 
 
    “Better?” she asked him as she let go of his face. 
 
    “Good as new,” he replied, beaming. 
 
    “You really scared us,” Gerd said, patting his back. 
 
    “Well, you really didn’t think a bit of magic could finish me off, did you? I’m semi-immortal!” he said as if were true. 
 
    The orb pulsated again, emitting a silver flash. 
 
    “To the ground!” Viggo shouted with fear in his eyes. 
 
    They all flattened themselves down on the cavern floor. All except Camu, who was staring at the orb. 
 
    No danger, he messaged them. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Ingrid asked him from the floor. No one had gotten up. 
 
    Yes, sure. 
 
    “I don’t trust that magic. How do you know?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Pulse be of recognition. 
 
    “The dragon recognizing where it is?” Egil asked as he started to get up. 
 
    Where and who. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Viggo asked him with a look of distrust. 
 
    Feel. Not know. 
 
    “What Camu means to say is that he’s receiving a feeling, he perceives it. It doesn’t reach him like a message,” Lasgol explained, standing up. 
 
    “Fine… let’s get up, but carefully. Stay low just in case,” Ingrid warned them. 
 
    They followed her advice, going around the orb which was sitting on what remained of the block of ice. 
 
    “We can’t touch it, so I think we’d better leave it where it is and tell the Magi and let them deal with it,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “I’m certainly not going to touch it!” Gerd said, horrified. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil glanced at one another. Egil nodded. 
 
    “It’s the wisest option, given the situation,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Very well, let’s go back to the camp. We’ll rest, and tomorrow we’ll go back to the Lair to warn Sigrid, Enduald, and Galdason,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Right. Now let’s get out of here,” Nilsa said, shaking off a shiver. 
 
    Egil sighed. He did not want to go. He wanted to stay and study the orb himself, but as they had just seen, it was too dangerous. He snorted, resigned, and left. Lasgol looked at the strange object one last time and followed Egil, taking Astrid, Camu, and Ona with him. 
 
    They went back to their camp almost at dusk. They had spent the day at the cavern and time had gone by in a flash. Astrid, Lasgol, and Egil sat warming themselves by the fire for a good while before turning in; they were frozen to the marrow. Once they managed to warm up their bodies somewhat, they went to sleep. 
 
    Lasgol woke up all of a sudden before dawn. 
 
    He had a premonition. Something was not well. 
 
    He looked around and did not see Camu or Ona. 
 
    “Oh no!” he muttered under his breath. 
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    Lasgol called them.  
 
    Camu! Ona! Where are you? 
 
    He received no answer. He looked around the camp but did not find them. He stared at the distance. 
 
    Camu! Ona! he called anxiously. 
 
    No sign of life. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Astrid, who had come out once she saw Lasgol was not coming back to the tent. 
 
    “Ona and Camu are missing.” 
 
    “Has anything happened to them?” she asked, uneasy. 
 
    “I don’t think so…” 
 
    “Well, what then?” 
 
    “I think they’re gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Where? Why?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
     “I believe I might know where. Why is something I want to find out.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “I’m going after them,” Lasgol said, shouldering his weapons and gear. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Shall we wake the others?” she asked while she also grabbed her weapons and gear. 
 
    “There’s no need. I believe it’s nothing but another prank of these two. You know what they’re like. I don’t want to upset anyone.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    They set out, and Lasgol found his two friends’ trail without any trouble. He followed it straight to the Frozen Peak. It did not take them long to get to the foot of the peak. Lasgol pointed his thumb up and they started to climb. They reached the top and the entrance to the great cavern, which was still wet from where water was still falling, although much less than before. 
 
    Lasgol went in. 
 
    “You think they’ve come here?” Astrid asked as she followed him. 
 
    “I’m positive,” he replied and pointed out Ona’s prints on the wet dirt of the entrance. 
 
    “Oh my… the orb…” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. Let’s go in.” 
 
    They arrived at the inner part of the cavern and found it empty. 
 
    “There’s no one here,” said Astrid. 
 
    “And the orb isn’t here either,” Lasgol said, pointing at the place where it had previously rested on what was left of the block of ice. 
 
    “Oh no! What happened?” 
 
    Lasgol bent to examine the floor. There was still about a handspan of water, but he could identify the prints of his two friends. 
 
    “They were here…” he said. 
 
    “Do you think the orb has harmed them?” Astrid asked with a look that reflected her puzzlement. 
 
    Lasgol snorted and was thoughtful. 
 
    “No. The orb called Camu. That’s why we came here. I think it completed its call. It must have asked him to get it out of here and take it someplace else.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” Astrid did not seem so certain. 
 
    “It’s the least bad option…” 
 
    “But no one can touch the orb—it nearly killed Viggo.” 
 
    “No human. We don’t know whether Camu could hold it, and I believe he might be capable, according to what we’ve seen…” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “What do we do then?” 
 
    “Go back down and track them. We’ll follow their trail.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t Camu said anything to us?” 
 
    “You know what he’s like. He sometimes acts foolishly, like a child who doesn’t think before acting.” 
 
    “Or perhaps the orb asked him not to tell anyone,” she suggested, while she tied up her dark hair with a leather strap. 
 
    “That’s possible too. In any case, when I find them, they’re going to hear me, loud and clear. Oh yes,” Lasgol said, annoyed. 
 
    “Don’t be too harsh, you know they’re good…” 
 
    “Yeah, but too naughty and thoughtless,” Lasgol said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Come on, let’s find them before things get worse,” Astrid said. 
 
    They went back down to the base of the peak, and Lasgol searched for Camu’s and Ona’s recent trail. He found it and followed it for a while. He was in for a surprise. 
 
    “They’re heading back to the Lair.” 
 
    “To the Lair? Without us? That makes no sense.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “It’s weird,” said Astrid with a shrug. 
 
    Lasgol followed the trail a bit longer to see whether it deviated. 
 
    “They’re definitely going back to the Lair,” he said. 
 
    “But what for? To do what?” Astrid was scanning the horizon. 
 
    “I can only think of one reason for them to go to the Lair…” Lasgol said. “They’re going in search of a place of power.” 
 
    “The White Pearl…” Astrid guessed. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. And if that’s the case, it’s to use it for something. For something the orb will have transmitted to Camu.” 
 
    “And that means magic.” 
 
    “And danger.” 
 
    “We have to get to them before they do something they’ll regret.” 
 
    “They have quite a head start, and they’re going fast,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “We have to warn the others. They have to know what’s going on.”  
 
    “Okay. Go back to them, and I’ll try to stop whatever it is before it’s too late.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Astrid pointed east. “Here they come.” 
 
    Lasgol looked where Astrid was pointing at and saw their friends running toward them. 
 
    “It would seem someone woke up and noticed our absence,” said Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, and they waited for the others to catch up with them. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ingrid asked eagerly. 
 
    Lasgol told them what they had discovered. As soon as he was done, his friends started voicing their opinions. 
 
    “For all the Frozen Gods! Can’t the bug stop doing weird things?” Viggo cried to the heavens. 
 
    “This has to do with magic, the powerful kind. I don’t like it one little bit,” Nilsa complained, shaking her head. 
 
    “This sounds strange… And that usually ends up being dangerous,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Of course, it’s going to be dangerous, especially if the bug and his magic are involved,” Viggo said, waving his arms wildly. 
 
    “Take it easy, all of you.” Ingrid tried to calm them. “What do you think, Egil?” 
 
    “I think…” he stopped to think for a moment, scratching his head. “Yeah, I think Lasgol’s theory is correct. The orb must’ve communicated with Camu and asked him to take it to the Pearl.” 
 
    “What for?” Asked Ingrid. 
 
    “It must need the power of the Pearl for something,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Sure, but for what?” Viggo wanted to know. 
 
    Egil shrugged. “That I don’t know.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “By going there,” said Astrid. 
 
    “That’s a mistake, and it’ll get us in a big, fat mess,” Viggo said. “You’ll see.” 
 
    “A very ugly, magical mess,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Those who don’t wish to come don’t have to, but I must go,” Lasgol said. “I can’t leave Camu and Ona alone, least of all when they’re in danger. I have to help them.” 
 
    “But it’s their own fault, they took the orb. No one asked them to, let them learn the consequences,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Even so, I have to help and protect them from danger,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Me too,” said Egil. 
 
    “Good, let’s go then!” Lasgol said and ran off. 
 
    “This is going to be bad!” they heard behind them, and they saw Viggo and the others following. 
 
    “We’re all coming with you!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “But when I catch that bug, I’m going to roast him over a bonfire!” Viggo cried. 
 
    They ran all the way back to the Lair with only a couple of brief stops, since they wanted to get there as soon as possible and prevent whatever Camu and the orb were planning. By the time they glimpsed the Lair, night was falling upon them. They could see no one on the hill or surroundings. The contenders would already be inside enjoying their dinner and a well-deserved rest, like the Elders. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Can you see them?” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “No, I can’t, and I don’t see anything out of the ordinary either.” 
 
    “That’s weird. Do you think we got it wrong?” Astrid asked. 
 
    At that moment, something began to happen which made them all stop in their tracks. Above the White Pearl something began to form, which little by little took the shape of a large silver sphere. It was about three times the size of the White Pearl itself, and it seemed to hover above the Pearl. The inside of the sphere appeared to be liquid silver, which moved like an undulating sea. The sphere emitted no gleam, and no sound could be heard. It looked like a giant sphere floating in the air, filled with liquid silver. 
 
    “What the heck is that?” Viggo asked, staring up at the giant sphere. 
 
    “The Pearl’s older sister woken up?” Gerd asked, completely taken aback. 
 
    “That sphere has been conjured by magic,” Nilsa said, already arming her bow. 
 
    Suddenly, they saw Camu and Ona climbing up onto the White Pearl. 
 
    Camu! Lasgol transmitted, but he was too far away for the mental message to reach his friend. 
 
    “Camu, wait!” Astrid shouted, but she was also too far for the two creatures to hear. 
 
    Camu climbed up the side of the Pearl with his clinging paws and stopped halfway up. Ona took a great leap and, using Camu’s body as a steppingstone, gave another leap to reach the top of the Pearl. Camu then climbed the rest of the way to the top. 
 
    Don’t go in, Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    The message did not reach them.  
 
    Camu and Ona gave a tremendous leap and entered the great silver sphere hovering above the Pearl. They vanished. 
 
    Lasgol cried out in despair. 
 
    “What have they done?” Astrid cried, putting her hands to her face, unable to believe her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s go and see,” said Egil. 
 
    The group ran at full tilt to the top of the Lair, the Pearl, and the giant sphere above it. 
 
    “It would seem that magic thing is alive,” said Viggo, watching how the inside of the sphere was moving. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, this sphere is a portal,” said Egil. “The portal Camu told us about and how he came back here.” 
 
    “But he couldn’t activate it,” said Ingrid. “How has he done it now?” 
 
    “It seems that with the orb’s help he was able to,” said Lasgol. 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    “But what for? Where did they go?” Gerd wondered. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “I don’t know, but it has to have been the orb.” 
 
    “Look, it’s beginning to fade,” Astrid said, noticing that the sphere seemed to be losing strength and its silhouette was becoming less visible. 
 
    “I’m going inside,” said Lasgol. “I can’t leave Camu and Ona.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Nilsa exclaimed. “That’s unknown magic. You have no idea what might happen or what’s on the other side. If there even is another side.” 
 
    “The bug’s gone of his own free will, no one made him. Going in there is utter nonsense. Apart from the fact that we might all die. I’m not going in, it’s crazy!” Viggo said, shaking his head. 
 
    “We don’t even know whether it’s safe for humans,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “It might not be, that’s true,” said Egil. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Lasgol said, and went to the Pearl. Astrid stood beside him. 
 
    “Climb on my back,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol climbed over Astrid, and with a leap he managed to reach the top. Then he reached down for her. Astrid went back a few paces, then ran, and with one leap she grabbed Lasgol’s arm, who helped her up. 
 
    “Don’t be fools!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “You’re going to die!” Viggo warned them. 
 
    “Wait for me! I’m coming too!” Egil cried. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol joined together their Ranger belts and used them like a rope so Egil could climb up to them. 
 
    “See you soon!” Lasgol said, and turning, gave another leap and entered the sphere determinedly. The silver liquid swallowed him with a small flash. 
 
    Astrid followed, and like Lasgol she vanished in the silver fluid with another flash. Egil followed as moment later. 
 
    The three disappeared, swallowed by the sphere that was already vanishing. 
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    Lasgol woke up dizzy and nauseous. He dragged himself along the ground and threw up. It took him a while to recover and crawl on all fours. He looked around and saw he was at the foot of the White Pearl. Only it was not the one above the Lair. This one, identical, was in the middle of a clearing, also on top of a hill but completely surrounded by vegetation and huge trees. 
 
    “We’re not in Norghana,” said Egil, who was on the ground, a few paces from Lasgol, and was looking at the thick trees surrounding the hill. 
 
    “Astrid? Where are you?” he called out, concerned for his partner. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said from behind him. 
 
    Lasgol turned. “I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “Naturally. I can barely stay conscious and I threw up.” 
 
    “We all have,” said Egil. 
 
    “What a… journey…” Lasgol said, getting to his feet but still feeling dizzy and weak. 
 
    Astrid got to her feet too and stumbled over to him. Lasgol reached out for her and held her so she would not fall. 
 
    “The effects of traveling through the portal, they’re quite negative,” Egil said when he too managed to stand. 
 
    “Any idea of how long we’ve been out?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No, but I’d say a long while,” said Astrid. “I feel as though a band of outlaws had given me a beating.” 
 
    “You said this wasn’t Norghana?” Lasgol asked Egil as he looked around. 
 
    “This place isn’t Norghana,” Egil said. “Climate, vegetation—everything’s different,” he confirmed as he looked around carefully. 
 
    “Then where are we?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Egil shrugged. “I’ll need to study the environment before I can tell. We could be anywhere in Tremia, but I think we’re somewhere in the middle. We’re neither too far north or south, that I can already tell you,” he said, looking up at the sky and then feeling the temperature and humidity. 
 
    “What we can say for sure is that the silver sphere was a portal since it’s taken us to another physical place,” said Astrid. 
 
    “That is absolutely correct,” Egil said as he watched the Pearl. 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the north, I’ll tear the bug to pieces as soon as I find him,” cried a voice they all recognized at once. 
 
    “Viggo? Where is he?” Astrid asked. 
 
    They went to the other side of the Pearl and found Viggo on the ground cursing with all his being, Ingrid beside him. 
 
    “We’re here with you… We managed to enter the portal before it closed,” Ingrid said as she finished recovering. 
 
    “We’re glad to see you!” Lasgol greeted them. 
 
    “Gerd and Nilsa?” asked Astrid. 
 
    “They didn’t manage to climb fast enough. They were halfway up the Pearl when the sphere-portal vanished,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “They’re scaredy-cats and didn’t decide in time,” Viggo said, inhaling and exhaling to finish recovering. 
 
    “Rather, it took them a little longer to decide and the sphere closed on them,” Ingrid said, defending them. 
 
    “It seems the portal remains open for a short time,” Egil guessed, “which entails a difficulty for those who want to get in.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “Shut up, my scatterbrain, we don’t know whether we’re in hostile territory or not, and you’re making too much noise.” 
 
    “But there’s no one here and we’re surrounded by forests,” Viggo replied. 
 
    “Exactly. Who knows who’s in those forests, or what,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That’s true, better not make any noise,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    “As soon as my anger passes, I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you wouldn’t be quiet even underwater,” said Ingrid with a wink. 
 
    “I don’t see Camu or Ona,” said Lasgol, checking around the Pearl. 
 
    Camu, Ona, can you hear me? Lasgol transmitted. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “I don’t see them either,” said Egil, who was also scanning the surroundings. 
 
    “Are you sure they came out here?” Ingrid asked. “I mean this place. Maybe the portal took them somewhere else…” 
 
    “I don’t know the inner workings of the portal,” said Egil, “but based on my understanding, if it brought us here, it will have brought them too. They must have arrived shortly before us.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t they be here then?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Well, perhaps they don’t have trouble recovering, unlike us,” Egil speculated. “That would explain why they’re not here. They must have set out the moment they arrived if their bodies don’t suffer like ours. Although there are multiple possible explanations… we don’t know either whether through the portal, time remains constant… it might not…” 
 
    “And what does that mean, wise-guy? And stop thinking out loud, you’re making me dizzy all over again,” said Viggo. 
 
    “That, since they crossed before us, they might have appeared earlier in this place,” Egil explained. “Perhaps our delay increased when crossing the portal. There are so many possibilities. We’ve crossed space, perhaps time too.” 
 
    “We’d better not,” Ingrid said. “I have enough with space, let’s not complicate this already complicated mess.” 
 
    “All this is giving me the creeps,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “They were here,” Lasgol said, pointing at a trail on the ground. 
 
    “Are those their tracks?” Astrid came over to look. 
 
    “They are, and they’re heading north.” 
 
    “Where do they want to go? And why?” she wondered. 
 
    “No idea, but let’s find them before something bad happens,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Let’s follow the trail,” said Ingrid decisively. 
 
    They went into the trees to the north and soon noticed they were not in a regular forest. The trees were a much greater size from what they were used to in Norghana. Egil studied the vegetation, trying to find out where they had ended up. As they went further into the forest, following the trail, the more they realized they were in an enormous forest, both from the size of the trees and the number of them. Wherever they looked, all they could see were trunks and branches full of leaves from the enormous trees towering above them. 
 
    They went on following the tracks, alert to everything around them. They arrived at a stream and stopped beside Camu’s and Ona’s prints. 
 
    “Let’s get some water and freshen up,” Ingrid said. 
 
    They knelt to drink and fill the two water skins they had brought with them. 
 
    “It’s hot and humid,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Not excessively,” said Egil, “but more than we’re used to. I’m afraid we’re far from home.” 
 
    “Wonderful news,” Viggo replied sarcastically, and he plunged his whole head in the stream to cool down. 
 
    “I’m going to climb that tree and see where we are,” Lasgol said, handing his bow to Astrid. 
 
    “Good. Try to see as far as you can,” Egil told him. “Look for a village—any trace of civilization, a monument or peak that might help us orient ourselves.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and began to climb up an enormous tree of a variety he did not recognize and which rose straight up into the sky. He loved to climb to high places, he always had, ever since he was a little boy. And since he had been small and light, he was very good at it. But as he went up, he realized he had never climbed a tree so tall before. He went on and on, from branch to branch, and at last reached the top of the tree. What he found baffled him. 
 
    “Wow… this is…” he muttered under his breath, “an endless forest…” Anywhere he looked, he saw only trees and more trees as far as the eye could see. They seemed to have appeared in the midst of a fathomless, infinite forest. He only saw a single peak in the midst of that sea of trees whose tip resembled the head of an eagle. Apart from that rocky peak, he saw a few clearings and some heavy rivers through the trees in the far distance. To the east he saw something that puzzled him even more. There were gigantic trees, of a size he thought impossible. He calculated as best he could and came up with a height of over 300 feet and the width of two houses. He rubbed his eyes. That could not be. There were no such big trees, or at least he had never heard about them. He went on examining his surroundings, amazed at the immense green world below him. What he did not find were traces of civilization anywhere. 
 
    He went back down and told his friends what he had seen. 
 
    “Well, that’s neat, now it turns out we’ve appeared in the middle of a forest with no end!” said Viggo. 
 
    “Giant trees, you say?” Egil asked him, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, as high as a Norghanian tower. Well, that’s if my eyes aren’t deceiving me, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “There are no such huge trees, you must have calculated wrong,” Ingrid said, frowning.  
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I was up that tree, which is already huge. I’m not saying I didn’t miscalculate or that the distance caused a weird optical effect.” 
 
    Egil was thoughtful, and then his expression became one of concern. 
 
    “And how are we going to get out of here? You don’t mean to cross this huge forest on foot, do you?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how. First, we find Camu and Ona, and then we’ll figure out how to get out of here,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “We could use the portal,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, so we can appear in the middle of a desert and roast to death next,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Camu will know how to go back,” Astrid said. 
 
    “The bug will have no clue,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Because we’re in the middle of an immense forest. Why did he come here?” he replied. 
 
    “The orb must have brought him here for something,” Lasgol guessed. 
 
    “Or he got lost…” Viggo said, as if that was what he really believed. 
 
    “Well, whatever. We have to find him first,” Astrid said. 
 
     Lasgol nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Where does the trail lead?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “This way, follow me,” Lasgol said, already following the riverside. 
 
    They went on following the trail, going deeper into the great forest. The deeper they went, the greater the thicket and vegetation. The trees were also getting bigger, and from them hung long lianas and other plants of the creeper variety. The birds and other wildlife were strange to them too. Lasgol saw several birds of a great size with colored plumage he had never seen before. One thing Lasgol noticed was that Egil was walking quietly, scanning everything around him with a troubled look on his face. 
 
    Following the river, they arrived at an area where the underbrush was thick, and they could only walk between the trunks of two irregular lines of trees. 
 
    “Single file,” Lasgol said, walking in the lead with Astrid behind him. 
 
    Ingrid brought up the rear. Egil and Viggo stayed in the middle. They all readied their bows just in case; even Viggo and Astrid, who preferred knives, reached for their composite bows given the terrain. 
 
    As Lasgol moved forward through the huge forest following the trail, he began to have a strange feeling, as if he were being watched. He looked around but saw nothing in the midst of all that thickness of different shades of green and brown. He went on but could not get rid of the feeling. Behind him his friends moved in silence. Lasgol glimpsed what looked like a leopard on top of some branches. It was yellow and black. They were certainly no longer in Norghana. 
 
    Lasgol kept going and went around an enormous tree that prevented him from seeing ahead. What he saw behind the tree made him stop in his tracks. He raised his fist and his friends halted. 
 
    “What’s up?” Astrid whispered as she checked the sides for any sign of danger in the thicket. 
 
    “Straight ahead,” he pointed with his bow. 
 
    Astrid strained her neck and looked where Lasgol indicated. About fifteen paces ahead, hanging from a strong, high branch, was some kind of net that looked made of lianas and ropes made of plants. The net had trapped some kind of animal they could not see well. Under the net-trap, on the ground, a man seemed to be laying; he was half covered by the thicket so they could not see him well, but it was definitely a man. 
 
    “This looks like a trap…” Astrid whispered. 
 
    “It is,” Lasgol confirmed. “Someone has caught a big quarry.” 
 
    “And died in the attempt?” said Astrid. 
 
    “Yeah… could be… or it’s a ruse.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll get up if we get closer and attack us?” 
 
    “It depends on whether it’s a trap or if he’s really dead,” Lasgol replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Can you see what the quarry is?” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “No. I can’t see inside the net, but it’s a big one.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lasgol saw a green-brown shadow move through the trees and thicket to his right. He followed it with his gaze and saw more movement on the opposite side to his right. He signaled to Astrid and then turned to do the same to the others who were waiting, crouched in a line behind him. 
 
    “I don’t like this…” he whispered and called upon his Animal Presence skill. A green flash ran through his body and there was a wave that swept all around him. He picked up six humans among the trees to the left, five more to his right, one under the trap, and two animals inside the net. 
 
    Camu, are you in the trap? 
 
    Yes, in trap. 
 
    Is Ona with you? 
 
    Yes, with me. 
 
    Are you all right? 
 
    Yes, I use Invisibility Camouflage. They not see. 
 
    They? Who caught you? 
 
    Green savages. 
 
    The reply baffled Lasgol. He had already guessed that Camu and Ona had fallen into the trap. He had not been expecting them to be caught by green savages. All of a sudden, they heard a tremendous yell, a terrible cry that caused the birds to fly away frightened. A second yell, which Lasgol took for some kind of war cry, followed the first. His skin pricked with gooseflesh. He readied his bow and called upon his skills that improved reflexes and agility. 
 
    The shouts continued, and they glimpsed several men approaching at great speed through the trees on both sides. They all stiffened and prepared to be attacked. They watched the strangers who were leaping toward them through the thicket, hiding behind the trees. They were armed with short bows and some of them carried short axes, lighter than the Norghanians, decorated with colorful feathers. They ran and leapt through the underbrush with amazing speed and nimbleness. 
 
    “Attention!” Ingrid ordered, and they all raised their bows. 
 
    “There’s a dozen, they’ll attack from both sides!” Lasgol warned his friends, noticing the course they were following. 
 
    A green savage emerged from the trees and lunged at the group from the left. He was brandishing a short axe and a knife. He stepped on a tall root, and with the momentum from the run he leaped at them with a powerful war cry. 
 
    Ingrid got him in the heart as he jumped, Viggo in the torso. He dropped dead at the feet of the group. 
 
    “Here they come!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    Two more savages came out from the trees to the right and left and released from their short bows against Lasgol and Astrid. The attack was so quick they barely had time to crouch to avoid the arrows. They responded, releasing as the savages ran and nocked again. Lasgol caught the one on the left in the chest, and Astrid hit the one on the right in the stomach. They were so near that even Lasgol had no trouble hitting his targets. 
 
    Three more savages appeared through the trees shooting at them. Egil threw himself on the ground to avoid an arrow that grazed his head. Ingrid came to his aid. Moving with the speed and softness of a breath of wind, she started to shoot, nock, and release again; the three savages fell dead with arrows in their hearts in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Lasgol found himself face to face with a savage who attacked him with an axe and knife. He was too close to release, so he took out his Ranger’s axe and knife and faced the savage. They exchanged strokes and slashes. Lasgol noticed the savage knew how to fight well and was also quite agile. Luckily, with his skills Lasgol was even more so. He deflected a cut by crouching, and grabbing a handful of dirt he called upon his Dirt Throwing skill. A cloud of smoke and dirt blew from his hand into the savage’s face, blinding him. Lasgol seized the opportunity and finished him quickly. 
 
    Beside him, Astrid was fighting two savages with her knives. The men with green skin brandished a spear and a short axe. With swift, measured moves, she stabbed one in the groin and plunged her knife into the second one’s heart with amazing coldness, speed, and precision. One was going to bleed to death presently, and the other died at once. 
 
    For his part, Viggo had killed two enemies who were at his feet and was fending off an axe blow to the head. He sliced the neck of the savage attacking him with a clean, swift stroke. 
 
    Ingrid finished the last two savages before they reached them with two infallible shots. 
 
    “Is it over?” Viggo asked, looking at the dozen dead savages around the group. “What a pity, and just now that I was just beginning to have fun.” 
 
    “I had no fun at all,” said Egil and looked at his friends. “Does anyone need healing?” 
 
    “No one… I think we’re all well, thank you,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    “Blondie, try to stop plunging arrows in the heart of all who come running. Let one or two through so the rest of us can have our fun too,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I’ll plunge an arrow in your heart, you!” she threatened. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve already done that, a long time ago, and I’m dying for you,” he said and put his hands to his heart. 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Focus on the matter at hand, we’ve been attacked!” she chided. 
 
    “Those savages were yelling and jumping, but they weren’t that special,” Viggo said, making light of it. 
 
    “They fight well and they’re tough,” Astrid corrected him as she watched the one bleeding to death. The savage was cursing her in a strange language. 
 
    “Camu and Ona are in the trap. I’m going to bring them down,” Lasgol told them. 
 
    “Come,” Astrid said, going with him. 
 
    They found the knot in the rope and cut it. They did not let Camu and Ona fall to the ground, but between the two of them lowered their friends, slowly releasing the rope. When they had them on the ground, they cut the net and released them. Camu and Ona were now visible. 
 
    Are you alright? Lasgol asked them, examining the two creatures swiftly. 
 
    Be well, Camu messaged, along with a feeling of joy at seeing them. 
 
    Ona moaned. 
 
    “Come here, let me hug you,” said Astrid, hugging and stroking them. 
 
    Lasgol was so angry at them that he did not hug them. 
 
    You owe us an explanation, and it’d better be a good one! he transmitted in a stern mental tone, pointing an accusing finger at them.  
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    I explain, Camu messaged them all with a sorry, even ashamed, look. It was the look of a child who has discovered he has done something bad. 
 
    “Yes, explain yourself, and it’d better be good,” said Viggo, who came over with a look that could kill. 
 
    Ingrid and Egil came over too. 
 
    Be orb. 
 
    “What does it have to do with the orb?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    “And where is it?” asked Egil. 
 
    Lasgol pointed at the savage on the ground. He was dead; the orb was in his hand. 
 
    “Serves him right,” said Viggo, “for taking what’s not his.” 
 
    “Yeah, just like you,” said Ingrid reproachfully. 
 
    “What’s with the orb?” Ingrid asked Camu in a gentler tone than Lasgol, who was really angry still. 
 
    Orb call. 
 
    “From the cavern?” 
 
    Yes, night. 
 
    “And why didn’t you wake us up instead of going alone, the two of you? It could’ve been dangerous,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Orb no danger for me. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Ingrid said. 
 
    Orb family. 
 
    “Ugh… here we go, the bug and his lost relatives…” Viggo protested. “Now the crystal sphere is a distant cousin?” 
 
    You not understand. Orb family. 
 
    “You mean it’s family like Drokose is?” Lasgol asked, trying to understand what Camu was attempting to explain. 
 
    Yes, like Drokose. 
 
    “That’s a curious thing to say,” Egil commented. “For us it’s an object with magic, an Object of Power. But for Camu, it’s a lot more than that—he considers it a relative. I think we’re facing a relic from the time of the dragons and Camu feels as if it were a distant relative. Is it something like that, Camu?” 
 
    Not know. Maybe. 
 
    “Egil, you complicate things so much that not even the bug understands you,” Viggo snapped. 
 
    “These are ethereal concepts, difficult to understand. It’s like when a Norghanian noble inherits his family’s sword, the one his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather wielded… the one they won battles with, the one they forged the family name with. It’s considered something a lot more important that just a sword,” Egil explained patiently, ignoring Viggo’s comment. 
 
    “That’s easier to understand,” Viggo said. “The bug’s fond of the orb because it’s some kind of relic from the time of the dragons.” 
 
    “Something like that.” Egil smiled at Viggo. 
 
    “Why did the orb call you?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not know. Orb not say. 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me!” Viggo raised his arms in frustration. 
 
    “If it didn’t say why it called you, why did you go?” 
 
    Say very important. 
 
    “When you say ‘say,’ there was no communication as such, was there?” Egil wanted to make this clear. 
 
    I feel. 
 
    “I follow. I ask to understand properly. The orb made you feel like you had to go to it and then made you feel there was something important you had to do.” 
 
    Be that. 
 
    “Well, it seems to me that this dragon orb is pretty manipulative…” Astrid commented disapprovingly. 
 
    Ingrid agreed, frowning. She looked at the orb on the ground—it was gleaming with a light silver sheen and the dragon inside appeared to be floating. 
 
    “So, you went to the cave where the orb was and it made you feel there was something important you had to do,” Lasgol went on trying to make Camu explain more, “did it tell you to go to the Pearl?” 
 
    Show Pearl in mind. 
 
    “Well, this is getting interesting,” Egil said, opening his eyes wide. “The orb isn’t only capable of communicating with Camu and making him feel things, but it can also make him see things when it needs to. This is becoming thrilling.” 
 
    “Twisted, I’d say,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “He showed you the Pearl and you went there…” Lasgol said. “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “I can guess that one,” said Viggo. “Because the orb didn’t want company.” 
 
    Only family. 
 
    “I’m spectacular!” Viggo raised his arms in proud triumph. 
 
    “We are your family,” Lasgol said, hurt. 
 
    Different family. 
 
    “I’m beginning to dislike this orb,” said Astrid. “It’s preying on Camu’s innocence.” 
 
    “On his lack of common sense, rather,” Lasgol said angry, shaking his head. 
 
    Not want anything happen to you. 
 
    “Look here, that’s a touching gesture, but in the end, something did happen,” Viggo said with a wave at the dead savages. 
 
    “You must always trust us. Not strangers or arcane relatives,” Astrid said. 
 
    “We’ll protect you,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    “You should know this already,” Lasgol said sternly. 
 
    I sorry… sad… Camu messaged, and two big tears trickled down his cheeks. 
 
    Lasgol was so surprised he did not know what to say. He had never seen Camu cry. 
 
    “Sure, those are crocodile tears,” Viggo accused him. “You’re not fooling me.” 
 
    I very sorry… 
 
    “You’d better be, because you’ve put us in a dangerous situation we still have to get out of,” Ingrid said, telling him off as if he were her own child. 
 
    Ona moaned. A long, pitiful moan that sounded more like a cat’s meow than a snow panther. 
 
    “I think they’re really sorry,” Astrid said with a deep sigh. 
 
    “You should always think first and act with caution. More so when there’s magic and arcane objects involved,” Lasgol lectured them in a kinder tone. He felt bad for Camu, but at the same time he was still angry at him, and Ona for not talking sense into him. 
 
    I think more next time. 
 
    “You’d better not think, but instead warn the weirdo at once. That way we’ll be done faster and with less risk,” Viggo advised with great sarcasm. 
 
    “Ona, don’t let him lead you down the wrong path. You come to me and warn me,” Lasgol told the panther. 
 
    Ona moaned. 
 
    “Will you tell me next time?” 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    “Good panther,” Lasgol told her and smiled. 
 
    “There’s something that’s still puzzling me,” Egil commented. “How did you move the orb here?” 
 
    “That’s a good question, yes, sir. It can’t be touched, and these two don’t have hands as such,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought of that…” Ingrid admitted, and touched the orb with the tip of her bow. The orb gave off a silver flash. 
 
    Orb move. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, and I’m Prince Charming,” Viggo retorted. 
 
    “Charming, you are when you want to be, a Prince, certainly not,” Ingrid muttered under her breath. 
 
    I show, Camu messaged, and sent a silver pulse to the orb. The Object of Power seemed to react and gave off a silver flash too. It began to rise from the ground slowly, floating like a big bubble. 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the north!” Viggo jumped back, away from the orb. 
 
    “It stays suspended in the air!” Astrid said, her jaw dropping from the shock. 
 
    The orb moved horizontally until it was beside Camu’s head. 
 
    “That’s fascinating…” said Egil, delighted by what he was witnessing. 
 
    They all watched, spellbound, observing the way the orb floated in the air right beside Camu’s head. 
 
    “This is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It’s fantastic. The orb hovers from its own inner power,” Egil said as he looked closer. 
 
    “Be careful, don’t touch it,” Lasgol warned him. He was watching the situation with concern; he was beginning to think there was a lot more to the orb than met the eye. 
 
    “Or let ‘that’ touch you,” Viggo warned. 
 
    “Yes, we must be careful, because if it moves and accidentally touches us…” Astrid trailed off. 
 
    Not move. Follow me. Camu messaged. 
 
    “It moves with you?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Yes. Move with me. I show.  Camu took two steps back. The orb moved with him at once, as if they were moving in harmony. Camu moved forward and the orb went with him, as if it were following his head. Only it was not. It hovered on his right. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Viggo said. He could not believe his eyes. 
 
    “We’re witnessing something unique,” said Egil, looking at the orb from different angles. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that Magi used orbs?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Yes, but I highly doubt they’re like this one,” said Egil and went on studying the object, which was hovering at Camu’s side emitting only a light silver flash. 
 
    “Camu, how did you make it rise?” Lasgol asked him as he watched the orb with great interest. 
 
    Send pulse. 
 
    “Just that?” Egil wanted to know. 
 
    Camu was thoughtful. Only that. 
 
    “Well, the orb understood you,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Can you ask it to do more things?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Not know, Camu messaged back and blinked hard a couple of times. 
 
    “If the bug doesn’t know what he’s doing, better that he doesn’t do anything in case our life becomes even more complicated.” 
 
    “That’s true. Camu, don’t try anything with the orb, okay?” Lasgol said. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    “It looks ‘alive,’” Astrid noted, staring at the object of power. 
 
    “Rather than alive, it seems latent, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s also sentient,” Egil said speculatively as he approached and backed away to see how the substance inside the orb changed. 
 
    “How can it be sentient?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “I think there’s a sentient being inside the orb,” Egil explained, squinting with his nose inches away of the crystal. 
 
    “There’d better not be, because otherwise we’ll have another mess on our hands.” Viggo made a face. 
 
    Ingrid bent over to check on the savage who had died upon grabbing the orb. 
 
    “Strange savages. I’d never seen anyone with green skin. I find it most shocking.” 
 
    “It might be the environment,” Astrid said, glancing at the green world that surrounded them. 
 
    “They look like primitive savages with painted faces,” Viggo said disdainfully. 
 
    “They’re Usik,” Egil said. “Red Usik to be precise.” 
 
    They all looked at him. 
 
    “What do you know about them, Egil?” Lasgol asked his friend with a thoughtful gaze. “I think I’ve heard of them… My father told me something… don’t they live in the great forests in the south where no one goes near?” 
 
    Egil nodded. “The Usik are a series of most singular tribes, particularly because no one knows much about them. No one knows their customs, religion, or even where their villages are located within these giant forests that surround us. They’re a mystery and they intend to continue being one. They kill those who try to discover their secrets.” 
 
    “How unfriendly…” Astrid said. “The unfathomable forests do ring a bell, I think       right at the other end of Norghana, in central Tremia. Also, that it’s better not to come near because the natives attack without warning. What doesn’t ring a bell is the name: Usik.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “It’s them. They live in these forests and are wild and bellicose,” Egil explained. “They kill anyone who enters their territory. They believe only they can set foot in these forests. They’re extremely dangerous and don’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t they nice!” Viggo said. 
 
    “Now I remember. In the fathomless forests no one goes into, because there are beings who devour you and no one ever comes back from them. That’s what the Norghanian fables say,” Ingrid told Egil. 
 
    “Exactly, this belief is common in Norghana. Once I realized we were being attacked by Red Usik, I knew where we had come. We are in the Fathomless Forest of the Usik, in central Tremia. At the other end of our realm. The name Usik, or the shade of their skin isn’t familiar because these natives are little known.” 
 
    “Wow, I feel like an explorer who discovers a new tribe of savages. Will they have any gold?” Viggo asked eagerly. 
 
    “Savages don’t usually have gold. Those are legends that encourage explorers and crazy adventurers to discover unknown lands. Then they don’t come back,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “If the savages they encounter are as charming as these, it doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “This leads to an interesting question,” said Egil. “What was the orb looking for here? In the midst of an endless forest?” 
 
    “Do you know, Camu?”  
 
    Not say. 
 
    “You don’t? Curious… but I understand that the orb led you to the Pearl,” Egil said to Camu. 
 
    Yes, to Pearl. 
 
    “And what happened then?” 
 
    Feel activate Pearl. 
 
    “The orb asked it to?”  
 
    Yes, activate. 
 
    “But you weren’t able to activate it. You’ve been trying without success,” Lasgol said blankly. 
 
    Orb help. 
 
    “Well, the truth comes out at last,” said Viggo. 
 
    “How did it help?” Lasgol insisted. 
 
    I pulse, orb pulse. 
 
    “That’s fascinating! Two pulses to activate the Pearl and open a portal,” Egil cried, excited by the discovery. 
 
    “And why did it want to come here to the midst of some endless forest?” Ingrid wondered. “There’s nothing here but trees and aggressive savages with bad intentions.” 
 
    “I’m more worried by what a Pearl, a dragon portal, is doing in the middle of the fathomless forests of the Usik,” Egil said. 
 
    Not know… and not know… 
 
    “Well, that’s neat, as Nilsa would say…” 
 
    “And where were you going next?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Orb say explore. 
 
    “And you fell into the trap…” said Ingrid. 
 
    Yes, trap. 
 
    “Why explore?” Lasgol asked, completely baffled by the orb’s reasoning and goals. 
 
    “You generally explore when you need to discover something…” Astrid said thoughtfully. “It’s looking for something…” 
 
    “Yeah… but what’s it looking for here?” Ingrid wondered. 
 
    “Treasure? Gold?” said Viggo. 
 
    “I doubt it’s interested in that,” Ingrid said, tilting her head to better observe the hovering object. 
 
    All of a sudden, the orb emitted a stronger silver flash than usual and the dragon inside shifted. 
 
    Astrid cried out. They all took a step back, alarmed. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Ingrid asked with her bow ready. 
 
    “The orb seems to have activated,” said Egil as he tried to guess what was going on. 
 
    “Camu, do you know what’s happening?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    Feel leave. 
 
    “It’s telling you to leave?” Lasgol asked him to make sure he understood. 
 
    The orb flashed silver again. 
 
    Feel this not place. 
 
    “Finally good news!” Viggo said. “I don’t like this place either,” he said, looking at the Usik they had killed. 
 
    “This isn’t the place it wanted to go to?” Lasgol clarified. 
 
    Not be. 
 
    “And where does it want to go?” 
 
    I see Pearl. 
 
    “Back to the Pearl?”  
 
    Yes, Pearl. 
 
    “Don’t you find it odd?” Astrid said, annoyed. 
 
    “Most odd, yes. I wonder why…” Egil stared at the orb thoughtfully. 
 
    “The orb is a bit lost, I think,” Viggo said. 
 
    Suddenly, a shrill yell reached them from the east. 
 
    “Uh oh… the Usik,” said Astrid. 
 
    “The news of our visit seems to have gone around. I wonder whether they come bearing gifts,” Viggo said with great irony. 
 
    A second yell was heard from the west, and this was followed by a third one from the north. 
 
    “I think the gifts they bear are the cutting and slashing kind,” Astrid said, raising both eyebrows. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, and fast!” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Move! don’t let them catch us!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    The group left at a run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At full speed!” Ingrid called.  
 
    “I’ll clear a path!” called Lasgol. 
 
    The yells of the Usik at their backs sounded closer and closer, dangerously close. The group went as fast as they could, but the forest was as immense as it was close. The tall undergrowth, huge roots, and irregular terrain covered in vegetation made their advance difficult. The Usik, used to the environment, their home, ran like cheetahs. Luckily, Lasgol and his comrades were trained to move through forests and mountains at great speed, and they did so. Ona and Camu did not lag, and every time Lasgol glanced back to see how they were doing and saw the orb floating beside Camu he shivered. 
 
    Lasgol noticed he would have to slow down some so Astrid, Viggo, and Egil could catch up with him. They were lagging behind and it surprised him; he had never been the fastest. He also noticed that he seemed to be making less effort and tiring less than his partners. For a while he did not realize why, he was simply surprised. He jumped over a bush and then hit the ground and kept comfortably running at full speed, only then finally realizing what was happening. He was so comfortable crossing the forest because of his training as Tireless Explorer and Forest Survivor—his training allowed him to run faster and keep up the pace better than his comrades. 
 
    They reached the clearing where the Pearl was, and Lasgol faced it, running fast. It was at the top of a steep hill and the last sprint was a bit harder, but much less than it had been in the past. Once at the top, he watched his friends, who had not finished the climb yet; without meaning to he had far outpaced them. 
 
    He scanned the trees and readied his bow in case some Usik appeared after his friends. He did not see any, but he covered his comrades until they reached the Pearl. While he was doing this he noticed a detail that had escaped him when they had arrived through the portal. Not surprising, giving how dizzy he had been. It was the fact that the Pearl was located on top of a hill and the trees around it marked a perfect circle of five hundred paces in every direction. That did not look natural. It was as if a god had cleared an area of five hundred paces around the hill to then place the Pearl right in the middle; a god, or a powerful Drakonian, or someone with tremendous power, because no trees or undergrowth grew inside the strange circle. There was only grass, and not very tall. 
 
    They heard rending screams, war cries, coming from three different directions through the huge trees. From how far away they sounded, Lasgol calculated that they had maintained their advantage over the savages, which showed how well trained they all were, not just him. 
 
    “Let’s hurry and get out of here. Those screams sound like many warriors coming for us,” Ingrid said as she stood to the right of the Pearl with her bow at the ready. Viggo stood by her side, and Astrid stood by Lasgol who was to the left of the Pearl. 
 
    Camu, Ona, and the orb were with Egil, facing the center of the Pearl. 
 
    “Go ahead, Camu… open the portal,” Egil said, huffing and puffing from the race. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Camu shut his eyes and sent a pulse in the form of a silver wave toward the Pearl, using his magic. The Pearl did not react. He started sending pulses faster; the waves crashed against the pearl but seemed to have no effect. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Egil asked him. 
 
    Not okay. No can. 
 
    “Keep trying,” Lasgol encouraged him. 
 
    Camu went on sending silver waves at different frequencies, but he did not seem to hit the right one. The Pearl was not reacting to his magic. 
 
    “Don’t tell me the bug can’t activate the Pearl now!” Viggo protested, gesturing with annoyance. 
 
    “It’s not his fault,” Astrid defended him. 
 
    “Of course it’s his fault! He brought us here!” Viggo said, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    Ona growled in warning. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Lasgol shouted. 
 
    “Get ready to fight!” Ingrid cried. 
 
    Through the trees to the south a dozen Usik with their faces painted red appeared. They ran fast and were carrying primitive short bows, light short axes, knives, and javelins. All their weapons were decorated with colorful feathers. They came screaming long war cries. 
 
    “Wait until they get closer; let’s not waste arrows,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol knew that Ingrid was not going to waste any, but Viggo and he would most likely. The closer they were, the greater likelihood of hitting their target. The Usik looked wild and certainly fearsome, and the incessant war cries helped project that horrific image. Lasgol breathed in deep and tried to calm his nerves. He called upon his Cat-like Reflexes and Improved Agility skills. 
 
    Once the savages were three hundred paces away, Ingrid gave the order to release. 
 
    “Bring them down!” 
 
    Together, their arrows finished off four Usik. 
 
    “Release again!” Another four arrows brought down four more Usik over a hundred paces away. 
 
    A couple of Usik arrows and javelins brushed by them but did not hit them. 
 
    “Finish them!” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    They nocked again and released with speed and accuracy. 
 
    The last attacking Usik died before they could release their weapons. 
 
    “Good job!” Ingrid congratulated them. 
 
    “Bah, child’s play,” Viggo said, puffing out his chest. 
 
    Camu was still trying to open the portal, but he was having no luck. 
 
    “How did you manage to do it at the Lair?” Egil asked him in an attempt to help.  
 
    Not know. 
 
    “Don’t tell me it was by chance…” he asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    Maybe yes. 
 
    “Well… that’s a problem…” Egil said. 
 
    “Bug, you open that blasted portal right away or I’ll roast you alive!” Viggo threatened him. 
 
    “Take it easy. Camu, keep trying, I’m sure you’ll get it right,” Egil said. 
 
    “Don’t be discouraged, Camu, I’m sure you’ll manage,” Lasgol told him. “Try to remember how you did it and do it the same way.” 
 
    “New attack!” Ingrid warned. 
 
    From among the trees to the west and east came the attacking savages. Lasgol noticed that the ones from the west had their faces painted black with a white strip at eye level, while the ones from the east were painted red. 
 
    “Those are Black Usik,” Egil said. 
 
    “They’ve brought reinforcements!” Ingrid warned. “Keep doing the same thing—Viggo and I will defend the east, Astrid and Lasgol the west. Egil, keep your eyes open in case any come down the middle.” 
 
    Egil nodded and readied his bow. 
 
    About twenty Red Usik launched the attack, climbing from the east amid war cries. They were running fast, but luckily the steep incline prevented them from coming up as fast as they wanted and it gave the advantage to the archers above. Ingrid and Vigo were waiting with their bows ready for the attackers to be near enough so they would not miss their target. Astrid and Lasgol were facing the Black Usik, who were coming up from the west. There were about two dozen, and most of them carried axes and light knives or short spears. 
 
    “They’re quite a few…” Lasgol said to Astrid beside him. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We can manage them,” she assured him. 
 
    They waited until they were three hundred paces away and then began to release. The Red Usik were closer to them, so they were the first to fall. Ingrid released with impressive skill. All her shots hit the hearts or foreheads of the Usik who tried to get to her. She was releasing without pause, as fast as she could. Viggo, who was a lot less skilled than her, was releasing as quickly and accurately as he could, but he missed a couple shots and they lunged at him. 
 
    “Go ahead and come! I’m going to teach you a lesson!” he shouted, and dropping his bow, he reached for his black knives and welcomed the first two Usik that came up the hill to him. With swift, lethal slashes, he sent them to the nether world before they could touch him. He dodged the next savage and finished him by stabbing him in the neck. Ingrid had switched bows and was now using Punisher to finish the Usik lunging at her. She moved as if she were skating on the grass and released arrow after arrow from her tiny bow. All her arrows hit vital organs, and the savages died under her expertise. 
 
    On the western side, Lasgol was releasing at the enemy coming up the slope. Three of them were coming at a run, and he realized he would only be able to shoot one before they reached him. It was a little risky, but he decided to try a Fast Shot. He concentrated. He felt the fear in his stomach at the sight of the three Usik screaming like madmen. He used this fear to try and summon his skill. If he did not succeed, they were going to tear him to pieces. He felt his inner energy activating in his pool of power; now he only needed the skill to manifest. They were on top of him. His fear triggered and, with it, his skill. A green flash ran along his weapon, and three arrows shot out of his bow and plunged squarely in the three savages’ chests. They dropped dead at his feet. 
 
    “Phew…” he whistled and nocked another arrow. 
 
    Astrid was beside him already, knives in hand as she delivered death to the Usik. The skill with which she executed the deadly blows with her knives was impressive. 
 
    “Come on, Camu, keep trying. Don’t worry, they’ll defend us,” Egil said. 
 
    I keep going. 
 
    Ona made as if to go and defend Lasgol. 
 
    “Ona, stay with me, we must protect Camu,” Egil told her. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    Suddenly, two Red Usik appeared in the middle of the clearing. Egil raised his bow, aimed at the chest, and released. The shot was a little high, and it hit the Usik in the neck. He stopped, put his hands to the arrow, and fell to the ground. The second Usik prepared to throw his javelin at Egil while he nocked again. Ona jumped onto the Usik before he could release his weapon. She brought him down and finished him with a great bite in the jugular. 
 
    “East clear!” Ingrid called. 
 
    Lasgol released against the last Usik who was coming up his way. 
 
    “West clear!” he cried. 
 
    They looked at Egil and Ona; they were fine. 
 
    Camu was focused; he kept sending pulses, trying to open the portal unsuccessfully. 
 
    “These Usik are aggressive, aren’t they?”  Astrid commented. 
 
    Lasgol nodded and recovered his arrows from the ones he had brought down. Ingrid and Viggo were doing the same halfway down the slope. 
 
    Then suddenly they heard more shouts. A lot more. 
 
    “Uh oh…” said Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol looked up and glimpsed many green silhouettes coming from the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Get back into position!” Ingrid shouted as she ran up with Viggo after recovering their arrows. 
 
    The savages started coming from the trees with their faces painted red, black, or blue. There were many, more than a hundred. Too many to handle. 
 
    “Release, now!” Ingrid called as she did so. They could not let them come close—there were too many to stop them if they all reached their elevated position. 
 
    Astrid was releasing as well and, to Lasgol’s surprise, she was doing great at long-range. 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo were releasing, but at that distance there was no guarantee they would hit their targets. 
 
    They began to bring down the savages who were already running toward the hill. 
 
    Camu, you have to open that portal, we’re in serious trouble, Lasgol transmitted, seeing the hundred Usik running toward the hill screaming, intent on killing them all. 
 
    “Come on, bug, open the blasted portal!” Viggo yelled at him. 
 
    “Stay calm, don’t fret. Try to find the right rhythm of pulses,” Egil advised Camu. “That’s where the trick must be, with the correct rhythm of pulses,” he explained. 
 
    Rhythm… pulses… 
 
    The Usik were already coming up the hill from all sides. Ingrid, Viggo, and Lasgol were releasing without pause. The Usik had brought short bows, so now they had to focus on the archers first so as not to get hit while they fought those who reached the top. The problem was there were too many. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the ones who reach the top, you bring down the archers,” Astrid told Lasgol, and left her bow to draw her two knives. She started to repel the attack; similarly, Viggo attacked anyone who reached his position with his knives. Ingrid released against the archers with incredible precision, considering she never stopped moving so the enemy arrows and javelins would not hit her. 
 
    In the center, Ona and Egil were fighting together to fend off anyone who came their way. 
 
    “Don’t let them get past us!” Ingrid shouted.  
 
    “They won’t!” Astrid replied. 
 
    Lasgol knew the situation was getting desperate. Several arrows had brushed by him and Astrid had amazingly dodged two javelins. Viggo was delivering death to the savages as if he were a Norghanian God of death. But Lasgol could see more Usik coming from the forests. Even if they managed to repel this wave, they would not be able to deal with the next one. 
 
    “This is getting ugly!” Astrid cried, also seeing the new wave of Usik. 
 
    “Keep fighting!” Ingrid told them. “We’ll get out of this one!” 
 
    Lasgol used his Fast Shot skill again, and this time he had such a feeling of urgency that it came really fast. Three Usik died at the same time as they raced to kill him. At once, five more rushed uphill. The Panthers were fighting with great skill and determination, but they would soon be overpowered by the sheer number of enemies. The Panthers continued fighting with the despair of those who know they’re about to be defeated and die. 
 
    All of a sudden, the Pearl gave one silver flash. 
 
    Find the right rhythm, Camu messaged them. 
 
    “Open the portal, Camu!” Egil told him. 
 
    “Hurry up, they’re going to overpower us!” Lasgol called to him. He had set his bow aside and was fighting with his axe and knife against three opponents. 
 
    When the Pearl emitted its flash, the orb flashed too and sent several pulses in the form of waves to the Pearl with different rhythms. 
 
    Orb help, Camu messaged them. 
 
    Above the Pearl, three silver shapes began to form. First a circular form, followed by a bigger oval one and finally an enormous spherical shape. The great sphere began to form above the Pearl. 
 
    And something surprising happened. 
 
    The Usik ceased their attack. They stood staring at the great sphere with eyes filled with fear. 
 
    They started to shout incomprehensible words. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” Ingrid yelled. 
 
    They ran to where Camu, Ona, and Egil were standing. 
 
    “Can we go in?” Egil asked Camu. 
 
    Portal almost ready. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘almost’? We have to get in now!” Viggo shouted. 
 
    “We’re going in! Lasgol, you and me go first to cover the rest,” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo flattened against the Pearl, and Ingrid and Lasgol used their bodies as steppingstones. Once on top, they readied their bows to repel the Usik, who kept pointing at the sphere and shouting. 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid covered their friends as they climbed, helping one another up. 
 
    The huge hovering sphere-portal finished forming. The inside of liquid silver undulated invitingly. It did not seem to have any weight. It was overwhelming and beautiful. 
 
    The Usik seemed to defeat their fears and launched a new attack. They ran toward them. Arrows and javelins sought to kill the group. Ingrid and Lasgol fended them off until they were all up. 
 
    “Can we go in now?” Egil asked Camu. 
 
    Portal formed. Get in. 
 
    “At last! Let’s get out of here!” cried Viggo. 
 
     “Everyone inside!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    With the Usik already climbing up the Pearl, they all jumped into the portal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nighttime when Lasgol woke up. He felt as if a herd of horses had run over him. He noticed he had been throwing up and had not even realized it. He tried to stand and could not, so he stayed on all fours. He looked around and saw his friends also trying to stand. All except Camu and Ona, who looked perfectly well. 
 
    “Are we… all here?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Astrid answered, looking at Ingrid and Vigo leaning on one another to get up. 
 
    “Everyone all right?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Like at a palace soiree,” Viggo said sarcastically. 
 
    “Anyone need any healing?” Egil asked again from where he was lying on his back, unable to even sit up. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Astrid said on all fours. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, “Yeah, fine…” 
 
    “Where are we? Why’s it nighttime?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    We are in Lair, Camu messaged them. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Viggo snorted. “I was beginning to think you’d taken us somewhere else full of cannibals, or worse.” 
 
    “Have we been unconscious very long?” Egil asked. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    “This method of travel doesn’t agree with us at all,” Astrid said, trying once again to stand. 
 
    Humans bad. 
 
    “Worse than bad,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Ona moaned.  
 
    “You finally returned!” a familiar voice said. 
 
    They looked in the direction of the voice and saw Nilsa and Gerd running toward them. 
 
    “Look here, the scaredy-cats appear now that everything’s over!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Oh shut up, you’re going to split your tongue with so much protesting,” said Nilsa, arriving. 
 
    “And then he’ll have a viper’s tongue, like a snake, cause he’s a little snaky,” Gerd attacked. 
 
    Viggo poked his tongue out and made a face at them. 
 
    “We’re happy to see you,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd helped Egil and Lasgol to stand. 
 
    “And we’re so happy to see you back,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “We were so worried,” Gerd snorted in relief and started hugging them, one by one. 
 
    “We’ve been watching the Pearl; we camped to the south,” Nilsa informed them. “We didn’t go back to the Lair so we wouldn’t have to explain where you all were.” 
 
    “That was a good idea,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If you had come with us...” Viggo sneered. 
 
    “You’re covered in blood…” Gerd commented, opening his eyes and looking scared. 
 
    “It’s not ours, don’t worry,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “And also your quivers are empty, and that can only mean you’ve been in a fight,” Nilsa guessed. 
 
    “We have been, yes, but we’ll tell you later,” Ingrid said, looking around. 
 
    “No Usik savages followed us here through the portal, right?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    No savage, Camu messaged. 
 
    “I doubt they would dare jump into the portal,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Probably not. The savages wouldn’t have understood what it was. Besides, it closes pretty fast,” Egil said. 
 
    “Good. One less problem,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “We’d better leave before Sigrid and the Elders find us,” Lasgol said, looking in every direction. 
 
    “It’s late and I don’t think they’ll come out, but yes, you’d better disappear. If they see you like this you’re going to have to explain a lot,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Difficult explanations,” Gerd added, looking at Camu. 
 
    “How long have we been out?” Egil asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Three days since you vanished into the portal,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Wow... that confirms my guess… the portal not only transports you in space but also in time. Fascinating! How interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, most interesting, like every mess we’ve ever been in,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “If three days have already gone by… when is the Higher Proficiency Test?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “You’re kidding! Tomorrow? In the morning?” Viggo moaned. 
 
    “That’s right,” Gerd confirmed. 
 
    Viggo put his hands to his head. 
 
    “But we just got back! We haven’t even rested!” 
 
    Gerd shrugged. 
 
    “So we’d better get as much rest as we can tonight, which won’t be much,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “Come, we’ll show you the camp we made. It’s near a stream and you’ll be able to clean up,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Let’s move, we have to get some rest,” Ingrid said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Next morning, the Panthers walked into the Lair as if nothing had happened, as if they were returning from the rest they had gone out to enjoy. They went to their bunks and waited to be called for the test. They all looked well, but the truth was they had not slept much and were feeling stressed. They changed and replaced their gear. 
 
    No one had yet said anything about what had happened to them—they were still trying to assimilate and process the experience. The implications of what they had experienced were many, dangerous, and serious, and they would have to talk about it. But unfortunately, or perhaps luckily, since it would give them time to think better, now was not the right moment. Now they needed to focus on the Higher Proficiency Test, the ultimate one that would establish whether they would obtain the Specialties they had been training in. It was an important day for all of them and they knew it. All the work and effort they had put into their training since arriving at the Shelter culminated in this test. 
 
    It was particularly important for Nilsa and Gerd, since they each only had one Specialty, and if they did not pass the test they would fail and have to leave empty-handed. The rest of the Panthers, having more than one Specialty in play, had more chances of leaving with at least one—or perhaps not, since the test would be harder for them as they would be tested on multiple Specialties. They faced many unknowns and a lot was at stake. 
 
    They were all aware of the importance of this moment and were sitting or lying on their beds thinking about all the work and the suffering they had undergone. Luckily they had reached this stage in pretty good shape, without suffering physical or mental trauma; at least to their knowledge, although what their minds might have suffered and the repercussions that would have in the future they could not begin to imagine. 
 
    And then the moment of truth arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mother Specialist summoned them and they gathered in front of the Pearl above the Lair. As was expected, the four Elder Specialists and the two Magi stood beside her. 
 
    “The moment has arrived, a moment which I am sure you have all been eagerly waiting for,” Sigrid greeted them with a crooked smile, holding her staff. “I want to let you know that I have indeed been looking forward to this day. It is very important.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted, trying to get rid of his nerves and fears. Camu and Ona were in the Cave of Spring and the orb was in his trunk. The Panthers had discovered they could pick it up with a cloth or some other object and it did not harm them; it only seemed to do so if a human picked it up directly. He glanced at Astrid beside him and then at the rest of his comrades. They were all trying to hide their nervousness, but Lasgol knew they were all restless. They had everything on the line this day, and the Panthers were all well aware of it. 
 
    “We have modified the test to adapt it to the new type of training. My wish is that each of you will pass and obtain the Specializations you want. It would be a great success, not only for you, but for the Program, and it would fill me with pride. I wish you all the best today. Those of you who manage to pass the Test will graduate as Specialists with the Specializations you have obtained. The test will be different inasmuch as some of you might fail at one Specialization and succeed in another. Therefore, consider it an Endurance Test and treat each scenario you encounter as unique.” 
 
    Lasgol knew he was going to have trouble; he would have to face three complicated scenarios. If he managed to pass one, it would be a total success for him. 
 
    “Then it’s going to be in our minds,” Ingrid guessed. 
 
    “That is correct. The Test will not have a predetermined duration time as the traditional one had. Each scenario will have its own particularities. There will be scenarios that will last one morning, others that will last one week, and others that will last even more, depending on the Specialization. As it will take place in your minds, time is irrelevant, as you know.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “We understand,” she answered for all. 
 
    “I wish you all the luck. Use everything you have learned, both the theory and the practice. You will succeed, I am sure,” she finished encouragingly. 
 
    “We won’t fail,” Ingrid promised. 
 
    “We’ll get those Specializations,” Viggo said angrily. 
 
    “Cheer up, my friends,” Astrid said, looking at all her comrades. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath, infected by his friends’ strength and anger. They had to make it. 
 
    “Drink the potion,” Sigrid told them. “It has been specially created for this final test.” 
 
    Annika handed it to them and they drank, albeit with reservations. 
 
    “Let us begin,” Sigrid told the Magi. 
 
    Enduald nodded and placed the accumulating rod before the Pearl. 
 
    He began to cast a spell already familiar to all of them. When he finished, he touched the rod with his staff and a silver light climbed up the rod to the sphere. From it there issued seven beams of silver light which drew seven circles for the Panthers. At a signal from Sigrid, they stepped into them and stood in their places. 
 
    “Empty your minds and relax,” Sigrid told them, and then she addressed Galdason. “If you would be so kind.” 
 
    He nodded and cast a spell of great power. A pink energy issued from his staff and started up the rod to the sphere, where it then spread to the seven circles. 
 
    Next, the Elder Specialists stood among the seven Rangers. Galdason put his hand on an Elder’s head and the other on the head of the pupil, inviting the Elders’ minds into the minds of the pupils with his spells. 
 
    The Final Test began in the Panthers’ minds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Egil woke up with a cloudy mind and the feeling of having already lived this same experience before. He tried to focus and remember. He had the Specializations’ Ranger’s belt on him and he could tell it weighed a lot. He reached for it and saw it was full of all kinds of substances, mineral components, phials with compounds, and other sachets with medicinal plants and flowers. 
 
    Meanwhile, he was trying to remember where he was. The place was familiar, albeit strange. It was the entrance to a village… he recognized the village but could not remember why. He found it strange that it was deserted and there were no humans present, although he did glimpse several dogs, some cats, chickens, and even a pig loose and wandering the streets as if they owned the place. 
 
    “Welcome,” a female voice he recognized said behind him. 
 
    Egil turned and saw Elder Annika arriving at his back. 
 
    “Ma’am.” Egil greeted her with a small bow. 
 
    “Ready to face your last scenario?” she asked him with a kind smile. 
 
    “I think so. I still don’t remember everything I should, but… although the knowledge seems to be coming back…” 
 
    “Do not be concerned. It will all come back. I need you to have everything fresh in your mind to face this test.” 
 
    “Is it going to be one or two tests? The Elder has been teaching me two Specializations.” 
 
    “That is correct,” she said, nodding. “This scenario combines Expert Herbalist with Healer Guard.” 
 
    “I wonder how…” 
 
    “This village here is one of the villages of your county, the village of The Four Winds.” 
 
    “Oh… now I recognize it.” 
 
    “Do not worry, it will all come to your mind soon.” 
 
    “Why’s it deserted?” 
 
    “It is not.” 
 
    “It isn’t? But there’s no one around…” 
 
    “They are in their homes, sick and confined to their beds. They cannot move.” 
 
    “The whole village?” 
 
    “That is correct. One hundred and fifty-three people, and you are their only hope.” 
 
    “I must heal them…” Egil guessed. 
 
    Annika nodded. 
 
    “Yes, you must. The illness that afflicts them is rare, and it requires a complicated concoction. You will have to identify it, learn how to cure it, search for the components needed for the healing potion, and administer it to each and every one of them.” 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    “You must heal them all in order to pass the test, and you only have three days to do so.” 
 
    “I understand…” 
 
    “I will come back when the time is up. If even one of them dies, you will have failed.” 
 
    “This is a complicated scenario.” 
 
    Annika smiled. 
 
    “The first hut is empty. On the table you will find several reference tomes that will help you, as well as utensils and tools to prepare the healing potions and beverages.” 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “Go. I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nilsa woke up at the gate of a walled castle. It was nighttime, raining and cold. She tried to clear her head but was not very successful. She saw she had a composite bow and a quiver filled with several types of arrows, regular and Elemental, which calmed her down a little. As she wondered why she was carrying Elemental arrows, an answer came to her mind from the bottom of her subconscious: because they were useful against magi, particularly those of Earth and Air, since when they burst, one stunned and the other gave a discharge which baffled the magi, stopping them from casting spells. 
 
    “Wow… that means this is a Mage Hunter’s scenario.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Elder Ivar said, appearing beside her. 
 
    “Master, I am glad to see you.” 
 
    “You will not be so glad presently,” he replied with his usual surliness. 
 
    “Is this a Mage Hunter scenario then?” 
 
    “That is correct. It is your final scenario, and it will be difficult to pass. It will determine whether you have mastered the Specialty or not.” 
 
    Nilsa grew nervous at once. All the knowledge and memories came crowding to her mind as she grew more and more nervous. 
 
    “In this scenario you have to go into the castle and defeat the four magi in it. As you see, there are four towers; in each tower there is a Mage with a different Specialization. You must defeat them without perishing in the attempt.” 
 
    “I understand. What kind of Magi are they, Master?” 
 
    “Telling you would give you an advantage.” 
 
    “I see, Master,” said Nilsa, who wanted to start already. 
 
    “Go into the castle. You have until dawn. I hope you will come out victorious.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied, but her voice shook at the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerd grunted; he had a terrible headache, but luckily his head was foggy and that seemed to be calming the migraine. He held his head in both hands while he took deep breaths and exhaled slowly. He found it hard to focus, and he was quite dizzy. It was not the first time he felt this way, and he began to remember when he had had a similar feeling. Images and memories assaulted his head. 
 
    “I’m in a scenario in my mind,” Gerd said with eyes narrowed from the pain as he looked at the mountain he was on and several nearby peaks covered with snow. 
 
    “That is correct,” Elder Gisli replied, appearing beside him. 
 
    “Master… my head…” 
 
    “Take it easy, give it a moment to recover.” 
 
    “Memories are coming back to me.” 
 
    “It is natural. You are remembering everything you have been learning with me during the Higher Training.” 
 
    “Oh yeah… it’s all coming back to me…” 
 
    “Very well. I have designed a scenario to test all the knowledge you have obtained and see whether you are ready to be a Beast Master.” 
 
    “I am,” Gerd said with confidence. 
 
    “I hope so,” Gisli smiled. “I am not going to lie to you, the scenario is complex and difficult, but so it must be.” 
 
    “I understand. What do I have to do, Master?” 
 
    “Look at the mountain cabin,” Gisli pointed. 
 
    Gerd looked at the cabin and saw four Rangers waiting beside it. 
 
    “I see four Specialists.” 
 
    “That is correct. A Man Hunter, a Tireless Tracker, a Tireless Explorer, and a Beast Whisperer. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” 
 
    “For a Beast Master to provide them with companions with whom to do their tasks.” 
 
    “Oh… I see…” 
 
    “You are the Beast Master. To complete the scenario you must obtain and train to deliver a hound and a hawk for the Man Hunter; an owl and a pigeon for the Tireless Tracker; a horse or pony for the Tireless Explorer; and a white bear for the Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    “Wow…” Gerd snorted. 
 
    “And you will have to do it in three weeks’ time.” 
 
    “Master, that isn’t possible…” 
 
    “It is if you combine several animals at the same time.” 
 
    “I’ll try…” 
 
    “You will find all those animals in the vicinity. I will come back in three weeks. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master, I’m going to need it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ingrid had her head in her hands and her eyes shut. She was fighting against the terrible migraine she was being assaulted by. The pain did not worry her—she was used to bearing with it. What worried her was that it might affect her in the moment of action; she needed her mind in perfect condition, and it was not. 
 
    She breathed through her nose and exhaled several times to try and get rid of the pain. It was an exercise she did every time they practiced and it helped. The intensity of the pain decreased a little and she felt better. She opened her eyes and checked where she was: a high snow-covered forest in the surrounding mountains. It could not be real, so it had to be the training. All of a sudden, she remembered this was the final test. 
 
    She nodded and let the memories enter her mind one after another at great speed. 
 
    “Ready for the Test?” Elder Ivar asked, appearing suddenly on her right. 
 
    “Yes, Master. I’ll pass it.” 
 
    “I like your determination and confidence, those are great qualities. Let us hope they will help you today.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so, Master.” 
 
    “I am sure you will do well,” another voice said, and she saw Elder Gisli appear. 
 
    She bowed her head respectfully, “Master.” 
 
    “For today’s test we have combined the two Specializations of Infallible Marksman and Man Hunter since they complement one another so well,” Ivar explained. 
 
    “You have to hunt five famous outlaws whom I will represent,” Gisli said with a smile. 
 
    “And you will have to bring them down with infallible shots,” Ivar said. 
 
    “And so I will, Master.” 
 
    “What is the Infallible Marksman’s motto?” Ivar asked her. 
 
    “The Infallible Marksman is instinctive and lethal. Releases without thinking, acting on instinct. Responds as fast as lightning, doesn’t give the opponent any chance,” Ingrid recited. 
 
    “That is the way. Do not forget it,” Ivar said. 
 
    “For the part of Man Hunter you are allowed to take an animal with you. Choose whichever you want,” Gisli told her. 
 
    “A Norghanian bloodhound,” she replied. 
 
    “A good choice,” Gisli said with a smile. 
 
    “If you do not make an infallible shot or you are defeated, you fail,” Ivar said. 
 
    “I understand,” Ingrid nodded. 
 
    “Begin the test, and good luck,” Gisli said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was staring at the two Elders, trying to guess what was going on. Annika and Gisli were watching him as if they were waiting for him to recover. 
 
    “Master, Ma’am… where are we?” he asked when he realized they were in a thick forest covered in snow. The sky was overcast, and black clouds were approaching from the north. 
 
    “We are in the scenario we have created for you,” Gisli explained. 
 
    “We have combined your Specializations into a great scenario,” Annika said. “Here, in this forest at the north of Tremia, you will face the combined test of Tireless Explorer, Forest Trapper, and Forest Survivor.” 
 
    “Oh… combined… that means it will be extra challenging.” 
 
    “It will be, yes,” Gisli confirmed, “but we believe you can do it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure…” 
 
    “You are not like the others; you have different skills and instincts. Use them in this scenario and you will come through,” Annika told him. 
 
    “I’ll try. The knowledge and memories are coming back to mind all at once.” 
 
    “That means the moment has come for you to begin the test.” 
 
    “What will I have to do, Elders?” 
 
    “You will start with the test of the Forest Trapper. You must prepare traps for three animals and three enemies. You will know who and what once you enter the forest,” Annika said. 
 
    “For the Tireless Explorer test you will have to travel the territory of Norghana from the south end to the northern tip on foot and beat me at the race,” Gisli told him. 
 
    “I can’t beat the Elder…” 
 
    “You will have to,” Gisli told him with a challenging look. 
 
    “Finally, to pass the Forest Survivor test you will have to go back north, with the complication of encountering several deadly winter storms which you will have to survive,” Annika finished. 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to…” Lasgol said, downhearted. 
 
    “We believe you will. It is going to be hard, extremely hard, but you will make it,” Gisli encouraged him. 
 
    “Trust in all you have learned and in your fighting heart,” Annika recommended. 
 
    “I’ll do that…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astrid woke up in a forest from where she could glimpse a tall, strong fortress with numerous guards patrolling the battlements and towers. It was getting dark and it was cool. She noticed she was dressed all in black and dark green, mission garb. Her head felt foggy and it hurt, so she started to suspect this was not a real mission but a scenario. 
 
    “Good evening,” Elder Engla said, appearing at her back. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Astrid greeted her with a slight bow. 
 
    “How does your head feel?” Elder Ivar asked her, appearing through some trees. 
 
    “Not too well… it hurts. And the memories aren’t coming properly…” 
 
    “Give it a moment, they will come. I also have a headache. It is only natural,” Engla said. 
 
    “The Elder has a headache too?” 
 
    “Yes, we Elders are also suffering from the effects of this training in our minds. My mind and your mind are now interacting, and so they suffer.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “It is not something we Elders talk about, but it does affect us too,” Ivar said. 
 
    “The memories and knowledge are coming back,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Wonderful. We will explain the scenario you have to pass,” Engla said. 
 
    Astrid nodded. 
 
    “The Stealthy Spy part of the mission consists of entering a very well-guarded fortress and retrieving a letter which specifies where the target you must eliminate is hiding.” 
 
    “I understand,” Astrid said, looking at the fortress. 
 
    “Once you have the location, you will go there and scout the land,” Ivar said,” Once you have that, you must find the best spot to shoot from and bring down the target with a Forest Sniper’s bow.” He showed her the weapon and the quiver with the special arrows. “You must kill the target and escape alive.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Very well, good luck,” said Engla. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Viggo was cursing and gesturing angrily beside a forest. It was the dead of night and the moon was barely visible. 
 
    “Here we go with the blasted headaches!” 
 
    “My potion should help in a matter of moments,” Annika said, appearing at his side. 
 
    “Well, it’s taking too long,” 
 
    “Do not protest so much,” Engla said before him, which made him start backward. 
 
    “If the Elders keep appearing out of thin air, my head’s going to hurt even more.” 
 
    “If you prefer, we can vanish and consider the Test failed,” Engla threatened. 
 
    “No, no, not that… I do want the Specializations.” 
 
    “We thought as much,” Annika said in a kinder tone. 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “That is how I like it, straight to the point,” said Engla. 
 
    “You must go into that forest and prepare five different poisons,” Annika explained. 
 
    “Of the easiest kind, I guess…” he said with sarcasm. 
 
    “Of the most difficult kind, as a Stealthy Poisoner must know how to prepare.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “And with those five poisons you will have to defeat a Man Hunter, a Nocean Assassin, an elite soldier form Irinel, a Sorcerer of the Deserts, and an expert marksman from the east.” 
 
    “Child’s play for me,” he said cockily, lifting his chin. 
 
    “Do not believe that,” Engla said. 
 
    “Why?” Viggo asked, raising an eyebrow, suspecting foul play. 
 
    “Because I will be all of them,” Engla revealed. 
 
    Viggo snorted. 
 
    “Ready?” Annika asked him. 
 
    “Yes, go ahead. Let’s finish this once and for all,” Viggo said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Egil wiped the sweat from his forehead with his Ranger’s dirty shirt sleeve; he was exhausted. His head hurt with intense pangs and it also felt like it was clogged. He was in the empty hut he was using as his laboratory to prepare the potions he would administer to the villagers. He was working as fast as he could, but exhaustion was punishing him tremendously. 
 
    It had taken him too long to identify the illness which afflicted everyone in the village. He regretted taking so long, because he was running out of time to administer the medicine to all the villagers. An Expert Herbalist would have identified the illness faster. He had initially thought it could be the Green Fever, since the villagers had ulcers with nasty green pus. But he had consulted the reference tomes he had and realized that all the symptoms did not fit—in particular a strange ulcer they all had in their neck and which went all the way around it. Since it was singular, he had focused on that clue. He did well, because he remembered Annika telling him once about a rare disease that had occurred a couple of times in the east called the Green Noose. 
 
    Preparing the remedies to heal the sick was taking him much longer than he would have liked. It required a combination of three complex concoctions of plants, which luckily he had found not far from the hut. He had prepared them as fast as possible and was now finishing administering it to the sick. 
 
    The problem was, he was running out of time. The three days Annika had given him were about to end. 
 
    He ran out of the hut with the last half-dozen potions he needed to administer and down the main street of the village, heading to the last houses. 
 
    “I’ll make it!” he cheered himself up as he ran as fast as he could, but he was exhausted. He needed to sleep and rest, but he could not stop—he had to administer the remedies and heal the last of the sick. 
 
    He went into the first house and found a couple and their son lying in two beds. He ran to their side and, forcing their mouths open, gave them the concoction to drink. He ran out of the house and went into the next. There he found a woman alone. He tended to her and looked for the last house. It was a hundred paces away, too far. He clenched his jaw and ran on. Five paces from the house he tripped and fell to the ground; he was so exhausted it did not even hurt. He checked his hand, where he carried the last phials. They had not broken. He snorted, got to his feet, and went into the last house. A young couple was agonizing in bed. He gave them the medicine. 
 
    He was done. 
 
    He fell to his knees. He did not know whether he had made it in time, but he had finished. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nilsa aimed carefully; she was on the battlement and preparing a complicated shot. She could see the mage inside the tower on the second floor. He was reading some tome of magic. The window was ajar, and she had to send the arrow through it and hit the mage without him noticing. The distance was three hundred paces, a reasonable distance for the shot to be clear. She had to put it through a window and release in an arch since she was below, at the wall. She considered whether there was a better option, but this chance was too good to miss. 
 
    There was another inconvenience. The mage she had just killed in the previous tower had frozen her legs and now she could barely move. The blasted Ice Mage had set a magic ice trap at the entrance to his tower, and she had stepped on it when she had tried to slip in unseen. Even so, she had stuck an arrow in his heart when the Mage tried to come down and finish her. She had slithered back along the wall like a snake fleeing an eagle and managed the two hundred paces of distance before the Mage came out the tower door. 
 
    Nilsa had always wanted to be a Mage Hunter—what she had not known was how hard this Specialization was. The first Mage she had faced in the scenario had turned out to be a Sorcerer of Curses. She had managed to hit him but had not mortally wounded him; the shot had not been good enough. The fiend had cast a cursing spell on her that almost killed her by poisoning her blood. Luckily, she had managed to release an Earth Arrow which, although it did not hit him, hit the wall beside his head with an explosion which threw off his concentration while he was conjuring. Half her body had large rashes and she felt like her skin and blood were burning in flames, but she had managed to endure the pain and had killed him. 
 
    The second Mage had been a Mage of Fire. This one had been exceptionally dangerous, and she had needed to escape from him after being spotted approaching his tower. He had thrown two balls of fire at her. She avoided the first projectile, but the second had burst a few paces from her and scorched half her back. In fact, the only reason it had not killed her was thanks to the couple of steps she took in her flight. Nilsa was as fast as a gazelle. Once at three hundred paces, even though she was in pain, she began to release at the mage, who had covered himself with a protective sphere of dry lava. Luckily, she had remembered Elder Ivar’s teachings, and as she was withdrawing she had released arrow after arrow against the same spot in the protective sphere until she managed to break off a piece no bigger than an apple. The Mage of Fire came toward her to scorch her, but Nilsa managed to put an arrow through the hole and hit him in the lung. Since she could not get close, she had waited at a prudent distance until he died. 
 
    And now she had the fourth mage left. She was sore all over, her body in tatters, but she would finish what she had started. With a little luck, she would hit him in the head through the open window. She focused, aimed, measured, and released. The arrow flew perfectly and went in through the window straight to the Mage’s head. To her surprise, however, her arrow went through the head and hit the wall behind. 
 
    “What…?” Nilsa wondered. 
 
    “It is an illusion,” a deep voice said behind her. 
 
    Nilsa turned as fast as she could, and fifty paces away she saw six magi looking at her. They were wearing the violet robes of a mage and carrying the same staff with one great eye at the top. Only they were not six Magi—they were copies of the same one. They were standing in a diagonal line in front of Nilsa. 
 
    “You are an Illusionist Mage?” she asked. 
 
    “That is correct. In fact, a very good one,” the six versions of the Mage replied. They snapped their fingers at the same time, and the tower against which Nilsa had released vanished to reveal a piece of battlement. 
 
    “I see I have been within your area of influence all this time.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” the Magi said, and with another snap he made a tower appear behind him. 
 
    “I see… that is the real tower…” 
 
    “And you are not very skilled. That is why I will give you another chance, although I doubt you will be able to take advantage of it. A spell against an arrow—it is a fair deal. I will cast an asphyxiation spell. It is a brutally effective spell—the victim believes she is asphyxiating so that she stops breathing and kills herself. One of my favorite illusions.” 
 
    “And you are going to let me release?” Nilsa asked, knowing the Mage could cast his spell before she released. 
 
    “That is the deal. I will take longer than usual in casting the spell. You will only have to guess which of us is the real Mage and not an illusion.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “The time has come to see how clever you are,” said the Mage as he started his spell. 
 
    Nilsa knew that if he finished the spell she would be dead. She had to release and kill him before, but… which of the six? The two in the middle were the most obvious since that seemed like the best place to hide. The fact that they were in a diagonal instead of forming a straight line also put her off. That could only be so they were at different distances. The hardest to reach was the furthest, the last one. Yes, that had to be him. She was about to release when the last words of the Mage echoed in her mind: you are not very skilled. She stopped aiming at the last one and aimed at the first. She released, aiming for the heart. 
 
    The Magi stopped conjuring. They put their hands to the arrow stuck in the heart and fell to the floor, eyes wide with surprise. The Mage died and five of his images vanished. 
 
    She had hit her target. The vain Illusionist had believed himself above her and had placed himself first without fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerd was having a terrible time. The test was turning out extremely hard. He had been at it for three weeks, and the mental physical exhaustion was taking its toll on him. He still had one animal left, and if he did not manage to make it finally trust him he was going to fail the test, which would break his heart. He had not admitted it to his friends openly, but deep down he longed to obtain the Specialization. He had always acted as if he did not care that much in case he did not make it, but the truth was quite different. 
 
    Because of that he had really made great efforts in the practice with Elder Gisli. He did not mind suffering the tremendous migraines, although he complained with the others to pretend, but really he would have born many more hazards than the constant headaches, exhaustion, and disorientation to get to be a Ranger Specialist. To become one was an honor reserved to few, and he felt honored to have been chosen and received this opportunity. 
 
    The Higher Training had scared him from day one, he also had to admit that, but he had learned to overcome the fear. The pain he felt in each training session—most of it afterward in his head—had taken the fears away. Tangible, strong pain did not scare him. He knew what it was and that he had to cope with it. Fear was behind him, even when they were training in the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon. 
 
    Because of that, he couldn’t fail now. He was feeling bad, as if his head were going to burst. But he knew he had been living for three weeks inside his own mind while outside it had been no longer than one morning. Regardless, he felt all that time weighing on him, on his body and mind, and felt decimated. 
 
    “I will be a respected Ranger Specialist, I will,” he cheered himself up and went on climbing the mountain. 
 
    At the beginning of the test, knowing he would have many difficulties, he had         started with what he knew would be the most complicated assignment: getting a white bear for the Beast Whisperer. He had not been mistaken; even using all of Gisli’s knowledge and teachings, the bear had clawed an ugly gash in his side. Luckily it was a young bear and Gerd had survived. Afterward, he had gained the bear’s trust and finally delivered it to the Whisperer. Then he had focused on the easiest—a horse or pony for the Tireless Explorer. He found some wild mountain ponies and managed to lasso one of them. 
 
    Getting a hound and a hawk for the Man Hunter had been a lot more difficult than he had expected. In particular the hound, because he had needed to visit several nearby villages until he found one. The hawk had been difficult to train, although not as hard to find. 
 
    And now he was crossing the mountain with an owl on his shoulder and a pigeon in his Ranger’s belt for the Tireless Tracker. He was about to make it. He only had to reach the cabin and deliver them. His head was killing him and he felt as if half a mountain had fallen on his body, but he could not give up—time was running out. The sun was already coming up and the three weeks had come to an end. He squinted from the tremendous pain he felt and clenched his jaw. 
 
    He arrived at the top of the hill and saw the cabin; before it was the Tireless Tracker. He did not see Elder Gisli, so that meant he still had time. He went on until he reached the cabin. He delivered the owl and the pigeon to the Tireless Tracker, who nodded at him and left. Gerd felt great joy because he had succeeded. Then the pain in his head exploded and he fainted. 
 
    He fell on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ingrid was walking on the snow, and with her went Warrior. That was the name she had given the Norghanian bloodhound Gisli had provided her with. She was delighted with him even if she was not too fond of animals—unless you counted Viggo of course—but she thought Warrior was not bad at all. She could understand why Gerd and Lasgol loved them so much. Warrior was well-behaved, obedient, and an amazing tracker. He barely made noise and did not bark. 
 
    The hound had helped her a lot when it came to hunting down the four previous targets. Once the hound caught a trail, he did not let it go. Ingrid had had to get used to following him instead of leading, which is what she enjoyed, but she knew it had to be this way. She had practiced with Gisli and tracking dogs and she knew how to work with them. But none had turned out to be as good as Warrior. 
 
    Gisli had chosen several of the most well-known and feared outlaws in the north. That they were smart and ruthless had not surprised Ingrid in the least. She was there to defeat them all, and that was what she was going to do. The first one, Axe Honsdrick, had jumped on her from a boulder when he had seen she was not going to be thrown off his scent. As he dropped onto Ingrid to cleave her in two with his great axe, she had stuck an arrow in his heart and rolled to one side, avoiding the lethal blow. The second, Istreck the Weasel, had turned out to be quite difficult to find. Even Warrior had lost his scent several times. He was very good at slipping away. She had found him hiding in a fox’s den, and before he could face her Ingrid had finished him with a shot to the heart. Voler the Archer had been complicated to bring down because of the requirement of killing him with an infallible shot. Ingrid had had to take some risks and the archer had hit her in the right shoulder. She had finally killed him with a true shot to the heart. Something similar had happened with Lorten the Green Arrow. He had caught her with two green arrows at long distance: one in the right leg and the other in the left arm she had used to shield herself. But she had reached him and fulminated him with another shot to the heart at ten paces. 
 
    Now there was only Ugly Ulrich left. He was said to be as bad as he was ugly. The problem was that Ingrid was injured. She had lost quite a bit of blood, and although she had performed emergency care she was feeling weak and sore. It was not just her head that hurt, it was the wounds, and she feared one might have become infected despite her care. 
 
    Suddenly Warrior stood still like a statue, staring fixedly at a boulder to his left. Ingrid nocked an arrow and watched the rock. There did not seem to be anyone there. She went over and checked the boulder, and what she saw left her surprised. It was the outlaw’s clothes, but he was not there. Almost unconsciously, perhaps by sheer reflex or instinct, because she had not heard a thing, Ingrid turned. 
 
    Ugly Ulrich was coming stark naked with a huge sword raised above his head ready to split her in two. 
 
    Ingrid released out of pure instinct a moment before the sword dropped on her head. 
 
    The arrows caught the man right in the heart. 
 
    Ingrid could not move fast enough and the sword caught her in the right leg, causing a large wound. She was left on the ground, huddled with pain. 
 
    She clenched her jaw and then smiled. She had made it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was moving forward through the blizzard, trying to escape the winter storm that seemed to want to hunt him down and kill him with its icy fangs. He could not remember how many days he had been doing the test but he knew they were many… too many. His mind was not working properly; it was making him see things that were not there, apart from the unspeakable suffering the migraine was giving him. 
 
    The icy wind lashed behind him, and he lost his balance and fell in the snow. He was half buried. He was so utterly exhausted he could not get up. The snow gave him some kind of protection against the winter storm chasing him. He thought about staying there lying half-buried in the snow and letting the storm catch up with him. He might bear it out. He was too exhausted to go on or even think. 
 
    He had begun the test by doing the Forest Trapper part, one of the Specializations he best liked. He had always enjoyed traps—they had been how he had earned his living after his father died. The test had been hard. He had had to catch a white tiger, a monkey, and a red fox, all of them clever animals, particularly the last two. The tiger had been relatively easy, the monkey more complicated and the fox even more so, but he had managed. Then it had been the humans—he had faced an Explorer, a Tracker, and a Trapper. They had made it difficult, since those three Specialists knew how to identify and deactivate traps, so he used his secret weapon: his Trap Hiding skill, which made the traps invisible to the human eye. With that he had defeated all three. 
 
    He had continued with the Tireless Explorer test. It had been extremely hard both physically and mentally. He had traveled the territory of Norghana from the southern tip to the northern one, competing with Elder Gisli. He could not remember how many days he had been driven to run without pause, but it had felt like an eternity. In that part of the test he had begun to have strange visions from the tremendous effort and tiredness he was accumulating. Astrid had appeared to him three times in the middle of the forest, inviting him to stop to rest, offering to take care of him and give him comfort so he would recover. He nearly gave in to the temptation, but something inside him told him that if he stopped he would fail, that Elder Gisli was not going to stop and if 
Lasgol did he would lose the race and the Specialization. Lasgol had always wanted to be an Explorer. It was one of those dreams many children have, and he had been no exception. Who did not want to go out into the world and explore? To see new and distant lands, live a thousand adventures, gain riches, become a famed explorer and discoverer, and be well respected for it! 
 
    But he had not succumbed to the mental temptations exhaustion caused in him and had kept going. Every time he had a vision, he called upon his Cat-like Reflexes, Improved Agility, Hawk’s Eye, and Owl Hearing skills and increased his pace. They had served him well because, in the end, he had beaten the Elder. Probably because of the advantages his skills granted him when moving between forests and mountains. 
 
    Finally had come the test of Forest Survivor, the one he was trying to complete now, and things were going badly. He had to return north, without perishing, under a winter storm, and it did not look like he was going to make it. He had managed to survive two already by taking shelter in a cave he had found and building an improvised refuge. This had not proven a good idea, and he had nearly frozen to death. Now he was fleeing from the third storm. He was near the end but he could go on no longer; his body or his mind would not respond. Instead of visions, he now had nightmares where two groups of Usik hunted him in their forests and he was unable to escape them. Every time they caught him they riddled him with arrows or cut him to pieces with their axes and knives. The worst was that the pain in his head was getting worse, and it hurt so much that it really felt like it was going to explode. 
 
    He stood up and started walking through the snow. The icy winds were extremely strong and not only froze his body but were literally pushing him off the ground. Suddenly he saw Annika and Gisli about five hundred paces beyond a river. That was it! He was going to make it! One more small effort and he would. He moved forcefully and determinedly, and the storm fell on him with temperatures so low, they froze his very soul. He went on—he would not give up. But then the pain in his head became unbearable, it was going to explode.  He had the clear feeling that if he did not get out of there right away he would lose his mind. He looked at the Elders, they were right there. The pain was terrible, but he knew he could bear it until he reached them. But something in his subconscious told him that if he did, there would be serious consequences for his mind. 
 
    He stopped and called upon his Aura Presence skill and saw his mind’s aura completely red. Something was going bad, very bad. He either had to stop, or the consequences would be disastrous. 
 
    “It’s over,” he said. He took out his knife and with both hands plunged it into his heart. 
 
    He died. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astrid’s eye was fixed on her target. She was half-buried in the snow and covered with a sniper’s winter camouflage blanket to hide among the snow and underbrush that surrounded her. The shot was difficult, she was well aware of that. She had calculated the distance several times: five hundred paces. Getting closer was dangerous because of the patrols and watchmen. To retreat further meant missing the shot, since she had never hit a target beyond five hundred paces. In fact, this was her limit distance and she only hit a bull’s eye in one out of five shots, so she had better aim well. She only had one chance—once she released, if she missed, they would come for her and she would have to escape. 
 
    The problem was the wind, which was too strong at that moment, and of course the enemy patrols, which every now and then swept the whole perimeter of the enemy camp. It was a fortress with a tall palisade that housed sixty outlaws and their chief, whom she had to kill. He was known as Morgan Sprout and was a strong man with a thick, dark beard and a bad character. Another of his bad habits was that he always wore steel armor that covered his chest and back and a helmet, also steel, open at the front. That made the shot difficult—she would have to hit him in the face or the neck to ensure the shot would be deadly, and at her distance, achieving that shot was akin to a miracle. 
 
    To find the camp and place herself at an advantageous spot she had needed to infiltrate a well-guarded fortress and steal the document that specified where the outlaw’s camp was. The part of Stealthy Spy had gone perfectly. Hiding, moving from one shadow to another without a noise, and spying came naturally to her. She had already noticed this during her training with Engla, but it had just been ratified during the test. She had managed to get into the fortress, spy on the captain and the commander while they were talking, locate the document, steal it, and leave without being detected. It had not been easy, and on several occasions she had almost been discovered, but she had made it at last. 
 
    Now she only had to make that final shot and she would finish the Test. Morgan appeared and Astrid prepared. The fortress leader headed to the armory and grabbed a long sword he began to whet. Astrid had vision and a clear shot. She prepared to take it when suddenly she felt an intense pain in her head that forced her to shut her eyes. 
 
    “Oh no, no… not now…” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    She tried to relax and make the mental pain go away. While she waited, she measured the direction and strength of the wind. They were right. Again the pain assaulted her and she had to shut her eyes. 
 
    She heard barking Astrid recognized at once. 
 
    One of the worst enemies of a Sniper: the hound dog. They were coming to track her area. She was lost, they were going to discover her. Her camouflage would not fool the animal’s keen sense of smell. 
 
    She had to release—it was now or never. 
 
    In the midst of the pain, she rose at great speed with her bow armed, aimed at once, and, exhaling, released. She followed the flight of the arrow with her eyes. She caught Morgan in his right eye and the arrow pierced his head. 
 
    A masterly shot. 
 
    Two arrows brushed her. She had been found. She dropped her bow, turned around, and bolted while her head burst with pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Viggo was enjoying himself immensely. He had just killed a Man Hunter in the deepest part of the forest with a simple brush of his knife in his pursuer’s arm. 
 
    “Man Hunters to me, hah!” he laughed through his teeth. 
 
    The poison he had used was the Violet Death, one of the five poisons he had prepared for this test. It was called that because the victim was left with a completely violet face, which Viggo considered a nice touch. He had decided to put this poison in his list of favorite three. It killed with a mere touch it was so toxic, and the post-mortem violet effect delighted him. 
 
    The first part of the test had been torture for Viggo. Preparing the five poisons, looking for the components, and creating them in the middle of the forest without instruments, apart from those he carried on him in his special Stealthy Poisoner’s belt, had been complicated. He had to admit that the test was well panned. He had discovered the list with the five poisons stuck on a tree. Finding the substances and plants necessary to make them had driven him crazy, besides his head hurting terribly. Luckily, he had almost everything he needed in his belt: special gloves, pliers, phials, and even a pincer to avoid inhaling the poisonous fumes. The most problematic aspect had been making a fire beside a stream, since he needed fire and water, and the fire could be seen by his enemies. 
 
    The Expert Archer had found him just when Viggo was finishing the first poison on the list: Final Blue, a poison created using mountain plants with blue flowers which killed in a matter of moments. Viggo had noticed movement in the trees and had poured poison on his knives. The archer had appeared suddenly and released at Viggo, who in a moment had moved behind a tree. The archer nocked again and prepared to aim. Vigo had had his fun with him, since an archer had no chance against a Forest Assassin like him. Every time the enemy went around his position to release, Viggo took cover behind another tree or a bush and the archer could not get him. Finally, Viggo guessed from which side he would attack, and when he did Viggo rolled over his head at an amazing speed and the shot went over him without even grazing him. He slashed his enemy’s thigh and withdrew behind a tree to wait for the man to die. 
 
    The next victim had been an elite soldier from Irinel, whom he had killed easily enough with another poison. He was not surprised to have defeated a soldier, even if he was an elite one—he was no rival for an assassin like him. But something strange was happening, because Engla, who played each of his rivals, was struggling heavily, as if her body was not reacting properly, or perhaps it was her mind that was lagging behind. It could be—he himself was suffering terribly from the tremendous migraine he had. 
 
    Now Viggo was looking for the Sorcerer of the Deserts to send him to the other life with another poison: Red Nightmare, which made the victim arch and convulse in a grotesque manner. The problem was that a Sorcerer could finish him at a two-hundred-pace radius. So the approach was vital, he could not be discovered. He saw the Sorcerer beside a rock in a clearing. This one was smarter than the archer—the sorcerer did not want to fight inside the forest but preferred the clearing, to see Viggo approach and cast a spell at him. 
 
    “This is going to be fun,” he said and smiled. 
 
    He approached with complete stealth and hid behind the last tree before entering the clearing at the Sorcerer’s back. He waited an instant and calculated the distance. He ran out like lightning with his two knives smeared with another deadly poison: Fatal Journey, based on poisonous mushrooms. He was running as fast as his body could go, barely touching the ground with his feet so as not to make noise. The Sorcerer, as if he felt the attack coming, turned, and Viggo swore. He was less than fifty paces away, but he was not going to reach his opponent in time and was within the Sorcerer’s area of control. He began to conjure—Viggo would not have enough time. He raised his right arm without slowing. The Sorcerer made a funny face, as if he had lost the notion of where he was. Viggo threw his knife. The Sorcerer returned to reality and was about to finish his spell, but the knife struck his heart and he fell to one side, dead. 
 
    “It hasn’t been poisoned, but it still counts huh?” Viggo said, looking up at the sky. There was only the Nocean assassin left. He recovered his weapon and took out the last phial of poison he had prepared and poured it. He had no time to do anything else, because the assassin came out of the forest and lunged at him. He was armed with two long curved knives which also had poison blades. The fight would be short but intense—whoever cut his opponent first would win, since the poison would do the rest. 
 
    They exchanged slashes, blows, blocks, and swift movements of attack and counterattack. Viggo knew he had to end the fight at once or the Nocean would kill him—well, Engla pretending to be the Nocean, who was better than him with knives, even if he was reluctant to admit it. Then suddenly, the Nocean made a funny face, similar to the one the Sorcerer had made, as if he were lost. Before he could recover, Viggo managed to cut him in the finger that held the knife in an attack that sought his own hand. The Nocean fell dead a moment later. 
 
    “I’m the best!” Viggo cried, raising his arms in triumph. 
 
    All of a sudden, he felt himself being dragged. 
 
    He appeared in the circle beside his companions. Sigrid, Enduald, and Galdason looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “You have come back?” Sigrid asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “Yeah…” Viggo replied, trying to recover. 
 
    Engla opened her eyes wide as saucers and stared at the sky as if lost. 
 
    “Engla, do you feel all right?” Sigrid asked her. 
 
    “You have come back before expected. You should have waited for me to bring you back,” Galdason said. 
 
    “You have not brought them back, have you?” Enduald asked, puzzled. 
 
    “No, I have not,” Galdason said, and an expression of deep trouble appeared on his face. 
 
    Astrid came back and inhaled deeply, as if she lacked air. She was dizzy and stunned by the intensity of the test. 
 
    “What…?” she said and then doubled up, she felt so sick. 
 
    Suddenly, Engla, still with her eyes wide open and her gaze lost, unsheathed her knives. 
 
    “Engla, what are you doing?” Sigrid asked her, baffled. 
 
    Without a word, Engla hit the side of Sigrid’s head with the handle of one of her knives. The Mother Specialist fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    “Sister!” Enduald cried in horror. 
 
    Engla leaped forward and delivered a round kick at Enduald’s head that laid him flat. 
 
    “Engla! You are in the real world now! You are back! Stop it!” Galdason cried. 
 
    Engla did not react. She seemed lost. With her eyes wide open, she lunged at Galdason. 
 
    Viggo noticed and reacted. In a leap he stood between Engla and Galdason and drew his own knives. 
 
    “Ma’am, let’s not get unpleasant…” he said. 
 
    Engla did not seem to recognize Viggo, or where she was. 
 
    “Be careful, she believes she is still in the test!” Galdason warned him. 
 
    “You don’t say…” Viggo replied with irony. 
 
    Engla attacked Viggo, who defended himself with skill and agility. 
 
    “Ma’am, don’t make me hurt you.” 
 
    Engla said nothing and launched a lethal combination. Viggo defended himself, but the Elder managed to cut him in his right arm. 
 
    “Wow, that was nasty,” he said. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Astrid asked as she managed to finish clearing up her head. 
 
    “The Elder has gone mad and is attacking everyone,” said Viggo, defending himself from another ferocious attack. 
 
    “I’ll help you!” Astrid cried. 
 
    Viggo and Astrid fought against Engla, who defended herself like the true Elder she was. Here in the real world, although her mind was wandering, she moved with all her usual mastery, making it difficult to subdue her. 
 
    Galdason started to cast a spell on her to make her sleep. 
 
    With a swift movement of the wrist, she threw her right-hand knife at him and caught his shoulder. Galdason cried in pain and was unable to finish the spell. 
 
    “We have to stop her before she kills anyone!” 
 
    “The rest have not returned!” Astrid said, looking at her companions. “If we fail, they’re in danger.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We won’t fail,” said Viggo. 
 
    Engla already had another knife in her hand, and she defended herself from the combined attack of Viggo and Astrid. The fight became swift and deadly; Engla reacted with unbelievable speed and skill. In a reversed counter, she managed to cut Astrid’s leg. 
 
    “At the same time, cobra attack,” Viggo told Astrid, who nodded. 
 
    They both launched the attack at the same time. When Engla was about to block them, they both made a feint to the right. Engla managed to block Astrid but not Viggo, who hit her on the temple with the handle of his knife. Engla stayed on her feet but was stunned. 
 
    “Sorry, Ma’am. I win today too,” Viggo said as he hit her on the other temple with his other knife’s handle. 
 
    Engla fell to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “Well done,” Astrid said as she held the Elder and tied her hands and legs behind her back with Ranger straps. 
 
    “How are you?” Viggo asked Galdason. 
 
    “She missed killing me by three fingers…” he said, pointing at the knife buried in his right shoulder. 
 
    “Today is your lucky day,” Viggo smiled. “Don’t touch it, it will bleed less.” 
 
    “I’ll bring Sigrid and Enduald to,” Astrid said and hastened to help them. 
 
    It took them a while to reanimate them and for Galdason, wounded as he was, to bring the others back. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Egil, and Lasgol came back without any trouble. They were recovering when Galdason noticed something bad was going on with Gerd. 
 
    He was not waking up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They took Gerd, Galdason, and Engla to the Cave of Autumn, to the Nature Quadrant, where Annika would be able to take care of them in peace. She also tended to Astrid’s and Viggo’s wounds, which luckily were not serious. 
 
    They tried to bring Gerd back by all means available, but he would not wake up. Something was wrong with his mind. Annika and Sigrid were sick with worry. Galdason, who was healing from his wound, could not make the giant recover. Something had gone terribly wrong during his test and his mind had given up. 
 
    Worried, the Panthers were forced to wait and see whether Gerd and Engla would get well. The consequences they might face could be really serious, something they all feared. 
 
    Sigrid informed the group regularly about Annika’s progress with the two wounded. To try to minimize physical damage, Annika prepared a soothing tonic which would keep them unconscious for a prudent time. Even so, and just in case, they were both tied to their beds with strong Ranger knots. They did not want any more unpleasant surprises. 
 
    Gisli and Ivar were helping Annika in any way they could as she treated her patients with medicines, helping her prepare a new tonic that might help them with whatever had happened inside their minds. Luckily, all the time she had spent studying and experimenting to protect their minds during the whole Higher Training could now be put to good use to treat Engla and Gerd. She had been heard to say repeatedly that this was the only good thing she had gained after failing. She blamed herself for what had happened as much or more than Sigrid. 
 
    The days went by and Annika could not make them wake up, so everyone’s concern grew—they took for granted that the healing was not progressing. Sigrid and Annika had to explain this was not so. 
 
    “The plants and medicinal concoctions are working and both patients are doing better,” Annika assured them. 
 
    “Wonderful, we were horribly worried,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Then why aren’t they waking up?” Nilsa asked, rubbing her hands together, unable to stay still. “That’s not natural. When someone’s well they wake up and get up.” 
 
    “I have kept them from waking up yet. I do not want to bring them back before their minds have rested and gotten strong enough. According to my calculations, they will need another week of recovery and then I will wake them up.” 
 
    “Will there be any aftereffects?” Astrid asked, looking troubled. 
 
    “I hope not, but I cannot guarantee it. When we heal the body of wounds or injuries, the prognosis is usually more accurate. When we deal with the mind, healing it is a lot more complicated. Galdason is helping me. His knowledge in this area is extensive, but I would rather not make any predictions. I have already made mistakes, and that is why we are watching two people suffer.” 
 
    “It is not your fault,” Sigrid said. “I am responsible. I am entirely to blame,” the Mother Specialist said. 
 
    The Panthers could see that both women were distraught by what had happened and blamed themselves. 
 
    “Something like this was difficult to foresee,” Egil said. “The Mother Specialist and the Elder of Nature shouldn’t blame themselves for it. You tried to take all possible precautions.” 
 
    Egil’s words were well intentioned, but Lasgol guessed they would not have any effect. The truth was that Annika’s potions had failed and the training had been too much for Engla’s and Gerd’s minds, and that was Sigrid’s responsibility. Therefore, they were both responsible for the situation and they knew it. 
 
    Viggo was about to say something, very likely along this line of thought, but Ingrid elbowed him to keep him quiet. 
 
    “We must trust in the mental strength of both. I am sure they will pull through,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Nilsa raised her arms to the sky and said, “Let’s hope so, by the grace of the Ice Gods!” 
 
    “Let us hope,” Sigrid said, nodding, her eyes sunken from grief, guilt, and responsibility.  
 
    “I will let you know when the time comes,” Annika said. “I have to return to looking after them.” In her tone they could hear the grief and a touch of rage for having failed and not being able to protect them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The waiting seemed never-ending, and each day that went by they were more worried—they could not help it. Camu and Ona moaned often and appeared truly sad. They did not play or have fun and spent most of the time lying down. They ate little; everyone barely ate. They were not hungry, and besides, every time they ate anything they were reminded of the giant and his insatiable appetite so they would rather not eat. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid leaned on one another for courage with hugs, caresses, and whispers full of love and comfort. Ingrid and Viggo did something similar but amid threats, pushes, and chases which no one saw the end of because they disappeared. But everyone guessed that their pretending ended in a loving manner. Nilsa was devastated and feared for Gerd’s fate. Egil tried to sooth and cheer her up. The big guy was as strong as an oak and would come out of the situation. Egil believed it and was trying to make the redhead believe it too. 
 
    One morning, two weeks later, Sigrid summoned the six friends. They were asked not to bring Camu and Ona, who had to stay back and wait. The Mother Specialist welcomed them at the entrance of the Nature Quadrant in the Cave of Autumn. 
 
    “Be still and watch. Annika is going to wake them up.” 
 
    They all exchanged nervous glances. 
 
    Galdason was between the two beds with his eyes shut and his hands on Engla’s and Gerd’s heads. He was conjuring, uttering words of power like an unintelligible prayer. Lasgol squinted to better see what he was doing and was able to perceive the Illusionist Mage’s pink magic passing from his hands to the patients’ heads. Although he trusted Galdason, it troubled him that he was using his magic to reach their minds. Most likely it was per Annika’s request, since she had no access to that part of the body. 
 
    Suddenly, the Mage became quiet and opened his eyes. 
 
    “It is done,” he informed Annika. 
 
    “Everything fine?” she asked. 
 
    Galdason nodded. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Annika picked up a crystal container in which they could see a greenish liquid. She went over to Engla and put it to her lips, making her drink half the contents. Then she turned to Gerd and made him drink the other half. 
 
    “Now we have to wait for them to wake up.” 
 
    They all waited without missing a detail. Lasgol was nervous. Would they wake up? Would they be all right? A feeling of emptiness in his stomach grew as time went by. 
 
    At about noon, amid coughs, Gerd woke up, half rising in his bed with his eyes wide open. He was looking straight ahead, ignoring everyone. His gaze was too intense. 
 
    “Gerd? Can you hear me?” Annika asked beside his bed. 
 
    Gerd did not respond; he stared at the far-end wall without looking at any of those present. 
 
    “Gerd, if you hear me, answer me,” Annika said. 
 
    Lasgol thought his friend had not pulled through. Nilsa let a sad moan escape. 
 
    “Come on, Gerd, say something to me,” Annika insisted. 
 
    Egil watched, pale. They all feared the worst upon seeing their friend not reacting.  
 
    Annika made a sign at Galdason, and the Mage made to put his hand on Gerd’s head once again. 
 
    “No, not more magic… please,” Nilsa sobbed. 
 
    Gerd turned his head to the sound. 
 
    “Nilsa…” he said, recognizing her voice. 
 
    “Gerd!” Nilsa cried in tears. 
 
    Gerd’s eyes seemed to focus on Nilsa and recognize her. 
 
    “Nilsa…” Then he saw the rest of his friends, “Pals…” 
 
    “Big guy!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Gerd, are you all right, my friend?” Lasgol asked him, worried. 
 
    Gerd seemed disoriented and found it hard to focus. 
 
    “Gerd, how do you feel?” Annika asked him, laying her hand on his forehead. She signaled Galdason to step back. 
 
    “Where am I? What’s going on?” Gerd asked, still unable to focus properly. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Sigrid asked him. 
 
    “Yes… Mother Specialist…” 
 
    “Let me check on you,” said Annika. 
 
    While the Panthers held back their joy at seeing Gerd awake, Annika examined him from head to toe. When she finished she led him through several simple coordination movements he could not even complete. 
 
    “What’s… the matter with me…?” he asked, realizing something was wrong. 
 
    “You had an accident during the Higher Proficiency Test,” Annika explained. 
 
    “No… my body aches…” 
 
    “Your head?” 
 
    “Yes… my head… terribly…” 
 
    “Wait, I will give you a strengthening potion. I have improved it once more. It will help with your headache.” 
 
    “Thanks…” 
 
    While Annika continued treating Gerd, the group waited expectantly and hopeful. Gerd was not altogether well but he had woken up, which was a big step. By contrast, Engla was not reacting. She could not wake up. Annika left Gerd sitting in bed while the potion she had given him had its effect and then focused on Engla. Her friend and comrade was not waking up, and the worry was beginning to be more evident in Annika’s expression. 
 
    “Look to see whether you can glimpse anything,” she asked Galdason. 
 
    The Mage laid his hands on Engla’s head and used his magic. For a while he analyzed her with his power. Once he finished, he turned to Annika. 
 
    “She is not waking up. The potion has had no effect on her.” 
 
    “Is she… too far gone to come back?” Annika asked, and her tone revealed her fear for Engla. 
 
    Galdason sighed. 
 
    “I do not know what to say. Her situation is critical; whether she will wake up or not I cannot tell. I cannot bring her back. Her mind is closed, distant. I can barely reach it. I cannot get in.” 
 
    “Then, let us not force it,” Sigrid spoke. “Let her fight, she is a born fighter. She will manage to find the way back. She will fight and come back, and we will be waiting.” 
 
    Galdason nodded. “It is best that way, yes.” 
 
    “Come back, my friend,” Annika whispered in Engla’s ear. 
 
    Sigrid turned to the Panthers. “Go now, Gerd will join you as soon as he is able to do so.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you big guy,” Nilsa told him, wiping her tears. 
 
    “Hurry up, we can’t sleep without your tremendous snores,” Viggo joked. 
 
    “Stay strong,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “We’re waiting for you, pal,” said Lasgol. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, Gerd joined his friends at the Chamber of Runes. Annika and Gisli brought him there. Gerd was walking with difficulty, dragging his feet. He seemed unable to walk by himself. 
 
    “Remember to take your medicines,” Annika told him, handing him a leather pouch in which several phials could be heard clinking against one another. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am. My head barely hurts, I’m much better,” Gerd thanked her with a smile that hid his pain. 
 
    “You must take the three potions in the order I have told you. The order is crucial. They will help with your recovery.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised. 
 
    “He is going to need rehabilitation. His body and mind are not fully synchronized after what happened,” Gisli explained. 
 
    “Oh no…” Nilsa moaned as her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I’m fine, only a little clumsy,” Gerd said. “It’ll go away in no time and I’ll be just as good as always,” he smiled, waving the matter aside. 
 
    Lasgol threw a questioning glance at Gisli, and he replied with a troubled one. What was happening to Gerd was a serious aftereffect. 
 
    Nilsa, Astrid, Ingrid, and Viggo hugged the giant lovingly. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil went over to Annika and Gisli unobtrusively while the others covered Gerd in hugs, embraces, good wishes, and any other forms of affection. 
 
    “He is going to need to stay here to recover,” Gisli told Lasgol and Egil in a whisper. 
 
    “Physical consequences?” Egil asked in another whisper. 
 
    “They are mental, but they affect his body. He cannot manage to move his limbs well or coordinate them. His balance is also affected,” Annika explained. “I have done everything I could, but I could not heal him completely.” 
 
    “Are those sequels he will be able to overcome?” Lasgol asked in a fearful whisper. 
 
    “They can be,” Annika nodded. 
 
    Gisli nodded as well. 
 
    “It will take him time and lots of effort to overcome this.” 
 
    “Will he go back to how he was?” Egil asked with a troubled look. 
 
    Annika and Gisli looked at one another uncertainly. 
 
    “We hope so…” Annika said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He choked on the tears he was struggling to keep at bay and swallowed. He took a deep breath, pretending to be fine, and went to celebrate his friend’s return. 
 
    “We’ll help him, he’ll make it,” Egil whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah, he will. He has to.” 
 
    They joined in the hugs and joyful laughter of their comrades. 
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    A week later, Viggo was in a good mood and entertaining his friends with his unequaled comical charisma. Lately he had been indulging himself a lot, and they were all aware that he did it with the sole intention of making Gerd laugh a little and cheer up. He was not the only one—Camu and Ona were with the giant all the time. He petted them and they returned his affection by licking his large hands, which now did not respond as he wanted them to. Camu did his happy dance for Gerd, wagging his long tail and flexing his legs. Ona followed, shaking her rear end and they always got a smile from good old Gerd. 
 
    “I told you that Engla was no rival for me in real life, and when she wakes up and recovers I’ll defeat her again with no trouble,” Viggo said in a superior tone, spreading his arms and puffing up. “You never pay attention to what I say and then I always have to remind you that I’d told you so.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, since you defeated her all by yourself. Astrid didn’t do anything to help,” Ingrid stated critically. 
 
    “Bah, the brunette contributed an insignificant grain of sand. I was more than capable by myself.” 
 
    “Yeah… sure…” Nilsa said ironically. 
 
    “You were spectacular,” Astrid said. “I have to admit that.” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s the way I am… spectacular, and I don’t even try.” 
 
    Astrid laughed out loud. 
 
    “Yup, and more than that. So modest.” 
 
    “Modesty personified,” Gerd said with a look of horror. 
 
    “Well, you did help somewhat. Don’t let it be said that I don’t share the glory,” Viggo rectified with a smile toward Astrid. 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head and put her hand to her face. 
 
    “Why me? Why oh, why?” she said, shaking her head as if a curse had fallen on her. 
 
    “You might as well be grateful. If I hadn’t knocked her out, the Elder would have slit our throats and you wouldn’t even have seen it coming. She was mad, crazy, insane…” 
 
    “You’re a real hero…” Nilsa said. 
 
    “I am. They should erect a small statue of me beside the Pearl. Well, not so small, a big one. Let them all remember I saved the Elders, the Magi, and you. A statue larger than the Pearl, that’s what I deserve.” 
 
    “A good blow to the head is what you’d have to be given, to see whether you lose those grandiose ideas you have and get some common sense,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “I can whack him if you want, only I’m not fully recovered yet… I’m not sure I can hit him or whether it would affect his rock head enough,” Gerd said, trying to make light of how bad he had been left after the test. 
 
    “How can you say that to me? You know I love you, my beloved giant,” Viggo told Gerd and threw him a kiss with a comical face. Even so, out of precaution he stepped back from Gerd, looking afraid. 
 
    “You love him?” Nilsa asked him blankly. “Since when do you adore anyone else but Ingrid?” 
 
    “Don’t you know you should always go along with those who are cuckoo?” Viggo explained, circling his index finger to his temple to indicate Gerd had lost his mind. 
 
    “I’m not cuckoo!” Gerd protested. 
 
    “Yeah… sure you aren’t…” Viggo said, stepping further back. “Shouldn’t we have him in chains just in case?” he asked the others. “We have no assurance he’s recovered… and with how strong he is…” 
 
    “Of course I’m recovered!” Gerd said angrily and took a step forward, but he lost his balance and almost fell. Nilsa, who noticed, held his arm. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at one another. Gerd had a long way ahead to recover. The mental part was not so bad now, although he was heavily medicated and took three different potions a day which helped him with the pain, and to think and process things better. But his physical condition, his coordination and movement, was very damaged. It broke their hearts to see the human mountain incapable of taking a few steps without having to stop because he could not keep his balance. They were all aware and put on a brave face so Gerd would not feel bad, although he knew very well what was wrong with him. There was no way to hide it, they had heard him weeping in his bunk at night. But in the mornings, he got up filled with good cheer and optimism and did not let anyone feel sorry for him. 
 
    Viggo also noticed the weak moment and went on with the joke so Gerd’s disability would not be so apparent. He leaped backward. 
 
    “See what bad character he has? He wasn’t that way before. This means he’s still cuckoo.” 
 
    “He’s perfectly all right, don’t taunt him,” Ingrid said. “How can you be such a scatterbrain?” 
 
    “It’s one of my greatest appeals,” Viggo smiled, looking foolishly lovelorn. 
 
    “Thank goodness that my greatest appeal can cope with that,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    “Oh yes? And what’s that? Your Nordic beauty? Your iron-strong character? Your undisputable leadership?” Viggo enumerated, smiling. 
 
    “This one,” Ingrid said, and threw him a punch with her right fist. 
 
    Viggo gave another leap back. 
 
    “My, we’re sensitive today!” he said and gave a long whistle. 
 
    “Do you think Engla will recover?” Nilsa asked all of a sudden with a sigh. 
 
    “We have to have faith that she will,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “She’s a fighter and a winner. She’ll pull through,” Astrid said, hopeful. 
 
    “And then I’ll stand up to her and defeat her again,” Viggo said, “because I’m the best!” 
 
    Ingrid took one boot off and threw it at his head. 
 
    They all laughed, enjoying a moment of peace and happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another week went by, and finally Engla woke up. They all celebrated the good news. Unfortunately, the Elder was suffering from something similar to what ailed Gerd. She had severe physical and mental aftereffects. Annika and Galdason treated her and managed to help her walk again, but that was all they were able to do. Just like Gerd, she was going to need a long recovery. 
 
    The Mother Specialist waited for Engla and Gerd to be in a state fit to attend and announced that, in spite of what had happened, there would be a Graduation Ceremony. The decision took everyone by surprise. 
 
    They gathered in the morning before the White Pearl. Sigrid and the Elders were wearing Formal Dress. Ivar and Gisli were helping Engla walk, each holding one arm. Galdason and Enduald were also elegantly dressed in Ceremonial Mage tunics. 
 
    The Panthers stood in a line before the Mother Specialist. Camu and Ona were attending a few steps back in camouflage, not wanting to miss it. 
 
    “I have decided that despite what happened, it is fair to hold a Graduation Ceremony. Fair, not only to you,” she said with a wave toward them, “but to all of us,” she indicated the Elders and Magi. “You have all made great efforts, those who were learning and those who were teaching and helping in the training process. Because of this, and to compensate this great effort and sacrifice, we will celebrate the achievements obtained today.” 
 
    “Achievements which have been important and must be registered for posterity,” Annika said. 
 
    “It is so and so it must be,” Sigrid agreed with a glance. “Annika, please, the logbook. Everything must be fully registered for the future generations, so says the Path of the Specialist.” 
 
    “The logbook,” Annika showed her the tome, opened it, and handed it to her. 
 
    “Let the ceremony begin,” said Sigrid. “Let Nilsa stand forward and show her respect.” 
 
    Nilsa went forward with shaking hands and put a knee to the ground, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” she greeted respectfully, but her voice trembled a little. 
 
    “Nilsa opted for the Specialization of Mage Hunter. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Ivar stepped forward. 
 
    “After evaluating the merits of this pupil in the Higher Training and the result of the Proficiency Test, this is my verdict.” 
 
    “Please speak,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Nilsa has successfully obtained the Specialization of Mage Hunter.” 
 
    Nils stared at Ivar with big, moist eyes. 
 
    “Rise,” Sigrid ordered. 
 
    Nilsa stood, and her knees were knocking, she was so excited. Ivar hung the Mage Hunter medallion around her neck. 
 
    “You did very well. You were born for this Specialization,” Ivar told her. “You will make me proud. Always keep your calm and shoot from the heart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master, I will,” Nilsa said, unable to stop the tears from running down her cheeks. She had made it—she had achieved her dream. 
 
    “Let Egil step forward,” Sigrid said next. 
 
    Egil put his knee to the ground. “Mother Specialist,” he said respectfully. 
 
    “Egil opted for the Specializations of Expert Herbalist and Healer Guard. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Annika came forward. “After evaluating all the merits of my pupil in the Higher Training and the result of his Proficiency Test, this is my verdict: Egil has passed both Specializations with honors.” 
 
    Egil beamed at Annika. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am, it’s an honor.” 
 
    “You did amazingly,” she said while she hung the two medallions around his neck. “You will do a lot of good with these Specializations, I am sure. I must admit that in all my years as an Elder, I have never had a more excellent pupil. You have a superior and privileged mind. Always follow reason, but never forget to use your heart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am, I will never forget those words,” Egil said, beaming with joy and pride for having obtained the two Specializations, something he had not even dared to dream of. 
 
    “Let Gerd step forward,” Sigrid called. 
 
    Gerd came, helped by Viggo and Lasgol. 
 
    “There is no need to get down on your knee,” Sigrid said with a sweet smile mixed with sadness and guilt. 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” Gerd said respectfully. Viggo and Lasgol stepped back but stayed close in case their friend needed them, since he sometimes lost his balance without warning. 
 
    “Gerd opted for the Specialization of Beast Master. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Gisli stepped forward. “After evaluating all his merits, my decision is clear. Gerd has exceeded himself and passed the Specialization.” 
 
    The giant beamed from ear to ear. He was delighted. He had managed to become a Specialist, what he had longed for and had not dared to admit openly. He looked at Gisli happily. 
 
    “Thank you, Master, it’s an honor.” 
 
    “This is not a consolation prize for what has happened to you. You have earned it, rest assured of that. You passed the training and the final test. I want you to know that you have earned it with your effort and talent and you deserve it,” the Elder said as he hung the medallion Gerd so wanted around his neck. 
 
    “Thank you, Master. This makes me so happy.” 
 
    “You have a special gift with animals, something you were born with that cannot be taught. There are not many who have it. You will be a great Specialist and will help the realm.” 
 
    Gerd nodded, grateful. 
 
    Viggo and Lasgol helped him back to the line. 
 
    Sigrid went on with the ceremony. 
 
    “Let Ingrid step forward.” 
 
    The leader of the Panthers advanced determinedly and got on her knee, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” she said respectfully but with pride in her tone. 
 
    “Ingrid opted for the Specializations of Infallible Marksman and Man Hunter. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Ivar and Gisli stepped forward. 
 
    “She has passed the Specialization of Infallible Marksman without any trouble,” Ivar said proudly. 
 
    “She has also obtained the Specialization of Man Hunter,” Gisli confirmed. 
 
    Ingrid stood up at a signal from Sigrid, and the two Elders put the new medallions around her neck. Ingrid was beaming, joyful and proud to have been successful. 
 
    “You have all the characteristics and innate talent to become an exceptional Ranger. Keep up the good work and you will go far,” Ivar said. “You might even become the best among all the Rangers.” 
 
    “Could I get to be First Ranger, Master?” 
 
    “I do not see why not, and I do not see why you could not take over my position someday as well.” 
 
    “Master, that would be the greatest honor.” 
 
    “Keep working hard. You have no limits.” 
 
    Ingrid withdrew with eyes bright from her achievements and the Elder’s words. 
 
    Sigrid called Viggo next, who strode forward looking uninterested as he got onto one knee and looked straight ahead. 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” he said respectfully but pretending to be bored. 
 
    “Viggo opted for the Specializations of Forest Assassin and Stealthy Poisoner. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Annika and Engla stepped forward. Annika was holding Engla’s arm and Gisli was watching her from behind in case she lost her balance. 
 
    “Viggo has passed the Test of Stealthy Poisoner with great skill. He has a good hand for poisons, he is skilled at them,” Annika said with a smile. 
 
    Viggo smiled back. “I love them, particularly watching them work,” he said. 
 
    “Vigo has also achieved the Specialization of Forest Assassin,” Engla confirmed. 
 
    “Really? Awesome!” Viggo cried. 
 
     He got up and the two Elders put their medallions around his neck. 
 
    “I have granted you the Specialization of Forest Assassin not only because you defeated me in the test, although I was not altogether myself…” said Engla. “But also because you saved us all when I lost my head. If you had not defeated me, there would have been a terrible tragedy. You did well, and you deserve the Specialization. The next time, if you need to kill me, do it. Do not hesitate. You are an assassin, always remember that.” 
 
    “I will, Ma’am,” Viggo promised as he remained thoughtful after the Elders’ words. 
 
    “You will be a renowned assassin,” Engla assured. 
 
    “I will be legendary,” Viggo promised. 
 
    “Astrid, your turn,” Sigrid said once Engla was back in her place. 
 
    Astrid stepped forward and showed her respect. 
 
    “Mother Specialist, Elders.” 
 
    Ivar took over Annika at Engla’s side and held her arm. 
 
    “Astrid opted for the Specializations of Stealthy Spy and Forest Sniper. What is the verdict?” 
 
    “She has passed the Specialization of Forest Sniper. She has a good eye and sure arm,” Ivar said. 
 
    Astrid snorted in relief. 
 
    “Thank you, Master, I wasn’t sure I would achieve it.” 
 
    “She has also obtained the Specialization of Stealthy Spy,” Engla confirmed. 
 
    “Ma’am, it’s an honor.” Astrid was touched. 
 
    They put the new medallions around her neck and Engla said a few words. 
 
    “You are an exceptional spy, and you will go far in this world. I say to you the same thing I said to Viggo. Never hesitate to kill if there is no alternative—you are an assassin. If I or anyone else loses their head and it is necessary to kill them, do so. Never live to rue a tragedy you could have prevented.” 
 
    “I will do that, Ma’am.” 
 
    Then it was Lasgol’s turn at last, and he waited with a knot in his stomach. 
 
    “Lasgol opted for the Specializations of Tireless Explorer, Forest Tracker, and Forest Survivor. What is the verdict?” 
 
    Annika and Gisli stepped forward. 
 
    “Lasgol has achieved the Specialization of Tireless Explorer. He beat me at the race through Norghana,” Gisli said, and his smile showed how proud he was. 
 
    “He has also achieved the Specialization of Forest Trapper. It is one of his strengths,” Annika said with a big smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “As for Forest Survivor…” Annika paused. “Lasgol was about to pass the test when at the last moment he decided to end it drastically. From our conversations afterward, I know he did it because he felt something was going wrong in his head, that something bad was about to happen to him, which as we have seen did happen to Gerd and my dear friend Engla. The drastic and brutal decision to end the test by taking his own life I am sure saved him from ending in the same situation. It was a brave decision and I advise you to always listen to the instinct that drove you to save yourself. For this reason I have decided to grant you the Specialization, since you would have obtained it if it had not been for the problem which several participants suffered.” 
 
    “Oh… thank you, Ma’am,” Lasgol said gratefully. 
 
    “Good instincts, yes,” Sigrid said. “You will do well in following them.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    They put the new medallions around Lasgol’s neck.  
 
    Sigrid nodded. “With this ends the Graduation Ceremony,” she announced and hit the ground with her staff one last time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Panthers looked at one another proudly, showing their Specialties Medallions to each other, pleased. It was a spectacular achievement that had come at a high price. 
 
    “Before you retire to celebrate your well-deserved Specializations, I would like a word with you. I want you to know that I am unhappy with what has taken place,” Sigrid admitted. “I never expected anything like this to happen. It has been a terrible blow for me and for the learning system.” 
 
    “None of us were expecting anything like it,” Annika said. “I join in the feeling of devastation for what has happened to Gerd, Engla, and almost Lasgol.” 
 
    “It was an accident…” Gisli started to say. “It could not have been foreseen…” 
 
    “An accident which is my sole responsibility, and which nearly ended with an Elder and two pupils dead. I am desolate. More than that, it is as if something inside me has broken,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “No one could have foreseen this,” Galdason said in a show of support for Sigrid, “it is something unthinkable.” 
 
    “Unimaginable,” said Enduald. 
 
    “It is, but we were all aware of the danger this training entailed,” said Ivar. “Engla and I had always resisted this type of advancement and the use of magic in the trainings. You persuaded us, Sigrid, and we supported you, but I now see it was a mistake, and I am sure that Engla, more than anyone else, sees it that way too.” 
 
    Engla nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “Yes, indeed… I have no doubt…” said Sigrid. “This has happened because of me, and I am the sole person responsible.” 
 
    “We all are,” Enduald intervened. “All of us contributed to this Higher Training Program.” 
 
    “We did it with the best intentions and we were careful,” Galdason said, “but it is true that we knew there was some risk implied. The mind is an area we must be extremely careful with.” 
 
    “I cannot believe it has affected them so,” Annika said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Neither can I,” Gisli said sadly. 
 
    “Right now I need to reconsider everything that has happened,” said Sigrid. “The Higher Training is suspended.” 
 
    “But all the work we have done, all the advancements we have achieved, Sister…” Enduald protested. 
 
    Sigrid shook her head hard. 
 
    “I will not risk anyone else’s well-being. We have been on the point of losing three people. Nothing can justify this. It is against my principles.” 
 
    “We could go on studying without putting it into practice,” Galdason said. “At least until we make it safe. Although I do not believe we will ever be able to ensure it is totally safe for the minds of the participants… At least not for a long time. There is much to study and prevent.” 
 
    “If we achieve it someday,” Annika said with doubt in her voice. 
 
    “We must go back to the traditional system like we have always done. It is safer and a highly proven system,” Ivar said, crossing his arms over his torso. 
 
    “I agree with Ivar on this,” Engla said. “I am not saying this only because of the consequences I am suffering, which are serious, but because I ask myself what would have happened if I had not been stopped in my madness. We would have several dead now among us, or all…” 
 
    Sigrid nodded several times. 
 
    “You are absolutely right. I will not take the risk. Manipulating people with magic has turned out to be too dangerous, and I will not go on doing this. My decision is firm. The Higher Training is canceled.” 
 
    “It is the correct decision,” Annika said. 
 
    “We must now attend to another matter of great transcendence that has baffled all of us,” Sigrid went on. “Loke has returned from the Camp, and when he passed through the Cavern of the Frozen Dragon he found that the great ice block has mysteriously melted away. It has me completely mystified. It is not possible…” 
 
    “We must study it at once,” Galdason said. “It is more than likely this is due to a magical event.” 
 
    “It is an event of great interest and magical, no doubt,” Enduald said. 
 
    “Yes, we must find out what has happened there... we will investigate it carefully,” said Annika. 
 
    The Panthers pretended to know nothing of the matter, as if this were the first they had heard of it. 
 
    And with those words, the Mother Specialists, the Elders, and the two Magi withdrew. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Panthers spent the rest of the day celebrating grandly with songs, laughter, hugs, and bitter cider—they needed it after everything they had been through. They left the Lair to watch the sunset and headed to a hill to the south where they had set up camp and would be left in peace. Camu and Ona were with them. 
 
    “Sigrid hasn’t got her Superior Rangers. This is a setback in her plans and aspirations,” Egil commented to Lasgol. 
 
    “You don’t think she will get the leadership of the Rangers now that her plan hasn’t worked?” 
 
    “It might set her back, but I have the feeling it is inevitable. She will eventually want to lead us,” Ingrid said, convinced. 
 
    “Unless something happens to her,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “That is always a possibility in the dangerous game of politics and power. Whoever plays that game knows they can end with a dagger buried in their back,” said Egil. 
 
    “Even among the Rangers?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Even among our own,” Astrid assured him. 
 
    “Wow… I hope nothing happens to her. She’s a good leader, even if her goals and methods are a bit… extreme,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You’re too good,” Viggo said. “You should hate her to death for what happened to you!” 
 
    “I don’t hate her… it was an accident…” said Gerd. “I’ll get over it with time. It’s no one’s fault.” 
 
    “What did I say, a goody -two-shoes. I’ll have to spend more time with you and pass on some of my badness,” Viggo winked at him. “It’ll do you some good.” 
 
    “No, I want to stay the way I am,” Gerd said, looking horrified. 
 
    “Well said, don’t let him corrupt you with his poisonous soul,” Nilsa told Gerd. 
 
    “And now poisonous knives too,” Viggo said, proudly showing off his new medallions. 
 
    “To lead the Rangers you need someone with a good head and guts. Sigrid has both,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We’ll have to follow her course and see how far she reaches,” Egil suggested. 
 
    “For now, I’m glad Gondabar and Dolbarar still lead our people,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It won’t be forever, you know that. They have seen too many springs…” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Better that we stay away from politics,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Yeah, since the weirdo and the know-it-all never get us into trouble…” Viggo said, his voice loaded with sarcasm. 
 
    “We have our Specializations, which is what matters,” said Ingrid. “Whatever comes we’ll face it together, as we’ve always done. We’re now tougher, and we’re much better prepared. We can cope with whatever comes our way,” she assured them. 
 
    “As long as they’re not magical messes…” Nilsa said. “Although, hmm, now that I think of it, I can now deal with magi,” she said, raising an eyebrow and looking fierce. 
 
    “Speaking of magical messes, what are we going to do about the orb?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Throw it in the deep blue sea,” Viggo said. 
 
    No! Family, Camu messaged. 
 
    “No way family! what family? To the sea with it!” cried Viggo. 
 
    No sea. Family, Camu insisted stubbornly. 
 
    “What we must do is find out how to develop Camu’s skills and abilities,” said Egil. 
 
    “Why should we touch the bug’s magic? It only gets us into trouble.” 
 
    I no trouble. 
 
    “You do get us into trouble! I’m warning you, touching that blasted orb or playing with Camu’s skills will cost us dearly.” 
 
    “We can’t just not investigate the portals and Camu’s ability to fly!” said Egil. 
 
    “I also think we should study them. They’re important,” said Astrid. 
 
    “No one ever listens to me!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “In any case, now that we’ve finished our training, we’ll have to return to our duties as Rangers. We’ll soon be receiving orders, and who knows what missions we’ll get,” Ingrid said. 
 
     “Yeah, that’s true,” Nilsa said. “Don’t forget, we’re Royal Eagles. King Thoran will be calling for us soon.” 
 
    “Whatever comes will come, and we’ll get through it together,” Lasgol said, joining Ingrid’s spirit. 
 
    “I believe this is a good moment for a group bear hug,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Seriously? You can’t even move!” Viggo said. 
 
    “So you all come to me,” Gerd replied, spreading his arms open and showing his smile, which was as large as his heart. 
 
    “Come on everyone, bear hug,” said Lasgol, touched, his eyes moist. 
 
    Yes, hug, Camu messaged. 
 
    Ona chirped once. 
 
    The Panthers joined in a heartfelt bear hug. 
 
    Whatever was in their future, they would face it together on the morrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 The adventure continues in the next book of the saga: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Click the image or the link above to preorder the next book in the series! 
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    While you wait for the next installment of the Path of the Ranger, I would like to recommend to you to explore my other series that have different protagonists, but are related: 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS  
 
      
 
    This series takes place three thousand years before the Path of the Ranger Series 
 
    Different protagonists, same world, one destiny. 
 
      
 
    Click the image or link. 
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    Here you have The Prologue and Chapter 1 of the series, see if you like it. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Legends tell that the Golden Gods appeared to the first men one evening under a full red moon. 
 
    The Senoca, the people of the sea, welcomed them humbly and offered them gifts, but the all-powerful Gods demanded slavery. The Senoca turned to Oxatsi, Mother Sea, and they fought them in the battle field, defending their sacred freedom.  
 
    The Golden Gods made the sky explode in a rain of fire and caused the earth to break up and devour men.  
 
    The Senoca were defeated and were enslaved for a thousand years. 
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    The Ring on his left wrist vibrated. 
 
    Ikai looked at it and a white radiance burst in his mind. 
 
    “The Hill of Skies, in three days,” was his Master’s message. 
 
    I’m summoned… I must leave. 
 
    He stared for a moment at the polished surface of the golden metal, the hated Ring which marked the whole Senoca people as slaves of the Golden Gods. His eyes ran over the contours of the intricate engraving of the bracelet: an eagle with extended wings, the Hunters’ symbol. Hunters of men, at the service of the Gods. Ikai closed his eyes, shaking his head, and sighed. 
 
    He finished adjusting the armor of reinforced leather, enough to save him from a sword-strike if it was not too accurate, or the mauling of a wild beast, but it would not protect him from anything worse. He picked up his sword, the throwing dagger, the yew bow and his traveling bag with the rest of his Hunter equipment. He crossed the common area of the humble farm and went outside. The sun received him with a gentle winter smile which warmed his body with its morning glow. In the Sixth County, the climate was warm for most of the year, one of the few blessings of the region as it was the poorest of the six Senoca counties. 
 
    Dazzled, Ikai leaned on the out-of-joint door frame, the adobe wall had settled again. The building was so rudimentary that any day now it would collapse. But it was the same with all the farms in the area, where hungry slave peasants struggled day after day to survive, to fulfill the quotas demanded by the Gods. Many did not manage it. He shaded his eyes with his hand and saw them. His mother and sister were working hard in the field, as they did every morning with the first light, as they did every new day. He watched his sister Kyra and his mood lightened. She helped their mother, Solma, to till the hard soil which barely fed them. He went to them with a smile in his soul. 
 
    “Ikai!” cried his sister when she saw him arrive. She dropped the hoe and ran to him. 
 
    Ikai watched her run like the wind— at her seventeen springs she was a year younger than he was, but almost the same height. She was pure nerve, as her thin, wiry body attested. Her tongue, though, was as fiery as her red hair, which had already created more than one complication. But Kyra’s heart was noble and her character indomitable, like the ruby gleam of her eyes. Ikai adored his sister and envied her lively, unbreakable spirit. 
 
    “Hold your reins, little sis, you’re going to make me fall,” Ikai said with a guffaw, trying to keep his balance with his sister hanging from his neck. 
 
    How different they were as siblings… both in looks and in character. He was like their father, Siul: tall, broad-shouldered and strong-armed, with straight brown shoulder-length hair and those damned eyes… his weird eyes… which everybody noticed and frowned upon: one intense emerald green and the other pale blue, almost grey, just like their father’s. His character was also his father’s, but much calmer: patient and peaceful, totally unlike his sister. Kyra had inherited their mother’s physical traits, fortunately. But nobody knew where she had got her volcanic temperament from. 
 
    “Are you leaving again? You only just got here!” said Kyra reproachfully, taking a step back. Her eyes were fixed on the weapons Ikai carried, and her face hardened. 
 
    Ikai lowered his eyes. “I’ve been summoned…” 
 
    Kyra frowned, and her eyes sparkled. “You shouldn’t go with them, you know. What you do is wrong.” 
 
    Unable to look her in the eye, Ikai remained silent. “Let your brother be, he does what he’s told, for us, for his family,” scolded her mother, panting from the effort. 
 
    Ikai watched Solma come up to them, a hoe in her hand. The strength of this woman made his eyes moist. She had raised them both practically on her own. The Eyes-of-the-God had taken their father soon after Ikai turned ten, they never heard from him again. Ikai thought him dead, since those the Enforcers of the Gods took away ended up in the mines or the Eternal City, the Gods’ dwelling. And nobody returned from there alive. Solma had raised them with great economy in order to fulfill the quotas, and even now that she was sick in the lungs she still struggled on their behalf, going out to work in the field every morning only to be forced to stop before noon with blood at the corners of her mouth, beaten by the illness. 
 
    “I don’t want him to do anything for me. Not for those false Gods and the despots who serve them among our people!” cried Kyra, clenching her fists. 
 
    Solma and Ikai straightened up, as if whipped by fear, and remained stiff. 
 
    “Kyra, be quiet, for the sake of our lives!” Solma scolded in a hoarse whisper, fear shadowing her face. 
 
    Ikai looked around at once, fear lying on his chest like a slab of stone. If a Proxy of the Regent had heard her she would end up in the quarry, or something worse… Luckily there was nobody near, only acres and acres of tilled fields and a few crows on a distant fence to the east. “Kyra, be careful, you mustn’t raise your voice like that, you put yourself in danger… you put all of us in danger. If they take you away I won’t be able to do anything for you. The privileges of my position as a Hunter are few…” 
 
    Kyra shook her fiery mane and seemed to reflect. “All right,” she protested, waving her hands. “I only say what we all think,” she said in a low voice, and kicked a clot of dirt. 
 
    “I know you don’t approve of what I do, but it lets us obtain coin, and that allows me to buy medicine in Osaen, for Mother, for you. Very few can…” 
 
    “We’ll find another way, don’t sell your soul to the Gods for a few coins. If we sell ourselves, if we give up and become absolutely submissive to those pitiless Gods, we’ll remain a slave people for all eternity.” 
 
    “It’s the only way I have…” 
 
    “We’re the Senoca, the People of the Sea. Look at us, Ikai,” Kyra said, pointing at the fields around them. “They deny us the sea, they force us to work the fields without pause, starving us with quotas we can’t fulfill. We have nothing. We are nothing but a slave people.” 
 
    Ikai swallowed. “We are slaves of the Golden, and so it has been for more than a thousand years. It’s not going to change today.” 
 
    “And so it will go on if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “Why are you like this today?” 
 
    Kyra raised her hands to the sky and cried out in rage. 
 
    “Ughhhhh! You’re right, it’s just that today is not just any day and I wanted to spend it with you, I don’t want to see you go…” 
 
    Ikai smiled. “You remembered?” 
 
    “How could I forget, tuna head!” Kyra said, laughing, and pushed him hard. 
 
    “Happy birthday, my son!” Solma said, and a wide smile lit up her face. For a moment Ikai saw his mother happy, something which rarely happened, and the good woman’s face seemed to be rejuvenated. For a brief moment the lost beauty Ikai remembered surged up from her joyful heart. 
 
    “Thanks, Mother,” said Ikai with a look of tender understanding, which his mother returned. Seeing her happy, even for just a moment, was the best gift Ikai could wish for. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re eighteen already. You’re a man. The man of the family. You’re so much like your father…” she said stroking his hair. “Remember your father, remember the family, that must always come first. Keep it in mind, my son. Without a family we’re nothing more than a speck of dust carried away by the wind.” 
 
    Ikai nodded and smiled at her gratefully. 
 
    “I have a gift for you, come with me,” Kyra said, sounding happier now. “It’s a surprise. I think you’ll like it.” She took his hand and led him to the back of the house. 
 
    A centenary oak rose there like an imposing guardian protecting the small, humble dwelling. Kyra bent over the massive roots and picked up an object wrapped in a linen cloth. 
 
    “Here, it’s for you,” she said with a smile, impatience gleaming in her ruby eyes. 
 
    Ikai unwrapped the object and uncovered a leather string with a wood carving: a perfectly detailed seahorse. He looked at it with his mouth open. 
 
    “It’s… it’s beautiful…” 
 
    “Then, you like it?” 
 
    “Like it? I love it!” 
 
    Kyra hugged her brother and shook him, happiness all over her face. It made Ikai’s heart leap with joy. 
 
    “Thank you very much, little sis,” he said, and hung it around his neck. 
 
    Ikai sighed. He worried about Kyra. Lately her overwhelming vitality was dwindling; the scarcity of food was reducing the flames of her spirit to embers, no matter how much she tried to hide it. Ikai was well aware that his sister was hungry, just as their mother was, just as the whole Senoca people were. Hunger, a slave people’s fate. Too few were the days when they had enough to eat; even fewer those when they went to sleep with something hot in their stomachs. 
 
    “There, you’re lost in the depths of the sea of thoughts again,” said Kyra, as she passed her hand in front of his contrasting eyes. 
 
    Ikai smiled and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “There’s something else I want to show you,” she said, weighing a dagger in her hand with an intriguing look. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Kyra took six careful steps away from the oak. She pointed with her left hand. “See that knot?” 
 
    Ikai nodded. It was half way up the trunk, a lump the size of a small apple. 
 
    With a flash, Kyra reached behind her head with her right hand and threw the dagger. It stuck right in the center of the knot. 
 
    Ikai opened his eyes wide with shock. He himself would not have been able to hit the target at that distance, and he had been trained in the use of weapons since the age of twelve, when he had joined the Hunters. “Awesome. I see you’ve been practicing what I taught you.” 
 
    “Whenever I can. I like it when you show me how to fight, it makes me feel stronger, braver and safer.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing thrower, much better than I…” 
 
    “Unfortunately I’m no good with the sword,” she admitted. “We must train more.” 
 
    “When I come back, I promise.” 
 
    Kyra nodded, happy. 
 
    “But remember what I always tell you: what I teach you is for your own protection; don’t let anybody see that you know how to fight. It’s forbidden by the law of the Gods. If a Proxy discovers you you’ll be sent to the quarries, to forced labor.” 
 
    “They won’t discover me, those sons of a hyena rarely visit the fields. They prefer the city and the bigger villages where there’s some comfort.” 
 
    Ikai was not happy about his sister’s reply. The danger was very real. Very few men were allowed to carry weapons; they were only slaves. The Proxies under command of the Regent Sesmok kept firm control. Carrying a weapon without permission was considered an offense against the Golden Gods, and any offense against the divinities was punished with death. The slaves could not be armed; the Gods made sure of that through their servants among men. 
 
    “Don’t be so trusting. If instead of a Proxy an Eye-of-the-God discovers you, an Enforcer of the Gods, he’ll kill you. And the Eyes, with their Executors, roam the six counties, controlling everything that happens, directly informing the gods.” Ikai shook his head. “You must be more careful about everything. I don’t know who puts those rebel ideas in your stubborn, crazy head, but you must learn to stay quiet or we’ll all end up dead. If you don’t want to do it for me, at least do it for Mother. She couldn’t bear to lose you, you know that. Not after Father.” 
 
    Kyra’s expression changed at the mention of their father. A shadow fell on her face, the light in her eyes went out and she bent her head. She was thoughtful for a moment. She sighed deeply, as if letting out all her wariness. 
 
    “All right, for Mother I’ll stay quiet, but that won’t change the way I feel.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Ikai’s Ring vibrated again. His mind was filled by a white luminosity and an image was projected into his mind. His Hunting Party was calling; he had to leave. 
 
    “Go, don’t worry,” Kyra said. “I’ll take care of Mother and the farm.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Kyra kissed his cheek in farewell. 
 
    “May the depth of Mother Sea guide your head, and her greatness be in your soul.” 
 
    “Thank you, little sis,” replied Ikai. “We are the Senoca; from Mother Sea we come and to Mother Sea we shall return.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After giving their mother a farewell hug, Ikai traveled west for three days until he reached the Hill of Skies. From the top he could see a great part of the Sixth County. He shaded his eyes with his hand and looked out over the landscape, which was something he always liked to do. Countless tilled fields extended among the tributaries of the great river. Most Senoca families lived off cereals and fruits and depended on the benevolence of the floods from the great river. They were a people of farmers, they lived and died by the grace of the harvests, at the mercy of the weather and the river. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. We are the Senoca, the people of the Sea, condemned by the Gods to work the fields eternally. We, who once rode the waves proudly and sailed the oceans pushed by the winds, will never set eyes on our beloved Mother Sea again.  
 
    Six armed men arrived at the summit. Ikai took a good look at them. They were young men, strong and with rough faces: fighters. After them came their leader, a middle-aged man, tall, strong, of imposing bearing. His weathered face was marked by a tremendous scar which ran down the right side from temple to chin. His long black hair was braided in the old-fashioned style. His eyes were black as a moonless night and shone intensely. Ikai knew it was with intelligence. 
 
    “Hunter Ikai,” he greeted hoarsely. 
 
    “Master Hunter Sejof,” Ikai replied respectfully, with a slight bow. 
 
    “The Hunters have been summoned,” Sejof said in a solemn voice. 
 
    They all went down on one knee, presented their rings with the eagle symbol and looked at their leader. Ikai nodded at Ismes and smiled at Yestas. He knew the group well; he had trained with them for years under their Master’s command. Ismes and Yestas were like brothers to Ikai. Sejof took out a thick crystalline disc and held it in one hand, on which he wore an arcane gauntlet. Both gauntlet and disc were made by the Gods. Ikai stared at the golden pip in the heart of the disc. Sejof placed it over the Ring on his left arm. He ran the artifact over the royal eagle engraving which identified him. The ring flashed, as if replying to the disc. It rose above the Ring, and the Master moved his hand away. The disc remained hovering in the air a hand-span above his arm, then began to gleam with an intense silver light. Ikai had already witnessed that ritual before, but it never ceased to fascinate him. The disc sent out a beam of silver light towards the northeast, then after a moment, stopped shining. 
 
    “We’ll camp here. Leave at dawn,” Sejof ordered, pointing in the direction the disc had shown. 
 
    “How many fugitives, Master?” 
 
    “Half a dozen.” 
 
    “They won’t manage to cross.” 
 
    “I’m afraid this time is different. I’ve a bad feeling,” Sejof said, putting the disc away. 
 
    Ikai looked at him, surprised. No one could cross, no one who was not an Enforcer of the Gods or a Hunter in their service. But he nodded and prepared mentally for a new hunt. 
 
    With the first light the Hunters set out. They marched for ten days at a hunting pace until they reached the great forests in the West. They followed the direction indicated by the disc until they found the fugitives’ trail. When they came close to the Boundary they stopped. 
 
    Sejof checked the trees around. 
 
    “Find the spot where they tried to cross.” 
 
    The seven men left at once. It did not take them long to find it. Ismes pointed it out: “It was here, Master.” 
 
    They gathered around the spot. Ikai looked at what his fellow hunter was pointing and was speechless. On the ground he could make out a thin gold line, almost translucent, but which became more solid the more he looked at it. It was the Boundary established by the Golden Gods. No man could cross it. A terrible death awaited those who tried to do so without permission from the Gods. Ikai had seen it before; it was certainly atrocious. But what shocked him was that the trail crossed the barrier and continued on the other side. 
 
    It’s happened. They’ve crossed. But it can’t be. The Rings of the Gods can’t be broken, they’re made of a material which resists fire and steel. Nobody can find freedom. Nobody can cross and escape. How did they do it?  
 
    “By all that’s sacred!” Sejof exclaimed, looking worried. He bent over to look at the prints and shook his head, then straightened up and looked at his men. 
 
    “Not a word to anyone, your life is at stake!” he said in a tone which left no room for doubt. 
 
    The Hunters nodded. 
 
    If this were known… there’d be hope… we could all escape the confinement we’re subjected to. But it would bring death… Ikai thought, his mind troubled. He remembered his sister’s determined face. She would try to cross it without a second thought if she knew there was a possibility. And she would die. He shook his head. Ikai recalled one of his first hunts, when a poor man had amputated his ringed arm, thinking he could cross that way. Ikai had tried to stop him, but he had been too late. The poor wretch crossed. When his body came in contact with the barrier he went up in flames. He died, charred, amid screams of agony. 
 
    The Master Hunter took a step toward the discovery, following the trail, and stretched out his arm. The Ring buzzed jarringly, and Sejof’s arm began to tremble violently. 
 
    “The Boundary,” he said with a grunt of pain. 
 
    The Hunters caught up with him and stretched out their arms. The shaking began at once. 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath. He stepped forward with his arm extended so that the Hunter’s badge of his Ring would cross the forbidden fringe, announcing to the Gods that one of their Hunters was going to cross over. The Ring gave off a silver gleam on contact with the barrier and Ikai saw the eagle engraving shine strongly. He had been announced. He passed his whole body across. Spasms of pain overwhelmed him as he crossed the translucent barrier. He fell to the ground amid uncontrolled convulsions, in visceral torment. His mind exploded in pain and he lost consciousness. 
 
    When he came to, he did not know where he was or how long it had been. His whole body, his mind, were still undergoing torture as if thousands of hot pins were being stuck in him. But he was alive. The Gods had allowed him to cross. He looked around and saw his fellow hunters trying to recover, just as he was. Sejof was already standing and scanning the forest with his bow at the ready. Ikai prepared his, nocked an arrow and stood beside the Master while he tried to clear his mind. A moment later Ismes, Yestas and the rest of the group were with them, their weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Let’s go. The trail goes into the woods, to the north.” 
 
    The group of hunters made their way into the forest. The trail was easy to follow, even on that abrupt terrain and among the dense vegetation. Although the Hunters were expert trackers, on this occasion even a blind man could have followed the trail. The more they advanced, the wilder and more primitive the forest and flora around them became. Ikai knew it would be the same with the fauna, and this made him uneasy. 
 
    Suddenly Sejof stopped and crouched. They all followed his example. Ikai could smell danger — or was it something else? It was… blood. Sejof made a sign, and they gathered around him in a semicircle. Ikai looked at the ravine in front of them. Sejof pointed two fingers to his eyes and then south. In the deepest part, by a brook, Ikai saw bushes with abundant blood which stained the water red. They watched for a while in silence, waiting tensely, but there did not seem to be anything alive down there. Sejof gestured to Ikai, Ismes and Yestas to follow him, and the four began their descent into the ravine. From their elevated position on the edge the other hunters covered them with their bows in case of any threat. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the ravine with some difficulty and went to the place where the blood contaminated the crystal clear brook. They moved carefully, on the alert, following the trail of blood as far as a sharp bend. Ikai looked ahead and was left stunned and speechless. In the deepest part of the ravine, lay half a dozen bodies grotesquely mauled and piled up. Wherever they looked, there was blood and the human remains of some terrible butchery. Not even Sejof could react. The four of them stayed staring at the macabre scene. 
 
    “What… what beast could do a thing like this?” Ikai managed to mutter at last. 
 
    “It must have been a bloodthirsty pack… of beasts,” Ismes said with a frown. 
 
    “Yes, but what kind of beasts?” Yestas asked uneasily. 
 
    Sejof shook his head and moved forward warily. He examined the first bodies and came back. 
 
    “It’s them,” he said. “Their escape ended here, here ends our hunt. What’s killed them is something that doesn’t concern us. We’re hunters of men, at the service of the Gods. When the prey dies, the hunt is over. We’re going back.” 
 
    Ikai felt a chill run down his back as if someone had poured a pitcher of cold water over him. Out here they were not the predator kings. The Gods had erected the Boundary to prevent their slaves from escaping, and for more than a thousand years the predators had reigned and evolved at leisure beyond it, without any contact with humans. This was wild territory, and extremely dangerous. 
 
    We’d better get out of here, the sooner the better.  
 
    Suddenly, a chilling roar sounded behind, above them. The four turned with bows ready, hearts beating like galloping horses. They heard screams and a tremendous bray. Two of the hunters toppled off the top of the ravine and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Damnation! Cover them!” shouted Sejof, and they ran to them. 
 
    Ikai looked at his fallen comrades, and his blood froze in his veins. Kilten’s thorax was open from side to side, as if the huge claw of a wild animal had mauled him. He was dead. A bear or a tiger of enormous size, he thought. Moltes was still breathing, but there was a terrible bite on one shoulder and lacerations in his stomach. 
 
    “Help…” he moaned, his eyes on Ikai. 
 
    Above, they heard more screams and roaring; the fight was still going on. They raised their bows, but they could not see more than shadows above the undergrowth. 
 
    “We have no shot!” cried Sejof. “Ismes! Yestas! With me! Ikai, you stay, don’t let him die.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” replied Ikai as he saw them running uphill through the brush. 
 
    He bent over, putting his bow aside, and tore off a piece of his tunic to improvise a bandage. His comrade was losing a lot of blood and he had to act quickly. 
 
    “Easy, Moltes, I’ll patch you up, you won’t die.” He pressed the wound and bandaged it. “Hold on, pal, hold on,” he encouraged him, trying to hide his anguish. 
 
    Suddenly an enormous shadow flew over him, followed by a dull sound and the crushing of branches and brush, Ikai looked up in alarm. As though from a nightmare, a huge beast appeared before him. He saw an enormous body with matted fur covered in dirt and blood. A wild bear head roared defiantly. The beast was huge; standing on its two legs it was more than a head taller than he was himself. Ikai’s heart nearly jumped out of his mouth as he stood up. He took out his sword. The touch of the cold metal pommel awoke the trained warrior inside him, displacing his fear. With his other hand he grasped the dagger he carried at his belt. 
 
    A huge claw searched for his neck. His reflexes and Hunting training took over. He threw himself to one side to avoid the claw. The beast roared again and lunged at him. Ikai thrust the sword in deep, feeling for the heart. He received a brutal claw blow in his side. Pain burst out in his mind but he did not budge. He knifed the beast again and again with both weapons, trying to hit some vital organ. A new laceration on his chest made him cringe with pain. But in his mind there was only one idea: he had to keep stabbing or die. 
 
    The open jaws of the beast went for his face. The stench of its breath invaded him and he was overwhelmed by fear. He was lost. All of a sudden the beast arced and roared in furious rage. At the top of the gully Ikai saw his comrades shooting at the monster. But the beast tried to claw his neck. Seeing himself lost, Ikai tried to protect himself with his arm. The fangs of the beast bit into it hard, only to meet the Ring on his wrist. Ikai knifed it again, this time in the neck. In the midst of a chilling roar he received a tremendous blow on his head and shoulder. The sword fell from his hand. He fell to his knees and was left helpless. Dizzily he tried to fix his gaze, but everything was blurred and he saw something strange, something that could not be: the eyes of the bear were not those of an animal; they looked human… but it could not be… 
 
    The beast brayed. 
 
    And darkness took him. 
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    We shall not die here today, my dear friend, of that you may be sure!” promised the traveler, his intense gaze penetrating the worsening blizzard which was swirling through the night. “The situation is growing more entangled, but fear not: Haradin is here to protect you from the cold and the lethargy from which there can be no return.” 
 
    The storm lashed at the Ampar Mountains, blanketing in a mantle of white every step of Haradin’s path. He advanced like a determined pilgrim climbing the winding mountain trail. In the shadow of that immense rocky formation the traveler fought against the elements like a tiny boat striving to avoid capsizing in raging, icy seas. 
 
    With each passing moment he felt his meager reserves of strength waning, eaten up by the exertion. Even so, the tall, gaunt traveler continued onward, unfazed by the elements. He shook off the snow that covered his long blond hair and pulled his hood back into place. At twenty-five years of age, thanks to an unusually perilous life, he had already faced his share of dangerous situations; unfortunately this was turning by leaps and bounds into another of those.  
 
    The freezing mountain wind howled, forcing its way through his dirty garments, now unrecognizable below the layer of crystal snowflakes. He sought refuge among the nearby oaks, taking shelter under one of the mightiest. Leaning his staff against the trunk he set his satchel on the ground, dusted off the snow that was covering his arm and pulled the woolen glove off with his teeth. 
 
    He half-opened his overcoat and pushed aside the blanket he was carrying tight against his chest to protect his precious load: a beautiful child who had just completed his first year of existence in a cruel world. The infant was tied to his torso with an improvised fastener of goatskin and linen cloths. The little one looked at him with enormous emerald eyes and smiled joyfully, apparently immune to the storm that sought to devour them. 
 
    Haradin was aware that time was running out; the cold would soon make its mark on the little boy. A feeling of anguish took over his soul, gripping him by the stomach. He pondered for a moment the possibility of seeking refuge in the rocky slopes, but bearing in mind the strength of the storm there was no guarantee he would find enough protection to save the child. He shielded his eyes with his hand, trying to guess how much of the journey was left before they reached the end of the tortuous path. But the inhospitable night would not allow it. 
 
    “We’re getting close. The end of this infernal flight is right there, almost within arm’s reach,” he reassured the child. He recalled the beginning of the frenetic flight he had set forth on a week ago, to save the tot’s life. The escape had been full of danger. Their sinister pursuers had been very close to catching them... too close. Fortunately, he had been able to hide their trail and elude their trackers in the nick of time. 
 
    However, something inside—an uneasy feeling of alarm—continued to warn Haradin of danger nearby. Unfortunately, in the heart of the storm in the middle of the night, it was impossible to confirm anything. By the same token, their pursuers would have serious difficulties finding their tracks. The gusts of wind and the heavy snowfall would have instantly erased his footsteps, leaving in their place a snow-white blanket. He tried to catch sight of any pursuers in the distance, but it was impossible. He sharpened his ears, paying absolute attention, but all he could hear was the gusts of wind through the trees and the moaning sound as it swept over the side of the mountain. He faced the valley they had left behind, closed his gray eyes and inhaled deeply. His mind tried to capture any strange odor, anything out of place, but he noticed nothing. The cold was too intense. 
 
    “It’s all right, little one, Haradin will protect you. Soon we’ll reach our destination and be safe at last.” 
 
    He gazed tenderly at the little boy, who on hearing his voice began to wave his arms and babble happily. Haradin closed his eyes, uttered a spell, and conjured up an enchantment that wrapped the baby in a pleasant halo of warmth.  
 
    “Now that’s better, isn’t it, little imp? We can’t let you freeze.” 
 
    He covered the child again, then used the same protective spell he had used on the baby on himself. Unfortunately there was little else he could do. I would sell my soul to be able to fight off this weariness. But my Gift cannot help me there. Nor will it alleviate the stabbing pains caused by my overexertion or create a refuge where we might find shelter. He slung his satchel over his back, picked up his staff and resumed the ascent with an unshakable determination to reach the summit and find the refuge they so desperately needed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later Haradin crested the summit of the mountain, exhausted but triumphant. From there the path gave way to a large flatland surrounded by oaks and vegetation buried under the snow. The plain led to a distant valley between the lower peaks of the mountain range. 
 
    Sighing deeply, he tried to release the tension that had been distressing him for so long. He had finally arrived at his destination: the small village of Orrio, situated at the end of the valley which was opening up before his eyes. It seemed as if at the same time they had gained a refuge from nature, for the snowstorm was losing intensity and the icy wind had almost completely died down. This was the end of the journey, the place he had chosen to hide the child from the fatal destiny that was relentlessly pursuing him. In that small, remote town, isolated from civilization, surrounded and protected by these impenetrable mountains, he would be safe. 
 
    The region was under the dominion of the proud Norriel, whose origins had been lost in the annals of time. Grouped into thirty sister tribes, they reigned over the highlands and had done so since the dawn of man. These lands were rarely visited by strangers, due as much to their inaccessibility as to the distrust their inhabitants inspired. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here, little one; no one will find you in these faraway mountains. Just a little while longer... one last effort and we’ll be safe, my happy little companion.” 
 
    Suddenly Haradin heard a strange sound, like a muffled whisper behind him. Alarmed, he immediately stopped in his tracks, spun around and saw a dark figure huddled down just a few steps away. 
 
    One of their pursuers! 
 
    An Assassin, without a doubt. 
 
    The killer was well-concealed by a dark cloak; the only visible feature of his face was the glimmer in his eyes. His arms, hands, legs—his entire body—was covered in black, as if a shadow had come alive, as if a malignant darkness had been reincarnated as a living being. Fortunately on that snow-covered terrain he was discernible. Haradin studied him carefully. 
 
    I wasn’t mistaken; my instincts warned me faithfully. I sensed that danger was near. Something within whispered to me, and here he is, ready to put an end to our lives. 
 
    “What are you looking for, servant of the shadows?” Haradin asked coldly. 
 
    “You know full well what I am looking for, Mage of the Four Elements,” whispered the Assassin, his voice revealing the accent of a faraway land. “It is what you are hiding beneath your garments.”  
 
    “Turn around and return to the world of shadows from whence you came.” 
 
    “My mission is to end the life of the Marked,” responded the Assassin in a calm voice, very sure of himself. “My lord and master has entrusted me with a mission of blood, and blood must be spilled. Deliver the Marked to me and I will allow you to leave here with your life.” 
 
    Haradin smiled, full of irony. 
 
    “Do you truly believe that I am going to hand over this defenseless child so that you can sacrifice him? I am his protector, and you will have to finish me off first; no harm shall come to him as long as I am alive.” 
 
    “My daggers are poised, waiting for the order to spill and drink the red fluid of life.” 
 
    Haradin was not intimidated. 
 
    “Another of your dark brothers caught up with me three days ago. He too was sure he would finish me off, but the only thing he managed to do was to kill my poor horse. I had no choice but to send him back to the darkness from which you both came. If you wish to meet the same destiny, the decision is yours. I will not allow you near this baby.” 
 
    “If that is your desire... We shall see who survives this time, Mage.”  
 
    Haradin tensed and wielded his staff in a defensive stance. He had already established in the two previous encounters with these assassins that they were lethal—supremely deadly. He was not familiar with the secrets of the arcane art they used, but he had withstood the superhuman agility and speed of these executioners, as well as their dark abilities. After his first encounter with them—which he survived by sheer luck—he had ended up poisoned. As a consequence of the second he bore two deep cuts on his chest and back that were not yet healed. And his left arm was still partially crippled. 
 
    The black silhouette crouching in the snow showed him two daggers with curved blades. He made a sudden gesture as he whispered the words of an incantation. A brief flash of reddish light washed over the Assassin’s body and daggers. 
 
    Haradin instantly identified this as the use of dark magic. The Assassin had invoked a mortal ability to be used against him. This enemy was not a Mage as he was himself; he could feel that. The Gift was not as strong in the Assassin, but he possessed a source of power. Haradin could recognize them: men with the ability to carry out impossible feats.  
 
    “Much time and discipline are required to command the Gift... Who is your master?”  
 
    “Of my lord you will learn nothing.” 
 
    “You are not from these lands... Where do you come from?” 
 
    “You will not get me to reveal anything to you.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye the Assassin attacked. He vaulted forward with an astounding agility, more like a great feline than a human, so that he reached an unimaginable height. As he executed the leap, with a snap of his right hand he threw a metal object and followed through his movement.  
 
    Haradin reacted instinctively. He invoked the force of the wind and fixed his eyes on the Assassin who was in mid-leap, directing his aim and increasing the power of the spell with his staff. The spell exited it with a short but intense explosion of blinding white an instant before the Assassin reached him. Its energy struck the Assassin full on, with the strength of a gale-force wind, exploding on contact. A deafening crack surged forth from the impact, as if a massive branch of a tree had broken off. The Assassin, forcefully driven back, shot through the air. He slammed into the ground, then tried to get up but was unable to. He clutched his ribs; he was wounded. 
 
    “You are powerful, Mage... very fast... extremely fast,” said the dark figure with an agonized moan. 
 
    “You will not catch your prey this day, Assassin. Only death awaits you here.” 
 
    “Perhaps... but nothing will stop me from achieving my goal. Dishonoring my master is punished by torture and an unbearable death.” 
 
    The Assassin placed his right hand on the snow and managed to push himself up. The pain showed on his face. Seeing his opportunity, Haradin began to cast another spell. But with inhuman velocity the Assassin took a black ball from his belt and shattered it on the ground in front of the Mage.  
 
    A cloud of black smoke engulfed Haradin.  
 
    Disoriented, he hesitated; he could not see the Assassin and therefore was unable to aim the spell at him. He could not get his bearings. 
 
    Suddenly, as if materializing out of nowhere, the Assassin appeared in front of Haradin, poised to slit his throat. The two bloodthirsty daggers, crossed in a slashing motion, sought his neck. Haradin tried to take a step back to avoid the attack, but was unable to. His left leg was paralyzed; it simply would not move. His heart skipped a beat. He managed to pull his head back just enough to escape the reach of the daggers at the last instant. A stinging on his chin told him he had been cut. He looked at his useless leg and saw a small metal object sticking out of his thigh. He had not noticed it before. 
 
    He’s crippled me with a paralyzing poison! 
 
    Haradin raised his staff and quickly conjured a powerful flash of light. The explosion blinded the Assassin. Haradin leaned to one side, dodging his opponent’s attack as it brushed past his cheek. 
 
    I have to finish him off right now. This Assassin is too dangerous; now’s my chance. He pointed his staff at his enemy, who was already preparing to attack again. Haradin immediately muttered an incantation. 
 
    A deafening burst of thunder crashed in the night. 
 
    A bolt of lightning was unleashed on the black figure. 
 
    Struck down in mid-leap by the lethal bolt, the Assassin fell to the ground. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    Haradin, shaken to his very soul, swiftly pulled his coat open. Luckily he found the little one smiling and waving his arms as if pleading for more action, apparently excited by all the commotion. Thankfully, he had not been harmed. 
 
    The Mage sighed, greatly relieved. He smiled at the child and with a deep feeling of joy stroked his little nose. 
 
    “You liked all that action, didn’t you, little one? You have the soul of a fighter, I can tell already.” 
 
    He tucked the child back under his coat, then examined his lifeless leg and found the small dart that was stuck in his thigh. He pulled it out and looked across at the Assassin lying dead in the snow.  
 
    Almost... 
 
    Without wasting another moment Haradin began the last part of his journey, dragging his useless leg. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The house was dark. It was not large, but it was welcoming. A structure of the Norriel: built almost entirely of stone, with wood trimming. Half-home, half-farm, it housed a family and a few head of cattle. A necessary pairing for survival in the highlands. The roof was covered with snow, and since the chimney was still giving out a dancing thread of smoke, Haradin assumed the residents were sleeping in the warmth of the embers of a smoldering fire. 
 
    He approached the door and knocked. He was so exhausted he could barely stand. But thanks to the heavens, he had reached the final destination of his flight. The door opened slowly, but no-one appeared. The interior was completely dark, and as it was the middle of the night he could make nothing out. Haradin slowly removed the hood which protected his head so that his face would be revealed. 
 
    “Ulis, it’s me, Haradin!” he called out, directing his words into the darkness of the entrance. “I need your help!” he pleaded. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened; only silence and tension hung on the threshold. Something bright and metallic appeared in the doorway, and Haradin soon realized it was the tip of a Norriel sword pointed at his neck. He stood perfectly still, not even daring to breathe. A few seconds later a muscular arm appeared, brandishing the sword. Finally a powerfully-built man came out. 
 
    “I see that hospitality in the highlands is as frigid as ever,” Haradin commented with a smile. 
 
    “Only a crazy man or an idiot wakes a sleeping bear in the mountains in the dead of night,” the man replied gruffly as he lowered his sword. “Mirta!” he said toward the inside of the house. “You can put down your bow. There’s no danger here. It’s our friend Haradin.”  
 
    “Are you sure, husband?” came a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry. Come out and welcome him.” 
 
    Mirta came to the door with the string of her bow still drawn back, the arrow still nocked. She smiled and relaxed when she saw the unsteady traveler at her doorstep.  
 
    “It’s been a long time, my traveling friend. It gladdens my heart to see you in one piece. You look very tired. How is it that you’ve arrived in the middle of the night during a winter storm?” Mirta asked, her face showing profound concern, as if she sensed danger. “You hadn’t warned us of your visit the way you’ve always done. Is everything all right?”  
 
    “Everything is fine, Mirta. I just need to catch my breath.” 
 
    Ulis approached the Mage, beaming, as he prepared to hug him. 
 
    Haradin put his hand up to stop him. 
 
    “I bring with me a small traveling companion who requires immediate attention. He is hungry and tired,” he said. At the same time he unfastened his coat and showed them the little boy with emerald eyes.  
 
    Ulis stared at the baby in astonishment. “But... what in the world... I don’t understand...” he exclaimed, completely stunned. “What are you doing with a baby in the middle of a snowstorm, you crazy Mage?”  
 
    Mirta, on the other hand, reacted immediately on seeing the child. She dropped her bow and went running to the Mage to take the baby into her protective arms. 
 
    “I knew something was going on. I felt it in my gut.” 
 
    “Norriel women have always had that virtue,” answered Haradin with a wink. 
 
    “Boy or girl?” Mirta asked while making sure the baby was well. 
 
    “It’s a boy. His name is Komir.” 
 
    “Let’s go in where it’s warm—you both must be frozen!” exclaimed Mirta. She guided them inside, all the while rocking the baby in her arms. 
 
    A feeling of relief and immeasurable solace radiated from Haradin’s very soul, as if all the fatigue, all the pain in his weary muscles, all the tension of the long and dangerous escape, had disappeared in an instant, to be replaced by a feeling of wellbeing as sweet as honey. 
 
    “Refuge at last...” he murmured. 
 
    And he collapsed, exhausted. 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    ______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Eighteen years later, in the heart of the Norriel highlands, Komir was hiding behind a rock; surrounded by tall undergrowth, waiting for his elusive prey. He felt fidgety. The sky was clear, with just two small white clouds dotting the celestial canvas. The sun shone radiantly that morning, its smile shedding a golden glow over the fields and lighting up the great forest to the east. 
 
    The longed-for spring had finally arrived. The whole forest had awakened and now pulsed with life. Komir turned around slowly, trying not to make any noise. He breathed in the mountain air and pulled back his long brown hair with a leather tie. He lifted his hand above his emerald eyes to try to make out his village, Orrio, in the distance but they were too high in the mountains. 
 
    He looked around him. Really nice day today! But what would really make this a perfect day would be to catch the deer they had been stalking all morning. Winter had been long and hard, and his stomach was as empty as the meager reserve of provisions they had left. If they did not get some meat soon they would be in trouble; they had almost nothing left to barter, and they had already run out of grain a few weeks back. The mountains were beautiful but unforgiving, and learning to survive was essential —that was a maxim Komir knew well. He checked the direction of the wind to make sure he was hidden facing into it. That way any animal that came out of the forest would not be able to detect him. Nothing worse than being surprised by a hungry gray bear. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, trying to pick up the scent of the deer on the breeze which blew in his direction. The delicate art of hunting required skills thoroughly committed to memory—and extreme patience, as his father had repeatedly reminded him on each and every one of the countless hunts they had been on. He picked up the hunting bow resting at his side and verified that it was in perfect condition. All he could do now was to wait in silence for the precious catch. 
 
    After an hour, he finally picked up on the presence of the prey. Ever so carefully, without making the slightest sound, he stretched his neck and peered out over the undergrowth. 
 
    There it was! A magnificent, good-sized deer was approaching. Timidly. Cautiously.  
 
    To the east, at the edge of the forest, he noticed a silhouette moving stealthily, expertly directing the skittish animal toward Komir. He mentally prepared for the shot. He could not miss; they needed this meat. He breathed in, filled his lungs, and drew back the arrow, pulling his right hand to his cheek in a quick, trained movement. He took careful aim, then waited an instant for the right moment. 
 
    He exhaled. The arrow sped on its way. The unsuspecting animal collapsed with the arrow stuck in its heart. Komir stood up from his hiding place and shouted with joy. 
 
    “Great shot, son!” Ulis congratulated him as he came running out of the forest. The expert hunter was carrying a bow in one hand and a leather bag and quiver filled with arrows was slung on his back. He was dressed in his typical hunting attire: a doublet with tanned leather pants, both dyed a dark green. On his feet he wore lightweight, weather-beaten leather boots. Komir never remembered seeing his father dressed any other way—whether in spring, summer, or the dead of winter. As was customary for him when hunting, Ulis had covered his face and hair with mud to blend in better with the underbrush and avoid drawing the attention of his prey. Komir looked at his own clothes and realized he was dressed identically, down to the same mud stains and the same dirty face. He could not help smiling. 
 
    “Thank you, father. You taught me well, even though I’m not half the hunter you are. Nor do I think I ever will be.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to find the deer’s tracks in the ravine this morning. I don’t know how you do it but you don’t miss a thing!” he said as he laughed admiringly. 
 
    “I wish! I almost lost the tracks on two different occasions. I have to admit it was more luck than skill that I was able to find them again.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much. I don’t know how you did it this time, but you’ll have to teach me that trick.” 
 
    “Soon there’ll be nothing left for me to teach you,” Ulis answered with a smile and an expression of affection. “You learn quickly—very quickly.”  
 
    “I’m sure you still have a lot of secrets to tell me.” 
 
    “Not that many anymore.” 
 
    Komir smiled. 
 
     “Well, your mother will be very happy today; we’ll be coming back with an excellent catch. Now we’ll have meat for a while. A good day of hunting. Let’s give thanks to Ikzuge, our Goddess of the Sun and Protectress, for her blessing. There’s nothing worse for a family than deprivation. The mountains provide, but they don’t forgive mistakes. Up here a man can hunt and survive if he’s tenacious and careful, or else perish from inattention. Just this morning I saw a herd of hungry wolves in the deeper woods to the east, but luckily they didn’t detect my presence. I saw bear prints as well... You must always keep your eyes wide open and your senses alert.” 
 
    “I will, father, don’t worry.” 
 
    Ulis knelt down and began to prepare the kill for transport back to the village. In spite of his fifty-five springs and his silvery hair pulled back in a ponytail, the expert dark-eyed hunter was one of the strongest and most agile men that Komir had ever known. As a respected tracker and archer within the tribe, his opinion was always taken into account in the Tribal Council, which filled Komir with pride. To receive the same respect that the tribe gave his father was the most fervent of Komir’s wishes, though inconceivable for the moment... yet something that perhaps someday, a day in the far-off future, just maybe he would attain... Though he doubted that. 
 
    He hurried to help his father, who gave him expert instructions, as he always did. Komir already knew them all by heart, but still gladly listened. Once the preparations were finished, father and son began the long descent from the high forests to the village. 
 
    As they walked, Ulis put his arm around Komir’s shoulder and asked casually: “Nervous about tomorrow?” 
 
    Komir looked at his father. “About the Ceremony of the Bear?” 
 
    Ulis nodded. 
 
    “Well... yes, I am, a little...”  
 
    “I understand, but you shouldn’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t very much like… taking part in the tribe’s public rituals…” Komir confessed with a sigh. The truth was that he had never been fully accepted in the village. Everyone looked at him with mistrust, so whenever possible he preferred not to be the center of attention. 
 
    “Tomorrow will be a great day, trust me. You’ve already seen nineteen springs and you’ll become an adult warrior in the Ceremony of the Bear. From that moment on you’ll be a fully-fledged member of the tribe until your death. You’ll be a man, a Bikia of the Norriel. That’s something to feel very proud of.” 
 
    Komir nodded, trying to take in the importance that moment would have in his life. He would finally get to be a Bikia of the Norriel, by family and by right, and nothing and no-one could ever snatch that privilege and duty away from him. The thirty Norriel tribes honored the tradition every spring with the big ceremony. They paid tribute to the tribal warriors’ passage—both women and men—from youth to maturity. From that distinguished day on, the young people became part of the tribal society with full rights and responsibilities as Norriel warriors. 
 
    Father and son continued their descent, following the bank of the river, chatting animatedly about the grand event. After a while Komir stopped a moment, pensively looking in the direction of the distant village. Ulis turned and waited for him. 
 
    “To be honest…” he said, his voice soft, “it does worry me a little… What if I don’t do well? It’s an important day…” 
 
    Ulis smiled. “Don’t worry so much; you’ll do fine. Enjoy the ceremony and what it represents. It’s a unique and central moment in your life that you’ll always remember. Take it from this old hunter who still remembers that long-ago day when he became a Norriel Bear.” 
 
    Komir returned his father’s smile and they continued on. The two hunters arrived at the first signs of civilization in the mountains after walking along the edge of a big oak forest. Large, sturdy homes, built from rock with wooden roofs, warmly welcomed them. They stood on a spacious high plateau surrounded by a closed forest. A dozen Bikia woodcutter families lived peacefully at that altitude, forming a small community. Ulis and Komir greeted two neighbors who were guiding a cow toward their family’s house. After exchanging some of the latest local news with them, father and son continued on at a good pace.  
 
    A couple of hours later they stopped to drink some water, and Komir shared with his father his hopes for the event. 
 
    “The ceremony—the ritual itself—doesn’t worry me, I’ll endure the pain. What I’d like is to be victorious in one of the competitions... so you’d be proud of me...” 
 
    “Your mother and I will always be proud of you no matter what,” replied Ulis instantly.  
 
    Komir felt the love and support and was genuinely grateful. “Thank you, father.” 
 
    “Besides, you’ve trained well and you’re ready. I have no doubt you’ll stand out. Very few are as skillful with a sword as you. You already demonstrated that when you reached your seventeenth spring and passed the Ceremony of the Wolf. 
 
    Komir pointed to his thigh. “I have the scars to prove it,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I had to stop trying to beat you a season ago—much to my dismay,” said Ulis. He patted Komir on the shoulder and winked at him. “Master Warrior Gudin has taught you well, and what’s more, you have a natural ability with the sword. Coupled with those mountain cat reflexes of yours, you’ve got formidable skills. Believe me.”  
 
    Komir gave the trace of a smile. He was convinced his skill was due more to the arduous training the Master Warrior had subjected him to during all those years of Udag —the obligatory martial instruction that all young Norriel, both men and women, received from infancy. He had taught them to be expert fighters, a skill that would surely save their lives. His methods were rigorous and the training hard, but the results were proven. Norriel warriors were feared not only in the highlands but throughout half of the continent. It was said that there were no better warriors in the whole of western Tremia.  
 
    “The Master’s teachings helped me triumph in the final, but they really proved invaluable when the day arrived and I had to spill enemy blood and kill in combat...” 
 
    “Too true,” acknowledged Ulis as he walked beside him.  
 
    “I’ll always be grateful to the Master Warrior, for his training has already saved my life.” 
 
    “And so you should be.” 
 
    “It was a difficult experience...” 
 
    “Killing a man is a momentous event in every warrior’s life. It changes you forever. You’ll carry its imprint on your heart and never forget it. But in battle, only the best swordsmen with the steadiest temperament survive. The rest are food for the buzzards.” 
 
    Komir stopped walking and turned his eyes toward the Sun Goddess. The memory of the bloody battle he had lived through while protecting the coast from a pirate raid came back to him.  
 
    “You fulfilled your duty as a Norriel. Once the young warrior passes the Ceremony of the Wolf it is his obligation to protect his land, his family, and his tribe. If he’s required to fight, he will fight. The Wolf is the symbol of the young warrior, trained and prepared to fight in groups—in packs—surrounded by his companions. Today you are still a Wolf but tomorrow you will become a Bear. The Symbol of a full Norriel warrior, already completely trained and developed, prepared to fight for himself without need of the pack. This is what the tradition decrees, and our tradition is law. Always respect our heritage, my son, as our legacy is sacred.” 
 
    Komir nodded. “I will, Father.” 
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die.” 
 
    “Norriel we are and Norriel we shall die. Don’t worry, I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “I’m sure of that,” responded Ulis.  
 
    As the sun followed its unchanging trajectory, dropping behind the peaks of the Ampar Mountains to the west, Komir and Ulis began to see more communities. A handful of large Norriel houses dotted a wide expanse on the slopes of the mountain to the east. From the looks of the buildings, larger than those of the woodcutters they had left behind, Komir deduced they were meant for livestock. Grouped without any apparent order, they formed another small community, quite characteristic of the Norriel. In the mountains of the highlands life was hard, even cruel, and chances of survival were better when they formed small collectives. For protection, families built their homes in close proximity to the other families of the tribe.  
 
    Ulis stopped a moment to readjust the bow on his back and raised one eyebrow. “Will you take part in the unarmed combat?” he asked Komir. 
 
    “No, no! Not a chance!” Komir replied instantly. He shook his head emphatically. “Hartz is going to compete in that particular challenge. I wouldn’t go up against that giant for all the gold on the continent. You know what a brute he is—and if there’s a prize to be had he’ll take down anyone who gets between it and him.” He burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’m sure you could survive a few rounds, but I can understand why you don’t want to compete against your best friend.” 
 
    “My only friend,” Komir pointed out dejectedly. His father nodded. “But it’s not just because of that. Even though we’re the same age, that hulk is a full head taller than me and his shoulders are twice as wide as mine—not to mention his muscles are more like a bear’s than a man’s. What chance do I have against that brute? He’s too strong for me, and for anyone else. I doubt even the veterans could take him. He’s a true force of nature. His fights will be something to see.”  
 
    “I can honestly say you’ll never see me challenging him,” chuckled Ulis.  
 
    Feeling a little more cheerful, Komir looked south and then west. They were just now beginning to make out the first groups of farms, their fields cultivated on the uneven slopes of the mountain. A smile broke out on his face as soon as he saw them because he knew that just below, spread out on the plateaus and hills, several communities of farmers were waiting for them, even though from where he was he could not make them out; the rough terrain and the woods were still hiding them. Further on began the great valley that was home to the largest communities and the first villages, Orrio among them, sheltered in the protective bosom of the vast hollow. His house, to the west of the valley, rather isolated under a rocky slope, was a haven of peace and calm for his haunted spirit.  
 
    Soon they would arrive home and would enjoy a well-deserved dinner. And today it would not be turnip soup. 
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