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1.
 
    
 
   The year 301 After Dissolution. Spring.
 
    
 
   The door seemed larger than it truly was. Ominous and intimidating. It was strange to think that a year ago he had entered it gladly into the company of friends.
 
   But then it had been daytime, different circumstances and a different time which would probably never come again. Life had interrupted friendships.
 
   Arvar shook his head a bit. It was no use griping about the way things had to be and even less to be timid.
 
   He looked at his companion to make sure he was ready. The man nodded. Of course. He was always ready.
 
   Their other companions waited outside of the village with horses. This meeting needed to be in secret and waking the commoners would not do.
 
   Arvar walked up to the door and knocked softly, just so a man standing by it would hear.
 
   The door opened and a lantern could be glimpsed further inside the house. The silhouette beyond the crack wordlessly motioned for them to step inside and Arvar accepted. His companion was a few steps behind and made sure to have enough space to draw his sword in a hurry.
 
   The man who had received them closed the door and jerked his head towards the parlour, from whence the light emanated.
 
   Arvar walked there with even, calm steps and stayed calm despite the air nearly vibrating with power. Many sorceries had been woven here recently. Far more than the last time he had been here.
 
   The lady of the house gave them a curt greeting and handed each one a mug.
 
   “Greetings, Herdis,” Arvar said quietly and sipped without sniffing the contents. If he was to be murdered it would be done in a more reliable fashion.
 
   The wine was good and he watched the man who was both the master of the house and the region’s coven leader. He was broad and roughly built, with neat black hair and a beard which hadn’t started greying despite him being in his forties, more than a decade older than Arvar. He sat in a high chair flanked by guards on both sides.
 
   It was appropriate, Arvar had to concede. Though the people of this village didn’t know it, this man was a king. Or ought to be one anyway. Just as Arvar himself.
 
   “Be welcome, cousin,” Kolgrimur said severely.
 
   “My thanks for the invitation.” Arvar dropped his head slightly. A guest must be courteous, after all. Though conflict seemed certain, it hadn’t begun yet.
 
   “Why did you ask for this meeting, Arvar?” the bearded man asked. “Are you hoping that I have changed my mind?”
 
   “I am hoping we can avoid conflict, Kolgrimur. Bad enough that the covens of other lands snap at one another like hungry dogs, generation after generation. We cannot afford to let the Golden Plain coven be split. It will render us vulnerable.”
 
   Kolgrimur’s brows sank a bit and he slowly leaned forward in the chair and pointed a thick finger at Arvar.
 
   “You steer us towards strife, cousin,” he said calmly but darkly. “You are the one who violates our traditions and convince people to join you. It is you who gather arms and cause ripples among the other covens.”
 
   “We will not win the Silent War by sitting behind a shield. It takes swords.”
 
   “Tovar Savaren agreed with you. I don’t need to tell you what happened to him.”
 
   “Savaren could have triumphed if we had wanted him to.” Arvar glanced at the man who had come with him. “But he wanted to reign as a king. Not work together in partnership.”
 
   “And what do you want, cousin?” Kolgrimur asked and glared at him.
 
   “I want to work together in partnership, Kolgrimur,” Arvar replied. “Our coven deserves more than it has and it cannot have it if the Golden Plain is split between us.”
 
   “True enough, cousin.”
 
   Kolgrimur’s voice was menacing and Arvar couldn’t help but check the men closest to him for any movements. Kolgrimur had neither gained nor maintained his position without fights.
 
   “Work with me, Kolgrimur,” Arvar said and held his hands out in appeasement. “These are chaotic times. Another war between Amerstan and Kossus. King Valdimar is said to desire Pine City and the battles over Magni the Red’s domain is just beginning. And we know Peter Savaren is plotting something. We stole powerful secrets from him and his father and as soon as we master them they can deliver upon us a new future.”
 
   “My answer is no, as before. I mean to wage the Silent War with patience and endurance, as our forebearers. I don’t want you to draw our enemies to the country or give us away. Let alone both. Promise me this and you will have all the domestic peace you want.”
 
   Arvar took a deep breath.
 
   “Very well,” he sighed. “Very well. I promise to keep my plans outside of the Golden Plain for now.”
 
   “For now?” Kolgrimur said and didn’t care for the answer.
 
   “My offer still stands, Kolgrimur,” Arvar said. “And I believe I can change your mind within a year. Farewell, cousin.”
 
   He nodded to everyone present and walked out with his companion in tow. The door was closed behind them and they exited the village quietly before daring to speak.
 
   “Well, that went as expected,” Vajan said.
 
   “Yes. So we will proceed with the plan,” Arvar said.
 
   “Your cousin was right about one thing,” the warrior said with a smile. “This is dangerous. You can’t have forgotten what lurks around the Inner Sea these days?”
 
   “There has been no sign of them for months, Vajan. But that is still no excuse for recklessness. We will just have to do everything carefully and, barring any mishaps, this should work out.”
 
   --------------------
 
   Leifur rolled his head around a bit to relax his neck. The task demanded total concentration and physical soreness mustn’t interfere with the mind.
 
   He had sat on this little-used dirt road for a while now and the cool night air of Farnar was making him miserable.
 
   Leifur had wrapped himself up in the blanket that hid the ‘materials’ he would need, but it was thin and old and he had neglected to bring a hat.
 
   He wanted to be mad at himself because of it. But the demand for the spell had come at a short notice. Time had been too short for many things, including the traditional precautions.
 
   Pulling a demon into the world of men without preparation was dangerous. But now was the time for desperate measures. The enemies that would soon arrive by this road mustn’t leave Farnar alive. It would be the shame of the coven for generations and a great threat to all he loved.
 
   The contradiction was that this threat was so terrible that he was having trouble focusing on stopping it.
 
   His brethren hid among the trees and bushes on either side of the road. Everyone had arms at the ready and knew how to wield them with varying skill, but they were mostly meant for support. The ambush lay on his shoulders.
 
   Leifur pushed these thoughts away and tried to forget his emotions as he had been taught. This had to work out.
 
   The spell sizzled in his mind. The air tingled with the energy he had been taught to sense and harness. He had been taught to bathe in power that other men called unnatural and evil. Damned fools.
 
   Suddenly he heard a good impression of a crow’s call. One of his brethren had seen their approaching enemies.
 
   A few moments later he heard a faint noise that became the footsteps of several men. The moment had arrived.
 
   Leifur took a deep breath and made a final effort to clear his mind.
 
   “The moment has come,” he whispered to himself.
 
   He kept his eyes closed and focused on the spell as the footsteps approached. He went over the words yet again and exactly how he was to focus and control the power.
 
   He opened his eyes once the footsteps got uncomfortably clear. He saw a vague silhouette up ahead and five others appeared with it a moment later.
 
   They are about to notice me.
 
   Leifur stood up on his knee and let the blanket drop, revealing the unconscious adolescent on the ground. He had been chosen both for his small size and simply due to being within reach.
 
   The men stopped and braced for trouble without speaking a word. Leifur grabbed the boy’s hair and yanked it backwards. The razor-sharp knife in his left hand slid into the exposed neck in one powerful thrust.
 
   The boy’s life immediately began seeping out and weakening the divide for a few moments and Leifur rapidly recited the words while the enemies drew weapons.
 
                 The words, the death and the power he had harnessed together opened a channel into the Underworld and he pulled with his will. Pulled for something strong. Something terrible that would end this menace in moments.
 
   A piercing scream resounded through the night as the demon took on an earthly shape in front of the men: A three metre tall abomination with a mouth full of dagger teeth and claws in place of fingers. The flesh was like tree bark and flames emanated from the head like a crown.
 
   Kill! Leifur thought.
 
   Most would have screamed and fled into the night with prayers on their lips, but the men simply braced for defence with flawless coordination.
 
   The demon roared again with hatred of this world and everything within it and attacked. The foremost man dodged the claws with eerie grace and slashed back with a sword. The wound to the arm merely angered the monster. It blindly strode into the group and swiped at a man with its claws. He was thrown into the bushes with his guts out. The demon then struck again at the leader, who dodged. The claws hit a tree trunk and shattered it like packed sand.
 
   Four of the remaining men surrounded the demon and tried to hold it back with cooperation. The leader separated from the fight and headed for Leifur.
 
   Leifur’s brethren sprang out of the forest with raised weapons and battle cries on their lips.
 
   Most attacked the group dancing about the demon. Another of the foes fell as Bergur drove a spear into his back. Bergur yanked the spear out and raised it for a second thrust into the man where he lay.
 
   The demon picked Bergur up by his head, raised him high in the air and tore him in two with a scream.
 
   Leifur gaped and took his eyes of the leader even though he had now injured both men engaging him.
 
   The cold of the night cut even deeper and Leifur felt an abyss opening in his stomach. The spell had been too successful. The demon was too powerful. Its rage had no direction.
 
   A demon was loose in Farnar and Leifur’s sorcery could not contain it.
 
   The leader ran up to Leifur as the demon’s roar carried far out into the night.
 
   --------------------
 
   Katja made her way downhill and tried to calm her mind.
 
   The last year had been both good and bad. The victory over the Brotherhood of the Pit south in Baldur’s Coast had been the greatest moment of her life, but then sedentariness had followed.
 
   Sure sure, she and Serdra were honoured guests on Maron’s homestead and Serdra continued her training mercilessly. The winter had been spent on practising strength, agility, reflexes, swordplay and archery. The woman continued with everything they had gone over in Baldur’s Coast, along with skills there hadn’t been time for then. Katja had learned to fight in armour, move silently through urban areas, pick locks and survive in the woodlands. She also had an ever greater command of the stealth language and the signs.
 
   Katja got stronger and more dangerous with each passing week. And she had nothing to do with it. Not since two months ago when they went on a short journey to destroy an unremarkable earth demon dwelling on a beach.
 
   Serdra refused to discuss when they would travel again and problems didn’t come their way either. The homestead was safe and peaceful and off the beaten track. A perfect place to gather strength and discuss secret matters. But Katja had spent sixteen years in the safety of her home village and couldn’t take any more of it.
 
   She stumbled in the dark and undergrowth and leaned on her walking stick with a curse. She had yet again been too restless to sleep and so embarked on a small fishing trip to the lake above the homestead. The two trout she’d caught would make a fine addition to breakfast.
 
   Finding out that she was a Redcloak had been a great liberation. A great relief. But now that she understood her own urges she often found them even harder to deny and stay in place.
 
   Serdra had criticized her a bit for the restlessness and pointed out the potential effects on good judgement. Katja had responded by asking how her own youth had been. It had been one of the vanishingly rare conversations Serdra hadn’t won in one way or another.
 
   Perhaps the woman just didn’t remember the answer well. She was a hundred and thirty three years old, after all.
 
   Or twenty, judging by the face.
 
   Katja smiled a bit.
 
   Now I just need to outdo her in some physical way and...
 
   Katja felt a sudden sting. She froze in her tracks and gasped.
 
   It was the sensation. The one she hadn’t felt since the beach. Something had come to life. Something distant. Something unnatural and dangerous. More dangerous than the wretch at the beach, judging by the power of the feeling. Something it was in her nature to hunt down and destroy.
 
   The restlessness instantly changed into burning excitement.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to focus and sharpen her perception. She tried to pinpoint the source of the danger and determine its nature further, but with little success. There had been few opportunities to train this ability of hers.
 
   She gave up after a while and sighed.
 
   “Serdra,” she muttered and continued down the slope.
 
   Then she stopped again. Serdra had placed just as much emphasis on sharpening her sensitivity as on teaching her to fight.
 
   Someone lay in hiding ahead, in the thicket.
 
   Oh, well now.
 
   The sword was at her hip as always, but she probably wouldn’t be needing it.
 
   She placed the fishes silently on the ground and changed her grip on the staff. Then she stepped to the side and in among the trees. She had good night vision and her feel of the forest was good enough to get her between two bushes with little sound. Then she merely needed to walk stooped to vanish beneath branches.
 
   You won’t get me so easily, she thought and felt the excitement the sting had aroused wriggle within her.
 
   After a few steps she saw a person in the thicket ahead. She would have walked right past them if she had been less alert.
 
   Katja hefted the staff with both hands and headed towards the man at greater speed. He heard the rustle, but once he turned around it was too late. He had a staff of his own and tried to wield it, but Katja rose from the thicket and hit him in the forearm. He grunted and lost his weapon and Katja bonked him on the head. He fell and his partner sprang from his own hiding place and struck at her.
 
   She turned around in a flash, parried the staff, and smacked him in the thigh, side and finally the back as he doubled over.
 
   He fell to the ground as well and Katja poked with the staff as if she were stabbing him with a sword.
 
   “Hello Anton, hello Kjartan,” she said in a light and teasing tone. “Couldn’t you sleep either?”
 
   Anton, one of the Shades living on Maron’s homestead, sat up and groaned. He rubbed his head where she’d hit him.
 
   “Your mentor asked us to give you a little test,” he mumbled.
 
   Katja extended the staff to him and helped him up.
 
   “I’ll be sure to thank her for the entertainment.”
 
   “You are a bit of a bitch,” Kjartan said as he lay and clutched his side. But there wasn’t much venom in the words. These last months Katja had gone up against everyone on that homestead who could wield a weapon. Serdra insisted it was important to learn to fight people with different body types.
 
   “Bitches do have fangs,” Katja said with a smile and left them. Winning was fun. “See you.”
 
   She fetched her fishes and continued down towards the homestead, with a spring in her step.
 
   -------------------
 
   Serdra sat on the floor of the room they had to themselves. Her legs were crossed and she stared at a burning candle on a stool with a distant look in her eyes.
 
   Katja placed the staff carefully up against a wall and waited for her mentor to finish. She was engaged in important work.
 
   After a while her mien changed and she returned to the present time and place and looked at Katja.
 
   “Thanks for the excitement up in the slopes,” Katja said by way of greeting.
 
   “Were you making friends?” the woman asked.
 
   “In my special fashion.”
 
   Serdra stretched.
 
   “I am still improving,” Katja said and imitated the movements she’d used earlier.
 
   “Of course. You are still so unhardened.”
 
   Katja smiled sourly. Conversing with her mentor wasn’t easy.
 
   They locked gazes in the candlelight. Katja didn’t need to explain anything about the sting.
 
   “What was that?” she asked in a more serious tone.
 
   “Something breaking free,” Serdra answered. “Something strong.” She closed her eyes for a few breaths, as if to evaluate her own feelings. “But also something more than that, I think. You know precognition is not my speciality, but I still feel this is merely the beginning to something else.”
 
   “A stone that starts a landslide?” Katja asked. “As in Baldur’s Coast?”
 
   “Not necessarily. This felt more like a... symptom, than a cause.”
 
   “So we will be heading off?”
 
   Serdra watched her. Katja had gotten accustomed to the woman’s gaze and could bear it more easily than most, but meeting it was still an effort. It was so intense.
 
   “It felt like this came from the north east,” she then said. “From Farnar. Maron will receive news from there in a few days. Then we will decide our next step.”
 
   “Isn’t that a risky delay?”
 
   “Have you forgotten where we are, Katja?”
 
   No, Katja hadn’t forgotten. Serdra had lifted the rock and shown her what lay beneath the surface of her homeland and its neighbours. She didn’t like it but there was no denying it.
 
   She looked away.
 
   Shades as well as Redcloaks were at great risk in the Inner Sea Lands. Katja had experienced that for herself in the forests of Baldur’s Coast.
 
   She stroked her belly without thinking about it.
 
   “Whatever happens next I have a feeling conflict is coming. Dangerous conflict. Death is in the air.”
 
   Serdra blew out the candle.
 
   “Harden yourself,” she said in the dark.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2.
 
    
 
   The morning was like most others of the preceding months. Which felt rather odd, after the night’s events.
 
   They rose early and began training. This time they went up into the slope with axes and shields and fought in the morning dusk. Serdra had great faith in swords and knives, but also believed a Redcloak had to be ready for any possible situation. There was no way of knowing what weapons Katja might have to wield in a pinch. Also, in wielding weapons herself she would better understand how to defend against them.
 
   As usual sparring against Serdra was a joke. The woman had fought for more than a century, had learned every killing method in existence and had long since mastered the gifts of the Redcloaks.
 
   She predicted Katja’s attacks before she initiated them and either deflected them deftly or outright prevented them.
 
   But she did need to put more effort into it now than when they first began. And Serdra had admitted that even elders could make mistakes. Some day Serdra would miscalculate or trip. And then Katja would be good enough to seize the opportunity. And what a sweet moment that would be.
 
   They stopped once Katja had started sweating and walked back home and into the barn to do strength exercises.
 
   Katja leapt up and grabbed a beam and pulled her chin up above it forty times. Then she hooked her legs on the beam, hung upside down and swung up to strengthen her abdomen. Then she let herself drop and stood on her hands up against a wall and pushed up twenty times. Finally she lay down and did fifty push ups.
 
   Katja sighed with weariness and satisfaction and drank water from a bucket. She had always been strong. Much stronger than people tended to assume. But under Serdra’s tutelage she had improved in that regard as in all others.
 
   She felt herself up a bit, to feel how swollen and stiff the muscles were after the workout.
 
   I love this.
 
   It was strange to go through this daily routine after last night’s events. It felt different somehow. She would most likely need to actually use these abilities soon. Her life would depend on them. And it both thrilled and terrified her and made the exercises more interesting than they had been in a long time.
 
   The sun was now rising and so were the people. Men, women and children stepped yawning from the three residential houses and spread about to tend the morning chores. The people passing bid them good day without slowing down. They were as accustomed to this as Katja.
 
   In the end they practised grappling for a little while and then went for breakfast.
 
   The main building was a testament to the age of the homestead. It had been continually added to through the years and walking through it was a bit like counting the rings in a stump. The dining hall was in the second most recent part, and the largest by far.
 
   They were among the last to sit at the long table while Maron’s daughter-in-law arranged the table.
 
   “Hello everyone,” Katja said by greeting to the ones she hadn’t seen yet this morning. She received a clatter of replies and seated herself between a labourer and one of Maron’s grandsons.
 
   Three of Maron’s children still lived on the homestead and most of the other thirty people were their mates and children. The rest were workers who had arrived from elsewhere, from other Shade families.
 
   The Shades occasionally inducted new people into their ranks but did so very carefully. People therefore often married brethren from other counties and lands. Maron’s wife had apparently been from Baldur’s Coast, as were three currently living residents.
 
   Maron himself sat alone at the head of the table. He was a grey-haired old man, with sharp eyes beneath heavy brows and a gruesome scar on his left cheek.
 
   Katja reached for the carafe containing the light wine and bumped her elbow into the grandson, Atli.
 
   “Pardon me,” she said absent-mindedly and he just nodded.
 
   The hall was tightly packed but the mood was amicable. The Shades seemed to share a rather special sense of brotherhood.
 
   They all did their duties in secret. Some merely sent news of their communities to their foreign brethren, others spied on the forces threatening mankind or fought them directly or trained those who one day would. But all had to maintain the secrecy so as not to draw enemies to their homes. The Shades could only be themselves around one another. How could it not contribute to unity?
 
   Katja had soup with a scone in it and ate with great relish along with the fishes she’d caught. She enjoyed the homestead cooking. Freyja, who had taken over as lady of the house after her mother-in-law’s passing, was from the Golden Plain and had brought their love of spices with her. That land had after all taken its name from all the fields.
 
   Katja noticed Anton glancing at her occasionally with a hint of anger in his eyes. She couldn’t help but smile into her soup when she knew he saw. He would recover. As soon as she stopped teasing him.
 
   Serdra made herself scarce after breakfast. She did so occasionally and Katja rarely bothered asking what she was up to. She understood wanting some time for oneself, even if she wasn’t sure Serdra’s needs had the same basis as Katja’s.
 
   So Katja went off in search of ways to help with chores. She and Serdra were guests of honour, but as people had acclimatized to the presence of two Redcloaks and got more relaxed around them Katja’s upbringing had compelled her take part. Serdra helped on occasion, especially when there was great need. But then she was harder to get used to.
 
   She strolled calmly around and made excuses to head for the pantry. Linda, another grandchild of Maron, sat on a stool by the beer barrel and was in the middle of filling large ceramic bottles.
 
   “Do you need help?” Katja asked as soon as she walked in.
 
   “Please,” Linda said brightly. “Have a seat.”
 
   Katja did so and began scraping the foam off the beer surface and putting it on a tray. It would later be used for making bread,
 
   She took a deep breath to savour the smell of cinnamon.
 
   “This is going to be so good,” she said.
 
   “Yes. It came out nicely this year. Freyja deserves praise.”
 
   Cinnamon beer was a tradition around the Inner Sea. Whatever the reason was it was only brewed in the spring and the most conservative families only made one barrel. When asked, Katja’s mother had once said that daily consumption would make it totally unremarkable and that it was better as a special treat.
 
   But once a year? That’s surely too special, Katja thought.
 
   “Is it true that something notable happened last night?” Linda asked.
 
   “Do you mean that little thing up in the slope?”
 
   “No,” Linda said and looked at her pointedly.
 
   Katja didn’t bother asking where she’d heard that bit of news. There were few secrets on the homestead and Serdra had probably already discussed the Sensing with Maron. She suspected they discussed most things with one another.
 
   “Yes, there is something going on,” she admitted. “We sensed something. The beginning of something. To the north-east.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘something’?”
 
   “Just... something. A beginning. I can’t describe it any better than that.”
 
   “But you will be heading for danger, won’t you?”
 
   Katja nodded.
 
   “Are you afraid?”
 
   They gazed into each other’s eyes while Katja thought out her answer.
 
   “Not as afraid as I am of living in peace,” she then said and was careful to not let her voice carry beyond the pantry. “It would be a... different sort of death.”
 
   Linda smiled, a bit awkwardly to Katja’s mind, and looked away.
 
   “Do you think me mad?” Katja asked with a faint smile.
 
   “I am not going to tell you not to follow your desires. I am doing so myself, after all.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and finished scraping the foam. “Are you looking forward to it?”
 
   Linda smiled again, this time fully.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Katja’s own smile widened. She was happy for her sake. Linda was engaged to a young Shade in the Golden Plain and would move to him come the fall.
 
   Linda was a small, dark-haired girl with dimpled cheeks and a round face that always made her seem like a child. Nevertheless she was eighteen years old just like Katja, who often found her friend an interesting contrast to herself.
 
   Linda had learned simple self-defence and could wield a knife or a spear but was by no means a warrior and more comfortable staying out of arguments than fighting to win them.
 
   She was polite, level-headed and wise for her age. And as she had been born into a Shade family she was raised to the strangeness that came with this life, so to her it was not strange at all.
 
   Her role among the Shades would simply be to maintain a home, keep a discreet eye on her area and funnel information to allies.
 
   Katja sometimes felt like she was evaluating her, her behaviour and thoughts. Perhaps she wanted to be able to teach others about Redcloaks some day, or know what to expect if she ever hosted one in her life. Or perhaps she was merely curious.
 
   Linda finished filling the last bottle and placed it on her knees.
 
   “This will be a fine Summer Celebration,” she said and let the contents slosh a bit. “As we rejoice in the season of life and flowers and wish for a bright future, all in accordance with tradition.”
 
   Katja felt a sly smile bloom on her lips and reached for a pocket on one trouser leg. She took out two large leaves from a spearbush and waved them in the air.
 
   Linda smiled back and picked up two cups and poured into them. She handed one to Katja, who savoured the taste with very slow sips. The beer was good. Amazingly good.
 
   Then they each chewed a leaf. The minty flavour was a decent snack but also provided a fresh breath and did a good job of disguising the smell of alcohol.
 
   “You are not as well behaved as you seem,” Katja whispered and Linda shushed her with a grin.
 
   They arranged the bottles neatly in shelves and went their separate ways. Katja strolled out to a small field used for sparring and ball games and sat down on a tree stump. She breathed in the spring air and allowed her mind to wander.
 
   Katja was eager for her travels to continue, but maybe it wouldn’t hurt if it waited past the Summer Celebration. She had spent the last one adventuring with Serdra. It had been a good trade-off, but she was still particularly looking forward to it this year.
 
   A simple little festival, in the company of family folk. Songs and merriment, drinks and good food. Just as the life she’d had before Serdra came along and introduced her to her true nature.
 
   Katja was happy being what she was. But it occurred to her on occasion that she would never again live the way she had been raised. And she couldn’t help but feel a touch of nostalgia at the thought. Sometimes there was even a hint of homesickness, but she always suppressed it immediately.
 
   She had always wanted to leave home and Maria, her same-age cousin, had become the only thing keeping her in place. And then she died.
 
   Katja reached into her shirt collar and took out her necklace.
 
   How do you fare, Dove? she thought. How are you doing in the spirit world?
 
   “How are you doing?” Maron asked.
 
   Katja started and looked at him. She hadn’t noticed the approach of an old man with a cane. How embarrassing.
 
   “How am I doing... at what?” she asked, a bit flustered.
 
   “Everything,” he said. “You have been stepping into a new world this past year.”
 
   “I’m doing well, I think.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You and your mentor will have to be the judges of that.”
 
   “Don’t you know more about our kind than most?”
 
   “More than many, at any rate. I am certainly the only one of my people to work closely with yours. Ask Serdra about Death Peak sometime.”
 
   He cleared his throat.
 
   “I am too old to be as much of an ally to you as I was to Serdra back in the day. You know I tend my duties in a different fashion now.”
 
   Katja knew that quite well. The man was a support pillar for the Shades of Amerstan, Baldur’s Coast and further afield. He had long since seized fighting and spying himself, but he had contacts all over and all information Shades came by flooded back to him like water to the sea. It didn’t hurt that the homestead, a copper mine and trade earned him a modest wealth.
 
   “You have hopefully learned how fleeting your lifestyle is,” the old man said. “Now some problem is brewing and for all we know you might have to run away from here tonight.” Maron pointed at the nearest cluster of bushes with his cane. “Serdra could step out of there the moment I walk away and drag you off. And there is no reason to assume you would have cause to return while I still live.”
 
   Katja looked at the bushes. She knew this, but whether she had learned it was perhaps a more complicated matter.
 
   “The thing is that if Serdra falls I feel you should return here rather than venture out into the world on your own.”
 
   Katja looked at him and could think of no words. Serdra had always seemed invincible, though she didn’t hesitate to state that she wasn’t. Katja had given little thought to the possibility that she would die before Katja did.
 
   “Do you have demons in the cellar that I am unaware of?” she finally asked, but was unimpressed with her own joke.
 
   “This is not a game,” Maron said severely. The deep voice and wrinkled face were well suited to it. “Only a handful of you are born each century and you are too important to be allowed to die due to inexperience.”
 
   “I am making progress,” Katja said a bit heatedly. “I have been training for more than a year.”
 
   “Every person on this homestead has been training for longer than that,” Maron said. “And you have heavier duties than any of us.”
 
   Katja did not have a ready answer.
 
   “You need to fully master your gifts to be as beneficial to the world as you should be. So as I said: If Serdra dies before declaring you independent you should come here and train for at least another year, if we cannot get in touch with another one of your people.”
 
   Katja looked away, shrugged and then looked at him again.
 
   “I shall keep it in mind.”
 
   “So you should.” Maron turned and began walking away, but looked over his shoulder. “What would have happened last year if Serdra had died young?”
 
   Katja remained on the stump and sighed.
 
   Serdra returned from her isolation and whisked Katja off to train among the trees. They yet again went over how to sneak and survive in a forest and hunted one another. And of course there was sparring in between as always.
 
   They made it back in time for dinner, which consisted of cod, rye bread and a large dose of butter. After that people passed the time in various ways before retiring for the night. Some mended their clothes or did minor repair work on tools. Linda was up to something off by herself and apparently wanted it that way. A labourer played a flute and there was the usual storytelling for the children. They were told the history of the Shades, their enemies and their allies. Katja enjoyed that last one the most, as her people were the most notable and the children stared at her.
 
   Tonight the subject was the Brotherhood of the Pit, the sorcerous horror that had formed in Vendhya early in the history of the Jukiala Union and been passed along the generations much like the duties of the Shades. And of course the whole thing concluded with reiterations about secrecy.
 
   Serdra and Katja undressed in their room.
 
   “Any fresh revelations?” Katja asked.
 
   “I felt the rolling of waves beneath my feet,” Serdra said after a brief pause. “Smelled leaves, heard the roar of battle in the distance and felt the tingling of sorcery. But that is just the obvious. There is something hidden behind all of this.”
 
   “Hidden? And what does that mean?” Katja asked.
 
   “It means we must be ready for anything.”
 
   Katja looked away and nodded. She would clearly need to get used to uncertainty in her life. But that lesson would probably take more time than most.
 
   “Lomahan,” her mentor suddenly said in the stealth language and Katja reacted immediately.
 
   She reached within herself, for the energy that made her what she was and threw it forward.
 
   The Sentinel Flame appeared in the air. A heat-less, glowing red rune Katja’s own height that repelled anything unnatural.
 
   Maintaining it was a strain. This was her nature. Her life, and Katja sometimes felt it was like holding her heart outside of the ribs. But now she could do it. With practice and perseverance and Serdra’s guidance she could do it.
 
   This is what I am! she thought as she stared at the Flame.
 
   Serdra shoved her and she fell on her side.
 
   Katja fought to maintain her focus. She should have expected that. And she should have been able to light the Flame without sacrificing alertness.
 
   Beginner’s mistake, she thought. Again!
 
   The Flame vanished and Katja felt it slip back inside of her. She was left tired and irritated.
 
   Serdra didn’t need to say anything. They had covered this so many times before.
 
   The older woman lay down on the bed and Katja took a little while to recover before doing the same.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3.  
 
    
 
   The third day after the Sensing brought new developments.
 
   Katja and Serdra were practising knife throwing together shortly before noon. There was no mentoring going on this time; Katja knew everything she could be told about knife throwing and could only improve through experience and Serdra herself did need to maintain her skills.
 
   Katja rather liked this. They were about equally good. There were limits after all to how well one could hit a target. No words, no fighting, no instructions. Just the two of them throwing weapons together.
 
   She found a certain peace in this. A moment’s respite from all the strenuous training.
 
   The peace died the moment Thorgeir rode in. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t heard about him being expected. Perhaps her prescience was hinting at something. Or perhaps it was just something about the look in his eyes.
 
   Thorgeir greeted them as he led his horse past and watched them with a bit of that nervous awe the homesteaders had weaned themselves off. He handed the reins to a boy, asked him about Maron’s whereabouts and then jogged in his direction.
 
   The horse was winded. This had been no casual ride.
 
   Katja and Serdra’s eyes met. There was no need for words. Katja pulled her knife out of the target and they followed Thorgeir.
 
   He was one of Maron’s cousins; a Shade who lived in the capital and did his part in watching over it for the secret society. He could have any kind of news.
 
   Maron spent his morning reading out in the sunlight, on the other side of the homestead. Katja and Serdra walked past the stables and along the main building.
 
   “Wait a moment,” Katja heard Maron say to his guest. He heard them approach. They rounded the corner and Thorgeir seemed flat-out startled.
 
   “Start over,” Maron said in the same deep, serious tone he used for everything else.
 
   “Well,” Thorgeir hesitated and cleared his throat. “Aron Vogn passed away yesterday. The councillor.”
 
   “It sounds like he didn’t stumble and hit his head,” Katja said.
 
   Thorgeir shook his head.
 
   “He just suddenly died out in the street,” he said. “Frank witnessed it, in his beggar’s guise. The councillor was walking with his notary. He was buying a pie when he suddenly made a terrible shriek. He bent backwards and stood frozen for a few moments before falling down lifeless.”
 
   “That was one awful pie,” Katja said.
 
   Thorgeir looked at her with some outrage. Katja just stared back until he continued.
 
   “Frank was apparently just a few steps away. He saw it well. He saw Vogn’s face and swears that this was no heart attack.”
 
   “Sorcery,” Maron said.
 
   “Yes. He witnessed a death curse once, in Slabground. He said this was almost exactly like that incident.”
 
   Maron hmm’d.
 
   “Do you know anything more?”
 
   “No,” Thorgeir said. “Not yet. We just agreed that this should be reported.”
 
   “You were right,” Maron said. “He pointed at the door. “I can see you’ve ridden hard. Go in and refresh yourself. Freyja will offer you something out of the basement.”
 
   “Thank you. I am thirsty.”
 
   Thorgeir went inside and the three of them remained looking at one another. Maron was even more severe than usual.
 
   “Aron Vogn,” the old man said thoughtfully.
 
   He bent down to pick up a bag containing assorted reading material. It was a bit of an effort for him but he managed to place it on a table and took out a map.
 
   “Aron Vogn,” he said again. “He was a man of action, let no one claim otherwise.”
 
   Maron rolled the map out on the table. It was of Amerstan.
 
   “Don’t say this out loud in public, but the centre of the country has been in decline for quite some time,” he said. “And more than that, to be honest.” He put his finger on the middle of Amerstan. “The roads aren’t what they used to be. The chancellor, long may he live, has neglected the more rural areas, which then become ever more rural.”
 
   “I visited there briefly back in the day,” Serdra said.
 
   “Things have gotten worse since then,” Maron said. “Everything associated with decline flourishes there. Ignorance, poverty, poor medicine, the hills and forests make perfect lairs for bandits and I could go on. Aron Vogn wanted to change this. He wanted to funnel tax money into repairing roads, bridges and canals, offer funding to those who would start new farming communities and search for new mines.”
 
   He tapped the map.
 
   “I suspect this death will be fateful.”
 
   “Did he have enemies?” Katja asked.
 
   “He wanted to make changes,” Maron said as if answering a silly question.
 
   “So it’s not certain that the Brotherhood of the Pit was behind this?”
 
   “Certain?” Maron said. “Certainly not. But around here it is best to assume as much.”
 
   True enough. Powerful sorcery was quite rare enough. The chances of someone not connected to the Brotherhood wielding it in Amerstan were rather slim.
 
   “They could be repeating what they tried in Baldur’s Coast,” Maron said. “They might want to get their man on the council. And that must not happen. Not this close to us.”
 
   Katja shook her head with a serious look. He was right. It wouldn’t be a death sentence for the Shades of the Inner Sea if the homestead were to fall, but it would be a great blow.
 
   “If they just wanted to kill someone to place a puppet in his stead then they chose well,” Maron said. “Aron’s causes make him unpopular with many who owe their wealth to the prosperity of the eastern part of the country. If anyone in government finds the death suspicious those people will be suspected, rather than a menace few are fully aware of.”
 
   “So our time has come,” Serdra said. It wasn’t a question.
 
   Katja felt her heart lurch. Of course the two of them would go. They could sense sorcery after all. They were the most logical choice for investigating this matter.
 
   “Yes,” Maron said. “The girl’s past-sight could be useful.”
 
   She couldn’t help but grin when they looked at her simultaneously. Past-sight was just about the only thing she could do better than Serdra.
 
   “How will we approach this?” Katja asked for clarification, and heard some amount of smugness in her own voice.
 
   “Answers are all-important,” Serdra said. “We will need to find out whether a Brotherhood man was behind this and if so what they intend.”
 
   “Yes,” Maron said. “It is doubtful they want a big fight in a city. Let alone a city they are trying to gain control over.” He cleared this throat. “But let us not make too many assumptions. Let’s investigate first and then decide the next step.”
 
   He glanced at the sun.
 
   “It doesn’t look like you’ll reach the city before the curfew. I suppose you will have to bed at Gvendur’s house again.
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “We will get ready and head out. Come, Katja.”
 
   --------------------
 
   “What do you remember?” Serdra asked as they walked. They had left their horses with Gvendur and walked the final stretch to draw less attention.
 
   “Death curses are powerful, but difficult,” Katja said. She had been expecting this and going over her lessons. “And if the victim is protected in some way the spell can harm the sorcerer. It’s best to use some connection to the victim. Their blood, hair, an object they have owned for long, or simply knowing them very well. And with such a connection the curse can be inflicted from far beyond visual range.”
 
   “Correct,” Serdra said.
 
   “It’s probable that the sorcerer has had to use dark runes to power and control the curse, unless they are very skilled. We should look for the place where the spell was cast, to feel its echoes. Or to find tools used by this person. Oh and we are half-sisters from Baldur’s Coast and wander about in search of work.”
 
   Their swords were hidden under clothing. Carrying arms wasn’t illegal but quality war swords did not fit their assumed personas and could easily rouse some questions. Serdra was nevertheless strict about her rule to never disarm and would rather risk the questions than getting into a tight spot with only knives. Rules such as this one led to long-lived Redcloaks.
 
   They had also dyed their hair before heading out. The Brotherhood of the Pit knew that two Redcloaks had been in the area a year before and it was best to use caution.
 
   The brown dye hid the white stripes in Serdra’s hair that marked her age; the only such mark Redcloaks ever got. The colour was still a good deal lighter than the natural one she still had, to enhance its value as a disguise. They had darkened the blend considerably for Katja as a fit for her facial features.
 
   Katja had inherited her mother’s flat face, narrow brown eyes and night-black hair, all some sort of remnant from the time before the Shattering when appearance indicated a person’s origin.
 
   Katja couldn’t quite grasp the idea. People were just people and it was speech and customs that gave away their homeland. But somehow people with her appearance were never blond or red headed.
 
   The walls of Amerstan City had been in plain sight for a while. Tall and powerful and silent witnesses to the history of the world. Here the Death Lords had won a great victory in the Fourth War in the fourth century and taken the city. Katja looked at the lands surrounding the city. Somewhere around there the Champion by the Wall had heroically sacrificed his life to buy time for refugees and fallen without anyone seeing his face. From here the regiments of Jukiala had made strikes across the channel into Kossus, when that land was nothing but the wild abode of outlaws and Vegraine tribes.  
 
   Walking here had been so strange for the first time and it suddenly occurred to Katja that perhaps this was exactly how the Shades felt around the two of them. So did they perhaps get used to their presence in a way similar to how Katja got used to walking this road, without forgetting the significance?
 
   They had been into Amerstan City on multiple occasions, but often without letting the gate guards see them and usually for the purpose of Katja’s training. She needed to be able to sneak through cities as surely as forests and follow someone in a crowd without being obvious about it. There was only one way to learn such things.
 
   They could perhaps have gone in after dark, but finding Frank would be much easier in the daylight.
 
   Katja looked around her again as they crossed the bridge to the gate. She knew the walls had been enlarged since the Fourth War, but this part was supposedly almost completely original. She tried to imagine the scene of the battle that had nearly brought down the young province of Jukiala. The din of battle, fire, machines of war, revenants who ignored arrow volleys and somewhere behind them their dreadful masters, awaiting victory.
 
   Katja shook those thoughts away. She probably shouldn’t make a habit of imagining. It might affect her past-sight.
 
   As they had no wagon or animals the guards took little interest in them and they got through by claiming they meant to purchase spices. A few moments later they stepped out from under the gate house and were now inside the mighty walls of Amerstan City.
 
   Sneaking over them after sunset was a fun and dangerous game, but she also liked visiting in the day. In spite of the smell and crowding. The pigs, allowed to walk free, left a terrible mess that the cleaners battled constantly; most of the streets were narrow and the noise of commerce echoed everywhere this early in the day. But there was just so much life.
 
   It didn’t hurt that here more entertainers could be found on a small space than probably in the rest of the country. Acrobatics, singing, puppeteering, feats of strength and almost anything else that would make people throw coins into a hat could be found on the market square.
 
   The very heaviest morning traffic was over with and so they progressed along the streets without problem. The scene at the square was as teeming and colourful as Katja had come to expect. There was something to see wherever one looked. Except for the man they were in fact looking for.
 
   “Go and find him. See what he has to say.”
 
   With that Serdra leaned up against a wall with a relaxed mien. Katja understood the message. She had to learn to manage on her own. She walked into the sea of people.
 
   Frank was what the Shades called a migrant. He was a highly trained agent who travelled around and took on tasks other Shades couldn’t without endangering their families. Katja had first met him in Baldur’s City and now he was stationed here.
 
   Katja went about and slid past farmers, carpenters, scribes, singers and brewers, pigs, donkeys and ducks. She rather hoped to spot the comics who re-enacted the recent war with Kossus. Their show was entertaining, if only due to its simplicity.
 
   But she saw him before she saw them. Frank was clever about changing his appearance, but now he looked almost exactly the way he had in Baldur’s City. He wore rags, his ruffled hair went down to his shoulders and he sported a week’s worth of stubble.
 
   He sat with his back against a well with a begging bag in his lap and spotted her just before she came up to him.
 
   “Hello. Are you enjoying yourself?”
 
   “Enormously,” he said with a small smile. The beggar’s guise was very good. He could look terrible when he wanted to.
 
   Katja peered down into his bag. This morning’s earnings were rather poor. Frank watched her.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Katja said. “I already gave you alms.”
 
   “So you are just the sort to engage a beggar in conversation for fun?” he asked and looked around.
 
   Katja sighed. She understood and had no counter argument. She walked to a booth and bought a bread roll, returned and tore it in two. She started munching on one half and dropped the other one into the bag from some height.
 
   Frank grinned with a gleam in his eyes and muttered thanks and blessings.
 
   “But on to business, just what happened?” she asked.
 
   Frank looked away and at the crowds.
 
   “This was no heart attack,” he whispered with sudden seriousness. “At most a man will groan and collapse when the heart fails. I don’t know whether those in power are simply glad to be rid of him or don’t want a magic hysteria, or whether the heart attack story has spread about and become the truth in people’s minds, but at any rate there is no investigation in progress.”
 
   “So we won’t be bribing information out of anyone, but on the other hand no one will be getting in our way.”
 
   “You are learning.”
 
   Why does everyone feel the need to state as much?
 
   “Did you see anything useful? Thorgeir didn’t give a very detailed description.”
 
   Frank shook his head.
 
   “The man was just strolling about with two assistants. He stopped by that booth over there, where that fat, blonde man is standing. I was over there,” he pointed. “A few steps from him.”
 
   Frank sighed and the last of his good humour had fled.
 
   “I saw his face. He was asking about the pie he’d bought when he suddenly fell silent and got... a rigid look of terror in his eyes. I was about to try and see what had startled him so badly when the scream came.”
 
   Frank looked her in the eyes, deadly serious.
 
   “It was piercing. The kind of scream a man only makes when he is dying. And yet it was half smothered, as if he would have screamed more if not for something restraining him.”
 
   “Then he groaned a few times. People gathered around him and blocked my view, but it was only a few breathes before someone shouted that he was dead.”
 
   Frank shook his head.
 
   “A death curse is an ugly matter. There is something so... indecent about it. And I believe it’s a wretched death. Worse than any knife. I think I wouldn’t use such a trick even if I could.”
 
   Katja nodded and felt a bit uneasy. Redcloaks had a certain protection from such things. But they weren’t immune.
 
   “Do you know anything about his seat?”
 
   “He was buried yesterday and the matter will be ignored for two more days to show respect. After that the council will elect a man who meets the requirements for the seat. If they do not reach an agreement in three meetings the chancellor will select someone.”
 
   “But do you know who is likely to receive the prize?”
 
   “No,” Frank said and seemed embarrassed. “I am working on that. Finding the right spots to hear the right things is a certain art, but so far I’ve heard nothing but empty gossip.”
 
   “Hm,” Katja said. “Has Serdra snuck up on us yet?”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said behind her.
 
   Katja turned around.
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   “Hello, Frank,” her mentor said.
 
   “Greetings, lady,” Frank said, with a bit of the awe Thorgeir had displayed. Frank had helped a bit with Katja’s training, but not enough to get used to her mentor.
 
   “Did Vogn live in the council hall?” Katja asked.
 
   “On occasion, but he owned a nice estate a day’s journey to the west. He spent his free time there. But when in the city he usually chose to stay in a good house by the Flower Road. It is white with a red roof, and one large window facing the street. Oh, I know some servants reside there.”
 
   “But who were these enemies the fellow had? Have you heard anything about that?”
 
   “Plenty. People do love discussing hostilities. But to answer your question, the main ones would be Agnes Ko, who among other things owns a large sawmill and didn’t care for his pushing for greater harvesting of the forests to the west, and Markus Miller, who has been friendly with the eastern cattle farmers for a long time. They are both in the city at present and reside in the council hall. In the northern wing.”
 
   “Do you know any more?”
 
   “I am afraid not. But I will endeavour to find out.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Katja waved at him and she and Serdra walked off.
 
   Katja stepped on the spot Frank had pointed at. Here the man had died two days ago. Probably through sorcery.
 
   Strong events with big results left marks Redcloaks could sense, and doing so happened to be her greatest skill.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind as Serdra had taught. All the bustle around her made it difficult, but she felt a faint echo of agony and horror. She didn’t dare dig deeper. It would be too risky to try now. She might become too immersed, and reliving such an ugly death was a terrible experience. She would probably not be able to keep calm and they mustn’t draw attention.
 
   She was still in need of improvement.
 
   “Do you feel anything?” Serdra whispered into her ear, just loud enough for Katja to hear her in the din.
 
   “Nothing useful. We will have to wait for darkness if we want to use this method.”
 
   “Then we will look around in the meantime.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4.
 
    
 
   What remained of the day was mostly spent on not drawing attention. They went about and pretended to take part in the city life and Katja allowed herself to enjoy the performances a bit.
 
   They decided against visiting the other Shades living within the walls. The chances of anyone who had seen them on the homestead seeing them enter certain homes were slim, but better safe than sorry.
 
   As the sky darkened they settled beneath a bridge by the port they knew from experience no one peeked under, and waited for the bells to sound curfew. The city gate was closed, people gathered their beasts in from the streets, disassembled sales booths, shelved tools and retired behind closed doors.
 
   The guardsmen retired from upholding trade laws and watching for petty thieves to be replaced by the night watch, who began lighting the lanterns in the better streets.
 
   Every watchman then began walking his route accompanied by a small group of citizens who were obliged to aid a few days a year.
 
   Katja knew all of this from experience. There was nothing to see beneath the bridge and little to hear. She did her best to kill time by going over the stealth language and the runes in her head and remembering more interesting times than this.
 
   Eventually total darkness mercifully descended.
 
   “Our time has come,” Serdra said, to Katja’s great relief. She had been stretching and flexing ever since the bells rang and was eager to get out from under this wretched, stinking bridge.
 
   Serdra took a rope they had once stashed beneath the bridge in case they would need it someday. She tested its strength and then wrapped it around herself like a sash.
 
   The older woman went up first with a bit of help from Katja, who then let herself be pulled up. The men who guarded the harbour gate were quite a distance away, but caution was all important.
 
   They chose a narrow street mostly inhabited by unskilled labourers. No lights burned there and there was little to steal. The watchmen took little interest in it.
 
   Walking through this big city at night was rather peculiar. It went from being a teeming stew of humanity and animals to being a silent, black row of cliffs one had to traverse with utmost care.
 
   The night changes everything, Katja said to herself as they walked and thought of the Brotherhood’s activities. They did their work at night, when neighbours and friends couldn’t see what lay beneath the masks they showed to civilized society. Actually, the same could be said about the Shades. And the Redcloaks.
 
   The conflict over the world of mankind had gone through many manifestations through the ages and she occasionally wished to have been born in times of open war. The stories of those times described a world that was perhaps not better, but at least simpler.
 
   They dove together into a doorway when a watchman passed through an intersection ahead, but he walked straight onwards without peering beyond the light of his lantern. They continued once the radius was well away from them.
 
   Avoiding the watchmen was rather easy. They had practised in the city often enough that they knew all the best ways to sneak about away from lanterns and eyes.
 
   Thieves had little cause to visit the market square at night and so neither did the watchmen, but on the other hand it was big and with the booths disassembled there was little cover. And their job wasn’t so entertaining that they wouldn’t occasionally meet and share a wineskin and play dice. So they needed to take care and be sure that the nearest watchman was far away.
 
   The square was another perfect example of the night’s effects. The biggest and loudest place, the place that was the heart of a community, now stood empty and silent and was somehow twice as large for it. For some reason Katja thought of death.
 
   “Here,” Serdra said quietly.
 
   The booths by the spot had been taken down, but Katja still immediately knew that the woman was right. There was something here. An echo of something bad. Now free of the stimuli of the crowd and her own thoughts she sensed it easily.
 
   Now she took a deep breath and slid readily into the focus the past-sight demanded. She walked slowly to the exact spot where Aron Vogn had died and sat down with her legs crossed.
 
   She opened her mind as Serdra had taught. She let go of the present with all its malleability and opened herself to what was engraved in the past.
 
   So much had happened here through the ages, in this meeting place of crowds, that she mostly just sensed a din. But there was also something black and abnormal. Something alien and sick. A power that had torn the life out of him without causing a wound. Sorcery, channelled from the Underworld. She recognized the feel of it.
 
   Aron Vogn had been afraid. Katja knew as much. He had felt what was happening without understanding it. The pain had been agonizing and Katja gnashed her teeth as she relived it.
 
   This could be dangerous; Serdra had made as much clear. So Katja fought not to delve too deeply into the memory, this event. She fought the current and the pain.
 
   This is not now! Not now and not me!
 
   Katja returned to the right time and took a few moments to remember when she was, what was going on and who she was with.
 
   “It...” she said slowly as she struggled to get a hold of herself. “It was sorcery.”
 
   “Then we know for sure,” Serdra said. “Come.”
 
   Serdra pulled her to her feet, but Katja hesitated. As often happened the vision wouldn’t quite leave her, and she was both unbalanced at the horror and felt the sun should still be in the sky and the air resound with haggling. But there was just darkness and silence and the disorientation made it even spookier than before.
 
   This gift has its price.
 
   “Come now,” Serdra said after a short while and headed off. Katja could only follow.
 
   --------------------
 
   The Flower Road was one the city’s better streets. It was home to officials, major merchants and highly successful craftsmen. The residents had the influence to keep the area well patrolled and the lanterns ever burning. The two of them had therefore covered it better than most others. It was little use to only train for easy situations.
 
   They avoided the lights and ran between hiding places in between listening for traffic.
 
   One patrol was passing through. Katja and Serdra knelt in the stairs to a potato basement as they went by. Katja still allowed herself to peek up a bit. She saw an armoured watchman with a club in his hand, leading a group of surly men with long staffs.
 
   This wasn’t a popular duty among civilians and Katja understood that ones allowed to patrol without supervision tended to go about with enough noise for thieves to hear, so they wouldn’t have to deal with them. Under other circumstances Katja would have liked to step out and mess with them a bit. But she would have to refrain.
 
   They arrived at the house Frank had described to them. The closest lantern was close enough for them to see the white of the walls and the red of the roof. And there high up on the upper floor was the large window.
 
   “What now?” Serdra asked and crossed her arms.
 
   Katja sighed. She understood the situation.
 
   “You and your tests.” Katja drew breath and thought a bit. “Servants usually sleep on the bottom floor. It would probably be better for us to enter through the upper floor to avoid waking them.” She thought a bit more. “Still, they were in a perfect position to curse Aron Vogn, so we should also scry for sorcery. Even if, well, only to eliminate this place as a possible source.”
 
   Serdra watched her.
 
   “And? Anything else?”
 
   Katja squirmed a bit but stood her ground and stared back.
 
   “No. Let’s just go and examine the situation.”
 
   Serdra nodded curtly and pointed at the house.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   Katja breathed in and snuck across the street. She neither smelled dog droppings nor heard footsteps so they slid in between houses, leaned up against a wall and waited. Nothing happened.
 
   She motioned for Serdra to come over and she did. Katja watched her and waited to be given a boost up, but the woman just stood still.
 
   Very well, Katja thought and began climbing. It was a great strain on the fingers, but she managed to reach the window without her foot scraping or causing noise in any other way.
 
   Katja clung to the outside of the house with three braced limbs and brought out the wire Serdra had given her. Either Aron Vogn hadn’t been wealthy or wasteful enough to buy glass for the window, so she only had to tear a hole in the stretched skin and slip the wire inside. She fumbled a bit with hooking the latch without making noise or losing her balance. A watchman would spot her easily hanging over the street like a fruit.
 
   Finally the latch lifted. Katja opened the shutter carefully and slid inside. Her feet touched the floor softly and she felt a satisfied shiver pass through her, mixed with dread.
 
   I am not a thief, she tried to tell herself. I am investigating.
 
   She crept to the centre of the floor with utmost caution out of fear of loose and loud boards. She was in a large bedroom that had clearly belonged to a well-of individual. There was a fine cabinet with a mirror the moonlight reached a bit, the trunk had an in-built lock and the bed was wide, with artistically carved posts and a very tempting duvet.
 
   But the bed was empty and she didn’t hear the slow breath of sleep, so she hissed quietly. Serdra heard the signal and climbed up nimbly and closed the window behind her.
 
   The room became even darker and Katja did everything she could to maintain total concentration. She should be able to manage quietly in darkness by this point.
 
   Serdra herself just glanced about a bit and signalled Katja to continue.
 
   Should I maybe carry her around too? Katja thought grumpily and then scolded herself for breaking concentration.
 
   She went slowly around the room and searched for the unpleasant feeling sorcery caused. She stroked her fingertips about the cabinet and touched feather quills, papers, inkwells, a hair brush, books, a lockbox and a mug. The curse would have been greatly enhanced if cast in place and with an object connected to the victim. Even though Aron Vogn had apparently not spent that much time here this was an important part of the investigation.
 
   She moved to the bed and crawled into it with her eyes closed. There was a faint odour of sweat and hair and she stroked the pillow.
 
   Nothing there. It was just a pillow.
 
   Katja heard a clinking as Serdra produced two lockpicks. The woman motioned for the trunk.
 
   Katja sighed silently and received them. She had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.
 
   She felt for the lock and slid the picks in. She had once tested her skills on a lock from Veifano at the homestead and was greatly relieved to find this wasn’t one of those masterpieces. The lock opened with a sound that felt far too loud and then the lid opened with a creaking that seemed to echo.
 
   Going through the belongings of a recently dead man made her squirm but there was no way around it. His spirit would hopefully be pacified by being avenged.
 
   There were clothes, jewelry, money, fine drinking mugs and knives. Katja stilled her mind and waited for the past.
 
   Again her peering was in vain.
 
   Well then.
 
   She closed the trunk carefully and prepared for the next step. The step that worried her the most. She would have to go down, to the servants.
 
   Something touched her shoulder and Katja looked to the side and saw Serdra was handing her a large wooden candlestick. For a moment she was about to use her past-sight on it but then realised she was to use it as a weapon if it came to violence.
 
   She took it. It was at least better than using the knife against innocent people.
 
   Katja walked to the door and opened it into the hallway. They had discussed all this beneath the bridge. If discovered she should preferably stun the person and then run up, from where they’d leap from the window and Katja would hopefully remember how to roll on landing. Then they would flee to a darker street.
 
   If she messed this up.
 
   The hallway sported doors into a lounge, a guest room and a storeroom. Katja took a quick peek into each room to be sure she wouldn’t run into someone on the way back, and then snuck to the stairs.
 
   The black abyss awaited her like the maw of a predator. This would be dangerous. She had certainly tasted danger before, but this was a new kind.
 
   I don’t want to fight innocent servants.
 
   She pressed her foot down on the top step to check for creaking. The sound was barely audible and would hardly have awoken a mouse, so she stepped on the second one with more confidence. Little by little she made her way down to the floor and stopped.
 
   Here she did hear slow breathing from a room on her right and the footsteps of a fire lighter out in the street and nothing else.
 
   Katja entered the kitchen. It was smaller than the one in the homestead, but she got a feeling that it was even more impressive in the light of day. She doubted Aron Vogn had done much cooking on his own but she still tried stroking knives, bowls, dishes, pitchers and pots. One of the chairs had been left by the dining table and Katja indulged herself sat down in it. She placed her hands on the table and scanned the place.
 
   Nothing. She sensed nothing here but the normal aroma of normal life. Either she was fumbling terribly or they were in the wrong place.
 
   She got up and walked to the bedroom.
 
   Focus, Katja. Focus.
 
   Katja grasped the handle and turned it. The hinges squealed a bit and Katja resorted to lifting the door a bit to cause less friction. She opened a crack wide enough to slip through and then knelt on the floor to be less visible.
 
   She looked at the bed and saw faint outlines of people beneath the blankets. Two mounds, moving slightly in rhythm to the breathing. The room was utterly normal for what Katja expected from the servants of a rich man and they slept like babes.
 
   It was a strange thought that circumstances would be no different whether these people were connected to the Brotherhood or not. The demon scum looked like anyone else. Until one started turning rocks over and peeking beneath them.
 
   The final part, Katja thought and tried to reach the half-trance state again. Doing it again and again was a drain on mental stamina. But she had to get used to it. She had to learn.
 
   She felt the shadow of pain in her chest, heard a scream and smelled and tasted blood. She gasped and fought to separate herself from the past. A murder had been committed in this room, many years before. The deed stank of anger and shame and fear and grief. But it was all human. She detected nothing supernatural here.
 
   Well, so be it.
 
   Katja returned and couldn’t help but touch her chest to reassure herself it didn’t contain a knife blade.
 
   Best get moving.
 
   Katja turned around and bumped her elbow on a candlestick. It fell off the stand and Katja managed to dart her palm out beneath it at the last moment. She looked back. The mounds were still breathing calmly.
 
   She wanted to hit herself in the head but couldn’t risk the noise.
 
   Come on now! Focus, Katja!
 
   She carefully returned the candlestick and exited the room. She closed the door in the same way she had opened it and went up the stairs on all fours.
 
   Serdra waited exactly where she had been.
 
   “Well?” the woman whispered.
 
   “I sense nothing here,” Katja said. “The spell wasn’t cast here. We must search elsewhere.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Katja looked at her mentor for a moment before crossing her arms.
 
   “Yes,” she said a bit harshly. “I am sure,” she stated, despite feeling a hint of doubt. She wanted to be right. She wanted to be capable on her own.
 
   Serdra was silent and utterly still and the doubt became worry.
 
   “I sense nothing either,” she then said. “Let us go to the council hall.”
 
   Katja again got to go first. She gave the wire to Serdra, made sure no one was outside, made her way down the wall and hurried into the darkest shadows. Serdra closed the window shutter and then followed her down. And then they continued.
 
   The warm up was over. Now they would sneak into the most dangerous place in Amerstan. The killer being there wasn’t a certainty. This mission could be a total waste of time. But somehow Katja suspected the answers awaited them in the council hall, beyond armed guards and sturdy walls.
 
   Now this would get truly risky.
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   They had watched the hall from a distance many times and discussed how best to break into it. It was the most secure building in the land after all, with much to learn from it. But they had never actually done it. Such an endeavour wasn’t something Serdra was willing to embark on needlessly.
 
   They had agreed that the sewer was probably the easiest way, but that the stench clinging to them afterwards would be a liability once inside. The sewer would be best reserved as an emergency escape route.
 
   They knelt side by side in an alley right by the wall surrounding the council hall lawn and awaited their chance. The night was quiet enough for them to hear the rattling of armour over some distance and they waited for it to fade into the north east.
 
   The council hall guards were probably the most dangerous men in the city. They were better armed, better trained, better paid, more respected and were simply generally happier than the watchmen who ambled along the streets with drooping eyelids. However, they rarely had anything to do and Katja understood they greeted trespassers with vicious glee. She understood that feeling just fine but had no particular desire to be the subject of it.
 
   The rattling faded out and Serdra quietly counted to ten before touching her shoulder.
 
   Katja headed across the street, pressed her foot into the wall surrounding the lawn and yanked herself up. She grasped the edge and Serdra came and pushed at her soles. Katja ascended the wall noiselessly, peeked down into the botanical garden surrounding the hall itself and then reached down to help Serdra up.
 
   “All clear,” Katja whispered and Serdra nodded and pointed down into the garden. Katja briefly reassured herself that she was in the right place and then dropped down. She landed softly between two bushes and walked stooped along them into the garden. Serdra would remain behind to distract the guards if something went wrong. If Katja made it silently she would follow.
 
   One of the benefits of the guards’ discipline was the predictability of their routes night after night. Katja knew that if she hurried she would have plenty of time to get all the way, but then they would probably have to wait for two other guards passing by before Serdra could dare pass.
 
   Katja entered a clearing designed as a meeting place for good summer days, where people could sit on circled stone benches and argue about politics. The cover wasn’t as good here as she hurried over to the neatly trimmed trees that formed a semicircle fence about the clearing and carefully forced her way between the bottom branches.
 
   And there was the downspout. It went all the way up to the roof, four floors and twelve metres above. The main problem with it was the bush surrounding it. It would crackle loudly if one fell into it from some height.
 
   Katja took up position three metres from the bush and nervously bounced her knee up and down. She knew she mustn’t waste too much time gathering courage, but she also had to get this right.
 
   She took a breath, held it and did the run-up. She leapt over the bush and hit the downspout. She pressed her palms on each side and managed to hold herself up long enough to lock her thighs about it as well. There was virtually no grip on the downspout. She had to use the strength she’d built up with so much effort.
 
   Katja began to hoist herself up as if climbing a tree trunk. She focused on keeping her breathing steady and in rhythm with the climbing. Her muscles had started complaining by the time she passed a sturdy window latch on the second floor. Keeping her grip and yanking herself upward, step by step, was ever more of a strain.
 
   Onwards, onwards, onwards.
 
   The third floor slid lazily by. The next window was two metres away to the left and there were no handholds in between. She could easily have jumped the distance on the ground. Up here it was like a ravine.
 
   Onwards, onwards, onwards!
 
   The strain had long since turned into pain and Katja fought through it, got angry at it to harness that energy.
 
   Finally she arrived at the fourth floor balcony. It was only a metre away, on her right.
 
   One metre in one direction and twelve in the other, Katja thought, and then squeezed her eyes shut over having done so.
 
   She clamped her thighs around the downspout with all her strength and forced herself to release her hands. Her legs turned out to still have enough strength to keep her up and she turned her head to the balcony.
 
   I have to cross. There is nothing for it.
 
   Katja held her breath, clenched her stomach and leaned for the balcony. Her hands grasped the edge, the thighs detached from the downspout and dangled in the air twelve metres over the ground. Katja grunted and pulled herself up. She let herself drop over the rail and lay there on her back and breathed heavily for a few moments. Then she began rubbing sore muscles until she again heard the rattling of mail on the ground.
 
   Katja lay still and silent as a mouse and waited for the men to continue their round. Then she crawled to the balcony door and tried the handle. Their suspicion was confirmed. No one bothered locking a fourth floor balcony door.
 
   Soon she began hearing sounds of climbing approach. Serdra moved up significantly faster than her. Of course she did.
 
   Serdra bounced nimbly over the railing and knelt by her student. They crept into the hallway and Katja closed the door behind them.
 
   Asking about the insides of the council hall had been a simple matter. The state treasury was in the basement. The ground floor was mostly open to citizens who had business with the government and it housed facilities for minor officials, the headquarters of the city guard and the staff dining hall.
 
   The second floor was more restricted and housed the government chambers as well as the chancellor’s office. The third one was mostly living quarters and the fourth held the state archives.
 
   Aron Vogn’s chambers had been
    
      
    on the third floor. They would need to get there, examine the place, decide and execute the next step and then exit as quietly as they had entered.
 
   No lights burned here. Most of the security was on the ground floor, the general assumption being that ne’er-do-wells would be stopped before ever getting so high up.
 
   Katja went to the stairs leading down and stopped there. A light could be glimpsed on the floor below. Katja looked at her mentor in search of some observation. She saw nothing on the darkened face and so made her way down the steps.
 
   The only sounds were snores coming down one hallway and distant footsteps. They belonged to someone walking slowly and limply. A guard on a boring detail.
 
   Katja signalled Serdra to hold. The footsteps approached and soon a man in a guard’s uniform was walking along the hallway. Katja retreated a bit further up into darkness, but the man just sighed and continued on to the second floor. Katja waited a bit and then signalled to continue.
 
   She felt it as soon as she set foot on the floor. Something had happened here. Sorcery had left its rough, black mark on this place. She didn’t need to look over her shoulder at Serdra. The woman had probably sensed it before she had.
 
   Katja made her way towards the source. The sixth sense made it easy.
 
   The few lamps hanging on the walls illuminated tapestries not new or fancy enough to grace the two lower floors, but still prettier than most things Katja was used to.
 
   It was strange to go through the most important place she had seen in this fashion. Like a common thief, but with a good purpose. Regardless, they would have to use violence if discovered. Serdra had stressed as much no few times.
 
   Katja crept along a side way and walked a brief distance before arriving at a door. Here were Aron Vogn’s chambers. She grasped the handle softly and opened the door.
 
   Here it was. This was the place. The feeling wasn’t very strong, but given the circumstances it could only mean one thing.
 
   She walked to the centre of the floor and Serdra followed and closed the door.
 
   In spite of the darkness the room was clearly quite nice, if a bit disorderly. Perhaps the man’s relatives had already come for his most notable possessions.
 
   “Look,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja sat on the floor and opened her perception.
 
   This ability of hers was strange and often uncomfortable, terrifying and distracting. But it gave her a near-unique view of the world, it was useful and it was her most notable feature as a Redcloak. She had to learn to love it as much as she did the strain of the exercises.
 
   Many things had transpired here. This building was almost as old as the city wall itself and this room had seen all sorts of events. Katja felt grief and for an instant saw relatives gathering belongings. But the event that called to her, that drew attention like a flaming pyre, was two days old.
 
   A serving girl entered with a broom. She was in her twenties, with pale brown hair, a slender body and a small face. She put the broom down and struggled to pull a chest in front of the door without noise. It would hold back people trying to get in and she could claim to have been sweeping the spot it stood on.
 
   She knelt by the bed and produced a circular sheet of paper, a piece of cloth and a small knife from beneath her dress. She arranged all this on the bed and then picked up one of the worn, old slippers by the end of it and placed it on the sheet.
 
   The woman took a moment to achieve total concentration and a mental grip on the forces that had been her birthright. Her inheritance.
 
   Then she took the keen little knife and cut her forearm. She didn’t flinch, just stared at the thin trickle of blood as it ran down the pale arm and gathered in her palm. Blood had power, especially when given willingly.
 
   She said the first word in a language no human being had come up with and dipped an index finger in the blood pool. She continued whispered incomprehensible words; terrible words that sent ripples through the Divide and drew power from the Underworld as she wrote runes on the sheet.
 
   Her handiwork was precise and elegant. It would have been pretty if it hadn’t woken more ill power with every stroke and every whispered word.
 
   The runes formed a circle around the shoe like a garrotte, themselves almost whispering about terror, death and agony.
 
   The woman with the thin limbs and small face finished the final stroke and spoke the last word. The power hung in the room and in her symbols and eyes. Then she spoke the name of Aron Vogn with cold harshness and the power was released.
 
   The curse was activated.
 
   The serving girl placed the shoe exactly as it had been and then bandaged her cut with the cloth. If anyone inquired making up a story would be child’s play. Next she folded the sheet twice and hid it in her clothes. Then she calmly swept the floor, pushed the chest back into place and left.
 
   “Serving girl,” Katja muttered as she crawled back to the present. She was a bit surprised at the darkness around them before remembering it was night.
 
   Serdra watched her, waiting for information.
 
   “She came to sweep. Used...” Katja shook her head. “She used a slipper. As a link.” She pointed at the shoes though they weren’t visible in the dark.
 
   “A good choice,” Serdra said. “Can you find her?”
 
   “I...” Katja thought. “I didn’t get a name or anything like that. But I can recognise her face.”
 
   Serdra was silent. Katja seized the chance to strain her ears. There was still nothing to hear in the building.
 
   “A Brotherhood agent will make every effort to have private quarters, preferably with an open fire to destroy evidence. One can of course do so under people’s noses, but that would be the perfect situation a good agent would try to achieve.”
 
   “So we start by looking into small cribs?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Serdra fell silent again.
 
   “So what do we do, Katja?”
 
   Tests, tests, tests, Katja thought.
 
   “Weee,” Katja said, drawing the word out, “should...” She stopped. “Ideally we should interrogate her about who sent her and why, but these aren’t ideal circumstances for that. However, we are in a good situation to kill her. And we don’t know whether she intends more murders, or what.”
 
   Katja pondered some more. They were in a dangerous place and would possibly never know which decision had been the correct one.
 
   “Isn’t it best to cut weed immediately?” she said. “Since we have the chance?”
 
   Katja suspected Serdra’s ensuing silence was meant to test her belief in her own words.
 
   “It would be good, yes,” the woman then said. “It’s always good to eliminate a member of the Brotherhood. But this is a perilous situation and we badly need information on what is going on. Let us find her first and find out enough that she can be easily grabbed later on.”
 
   “As soon as possible then, I assume.”
 
   “Yes. As soon as possible. And if that doesn’t turn out to be an option I expect we will repeat this break-in and kill her in bed.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Still, keep your knife at the ready,” Serdra said. “She mustn’t survive finding out about us.”
 
   Returning to the hallway wasn’t easy on the nerves. There had been some comfort in entering a room no one was likely to look into. Now the game began again.
 
   Serdra went first and went about as they had been doing. They crept into a wing for the serving staff. There they searched for doors to small rooms.
 
   They were about to try out a promising one when a baby’s cries suddenly emanated from it. They hid in a corner and waited for it to fall silent. They heard shushing and soft humming from a grown woman and time seemed to crawl by as the little one cried and cried.
 
   Finally it seemed to fall asleep. They waited a bit longer to be fairly sure the woman had herself fallen asleep and then continued.
 
   They found another interesting room abutting from a dining room, right next to a large fireplace in which embers glowed.
 
   Serdra took a candle lamp off a shelf and a rag off a table and pointed at the door.
 
   Katja grasped the handle and opened it slightly. The hinges squeaked a bit, but no more than normal. She held her breath, tightened her grip on the knife and opened more.
 
   The crib was indeed small. A small bed could be glimpsed by the stone wall and small chests on either side of it. A lamp stood on one of them and a water carafe on the floor. The darkness hid all else.
 
   Katja stood still and listened and heard a slow, deep breath from the bed. The resident hadn’t been disturbed.
 
   Few possessions, Katja thought. No spouse or child. As would be expected for a new servant, who perhaps isn’t planning to stay for long.
 
   Circumstances matched up to their expectations but didn’t suffice as evidence by themselves. Katja moved further in with great care and silently asked the person not to wake.
 
   She knelt by the headboard. As far as she could tell this was a woman beneath the blanket, facing Katja.
 
   She looked back and saw Serdra enter with the lamp in her hand. She knelt close to her pupil and gave her a questioning look. Katja could only shrug and look at the lamp.
 
   Serdra glanced at the person on the bed, perhaps to assure herself they were fast asleep. Then she lifted the rag off the lamp, just enough to let a bit of glow on the bed.
 
   Katja stared. She remembered this face. It was strange seeing it relaxed in sleep. Defenceless and innocent.
 
   But then how do I myself look? Katja suddenly thought.
 
   Serdra covered the lamp again and Katja nodded to her. This was the right woman.
 
   Serdra nodded back and lifted the rag enough to blow out the candle. Then she crept back out and motioned for Katja to follow.
 
   She looked at this sleeping enemy of hers and suddenly remembered she was still holding the knife. She didn’t particularly want to stab a sleeping person, but it still felt funny to let an enemy out of her grasp like this. She hadn’t looked so innocent in the vision. There she had shown her true face, not the one she presumably showed the people of the council hall.
 
   Well. Perhaps we’ll meet again later, she thought with some savagery and snuck to the doorway.
 
   Serdra was placing the lamp back on the exact spot when Katja exited. Katja closed the door as carefully as she’d opened it. And so this mission was done for now.
 
   They went back up to the fourth floor and out on the balcony. Serdra fastened the rope and when the coast was clear Katja let it slide down in two strands and climbed down both of them. Serdra pulled it back up while the guards passed. Then she went down herself and pulled on one strand to loosen the knot up on the balcony.
 
   They then crossed to and over the wall. Katja finally relaxed once she again stood on cobblestones. She had broken in the council hall and made it back outside. Another threshold was behind her.
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   They spent the rest of the night beneath the bridge. They crawled out from under it as dawn broke and split up in search of Frank. It was Katja who found him and reported the night’s events. She described the Brotherhood woman in detail, as well as her dwelling. He would then report to the Shades living in the city and together the people would investigate the woman and seek ways to get at her.
 
   Katja tried not to view this whole thing as a disappointment. It was important to know who was responsible for the death curse. And the Silent War was after all mostly spent waiting and travelling and researching. But she yearned for action and felt a bit like an opportunity had been snatched away from her.
 
   “So we’ll be going back home?” Katja asked after reuniting with Serdra.
 
   “Yes. Let us report to Maron.”
 
   They walked to the gate and got through it as easily as they had entered and headed to Gvendur and the horses.
 
   --------------------
 
   “I see,” Maron said. They were sitting in a lounge in the homestead. “I shall contact our people in the city and oversee an operation against this woman.”
 
   “But you have received news,” Serdra said.
 
   Maron watched her silently for a moment.
 
   “Indeed,” he then said. “News from Farnar.”
 
   Katja got excited at that and knew she was showing it.
 
   “A demon went on a rampage there, just when you had the Sensing,” Maron said with even more severity than usual. “Accounts agree that it was of solid flesh and enormous. It charged out of a forested area close to the capital and attacked dwellings.”
 
   “Was there any order to it?” Serdra asked.
 
   “It doesn’t seem so,” Maron answered. “It was just frenzied. I will admit the descriptions are rather vague, but from the sound of them it was out of control and just destroyed right and left. It tore up objects, beasts and people and sometimes killed every living thing within reach but sometimes just went from one thing to another.”
 
   “Were there attempts to fight it?” Katja asked.
 
   “That is less clear. Some no doubt pointed spears at it in desperation, but you must realise most people just flee at the sight of such a thing.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose they do.”
 
   “But regardless of that it seems to be inactive for now. It left a trail of destruction outside of Farnar City, only to vanish near the Rose Manor.”
 
   “Do you mean people lost sight of it or it vanished?” Serdra asked.
 
   “That is one of those unclear details,” Maron said. “The man I spoke to didn’t witness these events personally and stories get less reliable with every mouth they pass through.”
 
   “This is our business,” Katja said firmly and looked at her mentor. “We need to know more, and whether or not a person is responsible for this such a monster needs to be destroyed. Right?”
 
   “There is indeed a need to know more,” Maron said before Serdra could reply. “And as for people there are reports of mysterious traffic just before the monster appeared. Traffic and combat in the night.”
 
   “This sounds like a coven showdown gone out of bounds,” Serdra said, looking thoughtful. “It is certainly worth investigating.”
 
   “And a perfect opportunity to batter the Brotherhood even more, correct?” Katja asked and was really starting to like this turn.
 
   “Yes,” her mentor said. “If two covens are wounded, or one is splitting from the inside, it is best to take advantage.”
 
   “So you will be heading north?” Maron asked.
 
   “Yes. We will go,” Serdra said. She looked at her pupil. Katja thought she saw a smile flash across her mentor’s ageless face.
 
   She herself couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear as she felt the wonderful and terrible mix of fear and excitement course through her being.
 
   I am insane.
 
   “I can arrange passage to Farnar,” Maron said. “From Bag Harbour. It will be far quicker than riding north and south through the Golden Plain.”
 
   “And safer,” Serdra said. “And if this is related to whatever the Brotherhood is attempting in Amerstan then this is big.”
 
   Maron nodded.
 
   “They may be watching the roads,” he said.
 
   “Then we had better use the Ox Road. Is it in any use these days?”
 
   “Not really. It is one victim of the decline.”
 
   “Then we should be only slightly slower than if we used a more popular route. And far safer.”
 
   “And in the meantime I can send a man with a message to ready a boat.”
 
   “There is no reason for us not to set out immediately,” Serdra said. She looked at Katja. “Pack your things.”
 
   --------------------
 
   They changed clothes while a man saddled rested horses for them. They put on jackets, pants and boots of leather, clothing which would offer some slight protection from injury without drawing too much attention. The actual armours would be hidden in the luggage until needed.
 
   Katja felt rather like she was shrugging off the disguise she usually had to wear and buttoning on her true nature.
 
   They finished by throwing rough wool cloaks over all the leather, partly as a defence from the elements and partly to make the swords and leather less obvious.
 
   Serdra finished first and walked out while Katja was putting the boots on. She fastened the cloak on and made sure she could freely draw the sword.
 
   She took a deep breath and walked out of the room.
 
   The time has come.
 
   She almost smacked into Linda.
 
   “I heard you were leaving,” the girl said. She seemed a bit alarmed.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and couldn’t quite calm her own feelings. “Just... just now.”
 
   “Will you be back?” Linda asked. She held her hands behind her back and Katja thought she looked a bit vulnerable.
 
   “I...” She thought about it. “I expect so. Probably. It will probably depend on what happens in Farnar. But it’s not certain.”
 
   “Yes. Well,” Linda said with some sadness and shifted from one foot to the other. “I made this for you the other day.”
 
   She presented something made of woven brown leather. Katja leaned forward to inspect it more closely.
 
   “It is a choker,” Linda said.
 
   “Ah, I see,” Katja said and didn’t quite know what to say. It had been a while since she received a gift.
 
   “I wanted to give you something that would last,” Linda hurriedly explained. “And something in a dull colour, since you need to be able to hide. And a choker won’t snag on anything in life or death situations.”
 
   “You’ve given this quite a lot of thought,” Katja said with a smile, but felt some nostalgia through the excitement. This might very well be a parting present.
 
   The choker was quite nice-looking despite the lack of colour. The threads were thin and woven into a beautiful pattern of great precision and skill.
 
   “Turn around,” Linda said and Katja obeyed.
 
   The girl placed the band around her neck and tied the loose ends together.
 
   Katja turned back around to face her friend, feeling moved. She touched the choker. The leather was soft enough to not chafe.
 
   “Thank you, Linda,” she said sincerely.
 
   Linda hugged her.
 
   Katja hugged her back and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Good luck with your business,” she said.
 
   They separated and walked out together.
 
   The horses were ready and Maron, Serdra and some of the homestead folk stood by. Katja looked into the saddlebags, to see with her own eyes that all was as it should be. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Serdra look on with approval.
 
   “Is there anything left to tend to?” Maron asked the older Redcloak.
 
   “No, I cannot think of anything,” the woman answered and mounted. Katja followed suit.
 
   Maron nodded.
 
   “May the wind be at your backs.”
 
   “Farewell Maron.” She looked over the assembled people. “Farewell all.”
 
   “Thank you for everything,” Katja said. “Don’t get bored while I’m away.”
 
   Anton shook his head but Katja thought she saw a hint of a smile. Katja looked at Linda. They had already said their goodbyes and now did so again with their eyes.
 
   Serdra kicked her horse and Katja followed.
 
   The homestead vanished from sight as the highlands approached. The homestead folk watched them leave as long as they could be seen. Then a hillock came between them and the journey began in earnest.
 
   --------------------
 
   The Ox Road was an old and almost forgotten road that lay west and east through the highlands that marked the border between Amerstan and Baldur’s Coast.
 
   The way was rather forested and the elements had not been kind to the road, so the going wasn’t as fast as would have been preferable. But that was how they lived; out of sight and paranoid.
 
   Not that Katja couldn’t appreciate a ride through a beautiful area. The trees and hillocks the Ox Road snaked through usually blocked the view, but they occasionally rode through a short stretch where one could look down on a vibrant forest stretching far into the distance.
 
   Now that nothing was going on and since everything had gone well Katja could start enjoying having broken into such a secure building. The council hall was far bigger and more guarded than its colleague in Baldur’s Coast. And they had strolled in and out without anyone being the wiser. It was fun to have such a secret.
 
   They spent the first night beneath foliage in the side of the road. In the morning they ate boiled eggs and crispbread from their luggage and continued.
 
   Shortly before noon it began to rain and Katja threw the cloak hood over her head.
 
   “Oof,” she said out loud as the rain penetrated her clothes and soaked every spot on her body. But she had always wanted to travel and this was a part of it.
 
   “So how do you know this way?” Katja asked once when they rode side by side.
 
   “Maron’s brother introduced me to it when I needed to go about discreetly. Granted, everyone who knows the history of this area knows of this road, but I didn’t know exactly where it was.”
 
   “And what history would that be?”
 
   “You should see it come nightfall.”
 
   They made good progress through the rest of the day. Katja had ample time and peace to wonder what the woman had meant. It was her observation that when an experienced Redcloak spoke of history it could go back quite far.
 
   Suddenly the realization hit that now she would miss the Summer Celebration. She had been too excited over finally leaving to give it thought.
 
   She frowned. So much for that.
 
   It had to be considered a fair trade. Her nature had to be satisfied and the celebration would just have been a bonus. Still, it would have been fun to have both. They would not be staying at the homestead forever. When would she again be able to celebrate with people she knew?
 
   Best not complain over a wish coming true, she thought a bit sadly. 
 
   “We’ll make camp here,” Serdra said once the sky was darkening and the horses were tired.
 
   The location was a rather wide break in all the hillocks. Maron’s homestead would have fit there with a bit of squeezing.
 
   They bound the horses, examined their horseshoes, gave them oats and put blankets over them before tending to themselves.
 
   They placed the two-person tent beneath foliage in the centre of the area. It was made of leather and the blankets wrapped in it had stayed dry. The rain had ceased and the sun peeked out late in the day, so they didn’t bother with a campfire.
 
   Katja hastily broke open two duck eggs and scarfed them down. Then she dug a little hole in the ground and buried the shells so as to not attract wildlife.
 
   She looked around a bit and her gaze settled on a large hill towering over the area to the north.
 
   “Do you need me for anything?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Serdra said as she took practice swings with her sword.
 
   Katja jogged through the trees and up the hill. The area was very uneven and Katja briefly reminisced about childhood frivolity of leaping between mounds.
 
   There were almost no rocks on the hill and the grass was still slick with rainwater. Climbing up it took some effort, especially after a day of riding, but she made it.
 
   Katja walked up on the peak and stood up straight. Amerstan stretched far out before her in the last light of day. There was little to see besides trees and hills and the occasional river. The nearest farmland could just barely be glimpsed. But the seeming emptiness had a beauty of its own.
 
   She sighed contentedly. She was headed for mortal danger, but here alone on the highest spot in the region she could let herself forget that for a moment. Forget about killings and monsters and villains and even her nearby mentor.
 
   Katja stretched her arms out and briefly imagined that she could fly off the highlands over all this empty landscape.
 
   Look at me, Dove, she thought.
 
   But then she felt a stab of hunger and let her arms drop. The moment of peace had passed and she again felt her savage warrior nature. She snorted a bit with a smile on her lips and started sliding down the hill.
 
   Silly.
 
   “Well, what was I supposed to see here?” she asked once back at the campsite.
 
   “Look around a bit,” Serdra said. She had sat down to eat.
 
   Katja looked over the area again, feeling slightly insulted. Serdra had again and again stressed for her to pay close heed to her surroundings, especially when she thought herself safe. She had already checked for signs of danger.
 
   She was about to demand clarification when she noticed that some of the bulges in the earth were quite straight for bulges. She peered between the young trees dotting the campsite and spotted another elevated row mirroring the first.
 
   “Ruins?”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “A fort was raised here shortly after Baldur Reo founded Baldur’s City.”
 
   “To repel Vegraine-men?”
 
   “No. To repel the petty kings.”
 
   “Ah, those,” Katja said with some surprise and began walking around to examine this long-gone fort.
 
   They were hardly ever mentioned. People were just vaguely aware that various small kingdoms had risen near the Inner Sea between the Shattering and Jukiala’s eastward expansion.
 
   These days Baldur’s Coast belonged to Amerstan. It was strange to think that once her little homeland had been the very periphery of civilization; the outskirts of Jukiala’s campaign to restore order to the world. And Amerstan had been dangerous, mysterious and unknown.
 
   “Just how long has it been?” she asked after finishing her examination.
 
   “Baldur’s City was founded in 190 after Jukiala’s founding,” her mentor replied. “I know one sister of ours who knew a brother of ours who was involved in those conflicts. The Coast dwellers who didn’t accept Jukiala’s rule went north and strengthened the kings remaining there. So the need was felt to plug passages through the highlands until the expansion claimed the area later known as Amerstan.”
 
   Katja pushed on the foundations with her foot. That had been more than eight centuries ago. Amazing.
 
   “This fort was probably built in 191 by the old calendar,” Serdra said.
 
   “Do you know if there was fighting here?”
 
   “Won’t you just check?”
 
   Katja looked at her mentor to see whether she was serious. It certainly seemed so.
 
   Serdra glanced at the mound in front of herself and then back at Katja. Katja arranged herself on it and began the fight to relax her mind.
 
   She had never tried seeing something so old. Not even close. She tried to dismiss that thought. A battle in this rather narrow highland could hardly have been very big. She tried to dismiss that as well.
 
   Katja lost her sense of time as she sat there. She lost sense of her body and the time of day. She had forgotten almost everything when she thought she heard something. Feel something. The screams of men and clashing of arms. Fires. Pain and death. A large event that shaped the future in its wake.
 
   It lasted only a moment. Then she opened her eyes.
 
   Night was falling in earnest and she could barely see Serdra as the woman sat and watched her.
 
   “Did I really see that?” she asked in a slurred voice.
 
   “Perhaps,” Serdra said and Katja sensed she would get nothing further out of the woman.
 
   They finished eating and then crawled into the tent.
 
   --------------------
 
   Arvar sat reading when Vajan came to him.
 
   “You have presumably been told the news?” Arvar asked when he looked up after a few moments.
 
   “Yes,” Vajan said. “This is certainly interesting timing for such a thing.” The trained killer spoke with a smile but his eyes were serious.
 
   “It certainly it,” Arvar responded.
 
   Vajan looked around, at their comrades and brethren who were busily preparing the operation. The two of them were rather isolated in spite of the company. Everyone was tending to their tasks and some were speaking quietly. Friends exchanging opinions on the news.
 
   “Any idea what’s going on?” he asked to get his leader’s thoughts.
 
   Arvar watched him with his brown eyes. Then he looked at a wall, towards these distant troubles that might nonetheless upset everything.
 
   “I think it’s best not to jump to conclusions in this matter,” he then said. “Not now. Assumptions have a way of stabbing one in the back.”
 
   Vajan nodded. Many had suffered for assumptions. Sometimes at his very own hands.
 
   “I can take a part of
    
      
    the team to investigate,” he suggested. “You can postpone the operation in the meantime. Until we know just what is happening.”
 
   “So you want us to divide our forces when our enemies are stirring?” Arvar said with obvious disapproval.
 
   “I want you and the ones you need the most to hold still while the rest of us find out whether this could lead to us. If that turns out to be the case we can take proper action. That is the safest way, I think.”
 
   Arvar looked him in the eyes.
 
   “Also more exciting, I suspect,” he said critically.
 
   Vajan smiled with a corner of his mouth and a boyish glint in his eyes.
 
   “That may be,” he said and held his palms out. “But come now. I’m not about to jeopardise the operation for just that. It takes priority.”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” Arvar said. He kept his tone friendly but let his face show his seriousness. “You proved yourself a while back. That should suffice for you.”
 
   “That depends on whom you ask,” Vajan replied with a just a hint of bitterness slipping through the smile.
 
   “I know,” Arvar sighed. “Some are stuck in an antiquated mindset. But we are after all trying to start a new movement.”
 
   Arvar thought it over, but had a hard time coming up with a good counter argument. He didn’t like postponing everything. There was no way of knowing how long the peace with Kolgrim would last. But if these events came their way it might be the only sensible options. Best to deal with them directly.
 
   “Very well. But do leave your trump behind. I may end up needing it.”
 
   Vajan hesitated.
 
   “The operation takes priority,” Arvar reminded him.
 
   “True.”
 
   Vajan handed over the leather wrapping with a bit of reluctance.
 
   “Just look after this carefully,” he said. “I doubt I will acquire another one.”
 
   “Hopefully not while the owner still lives, at any rate,” Arvar said. “Now gather your men.”
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   The journey went well for the next three days. They made better progress than they would have in the lowlands and Serdra even suggested that they would reach Bag Harbour before Maron’s messenger.
 
   They stopped around noon to rest themselves and the horses a bit. They let the beasts graze around a comfortable hollow while they themselves ate of the little remaining provisions.
 
   Katja glanced at her mentor, as she had been doing since the previous day. The woman had to notice but hadn’t said anything.
 
   “Old Maron chatted with me a few days ago,” Katja suddenly said.
 
   “He tends to do that, yes,” Serdra said.
 
   “He...” Katja hesitated. “He voiced the possibility that you would die before finishing my training.”
 
   “That is entirely possible, Katja,” Serdra said calmly. “I believe I have always made it perfectly clear that I am...”
 
   “Not invincible, I know,” Katja said. “He also said that in the event I should return to the homestead and stay there for a while longer.”
 
   “It would be wise, but circumstances will have to determine that.”
 
   “Indeed. So isn’t it time you told me more about the Death Lords?”
 
   Serdra looked at her. Katja had no more luck than usual in reading her mentor’s eyes, but tried to link some feeling to those ancient foes of the world.
 
   “I know that...” Katja went over the words in her mind. “I know that they somehow rose from the devastation of the Shattering, led armies of revenants and waged six wars through Jukiala’s history. And the seventh one finally broke the union and sent everything into chaos and internal wars. And now there have been three centuries with no sight of them.”
 
   Serdra shifted her pose and continued observing her. Katja took this as an invitation to continue.
 
   “I know they were originally nine, but three have apparently been slain.”
 
   Serdra watched her.
 
   “In the second war, the fifth and the sixth,” Katja continued. “What happened to the rest?”
 
   Serdra continued watching her.
 
   “Hasn’t there been an effort to find them?” Katja asked, and was getting tired of the lack of response.
 
   Serdra gave a small shrug.
 
   “Where would you search, Katja?”
 
   Katja hesitated. She hadn’t expected to be put on the spot.
 
   “Well... don’t the elders have incredible detection?”
 
   “Yes. But even they have their limits,” Serdra said. “And the Death Lords are well aware of our abilities.”
 
   Serdra leaned forward, assuming her teaching mien.
 
   “We can sense demons more easily than the walking dead. The dead are after all partially of this world. And the Lords slumber, Katja. In a state on the verge of true death. It is almost impossible for us to detect them in that torpor.”
 
   “So they just... sleep? In some hideaways, somewhere in the world?”
 
   “Yes. That has been their strategy ever since their bastion in Kreven was brought down.”
 
   Katja digested this for a few moments.
 
   “Aren’t they vulnerable in that state?”
 
   “Getting to a slumbering Death Lord would be a great prize. If one has the ability to destroy it and do so quickly.”
 
   “So they can wake like any other?”
 
   “Not quite,” the woman said. “The death torpor is very deep. And a risen Death Lord would stand out as a beacon to all with sensitivity. But their spirit can rise up into the world of men and defend the body without attracting enemies from every direction.”
 
   Serdra stared into her eyes for a bit, as a sign to heed her words.
 
   “And that alone is more dangerous than many other things.”
 
   “Are you speaking from experience?” Katja asked.
 
   “Not personal experience. One of our brothers told me of an incidence shortly Post Dissolution. Around the time the search began.”
 
   “A search has been going on for three entire centuries?”
 
   “Not an incessant search. Various things have called for immediate action on our part through the years. But it has always been important to find the Lords as well as their servants, sleeping in a way similar to their masters.”
 
   “And what is there to expect if one finds a Death Lord’s sanctum?”
 
   “They are more powerful than any revenant. Terribly strong. Almost unkillable; it took great power and sacrifices to destroy Kverovrin, Torfoth and Bolihir. And they can raise corpses from death to do their bidding, from a long distance. It used to be customary to behead all corpses before burial to prevent that.”
 
   Katja thought about the funerals she had taken part in. She didn’t like the thought of decapitating innocent people before laying them to their final rest. Such was for criminals. Perhaps that was why the peace rune had replaced the axe blade.
 
   “But these are all matters for a later time. You are too young to battle apocalypse monsters.”
 
   --------------------
 
   When nightfall was around the corner they stopped on a high plateau and looked north, along a relatively clear way down to the lowlands.
 
   Continuing on was technically possible, but the way west had become heavily forested and difficult. They had best seize even a difficult way down that the horses could traverse.
 
   “Do you want to race?” Katja asked but didn’t put much effort into making the jest convincing.
 
   They dismounted and led the horses down the slopes.
 
   It was slow going but fairly steady as the growth wasn’t that bad in this incline.
 
   “Wouldn’t...” Katja groaned as she clambered over a fallen log. “Wouldn’t this also have been a great place for a fort in the old days?”
 
   She was eager to see another such sign of the old world.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “There apparently was another stronger fort here.”
 
   Katja looked around the steep slope.
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Somewhere around here,” her mentor clarified. “But long forgotten and probably long since collapsed. Forests and highlands have always kept many secrets and many mementoes. And where these two meet one can expect anything.”
 
   And I am better at rooting out the past than most, Katja thought. I must keep this in mind.
 
   They were reaching the lowland when Katja could smell smoke. It was stronger than could be expected of one fire.
 
   “I take it you can feel that,” she said out loud and didn’t need an answer.
 
   They locked gazes for a moment, before Katja handed the lead to Serdra. Then she found herself a thick tree with handy branches and began climbing it. No few times she had groaned over having to always brave the most difficult trees around the homestead, but had to admit it made this current climb much easier by comparison. She reached over most of the thicket and peered north.
 
   “There is a village ahead!” she said.
 
   “Oh,” Serdra said. “I see there have been changes since last I was here.”
 
   “I...” Katja looked around. The slopes of the highlands pressed in on the village from two directions and a hair-thin fjord ended its inland advance in a bog east of it. “I see no easy way past it. Getting through unseen would be a trial.”
 
   “We will take this as good fortune,” Serdra said. “I just noticed my horse has a loose shoe.”
 
   “I won’t complain over stopping in a dwelling,” Katja said and climbed back down.
 
   A young boy was the first to see them, a short distance outside of the village. He was dark of hair, thin and just beginning the growth spurt that would turn him into a man.
 
   “Good day,” Katja said immediately and tried to put up her best smile. She suspected guests were a rarity.
 
   The boy seemed downright startled. He glanced behind him. The village was still out of sight due to foliage.
 
   “Good day,” he said after a slight hesitation.
 
   “We are passing through. Can you announce our coming?”
 
   The boy nodded and ran off with a child’s energy.
 
   They continued at the same pace as before and once they arrived at the village a group of people stood waiting.
 
   They wore simple clothes of goat hide and wool and Katja got a distinct impression that this village had little contact with the wider world. In the front stood a tall man in his fifties with a grey beard and thick bones. Presumably he spoke for the village.
 
   Amerstan’s customs were quite similar to those of Baldur’s Coast and strange guests were expected to speak first.
 
   “Greetings. We are cousins on our way west,” Katja said. “We have a horse with a loose shoe and seek your hospitality.”
 
   It was sometimes better that she talk to people rather than Serdra. The woman simply couldn’t stop being strange and somewhat intimidating.
 
   “Be welcome,” the man said. “I am Jonas and you have arrived at Twigs. We are just a simple farming community and do not have a farrier. But it is no trouble to lend you a hammer and nails. And we of course offer shelter to guests.”
 
   “You have our thanks,” Katja said with a smile.
 
   “And guests are a good sign on festive days!” Jonas said cheerfully and looked at his kinfolk and neighbours. “We celebrate the summer today. You are welcome to join us for dinner and spend the night here.”
 
   “We will of course accept such an offer,” Katja said with a smile she didn’t need to fake.
 
   “Be welcome and bring some joy with you.”
 
   Katja smirked a bit at the formal politeness, but had to admit to herself that the man delivered it well.
 
   Many of the villagers were busy preparing the celebration, but news of guests spread about the little hamlet as soon as some little girl shouted it out loud. Men and women and children stepped out of houses and looked up from their tasks to look at them.
 
   It reminded Katja a bit of the arrival at Maron’s homestead. These villagers didn’t know that there was something very unusual about her, but on the other hand all of the Shades had been allies of theirs.
 
   She waved a bit awkwardly in a few directions.
 
   The residents seemed to be around one hundred in number. Perhaps five extended families. Three and even four generations living here in the most isolated area of the country.
 
   Most of the houses were small and clearly not very old. Small wonder Serdra hadn’t known of this place.
 
   They got to place the horses in a goat fence and a dark man of about three decades gave Serdra a hammer and nails.
 
   “I will handle this,” Serdra said as she examined the loose shoe. “Take care of the luggage.”
 
   Katja managed to get most of the bags into her arms and walked off with them.
 
   Jonas returned from talking with the villagers and said he had found a dwelling for them. He offered to help with the luggage but Katja declined. She didn’t want to have to explain the helmets and mail shirts.
 
   He led her to a house that was rather big on the Twigs scale. The door stood open and there was no one inside.
 
   “My sister and her husband and children live here. You can use that extra bench over there.”
 
   “Thank you,” Katja said, glad to get rid of the burden. She then pushed it under the sleeping bench she and Serdra would apparently be sharing. There was no reason to make the luggage too tempting.
 
   Jonas departed to help with the preparations and Katja stepped out beneath the sky and examined the whole place a bit better.
 
   She spotted hoes here and there so the forest clearly hid a field somewhere, but the tubs and shovels attracted her attention more and seemed to be in the majority. Gathering clay from the bog seemed to be the backbone of the village.
 
   Forests really do hide many things, she thought.
 
   Katja fetched and arranged the rest of the luggage. Serdra was satisfied with the horseshoe and returned the hammer.
 
   The looks didn’t let up and Katja suspected the swords played a part in that. But people adjusted to their presence as they aided in the preparations and Katja stopped having to mutter something about the roads being dangerous.
 
   She carried barrels and baskets and hung yarn from trees where the feast would be. She worked with various people and couldn’t possibly keep track of all the names. She was asked for news from the east and about the journey and where they were headed. All very natural and conventional questions, which nevertheless reminded her of how carefully she had to tread. For the rest of her life.
 
   Katja told a girl with a slight pregnancy belly general news of the capital area as they worked together arranging benches on the uneven ground. The villagers seemed to keep in enough contact to know the broad strokes of politics and national events, but little more than that. The girl was quite taken with the descriptions of the city market square and the crowds and the invincible stone buildings no storm could bring down.
 
   Could Aron Vogn have made a difference here? she thought to herself. Made more of this area if he had pushed his policies through?
 
   Some dark little boy came up to Katja and insisted on seeing the sword and she couldn’t resist unsheathing it.
 
   Did I look like that when I first got it? she thought and smiled at the boy’s awestruck face.
 
   She swung it through the air a few times to indulge him... and perhaps to show off a bit, then sheathed it.
 
   “Have you fought?” he asked and seemed quite delighted by her.
 
   “I slew a dragon last year,” she said. “My shoes are made of its hide.”
 
   She saw Serdra out of the corner of her eye a few times as evening drew closer. She aided when asked to and responded to questions but didn’t engage much and people seemed to seek Katja more out for conversation.
 
   If that’s how she wants it. I suppose she doesn’t need the practice, Katja thought just before repeating the story of their destination for the eighth time.
 
   Finally everything was ready. Families gathered on benches around the pyre that had been piled up and Serdra and Katja were shown to seats. Two men opened the first beer barrel and spread mugs around.
 
   Jonas, clearly a patriarch, stepped up on a mound where all could see him and gave a familiar speech about the summer as the peak of life. About a time for lovers and family and for remembering forebearers and all the things life had to offer.
 
   The villagers cheered politely, though Katja felt she detected a good-natured impatience with getting to the feast itself. She wasn’t the only one peeking at the people tending the cooking over the fire.
 
   “Let us eat, celebrate and live!” the man finally said and the people and Katja cheered.
 
   Grilled goat meat was served with potatoes and chives. Katja attacked the meat with vigour, glad for hot food and drank the first beer with relish. When she saw the villagers doing the same she shamelessly had another right away.
 
   The meat was perhaps not as good as it would have been at the homestead, nor was the beer, but Katja was still satisfied. She didn’t know these people and the feast was more spartan than the one she had hoped for, but at least she got to enjoy the Summer Celebration. People laughed and sang and some men took out a harp and a flute and played.
 
   Once people had recovered a bit from the gorging and were deeper in their cups the benches were moved and dances ensued. Katja hesitated at first but then joined these strangers and leapt about along with them.
 
   She danced with a little girl with pigtails and enormous eyes. She danced with a man in his twenties with a worker’s hands and neat chin beard. She danced with a grandmother with a little one in her arms and a scar across the nose. The pregnant girl took a few clumsy steps and Katja jumped a bit with her before she retired.
 
   The sword got in the way a bit, but Serdra had ever insisted on the rule to never disarm and Katja had gotten used to managing the weapon during all activities.
 
   She took the occasional break to rest, drink more beer or join in song. It was during a drinking break that Serdra caught her gaze from a few metres away. The woman tapped her sword with a meaningful look. Katja had to concentrate through the haze of drink and joy for a moment to get the message.
 
   We will need our strength.
 
   Katja sighed.
 
   True.
 
   The hour was growing late. And they would set out at sunrise.
 
   Katja had one final half mug and strolled towards their host’s house. She tried not to fall into surliness. This had been a good and unexpected stop. Best to focus on that. Serdra joined her shortly after and they settled in.
 
   She fell asleep with surprising ease, after drinking, a hearty meal and simply due to having a roof over her head.
 
   The villagers were dazed in the morning and they bid farewell to the half-waking family that had housed them with gratitude, took a bit of grilled meat for the road and led the horses out of the Twigs.
 
   --------------------
 
   The way to the sea lay along a narrow path that snaked back and forth in the wild nature and was in fact quite reminiscent of the highland path.
 
   Katja briefly wondered what else could hide in this ancient forest, but her thoughts were mostly occupied with the Sensing as well as the feeling welling up within her.
 
   They reached their destination in the afternoon.
 
   Bag Harbour was a small creek well protected from winds and the sea and so was perfect for storing a boat. They rode to the farm by the beach and knocked on the door.
 
   A weather, scrunch-faced man of about fifty years answered. He opened his mouth to say something but then looked them over.
 
   Katja moved the cloak enough for him to glimpse the sword.
 
   The man nodded.
 
   “I am Geir Anson. I received the payment yesterday,” he said in a rough voice. “My ship is ready. Are you?”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “Let’s set off as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Very well,” Geir said and shouted into the house.
 
   It took him very little time to gather a five-man crew and throw a little bit of prepared supplies on the ship.
 
   Maron’s payment had among other things covered discretion and an absence of questions. Katja saw the men give her a few curious glances, but no more than that. Perhaps Maron had chosen them because they were used to transporting people in secret.   
 
   Katja and Serdra led the horses on board along a gangway and arranged them in the cargo hold. They bound their feet and placed the luggage in a small compartment by the spot reserved for the two of them.
 
   The men pushed away from land, rowed out of the creek and then raised the sails. They didn’t seem to need any help and didn’t ask for any. Katja took it as an opportunity to relax and gather strength after the ride. She would be needing her strength, after all.
 
   The feeling had been with her ever since leaving the village. And now that she had set foot on the ship’s boards it was as if she had stepped over some kind of threshold. Something ill was in the air.
 
   “Playtime is over,” she muttered to herself as the wind grabbed the sails and sent them north.
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   They spoke little during the journey. There was little privacy to be had on board and bribery or no there was still no reason to give the sailors something to tell people about.
 
   Katja noticed that Serdra paid close attention to the men as they did their on-board tasks. She suddenly recalled the woman mentioning that she didn’t know much about sailing. Perhaps she was trying to expand her knowledge base even further.
 
   I wonder what else she hasn’t learned over all that time. Glass cutting? Harp playing?
 
   Katja satisfied herself with alternating between snuggling in her cloak and tending the horses. The day passed without incident and the novelty of being out at sea rather quickly became boredom.
 
   She made a few attempts at scrying. She sensed unrest and a slumbering evil. None of this was new. She just felt it better than before. But there was also fear in the air. Tension. Opposing forces facing one another. And conflict. She felt conflict so strongly it had to be inevitable.
 
   Katja stopped when it became clear she wouldn’t dig up anything more and got tired of feeling twitches of future battles in her limbs.
 
   Once darkness fell she went to the bow to check for land, but the winds were evidently not on their side today. Katja sighed and went back. She looked forward to seeing new places.
 
   “Well,” Serdra said quietly as Katja arranged herself next to her. “What do you know about Farnar?”
 
   “The thief country itself?” Katja looked out at the sea. “Is what one hears about it true, or are those exaggerations like most other interesting things?”
 
   “There has long been great inequality there. A lot of poor, desperate people and great wealth stowed in chests.”
 
   “Yes, I understand the country is rather a mess and has been ever since they kicked out the Stonefooters.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Serdra said.
 
   Always tests, Katja thought.
 
   “Torgeir Stonefoot conquered great territories up north and restored order after the Dissolution,” she said out loud. “He declared himself king and established a new system based on inherited power. His descendants then continued his work and established the Stonefoot Power.”
 
   Katja stretched where she sat.
 
   “Which of course eventually fell apart, as all things seem to do.”
 
   “Everything comes to an end,” Serdra said. “And everything is related to something else in the chain of time.”
 
   The woman watched her. Katja knew what message she was delivering, even though she couldn’t say so out loud around the sailors.
 
   And it is important for us to know such relations. Our battle for the future is fought on the foundations of the past.
 
   Katja nodded her understanding. She then looked away and retreated into her own thoughts for a bit.
 
   As she learned more she understood ever better how true that was. Farnar would probably be a completely different land today if Stonefoot’s greedy heirs hadn’t extended their claws south to Farnar in search of precious metals. And if they hadn’t then been pulled down from their thrones in a bloody uprising that still didn’t quite destroy the strict noble system the Clan of Roses had brought with it.
 
   Why is nothing simple?
 
   “But yes, Farnar is by accounts a mix of what w... what I am used to and the northern nobility system. And retains strong connections to the Stonefoot lands, despite waging constant wars with them.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say constant,” Serdra said. “But no few dukes and kings have tried to repeat the successes of the Clan of Roses. Mercenaries make good profits up north.”
 
   “Indeed,” Katja said. They had had indirect experiences with Farnar’s mercenaries last year.
 
   “But the country is split into counties ruled by lords. They inherit their power just like the northern nobility but vote for a chancellor to rule the capital and keep the whole thing together. They can maintain their own armies, but also make significant use of mercenaries to guard their territories.”
 
   “The river that moves produce between the city and the north passes through several territories and has been fought over no few times. The amount of available jobs for labourers is always in flux and Farnar receives a lot of drifters from other lands, causing poverty among the bottom classes and various difficulties. Which in turn leads to harsh penalties. Farnar has after all been called the land of axes and ladders.”
 
   Serdra nodded. Apparently this would suffice for now. They could go into details in private.
 
   --------------------
 
   Katja awoke in the morning by the time they were close to land.
 
   Farnar City was large. The city itself stretches far along the shore and sported a surprising amount of tall buildings. Outside of the defensive wall suburbs continued the spread, vanishing into the distance.
 
   Plenty of people to hide among, Katja thought. For us and others.
 
   The sailors drew down the sails and rowed the final stretch into the harbour.
 
   Katja glimpsed an enormous chain which apparently was for closing the harbour in the night, just as in Amerstan. Guardsmen in highly noticeable red and blue clothes strolled about with spears in hand. And by the western end of the harbour she saw the great river that moved goods far into the north.
 
   The men docked by one of many wooden docks, bound the boat and extended a ramp. By law ships of this size were only allowed to dock in the harbour. The captain had mentioned that a ship could be concealed in certain places, but that cost extra.
 
   Geir Anson was the first to step off. The harbour master greeted him and received docking payment. Katja also noticed that Geir handed him a little extra, which vanished into the harbour master’s jacket. It wasn’t very overt, but evidently there wasn’t reason to be very subtle about it either.
 
   Katja and Serdra led the horses off board. Farnar earth felt exactly the same under one’s soles as that of other places but Katja was nevertheless aware of being in a different country. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t because of the evil ambience hanging in the air.
 
   Well then, Farnar, Katja thought and ran her eyes over everything in sight.
 
   The harbour was not dissimilar to the one in Amerstan City, though bigger and even more teeming with life. Most of the houses were old. The harbour was after all a major organ to a city such as this. The architectural style and materials were quite familiar and aside from the far greater abundance of various decorations this could almost be an unexplored part of Amerstan City.
 
   “We can relax here for a week,” the captain said to them. “If you want more time we will have to renegotiate.”
 
   “Where will we find you?” Serdra asked.
 
   “There will always be one guarding the ship,” Geir said. “The rest you will typically find at the Harp.”
 
   Katja found it almost strange to see him grin.
 
   “There is little reason to go anywhere else,” he added.
 
   “Let us start by finding a place to stay,” Serdra said and pointed at their luggage.
 
   Katja nodded and they walked along the docks. Katja examined the boats they passed. Fishing boats, merchant vessels and even a few war ships and various shapes and sizes formed an honour guard for them.
 
   They passed a large, old wooden house decorated with crab shells and various broken fishing tools. A shingle with a picture of a harp hung above the door and smell of drink extended out onto the street. Katja glanced at Serdra but refrained from stating the obvious. There they would find the sailors.
 
   There were no Shades in Farnar City so they would have to find somewhere to stay on their own. Renting quarters near the docks would suit them best and Katja needed only to look to either side to see plenty of options. But having a room to themselves would also suit them best and most of the harbour inns were tailored more to crews than individuals. And they would need a place with stables.
 
   “Do you remember anything suitable?” Katja asked quietly as she watched two guardsmen with spears pass by.
 
   “I never got to know the harbour well,” Serdra answered. “And it has been seventeen years.”
 
   Around the time they stopped smelling fish they arrived at an inn apparently named the Pig’s Head, going by the picture on the shingle. It was two stories, well built and rather large and much of the lower floor was used for a stable where a boy was tending to three donkeys.
 
   “You do the talking,” Serdra whispered and they entered.
 
   The host was tall and rake-thin and clearly knew how to make people feel welcome. Katja asked for a private room for the two of them and preferably with a window that could be opened. He happened to have such a room available and wasted no few words on how lucky they were. Then he called for the boy and ordered him to tend to the horses.
 
   Serdra paid for one week without much comment and they took their luggage and followed the host to the upper floor. There were eight rooms and he led them to the end of a hallway. Their room was just next to a small balcony. The man put great effort into assuring them of the safety of the inn and pointed to the sturdy bar that could be put before the balcony door.
 
   Katja felt he was rather exaggerating, but had to admit breaking in seemed to at least be difficult.
 
   He opened the door for them, gave them a warm welcome and went back down.
 
   “I like the looks of this place,” Serdra said after going over the room and Katja agreed. The door was sturdy and a bolt could be slid into the handle and the wall beneath the window shutter was smooth and faced a residential area.
 
   They arranged the luggage on the floor. There was little point in hiding it. No burglar would neglect looking under the bed. They did at least store the armour shirts and helmets at the bottom so the innkeepers wouldn’t spot them.
 
   “We will start by asking around here in the city,” Serdra said. “Let’s at least get a rough picture of what happened, as well as what is going on in the country. Then we will venture beyond the wall and look at the site itself. We will probably need to await nightfall to do so safely. But circumstances will decide.”
 
   “Let’s head out,” Katja said.
 
   They fetched the horses from the boy and led them north.
 
   --------------------
 
   Houses in Farnar were generally well built and well maintained, but as they approached the market square some started to really set themselves apart. They were usually three stories, each one quite tall, almost like towers. Red and white paint was ubiquitous on windowsills, shutters, balconies, rain gutters and whatever else extended out of a featureless wall.
 
   Are people just asking for burglaries? Katja thought to herself, but shortly after she saw the truly large houses, surrounded by tall fences with sharp spikes.
 
   The guards were also highly visible. At first she thought she was seeing the same men circle around, but it seemed they truly were this numerous. Had their numbers recently been increased? Or had people of influence seen to it that their areas were better guarded after the demon’s rampage? Or were the infamous thieves of Farnar able to ply their trade in spite of all this opposition?
 
   A man in worn clothing he clearly made an effort to keep clean stood on a street corner and offered protective talismans for sale. More than ten carved symbols hung around his neck and he seemed to never skip an opportunity to accost a passer-by.
 
   “Protection, good sir! Buy protection for these evil times!” he said to a man in a tone Katja found rather exaggerated. “Ladies!” he said as they passed. “Good folk are not safe these days. Buy protection before night falls!”
 
   I am my own protection, Katja thought but withstood the temptation to say it out loud and flash her sword.
 
   Still, the incident got her to stop examining clothes and houses and weapons and examine the people themselves as they walked.
 
   There was fear in Farnar City. It wasn’t obvious on every face or in every voice, but the crowds displayed the stress clearly. Eleven days had passed since the Sensing. The demon incident was fresh in people’s minds and had now had time to carry back and forth between people and settle in their minds.
 
   Katja suddenly wondered whether ordinary people could sense the demonic atmosphere just as she did, but simply didn’t realize it.
 
   She looked at her mentor. Asking her about it was probably little use. The woman had never been ordinary, any more than Katja herself.
 
   What’s it like to be one of them? she thought briefly but didn’t go deeply into it. Best to check the pulse directly.
 
   She put up a relaxed smile and accosted the nearest passing man.
 
   “Pardon me,” she said casually. “I have just arrived in the city. Is something wrong? People seem...”
 
   “Wrong?” the man said somewhat brusquely with an accent she had sometimes heard at the Amerstan City harbour. “War is in the air yet again. Men steal and lie and murder in the streets and all this evil has called monsters down upon us.”
 
   He looked past her with anger Katja didn’t feel was directed at her.
 
   “Cruelty and greed and stupidity. And innocent people suffer for it.”
 
   He strode along and merged with stressed masses.
 
   “Well,” Katja said to the environment. They exited the street and it seemed they had arrived.
 
   The day’s commerce had reached its peak for today and was just starting to wane, so there were still plenty of people. Sipping houses seemed even more popular here than in Amerstan and at a glance she could see six little buildings where customers sat on stools beneath the sky with mugs in their hands.
 
   Noting the clothing was interesting. The proportion of well-dressed people didn’t seem too dissimilar to that of Amerstan and Baldur’s City, but the clothes were even more ornate. Not only were they mostly made of coloured velvet, but also decorated with all kinds of accessories Katja didn’t even have names for. Shining buttons, silk scarves and gold jewellery were ubiquitous among those with the means.  
 
   Katja hadn’t seen such things growing up in a quarry village and couldn’t help but feel a certain awe at all this wealth. But on the other hand she found the ostentatiousness excessive, leaning towards tastelessness. Were people engaged in some sort of contest?
 
   And on the flipside the rags in this city were even raggier than she was used to. She didn’t care for it.
 
   “I will take your horse,” Serdra said and bobbed her head a bit towards the square. It was evidently up to Katja to handle the communications. She needed to learn more than combat and Serdra’s mien was ever off-putting. She handed the woman the lead and separated from her.
 
   There was much to see at the square, but in spite of different clothes and food and instruments the mood in general was familiar.
 
   People talked about anything and everything as was to be expected. But among the snippets of personal chat, haggling and general news she caught whispers and sometimes exclamations about this terrible fiend that had run wild so close to the city. She even spotted a few talismans. Too bad reliable sources told her those didn’t work.
 
   Where and how to start? Farnar City was populous, but if she just walked about and asked people at random it might nevertheless draw attention.
 
   She spotted a tea house where a small crowd of people in average clothing sat sipping and talking. It seemed as good a place to start as any. She walked to the window that the owner stood by and bought herself a mug of green tea along with a small bun. The money came out of Maron’s pocket and would last a long time for such everyday expenses.
 
   Katja examined the seating area in front of the house. She tried to be quick and nonchalant about it, but was in fact looking for a good place for eavesdropping.
 
   She chose a stool where most of the people would have their backs to her. She dipped the bun in the tea and pretended to be occupied by it.
 
   The people were mostly discussing the same topics as the crowds and though no one was loud the voices held considerable tension. It sounded like people were arguing about the presence of mercenaries in the city. Some defended the chancellor’s decision to call the Sparrows, as they were called, to the city when they had been meant to go to the northern territories. Others insisted they were ruffians and that the decision had nothing to do with the city’s safety.
 
   The latter ones were convinced it was purely done to take the airs out of some lord Katja had never heard about, and at the worst possible time at that.
 
   “There is no end to conflicts over the Grinvin lands and Lava City!” hissed the most passionate one. “Magni the Red committed one last act of mischief by dying without naming an heir. Why do you think the price of iron has gone up in the Stonefoot lands? People are arming. And the chancellor weakens the border defences to get back at one man! There is no wisdom in that!”
 
   “Watch what you say,” an older woman close to him said. “There is also no honour in earning a flogging.”
 
   The man looked around. He seemed to be checking for listeners. He noticed her and Katja wished she had hidden the sword under the cloak as she sat down. He took some interest in her but looked away quickly.
 
   “The security of the north is in everyone’s interest,” he said with a bit more restraint.
 
   “And what about the city’s security?” a middle-aged man with a belly asked and sipped his tea. “I don’t want this monster causing such chaos within the walls.”
 
   “What is this talk of monsters?” Katja said and tried to sound casual. “I just stepped off a ship.”
 
   The people looked at her and some seemed irritated about the conversation being invaded. Perhaps this was a private party to some degree.
 
   “A terrible monster rampaged a few days ago,” the older woman said. “It came out of the night and tore into everything in its path.”
 
   “Indeed?” Katja said and scratched her head. “And it’s not a tall tale? People can exaggerate...”
 
   “There were dozens of witnesses,” the passionate man said. “And those eleven who died were not torn apart by a nightmare or a howling wind.”
 
   “A cousin of mine saw it,” a man said. “It came out of the forest west of Bytna. When people scattered every which way it chased some poor man to the Rose Manor and apparently vanished there.”
 
   “Oh... indeed,” Katja said and hoped she knew how to fake astonishment. “Was it the work of a sorcerer?”
 
   “No one knows for certain,” the woman said. “Accusations fly in every direction, but no one has been arrested.”
 
   “Still, two men were found on a path in the forest,” the older woman said. “Struck by the steel of men. Something happened in that forest,” she added darkly. “And someone in this land knows what it was.”
 
   They seemed to want to continue their original discussions, but she put more effort into faking surprise and unease.
 
   “I... I am headed north. Where was this, you say?”
 
   “The area is named Bytna,” the older woman said. “It’s a small cluster of houses an hour’s ride to the north. But the monster was last seen by the manor, some way east of there. The chancellor’s men have encircled the building out of fear of it returning.”
 
   “Do you think the route is safe?”
 
   “People say the demon quite literally vanished, so perhaps it has gone back where it came from for good. But I would not venture near the manor. Swerve past it, and in the day time at that.”
 
   “Now now, girl. There was a man just earlier asking very similar questions,” the passionate fellow said and pointed north. “Won’t you go find him and compare your findings? He had a grey bag hat and a grey jacket with wide sleeves.”
 
   Perhaps that’s not a bad idea, Katja thought to calm her feelings at the rudeness. She had perhaps already drawn too much attention anyway.
 
   She excused herself, returned the mug and walked slowly north. She looked for hats in the ocean of heads. She poked the occasional passer-by and repeated the description she had been given and it wasn’t long before a scribe with a long beard pointed her to another sipping house close by.
 
   Katja jogged past people and beasts and arrived at the place. The house was small and the stools out front were virtually unoccupied. She saw no grey hat so she walked towards the door, a moment before it opened from the inside.
 
   And there he stood.
 
   He was her own height, sturdily built and with a torn ear and broken nose.
 
   It was him. The Brotherhood man she had first met in Baldur’s City. The one who had stabbed her to near-death in the forest.
 
   He seemed startled for a moment, but recovered quickly.
 
   “Oh my,” he said smirking, “good to see you again.”
 
   The fear from that night now broke out as rage and Katja reached for the sword. He slid his hand under the jacket he wore, but indicated the crowds with his eyes on her. It reminded her of Serdra.
 
   Broad daylight. And people all around.
 
   Once he saw she wasn’t going to attack him the man relaxed a bit. He looked at a stool, seemed to think for a moment and then sat down opposite Katja.
 
   “Are you out shopping?” she asked coolly.
 
   “Are you?” he replied and smiled with one corner of his mouth.
 
   They locked gazes. Katja couldn’t pretend she was here by coincidence and he seemed to know she wouldn’t believe it about him either.
 
   There was a strange honesty in this meeting, after all the secrecy.
 
   They continued staring at one another. The man was outwardly calm, but she thought she saw tension. He was ready for anything.
 
   “You stabbed me,” she said harshly. She felt a bit foolish for it, but somehow felt it had to come out.
 
   “I certainly did,” Vajan said and smiled again. “Did you know that that earns prestige within...” He looked around. “Well, within the group? It’s rather amazing how much they hate your lot, considering that most have never met one of you. It’s rather humorous, actually.”
 
   “They?” Katja said. “Aren’t you one of them?”
 
   “Eh, some don’t feel that way. Since there isn’t incontroversial evidence that I can trace my lineage back to Vendyha’s power families.”
 
   “So you get excluded, poor thing?” Katja asked, but couldn’t put much mockery in her tone. Sitting here and talking to him was so strange. She was so accustomed to hiding. But here the enemy sat before her eyes, beneath a bright sky. And they were talking. Did the Shades feel something like this when they spoke to her?
 
   “I have to earn my status,” the man answered and didn’t let himself be greatly bothered. “And I have done so. I consider that nobler than inherent gifts, Red.”
 
   The last word was spoken with force and Katja finally detected rancour.
 
   “Well, but my gifts are not inheritance,” Katja said. “And I at least can say in seriousness that I am more important than others.” She managed to squeeze out a bit of humour.
 
   “You die like any other though,” Vajan immediately countered with.
 
   “And how do you know that? No one has succeeded yet.”
 
   The man laughed a bit but something was missing in the sound. He sipped his tea without taking his eyes off her and leaned forward.
 
   “Can I convince you to tell me your name?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Vajan shrugged.
 
   “Let’s just call it curiosity. I have never spoken to one of you. And I must say I prefer knowing the people I clash with.”
 
   “Anna.”
 
   “Anything more than that?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, but tell me something and now I am asking you a favour: How did old Tovar take his fate? Were you present for it?
 
   “Present?” Katja said and now it was her turn to smirk a bit. “I most certainly was.”
 
   “Oh, don’t keep me in suspense,” the man said and was clearly enjoying the subject.
 
   “He was terribly disappointed,” Katja said and saw in her mind the look the fire had illuminated in the darkness. “I have never seen anything like it. He knew he was dying and all his plans lost.”
 
   Vajan smiled and seemed absent for a moment. He was no doubt picturing Katja’s descriptions.
 
   “Is the plan to kill his boy too?” the Brotherhood man then asked. “He was terribly annoying.”
 
   “It’s being planned, yes.”
 
   She saw nothing wrong with giving this bastard false information.
 
   “But what were you doing, speaking of nobility?” she then asked. “I have seen what you people do.”
 
   The Brotherhood man snorted.
 
   “What we do? Try to gain power? There is no sense in condemning us for having more powerful means for it than most. We are just fighting for our standing.”
 
   “I have seen what you people do,” she repeated in a hiss. She thought about what she had seen on Flat Top and the monsters in the Nest.
 
   “Have you seen battlefields?” he asked with some contempt and a defiant gaze. “You speak with the Coast accent. We were right in assuming you are fresh. You know nothing of the world or its realities. You are a child and simply followed your instincts into battle without understanding it.”
 
   “You don’t understand me, no matter what you think,” Katja said. “I was born to fight and kill,” she continued. She leaned forward and felt the power of the words carry into her gaze. “And  I intend to prove it to you.”
 
   “That should-”
 
   “I look forward to seeing you make the same expression as your friend Tovar.”
 
   They continued the mutual stare and he met her force with his own.
 
   “Well,” he finally said and put on his boyish smile. “Shall we end this interesting discussion?” he said in a lighter tone.
 
   “Sure. Shall we find ourselves a quiet alley?”
 
   “I doubt a matured Red would dare committing an obvious murder under such circumstances,” Vajan said with a grin. “A child like you would have very slim chances after the deed. You would be executed by the very society you think you are defending.”
 
   “Is that your way of pleading for mercy since you only have a knife?”
 
   “We both know there will be no mercy in this game,” Vajan said and the killer was back in his eyes and voice.
 
   He stood up. Katja reacted and did likewise. She glanced around. He had no clear way past her. She could block his way, but should she? How far away was the nearest guardsman? Could she vanish into the crowd before someone shouted murder?
 
   “It has been a true pleasure speaking to you, Coast girl, but now we must part,” he said with sarcastic formalness. Katja was about to answer when he threw his tea into her eyes.
 
   Katja sprang back out of fear of a follow-up attack, but once her vision returned he had vanished from the stools and into the crowd.
 
   She gave chase. She didn’t know to what end or what she would do if she caught him. She just knew it couldn’t be right to let an enemy stroll away.
 
   He went wherever the crowd was thickest. She caught glimpses of him among the heads, backs, hats and robes and found it difficult to keep him in sight without constantly bumping into people. She received no few complaints.
 
   It wasn’t long before she had to stop and look around for a grey jacket and hat. She saw both on the ground, by one of the sales booths.
 
   Katja cursed silently, forced her way there and stepped up on the booth. The owner objected, but she ignored him long enough to look over the crowd from an elevated position.
 
   She didn’t see him. Vajan was gone. And she was starting to attract attention.
 
   Katja hopped down onto the cobblestones and made herself scarce.
 
   She was not in a good mood when she found Serdra again. She grasped her mentor’s shoulder and leaned to her ear.
 
   “Vajan is here,” she whispered. “The Brotherhood man who stabbed me. And he knows of me.”
 
   Serdra’s expression didn’t change but Katja hadn’t expected it to.
 
   “We shall keep it in mind,” was the only reaction. “What else have you learned?”
 
   Katja received her horse and told the news as they walked to the gate.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and looked at the people around them. “There is great tension in the city. People are frightened and let it lead them into anger. I suspect this mercenary business will lead to difficulties. But that is none of our concern.
 
   Katja saw the gate up ahead.
 
   “Let’s examine the scene.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9.
 
    
 
   It was called the Crescent, the slum surrounding Farnar City. The houses were small and no few of them seemed to have been cobbled together by amateurs. Her little home village had been more elegant.
 
   The road out of the city was the only cobbled one to be seen. It passed through the area like a river through a wasteland. Everywhere Katja peeked around the Crescent she saw nothing but winding dirt paths.
 
   On top of everything else the smell was less than lovely. The aqueduct to the north west delivered its cargo inside the wall and the poor clearly had some difficulty maintaining cleanliness.
 
   “This has grown since last I was here,” Serdra said quietly.
 
   Small wonder there was a thriving underworld, in light of such opposites.
 
   There were various reasons for the mass of people that had built up in the last thirty years. People had fled northern conflicts, but not always managed to bring enough with them to start a new life. Runaway slaves often made their way to Farnar. The northern slave system had been abolished in the uprising, but it didn’t mean foreign runaways were received with pomp and ceremony. And the nobility had seized a great deal of farmland and property and the new government had been somewhat slow in restoring things to the way they were.
 
   The result reminded Katja of a blanket sown from many different rags. In spite of the poverty it was easy to see that the worn clothes, battered tools and amateurish building styles came from all over.
 
   “Those are the Mandraal people,” Serdra whispered and pointed to a small group of people loading bales of hay on a cart. “From the lowlands of Kepral, in Revsaka.”
 
   Their identifying features seemed to be long caps with pompons, a cheek tattoo and quite a lot of bone decorations in the clothing.
 
   “Driven from home by an earthquake and persecution,” Katja muttered. Different cultures hadn’t been prominent in her studies, but she had picked up some general notes.
 
   The people said something between them in a language she didn’t understand.
 
   “The Leaf Tongue,” her mentor whispered. “A dying legacy of the old world. There are ever fewer languages in the world.”
 
   Katja nodded. She had heard as much but didn’t see tragedy in that. What use had the world for many tongues? Jukiala had spread the High Tongue into most nooks and crannies, where it remained to this day.
 
   She did re-examine the poor state of the Mandraal people and thought to herself that perhaps it was important to them, much like the silly caps. She thought briefly about how much of a difference that made, but then dropped it. She could reach no conclusion on something like that.
 
   “What else do you see?” she asked as they rode slowly. The traffic was rather too heavy for a rush.
 
   “Do you see the mask over there?” Serdra asked and pointed down a street.
 
   Katja looked back and spotted some sort of broken clay piece on a wall before the street vanished from sight.
 
   “Yes?” she said hesitantly.
 
   “They originate from a sub-society that lived in the highlands of Kampara, by the roots of the Tooth Mounts. They believed clay masks protected homes from evil forces. The custom was just about extinct in my youth. That one back there is probably just an heirloom.”
 
   “I see. Did the masks work?”
 
   “It didn’t seem so.”
 
   Katja wouldn’t have particularly noticed the mask without it being pointed out. The local love of house decorations clearly had nothing to do with social standing. They just varied in expense. Almost every single building sported whittled sticks, horns, dried flowers, shells and wicker objects.
 
   Actually, the more she thought about it the decorations seemed more prevalent outside the wall than within it. Perhaps it had to do with many of the Crescent residents being desperate immigrants or their descendants. Perhaps such little things made a refugee hovel a home.
 
   She touched the band Linda had tied around her neck and then slid her fingers under the shirt to touch the pebble necklace. She herself wouldn’t live with such permanence. She would in fact never be anything other than a wanderer, unable to attach herself to anything she couldn’t carry with her. Perhaps even for centuries.
 
   The dark sides of the Redcloak life sometimes crept up on her, no matter what she did to shut them out.
 
   They exited the Crescent and drove the horses on. They seemed glad for the movement after the stay in the boat and they rode to the north for a while, towards Bytna. Once the path led them to a rather empty area they slowed down and rode side by side as they talked.
 
   “What does the situation with Vajan change?” Katja asked.
 
   “Being cautious was always the plan,” Serdra said. “But what would you say this changes?”
 
   Katja had rather been expecting the question and didn’t need to think long.
 
   “We... we must at any rate not let him catch us unawares. If he finds out where we are staying or which ship we arrived in he will likely try something. We should perhaps only enter the inn as the curfew is beginning. And take turns sleeping. Or camp in the woodlands. Circumstances permitting. We can look into it after investigating Bytna.”
 
   She fell silent and waited for Serdra’s judgement.
 
   “Not bad,” Serdra said. “But he is in the same situation as you regarding being recognized. If he is staying in the city he doesn’t want to be killed in his sleep any more than you do.” Serdra looked at their surroundings. There was little to see except fields and unimpressive woodlands. “As you said, we will investigate first but I want to get rid of this man and perhaps question him first. We will keep our eyes open if we must operate in the city and if we find him we can try to lead him into a trap.”
 
   Serdra and Vajan had never seen one another and he was the only Brotherhood man who had gotten a good look at Katja and lived. So this hunt would centre around the two of them. She would be a hunter and perhaps bait as well.
 
   Katja felt a shiver of fear and excitement. There would indeed be no mercy in this game.
 
   “But you made a good point about the curfew,” Serdra said. “We will adopt it as policy.”
 
   Katja started to suspect they had arrived when the landscape began changing. It grew more even, but surrounded by forested mounds and hills that had to give good protection from winds. A perfect location for a hamlet.
 
   They rode up on a small bulge and Katja was pleased to have been right.
 
   Bytna could hardly be considered a village. At a glance Katja saw about twenty houses and some of those had been for beasts. The stillness was nonetheless rather unsettling. There was hardly any movement to be seen.
 
   Serdra looked at her and waited to hear if she had any questions. But they had discussed matters on the way. The plan was to feign total ignorance about what had happened here and say they were on their way north. But only if asked.
 
   They nodded to one another and continued downwards.
 
   The quiet was unnerving. Katja looked to the north-west and saw where the demon had gone through the fence around Bytna. The planks hadn’t been much of an obstacle. There must have been a great clamour when it began the killings. The kind that leaves silence.
 
   They passed the stream that ran down one hill and through the hamlet and soon arrived at the gate. It stood wide open and Katja still didn’t hear any animals. Had they all died that night, ran away or was there simply no one left who kept beasts?
 
   It suddenly occurred to Katja to think what would have happened in her own village if she hadn’t killed the demon that assaulted it. How many would it have killed? Would it have continued to haunt the area or run off? How would her neighbours and kinfolk have dealt with it?
 
   She tried to shake those thoughts from her head. She had a job to do and reminiscing got her nowhere.
 
   But as she looked better about and saw signs of the demon’s passage she realized how similar this was and the old grief and horror began to haunt her with a power she had forgotten.
 
   The roof of one house slouched, as a wall had been almost completely broken down. Inwards. Katja had heard no few jokes about hungry farmers running through walls to reach a meal. They didn’t seem funny anymore.
 
   A door had been torn off its hinges. Various debris littered the ground outside the damaged houses. Pots and shoes and such things people would normally pick up again. She also saw a broken shaft, just where blood was still visible on a wall beneath. Perhaps it had been part of a spear, or perhaps someone had been desperate enough to strike the monster with a shovel. Or a broom.
 
   No Redcloak had been present to intervene.
 
   There was fear, pain and death in the air and Katja hoped she wouldn’t have to use her past-sight.
 
   “Hello?!” Katja shouted.
 
   From where she stood she could see the north part of the fence. It was being strengthened and heightened. Someone was nailing and tying and digging in planks and sticks and piling rocks up against the whole thing.
 
   She stopped examining the add-ons when she heard footsteps and a man of about forty years appeared from behind a house.
 
   He had a lot of hair and a beard he seemed to neglect, and bags beneath staring eyes. He held a long spear. The tip was rusty but had been sharpened quite thoroughly.
 
   “What do you want?” the man asked with roughness Katja couldn’t find it in herself to take badly. His eyes were rather wild and she wondered how much sleep he had gotten recently.
 
   “We are on our way north,” Katja said. “We were hoping to find a farrier to...”
 
   “There is no farrier here,” the man said. “Continue on north.” He waved his spear towards the add-ons.
 
   “What happened?” she asked. “Do bandits strike so close to-”
 
   “BANDITS!?” the man shouted and banged his spear shaft on the ground. He immediately calmed down, but Katja didn’t see any peace in it. He was simply exhausted. “Just go,” he said dully. “May the fathers forgive my inhospitality but we are in no condition to show kindness.”
 
   “We?” Katja asked and looked around. She felt rather bad about the lack of empathy her cover demanded.
 
   “My family is fetching more nails,” the man said through his teeth.
 
   “What...” Katja cleared her throat. “What happened?” She used the memories to put softness and sympathy in her voice. It seemed to reach him a bit.
 
   “Evil,” he muttered and seemed to be deflating as the conversation progressed. “True evil.” He turned to the west, to the gap in the fence, with the lassitude of a wounded man.
 
   “We woke to the screams,” he muttered weakly and stared at the gap. “We should have run,” he said, but didn’t seem to be talking to them. “Run, rather than cower together.”
 
   The man closed his eyes and was silent for a few moments.
 
   “Leave me be,” he said in a distant tone. “The chancellor’s men are to the east, by the manor. That cursed dread that should have been torn down long ago. Talk to them if you wish.”
 
   He turned his back to them and staggered away. Katja could think of no way to push him further without arousing suspicion. She looked at Serdra, who just indicated her head to the east.
 
   All right then.
 
   They rode off.
 
   “Did you listen?” Serdra asked when Bytna was vanishing from sight.
 
   “I... no,” Katja admitted. “I didn’t want to be pulled into the event. Not with him standing there.”
 
   “Very well,” her mentor said without any condemnation. “I listened a bit myself. I sensed only blind madness. It looks like my suspicions were correct. Something went wrong here.”
 
   They found a way into the woodlands to the east where they could lead the horses.
 
   After a while Katja led both horses as Serdra scouted ahead. She returned after a while and took her horse. They walked on a bit longer before finding a spot to tie the horses where no one would see them and then continued.
 
   They soon exited the foliage and stepped onto an old road. Katja glimpsed a great wall to the south-east before they dove back into cover on the other side of the road.
 
   From there was a short stroll south to the property. A wall covered in vegetation greeted them. From beyond it came the soft clatter of idle people.
 
   “Carefully now,” Serdra said and pointed at the wall. It was rough enough to be scalable and since there was no rush Katja could take her time finding handholds. They climbed up side by side, looked at one another and then peeked carefully over the edge.
 
   The manor was impressive. It took more than vines and a few holes to change that. It had been built from white rock, was three stories in places and was separated into multiple parts that came together into a beautiful whole.
 
   The wall stretched around a garden that would have sufficed as a village’s farmland and Katja assumed it had been an ornamental garden, in light of all the different trees and bushes standing in orderly lines. It hadn’t been tended in a long time though, and the garden was in the process of becoming as wild as the surrounding forest.
 
   “The Rose Clan,” Katja muttered.
 
   She had heard soft whispers of them back home and the Shades and Serdra had filled in many of the gaps.
 
   The Rose Clan had been one of those innumerable threads leading back into the loins of Torgeir Stonefoot. They had amassed great wealth and for a time been one of the greatest families of the north. And one of the shadiest. As with so many other things some of the stories were probably exaggerations, but Shades and some dead Redcloak had had run-ins with them. In spite of long-standing suspicions no one had ever been able to connect them to the Brotherhood of the Pit. They seemed to be an entirely separate evil.
 
   The Clan’s matters had never been fully aired but it seemed they hadn’t been satisfied with amassing power merely through property, commerce and military strength. They had delved deeper and those individuals and families who stood in their way were struck with sickness, madness, miscarriages and endless misfortune.
 
   The Clan had played a large part in Farnar’s occupation and stories of the night the Roses were brought down in the uprising were shocking. There had been terrible vindictiveness in the mob that hit the manor.
 
   It was a different and much calmer mass of people that surrounded the manor this time. The chancellor’s mercenaries had constructed a crude palisade around it and then camped on all sides. There was considerable empty space between the tents and the palisade.  Clearly no-one wanted to be too close to the place. Given the state of Bytna the wooden wall didn’t seem up for slowing the monster down.
 
   “This is like a small siege,” she whispered.
 
   The men were equipped for war and had driven long stakes into the ground. The tips pointed towards the manor as if they were expecting a cavalry charge.
 
   She tried to estimate the number of men. If they guarded the manor day and night some of them had to sleep in the day. The tents surely housed over two hundred men.
 
   “Does this suffice to bring down such a demon?” she asked.
 
   “Perhaps,” Serdra said. “If they have the nerves for the task and are prepared when it appears. But I would rather not rely on that. Then there is the question of how long they will maintain this while nothing happens.” The woman was briefly silent. “Can you see a good way into the manor?”
 
   Katja went over the property but her eyes would always wander towards the manor.
 
   There was evil in this building. Serdra didn’t need to say it out loud. Katja felt it as clearly as she felt the rays of the sun. There the demon had vanished.
 
   Had it been a coincidence? Had the demon chased a victim all this way, or had something about the location attracted it?
 
   “No,” she admitted.
 
   Men stood at guard on every side and all the lanterns had to provide great illumination in the night. It would be very dangerous to sneak across the garden and climb the palisade. And difficult to get back out if they had to battle the demon and the noise got every spear in the camp pointed at the manor.
 
   “Neither can I.” Serdra lowered her head and began to climb down. “Come.”
 
   Katja followed her and they slid back in amidst the trees.
 
   “It is dormant,” Serdra said. “Between worlds.”
 
   “Do you think it will return?” Katja asked.
 
   “I would say it is all but certain,” her mentor said.
 
   “When.”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Serdra said. “Or in five years. It is impossible to be sure. And the longer it slumbers there the more the Divide between worlds will weaken and increase the risk of another tragedy later on. That is why we must do something.”
 
   “Help strengthen the palisade?”
 
   Serdra fell silent. Not due to irritation. She was contemplating the situation and Katja let her do so in peace. She could tell by her eyes when the woman returned.
 
   “Well,” Katja said and leaned against a convenient tree. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “It’s no secret that the Rose Clan was wealthy and possessed treasures. Farnar’s thieves must have snuck in there through the years.”
 
   “They have never had to sneak through that camp. Or the palisade.”
 
   “The Rose Clan isn’t entirely extinct, Katja. I suspect it is due to few people being dumb enough to spend vast amounts on such a home and then neglect digging an escape tunnel.”
 
   “Ah... but surely every valuable has long since been taken,” Katja stated with doubt in her voice. “Since it has stood empty for so long.”
 
   “Probably. But it may be possible to find those who ventured inside. Besides, desperate thieves are always willing to hope that their colleagues weren’t thorough enough. I would be surprised if people don’t still tell tales of a hidden treasure room.”
 
   Katja was at a loss for words for a few breaths.
 
   “Are you planning to seek out scum for aid?”
 
   “How clean do you intend to keep your conscience throughout this whole thing?”
 
   Katja hesitated again.
 
   “Do you... do you want a number or something?”
 
   Katja felt she saw something unfamiliar in her mentor’s demeanour. The woman came closer and for a moment Katja expected a test-attack.
 
   “This life demands many things,” Serdra said in her low, focused teaching voice and stared into her eyes. “Our role is to defend the world itself. What does the state of our conscience matter compared to the fate of mankind?” She used that rigid, piercing gaze Katja could never break free of. “Which would you say overshadows the other?”
 
   Katja couldn’t answer and was greatly relieved when Serdra looked away and they continued walking.
 
   “Shouldn’t we try chatting with them?” she asked after a short while and pointed towards the manor.
 
   “It might very well arouse suspicion, since we are not sent by anyone. Best to reserve such information gathering as a last resort.”
 
   They gathered the horses and circled past Bytna.
 
   Squeezing into the woods the demon had come out of was quite a chore, but it was best not to be spotted by the remaining locals. Anything to avoid attention.
 
   Eventually they found an unremarkable dirt road that didn’t seem to see much use. From there their path led south. They both felt it. The demon had left tracks mortals could not sense except perhaps as an unexplained shiver.
 
   This was an ugly matter, Katja thought as they approached the spot. Terribly ugly.
 
   They stopped by a small mound.
 
   This was the spot. The surroundings bore the marks of violence. Bushes and branches were broken and she could even see recent damage to a thick trunk. And all that was just spice. A little addition to the evidence, noted by her human mind. Her other mind felt everything she needed in the air.
 
   The horse felt uneasy beneath her, so she dismounted and tethered him to a bush.
 
   The ground itself was battered. Torn up, by something larger and more powerful than human feet. Katja walked to the damaged trunk and touched the wound. It was in head-height, but considerably larger than her own head. Whatever had inflicted this damage had burst the wood like a clump of wet sand.
 
   Was this something similar to the enormous demon Tovar Savaren had summoned in the Nest? The one who would probably have torn her apart if Serdra hadn’t been present?
 
   Katja moved her fist around in the hole. The tree seemed unlikely to survive.
 
   She had improved since the battle in the Nest, but was it sufficient? Was she ready to stand against such a foe?
 
   She suddenly noticed that Serdra stood next to her. She hadn’t been aware of the woman dismounting and tethering her horse.
 
   “Shall we begin?” she said. It wasn’t really a question.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   Katja arranged herself on the spot that somehow felt like the centre of all this and sat down with her legs crossed. Serdra sat down opposite her. Evidently she was going to examine this as well.
 
   Katja gathered her strength. She knew this would be bad. Evil and unnatural sorcery, horror and multiple deaths were not a good combination.
 
   She felt the need for antics and attitude leave her and looked her mentor earnestly in the face.
 
   “Serdra? When will I get used to this?” she asked.
 
   “That... I cannot teach you,” Serdra said. “It will depend on your outlook.”
 
   It took her a few moments to realize that Serdra had in fact transferred responsibility for something over to Katja. The feeling was strange.
 
   “Very well,” she whispered to herself and Serdra and let herself sink into the past.
 
   The spell... the demon... overshadowed everything else, but she still saw the ambush. She saw the man waiting on the road for a terrible enemy who had to be destroyed quickly and decisively. She saw bushes stir from the movements of those who waited in hiding with drawn weapons. She saw the sacrifice.
 
   “They killed a boy,” she said out loud at some point in the future, after the blood and corpses were gone.
 
   The demon quickened into the world of men. An awesome terror with a flaming head and teeth and claws with no purpose other than ripping and tearing.
 
   And as soon as the monster turned on those who had dared summon it the new arrivals withdrew from the battle.
 
   Men scattered away from the demon, north and south along the road. The demon caught one of the Brotherhood men and lifted him into the air. The man managed a short scream as his arm was torn off, but his head then vanished into the monster’s maw. The torso flew into the thicket, smashing branches in its path.
 
   The ambushers shouted orders no one heard for the noise and tried to tame the monster with sorcery they were in no state to command.
 
   The demon headed for the one most determined to bring it under control. The man turned and flew into the thicket. The demon passed a man on its way and forced its way into the forest after its prey. Towards Bytna.
 
   The rest scattered. Brotherhood men ran south along the road and the strangers ran into the western forest, away from the demon.
 
   Another roar resounded through the night and the only things remaining were torn corpses and the wound in the world the spell had inflicted.
 
   Katja tore herself away from the event when the men fled eleven days ago.
 
   She sighed and rubbed her temples. This had been unpleasant.
 
   She looked at the sun to remind herself that it was daytime and tried to remember the details of the vision.
 
   She had made out a few faces in the little moonlight of that night. The one who had summoned the demon, a short, stocky, blond man, had staggered away with a deep cut on his chest.
 
   Leifur. That had been the name another man had shouted when he got hurt.
 
   The leader of the arrivals, the one who had inflicted the injury, had been swarthy and long-faced, with a broken nose, a chiselled body and a strangely sharp gaze. Those were probably the most important faces to recall.
 
   “Well...” Katja said. “What do you think?”
 
   “Not much,” Serdra said carefully. “Not yet.”
 
   “Who were those men?” Katja said and pointed north, from where the professional had come. “They weren’t startled by suddenly having a demon thrown at them. Almost as if they were expecting it.”
 
   Serdra was silent for a few moments.
 
   “The Brotherhood is most present around the Inner Sea, but there are lesser covens here and there,” she then said. “This could have been some inner conflict. They have also had other enemies through the ages. Most prominently the Night Hand.” 
 
   Katja felt a shiver. The Night Hand. The living servants of the Death Lords. The very monsters mankind had feared for centuries. The connection alone was unsettling.
 
   “What could they be doing here?”
 
   “They could be on an assassination mission to weaken their enemies a bit. Or want to retaliate for some trouble the local coven has caused for them up north. Or simply wish to do some spying. There are many possibilities. These two malignant forces have been foes for a long time. There is only one earth to dominate, after all.”
 
   “And the Brotherhood would perhaps not have lost the war for Vendyha if they hadn’t been battered from fighting the Death Lords,” Katja said to air her history knowledge a bit.
 
   “In the middle of the Fourth War, yes,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Katja felt silent and mulled over things. She had been hoping for something more concrete.
 
   “So we need to find a way into the manor. But what else can we do? These men could be anywhere by now.”
 
   “One of the Brotherhood men was badly wounded but alive. He should have survived, but will have needed medicine. And the city is the only place nearby where proper doctors can be found. Especially without drawing attention. A doctor might be able to tell us more.”
 
   “They could have one among their ranks,” Katja pointed out.
 
   “True. But we have to follow what leads we have. And we have the name ‘Leifur’ to aid us.”
 
   Katja nodded. It was something at least.
 
   Serdra looked north and then south.
 
   “Two forces,” she said with gravity and looked at something other than the forest before her eyes. “Perhaps three if Vajan is not in league with the Farnar coven.” She was briefly silent and then nodded herself.
 
   “Now is a time of caution, little raptor.”
 
   The woman headed off and Katja followed.
 
   Oof.
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   The hour was getting late when they arrived back at the city.
 
   The vision continued haunting Katja as the more severe ones always did. Getting accustomed to it was apparently up to her.
 
   The Crescent received them back into its malodorous, quilted bosom, soon replaced with the dangerous enclosure and patrols of the city.
 
   They had decided to start in the city itself and go about asking people about local doctors.
 
   “Are you perhaps going to break my nose so we’ll have a more believable story?” Katja asked in jest.
 
   “That would make your appearance more memorable, so no.”
 
   They rode through the gate and to the market, where Serdra pointed out to Katja to buy a hat to change her appearance a bit.
 
   There turned out to be one true hospital in Farnar City, which doubles as a medical school and they found five private clinics within the wall. They took turns entering the locations while the other one waited outside and observed from a distance. They asked about a cousin of theirs, who had gotten hurt in an embarrassing incident a few days ago and probably not given his name. They wanted to find him and settle the family issues.
 
   Most Katja spoke to were understanding and Katja suspected they suspected some underworld bother. But the description of Leifur’s appearance and wound got them nowhere. In every location they resorted to offer bribes if people could recall something, but it made no difference.
 
   They were heading for the inn when the bells sounded the curfew. The streets were already rather empty and the sky was dark purple. Katja continued closely observing her surroundings as they led the horses. This was the worst time to spy on people without being spotted in turn, but also the best one for an ambush.
 
   The innkeeper was just delighted to see them again and offered soup and watered but sweet wine. They ate in silence in the common room and then went up.
 
   Katja slid the bolt before the door and finally relaxed a bit. She knew the safety offered by a thin wooden door in a stranger’s house was pretty much an illusion, but it was something at least. She couldn’t deny herself a bit of ease.
 
   All their possessions were where they had been and Serdra made sure the window was firmly shut. Finally they undressed.
 
   Katja settled on the bed and prepared for sleep, but her thoughts demanded to be aired. She sat up.
 
   “I have been thinking,” Katja hesitated. “Well, thinking a bit, I am going deeper into it now... about what Vajan could do to kill us.”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and turned to her. “And what conclusion have you reached? What would you do in his position?”
 
   Katja thought carefully before answering.
 
   “Look...” she finally said. “He can’t know for sure that I am alone and he doesn’t know you by sight. Only me. And he is the only Brotherhood man who does. If he isn’t alone himself he will still have to take part in either finding me or being on the lookout for me. So I will have a chance to spot him before they try anything.”
 
   “Which could be used for luring you into a trap, or distracting you for a few precious moments.”
 
   Katja nodded. She hadn’t thought of that, but hoped she would have after a bit more contemplation.
 
   “He has to suspect I am here because of the demon event. So,” Katja hesitated again. “So he could try to watch the manor, or something related to that whole matter that we don’t know of yet.”
 
   Serdra was silent.
 
   “All this is assuming that he means to kill me,” Katja said. “He could also just want to stay hidden for now. And then... then we won’t have much to fear, unless we draw attention to ourselves.”
 
   Katja chuckled at herself.
 
   “Did I actually get anywhere with this?” she asked with a half-smile.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “It’s good to be able to place oneself in an enemy’s shoes. And when you keep in mind what he’s likely to do you’ll do better at reacting to it.”
 
   These words made sense. Katja was pleased her ruminations hadn’t been for nothing.
 
   “Now get some sleep.”
 
   --------------------
 
   In the morning they left the horses with the innkeeper’s son and walked north to the square and from there out the gate.
 
   “Well,” Serdra said quietly so no one heard. “We need to find someone who knows a way into the Rose Manor and preferably also someone who treats people without asking questions.”
 
   “We will be quicker if we split up,” Katja said before she could change her mind.
 
   Serdra looked at her.
 
   “True. But have you forgotten our situation?”
 
   “Have you forgotten how much you’ve taught me?” She crossed her arms. “I must some day learn to apply it without you hanging over me.”
 
   Serdra’s stare changed and began to pierce as it tended to. Katja steeled herself and fought to stare back.
 
   She is testing my conviction.
 
   “Yes,” the woman finally said. She leaned up to her student.
 
   “Don’t let it get to your head that I left something up to you yesterday,” she said calmly. “And don’t let this get to your head either, but you are precious. Rare and important. Be careful. Our lives belong to mankind, not ourselves.”
 
   With that Serdra grasped her shoulder and turned her around, towards the Crescent’s gaping mouth. Katja hesitated a bit. Serdra patted her on the rump and Katja started onwards.
 
   Am I a horse? she thought, but refrained from whinnying out loud. Serdra’s jokes were rare enough to catch her by surprise each time.
 
   “I will meet you by the square fountain,” Serdra said and Katja then heard her walk away. She would evidently handle the western part while Katja went east.
 
   So east it was.
 
   People were tending to morning chores. Products were being carried inside the wall, what little was sold in the Crescent was being set up, animals were being tended, those who had jobs were headed to them with tools and those who didn’t seemed to settle for ambling about or sitting beneath the sun.
 
   This wasn’t quite as enchanting as getting to know the city life for the first time. And the smell wasn’t helping.
 
   Where am I supposed to start? It’s the same as in the city; if I go from person to person it might draw attention.
 
   She decided to try zig-zagging north and south along the streets to cover a large area. The plan hit a snag when she realized the lack of streets when one got further away from the city road. The houses were tightly packed together and the ground between them couldn’t be called more than paths.
 
   She made a few attempts to accost people in a hopefully everyday manner but got cool receptions. Those who were busy with something wanted to focus on it and those who weren’t pretended to.
 
   When she mentioned doctors she was told to check the city and when she mentioned other things she usually got a hair-thin excuse for not being able to chat.
 
   One time she came upon a group repairing a house. They used a minimum of words to assert their disinterest in conversation and simply seemed grumpy. She had barely vanished from sight when they took up lively discussions as they worked.
 
   She had gone some distance when she saw a man who seemed to have a rather different attitude.
 
   He sat on a rough stool on an empty space actually wide enough to be considered a street and lazily tended to his mug. He was probably in his forties, with a big face and thick hair upon which brown fought a desperate battle with grey.
 
   “Pardon,” she said and walked up to him. He looked up. “Tell me... how does one find a doctor around here?”
 
   “Around here?” he asked and pointed to the wall. “Or around here?” he added and pointed downwards.
 
   Katja cleared her throat and tried to smile affably.
 
   “My friend is hurt.” She stroked a finger along her chest. “An ugly cut. We need someone who can clean and sew and doesn’t charge as much as those in the city.”
 
   “Well that can be a bit like entrusting an egg to a fox,” he said and a smile spread over that wide face. He had some accent she didn’t recognize and spoke slowly in a fashion she usually associated with stupid people.
 
   “Then best not pay foxes up front,” she said. She rather liked the fellow.
 
   “No, perhaps not,” he replied. “But to answer your question we do have a relatively capable man who accepts such tasks.” He pointed to the east. “Go that way until you’re almost north of the old watchtower.” Katja looked along the wall and saw the remains he was referring to. “Then you just need to head to the north-east a bit. There by a dead tree trunk is a house decorated with snake skins. Just knock. Old Anton the Grey is used to receiving people at all hours.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, but hesitated before heading off. “You are chattier than most others here,” she commented.
 
   “Well, perhaps you haven’t been searching carefully enough,” the man said and took a sip. “But there are no few people here who strain and strain to improve their lot and either don’t have time for other things or allow bitterness into their heart.” He looked towards the morning sun. “People fight and fight to have a better life,” he said. “Kings and farmers alike and forget to enjoy what they do have.”
 
   The man pulled his trouser legs up slightly and Katja saw scars encircling each ankle.
 
   “I have strained enough in my life. Now I settle for having enough to eat and enjoying the things people take for granted.”
 
   Katja smiled and shrugged. There was a certain simple wisdom in this. Assuming he wasn’t just lazy.
 
   The man crossed his legs again with a pained looked and sighed.
 
   “Tell me, before you go,” he said quickly before Katja could take her first step away. “Can you do me a favour and have this filled up north of here?”
 
   He pointed.
 
   “A small pub has been set up in a house nearby. Just tell the owner that I sent you and he’ll pour.”
 
   Katja took the mug. Such a short delay hardly mattered.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I appreciate it,” the man said and smiled.
 
   Finding the house was easy. A large wicker shutter stood open on one wall and formed a booth of sorts, displaying drink barrels within. Katja had forgotten to ask the man’s name but the description sufficed for a full mug of decently smelling ale. She stole a sip on her way back to the stool.
 
   She returned the mug and he took a satisfied drink.
 
   “Thank you. I...” The man hesitated and looked around. Katja did likewise but saw no one nearby. “I should tell you that you are being looked for.”
 
   “Oh?” was all Katja could think to say.
 
   “There was a man going around late yesterday afternoon and sought out the kinds of individuals who are particularly bitter and eager to profit, if you get what I am saying. He promised a bounty for you.”
 
   Katja looked about again. The paranoia the run-in with Vajan had left behind suddenly flared up again.
 
   “And is this common knowledge?” she asked.
 
   “Eh, among groups who seek out such information anyway.”
 
   “Are they capable?”
 
   The man’s jaw dropped a bit.
 
   “You are not easily frightened,” he then said and was somewhat amused. “But if I understand you correctly, there are some northern veterans here. But the villains of this community mostly survive through fear and ambushes. Straight-up battles are rare. But you are just one young girl. Do be careful.”
 
   Katja again felt the urge to display her sword, but a more important matter occurred to her.
 
   “Wait, you said he put out a bounty. Then he must have arranged a place to deliver it!”
 
   “I suppose so, but I myself wasn’t seeking out such information.” He concentrated on his mug. “And I have already had more to do with this than I meant to.” He smiled at her again. “Now you have a good day. And be careful.”
 
   --------------------
 
   She knocked on the door of the snake house. After a short while she heard grumpy groans from inside and it was opened. The resident was a man around forty, dressed in worn clothes and with bushy grey hair. He seemed to have just gotten up.
 
   “Good day,” he said without much enthusiasm.
 
   “Good day,” Katja responded. She looked around again. “Are you Anton the Grey? Is it true that you sew cuts and splint bones?”
 
   “For money, yes,” he answered. He looked her over. “You look healthy. Are you here on behalf of someone else?”
 
   “In a way, perhaps. Can we talk inside?”
 
   Anon the Grey stepped aside and let her in.
 
   The inside was much like the outside. The furniture had a cobbled-together look, but had been carefully whittled and the place was fairly clean. Not that it reached the standard of cleanliness Katja associated with medical rooms, but one couldn’t ask for everything.
 
   “My cousin is in trouble,” Katja said.
 
   The amateur doctor smiled at that for some reason, but she ventured on.
 
   “Self-inflicted trouble,” she said. “He has fallen in with dangerous people and I know he got hurt almost two weeks back.” She touched her chest. “Here, I am told. The family wants to find him and set things right. Can you help me? He has short, blond hair, a big nose and is clean-shaven. About your height, but stockier.”
 
   “Your cousin, you say?” said Anton the Grey. “You care deeply for him?”
 
   Katja didn’t feel up for feigning strong emotion.
 
   “Well, this is all a great embarrassment.”
 
   “Hm, well you know, I get questions like that on occasion. There are always a few people looking for other people who don’t turn to doctors with their wounds. And I have never found it a good policy to be known as a blabbermouth.”
 
   He made an attempt to comb with his fingers.
 
   “It can be bad for the health.”
 
   “I have no reason to blabber myself,” Katja said, but that didn’t seem to move him. “Well then... what if I pay medical expenses for you. Would that make you less worried about your health?”
 
   The man hmm’d and seemed to be going over her clothing.
 
   “Thirty five.”
 
   It felt steep but, after staring into the man’s obstinate eyes she reluctantly untied her purse from her belt. It wasn’t her money after all and she could understand he was wary of talking about his customers.
 
   She counted the coins into her palm and handed over to him. He held his hand out but she kept her fist closed.
 
   “Yes, I treated a man who matches that description of yours,” Anton the Grey said. “Three other men supported him in here and placed him on my table.” He pointed at a table covered by a linen cloth. “He had a day-old cut down along his chest. He declined the liqueur I offered him and just put up with the stitches.” Anton’s face showed some admiration. “He muttered something about probably deserving the pain.”
 
   Yes, he was right about that, Katja thought.
 
   “But anyway, he should be alive and relatively sound around now.”
 
   Katja loosened her grip enough for a few coins to fall into the man’s palm.
 
   “Good to know,” she said. “But it doesn’t help me much in finding him.”
 
   Anton smiled.
 
   “One of those who brought him, an ugly heavyset fellow, smelled of a swamp and dressed accordingly.” He pointed to the north-east. “And the only swamp I know of around here is that way. The Crescent reaches a bit into it. You could try searching there.”
 
   “Ugly and heavyset you say?”
 
   “With a face like a fist. Black hair and pocked skin.”
 
   Katja let him have the rest of the payment.
 
   “Thank you for being a blabbermouth.”
 
   She left.
 
   --------------------
 
   The Crescent had changed after the warning of the man on the stool. Faces were hostile and alleys hid dangers.
 
   Katja didn’t know the area and had no idea which routes to take to avoid whatever troubles Vajan had tried to cause her.
 
   Would it be safer to be around people so no one would dare attack her in the light of day? Or were the people of the Crescent generally indifferent to such things or too oppressed by criminals to object to public violence, and so she would be better off being unseen?
 
   These were the kinds of things she didn’t know of Farnar and it occurred to her that she would have to learn various things about the lands she stayed in for any time.
 
   But that was a matter for another time. At the moment she wagered on keeping a low profile and what people she did run into seemed quite content to ignore her. She would probably have considered it grumpiness if she hadn’t periodically heard sounds of singing and even dancing in the paths of the Crescent. She was rather curious whether these were unfortunates who had nothing better to do than forget their worries or whether dancing was simply this popular with some of the culture groups living here.
 
   But secrecy was a priority and so she swerved past all of these festivities. She had gotten to dance in the forest village. That would have to do for now.
 
   Finding the swamp was simple. The Crescent began to peter out as she walked farther north-east and she began to see trees. The smell also ruled out all doubt as she drew closer.
 
   The swamp was surprisingly forested, given the proximity to a major city. Perhaps it had been left be, due to how thin and weak most of the trees were. But they sure grew close.
 
   She walked around and tried to look about and yet pretend to still be heading somewhere. Not many people were about, as could be expected. She heard people a short distance away, but the only ones she saw were a withered old woman and children she was watching outside one of the houses.
 
   Perhaps she would think of a good way to ask for a big, ugly man she didn’t know by name but tried using her eyes first.
 
   When she arrived at the edge of the swamp she looked into it and spotted a way through the foliage, a section of solid ground protruding from the water and mud. She stepped closer and saw signs of feet in the earth. It was a path.
 
   Katja walked to the very edge and stared in. On the right was a true wetland, visible through the bars formed by the trees. On the left was just a dense forest and mud. The path vanished from sight before revealing a destination.
 
   Katja approached the old woman.
 
   “Pardon me, where does that path lead?”
 
   “Into the swamp,” the woman answered. “There is some cabin there, or something.”
 
   “You mean a farm?” Katja asked. “Do you think I might find work there?”
 
   “There is no durned farm,” the elder said. “Just trouble. Don’t go poking about. The swamp is dangerous.”
 
   Katja walked away and was careful to be out of sight before going back to the edge.
 
   A cabin in a swamp. Out of the public eye. One could certainly choose a worse place for sorcery and secrecy.
 
   She looked to the west. Serdra was probably still somewhere within the Crescent, asking her own questions. And Katja herself was here. By the swamp.
 
   Is there any harm in looking? she thought and looked into the spooky net of the thin trunks. How else will I be ready to stand on my own?
 
   She took the first step before further thoughts could intrude and forced her way between two trees, left of the path. All the leather made journeying through branches and bushes bearable, but it took effort. The grass was thick and well-spiced with fallen branches and after a short while it was replaced with the swamp mud.
 
   Dying on my first private trip would be bitter, she thought with some dark humour which did nothing to calm her doubts.
 
   She tried to advance without losing sight of the path but the forest only seemed to grow denser as the metres crawled by. She looked back and saw how short a distance all the effort had really gotten her. There was no passage to be seen ahead except for the path. Which was presumably visible from the cabin, or whatever that path lead to.
 
   She sighed and forced her way onto the path. She tried to comfort herself by thinking that on it she could at least react more easily to surprises and that she was out of sight of the Crescent.
 
   Shortly afterwards she saw the cabin on her left. It was nestled in a small clearing, half collapsed and covered in all sorts of vegetation. Katja approached carefully but it turned out to be exactly as deserted as it seemed. This was no one’s safe haven. The plants that had started growing beneath the holes in the roof had been left in peace.
 
   Katja peered farther into the swamp and then closed her eyes.
 
   There was something here. Something unclean. She couldn’t estimate a distance, but felt she had a good grasp on the direction. If she wasn’t on the right track then at least the swamp had some secret.
 
   She took a hesitant step to the north and then another one with more determination. There was no harm in peeking a bit further, was there?
 
   She wanted to draw her sword but kept it hidden under the cloak as she had done so far. People of the Brotherhood wouldn’t necessarily immediately assume she was an enemy if she suddenly encountered them.
 
   The smell of civilization was already smothered beneath the heavy stench of wet earth and rotting vegetation and now the final sounds began to fade out. An occasional shout could be heard, a smack of metal and a poultry gobble.
 
   The swamp received Katja ever further into its bosom as she bent under branches and squeezed through bushes and soon there was nothing to hear but bird song and splashes.
 
   Technically she was still close to the city but it sure felt as if she had stepped into an isolated, alien world.
 
   Strange how little it takes to be absolutely alone.
 
   Her progress was frustratingly slow. The source of the unease turned out to be farther away than she had expected and the swamp never let up on the obstructions. She always intended to peek a bit further, which then became further and further still.
 
   Katja finally stopped after battling to free her foot from mud without losing the boot, leaned up against a tree and sighed a bit.
 
   This wasn’t quite the plan, she thought and looked back the way she had come. Or at least so she thought. It was difficult to see the sun under these trees.
 
   How long had she been walking? An hour? It was rather late to turn back now.
 
   She wiped sweat from her brow, gathered her strength and continued.
 
   A few steps later she stopped in her tracks. She could glimpse a building through hanging branches and a web of growth.
 
   Katja looked about and finally spotted a way into the thicket. She slipped between two inclining trees and breathed a bit easier.
 
   She creeped slowly forwards and found a bush that could conceal her when she knelt and watched the cabin through the leaves.
 
   There it sat, on a bit of a mound protruding from the swamp mud. A flat, squat cabin built from the narrow trunks characteristic of the swamp and covered in vegetation. The path to it lay to the southern side. She heard muddy footsteps and a man emerged from the north side carrying a bundle of thick branches.
 
   She knew the face. It was Leifur.
 
   He placed the branches next to a stump and pulled a wood axe out of it with some difficulty. He stood and took a few moments to recover, clearly in pain, and then began to chop the wood.
 
   Katja looked at the cabin again. This could hardly be considered a home. Had he been cast out after the bungled summoning?
 
   Wouldn’t he ask for aid if there were someone inside?
 
   The thought took root within her and drove her on. She slipped from her vantage point and closer to the cabin’s north side, where he couldn’t spot her as easily. Then she fought to exit the foliage without noise and tried to time her steps with the axe blows.
 
   Eventually she set foot on clear ground and drew her sword.
 
   Finally, she thought.
 
   She snuck to the corner separating them and still took advantage of the axe blows. They stopped a moment before she could quite reach it and she thought she heard him put it away.
 
   She ran around the corner with the sword at the ready.
 
   Something rose from the mud. Something with the shape of a man, covered in dead plants and with a spark of unnature within itself the aura of this place had hidden. It moved between them in three long, quick steps and raised its arms to strike.
 
   Katja reacted as she had been taught. She lit the Sentinel Flame in front of herself and the muddy monster stopped in mid-step. Katja stepped through the Flame and struck. The monster had been unbalanced and could do nothing before she beheaded it.
 
   Leifur dove for the axe with the agility of an injured man. Katja caught him before he got the weapon and drove her left fist right into his cut. She then kicked him in the knee before he could finish the scream and brought him down on his side. She dropped down, seized his left wrist and twisted the arm away and pressed the sword tip to his throat.
 
   “Did that hurt?” she asked as he coughed. “More than a stab to the throat?”
 
   “Red pest!” Leifur hissed and glared at her. She wasn’t sure which outweighed the other, fear or hatred, but the mixture was quite toxic.
 
   “What are you lot up to?” she said. “What happened on that road?”
 
   “I will give nothing away!” the man spat. “You will kill me regardless! It is in your nature!”
 
   “Don’t you want to at least try?”
 
   “Shove that sword up your crack, I know what awaits me! You never leave us be!”
 
   Katja snorted and gave him a cold smile.
 
   “Why leave you be? Many have died because of your fumble,” she said with bitter mockery. “Not to mention the boy you cut on purpose.”
 
   “A drop in the ocean,” Leifur said. “There are plenty more. One stands with one’s own and no other.”
 
   “You stand together, eh?” Katja said. “That must be the reason you are a united force that has long since conquered the Inner Sea rather than fight like cats in the night.”
 
   “We were fighting the Night Hand, stupid child!” Leifur said through his teeth.
 
   Katja hesitated. The statement chilled her.
 
   “Did that shake you up, girl?” Leifur said with his own bitter mockery. “Have you met such foes?”
 
   “What do you know of them?” Katja asked and felt herself lose her grip on the hard tone. “What happened?”
 
   “Stab me,” Leifur said and tilted his chin back, “and find out for yourself.”
 
   Katja hesitated again. His eyes were hard. Would the toughness hold up if she did stick him? It would be just fate. It was the one he’d inflicted on the boy.
 
   “What do you say to letting me kill them?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   “I think it would go the other way,” Leifur said. “They are led by an Acolyte.”
 
   An Acolyte. The master killers of the Night Hand. Harbingers of evil, only used for the most vital tasks.
 
   What is going on?
 
   “Just... what is happening here?” she said slowly and let him feel the tip a bit more.
 
   “I will tell you nothing about our methods or how we know what,” Leifur said. “But the signs all pointed the same way. The Night Hand wants something by the Inner Sea. Something important and dangerous. And we will not be robbed again. Not by them, not by you,” he leaned towards her and a drop of blood gathered under the sword tip, “or any other foe. They will not leave Farnar alive.”
 
   “Are they still here?” Katja asked and was suddenly aware that she hadn’t been alert to her surroundings during the interrogation.
 
   “We know they sent for reinforcements to replace the men we cost them. We are trying to get them again before they slip away. Have you been taught prioritising, little Red?” he asked mockingly.
 
   They locked gazes, two natural enemies. He did not yield.
 
   “Are you calling for cooperation??” she asked through clenched teeth. She wanted to kill him.
 
   “I would be willing to point you to their hideout, once we find it,” Leifur said and Katja thought she saw a smile flicker on his face.
 
   “You mean lead me into a trap when I return?”
 
   “You can always be killed later,” Leifur said. “The Night Hand is our priority.”
 
   Katja wavered. What was the right decision?
 
   “We can meet,” the Brotherhood man stopped and thought, “by Old Stack. Do you know where that is?”
 
   “I... can ask around.”
 
   “Then we will meet there. Just you and me. Two nights hence. At three.”
 
   “And peace until then, I take it?”
 
   “If you don’t interfere with our matters.”
 
   “Is Vajan working with you?”
 
   She hoped he didn’t ask for details and she could pretend to be knowledgeable about the man.
 
   Leifur snorted a bit.
 
   “The Golden Plains bastard? I heard he had been seen. His coven has no business here and least of all him. Do please kill him for all I care.”
 
   “And if w... what if I find the Acolyte before you do?”
 
   He just stared at her. They both knew the answer to that question.
 
   “So what do you say?” he asked after a stretched silence.
 
   She warily let him go and stood up.
 
   “We can try that,” she said despite an ill feeling about this. “But if you try something...” she said and wiggled the sword for emphasis. “Then I will not leave Farnar until I have found you again. That I promise.”
 
   She started to walk backwards along the path. Leifur sat up and rubbed his neck where she had poked him.
 
   “Red, listen to me,” he said darkly.
 
   She stopped and did so.
 
   “If we don’t meet again, remember this,” he said. “We will never give up. We are given that quality in the cradle. You will never manage to exterminate us or quench our thirst. We will tame the old power and wield the authority that comes with it. If not in this century then the next. Or the next. For the power never vanished. It is older than mankind.”
 
   “Then I suppose I will never lack for tasks,” Katja responded and sheathed her sword.
 
   She walked away with her eyes on Leifur as he sat in the dirt. She started running as soon as the foliage curtain was up between them. She didn’t want to wager that he couldn’t call for reinforcements from else in the swamp, or something.
 
   Circumstances made the flight rather slower than she would have preferred, but she put up with scratches from branches and mud splashes to reach civilization as fast as possible. Nothing happened during the return and she had plenty of time to doubt her decision.
 
   Seeing the ugly little houses on the edge of the Crescent after an hour was a relief. Katja relaxed and walked along the outskirts on her way to the road to then follow it into the city. She had found out enough for now.
 
   Did I do the right thing? she thought. As she mulled over the situation she felt worse and worse about sparing Leifur. The man deserved death. And now he and his comrades would presumably be on their guard against her.
 
   Now two men know what I look like.
 
   Had he made the story up? About the Acolyte and a common goal? It had come out of him smoothly, but then Katja was no master at reading people. Perhaps he had prepared a story to use in a tight spot.
 
   Or what? Is that too far-fetched?
 
   She was startled by fast footsteps approaching from behind and she whirled around.
 
   Vajan came at a run and thrust at her with a knife. The training took over and she dodged and caught his arm. She tried to fell him with his own momentum but Vajan quickly regained his balance. He head-butted her before she could lock the arm and she lost her grip.
 
   He thrust again and she had no time to draw the sword. She threw the cloak up between them to conceal her movements for a moment and caught the wrist in a better grip than before. She twisted and so opened the hand and the knife dropped down between them.
 
   He tried to kick at her knee but her reflexes saved her. He was quick to make use of the distraction however and punched her in the elbow crook with his free arm. She lost her grip again and he ran her down into the ground.
 
   It greeted her roughly and Katja lost her breath. Vajan landed on top of her and she struggled to get one leg up between them. He raised his fist for a blow but Katja struck him in the neck with the edge of the hand. It wasn’t a perfect throat strike but did stun him and she got her knife from its sheath.
 
   He wrapped both his arms around her right arm and turned the blade away from himself, but she quickly shifted the weapon into her other hand and stabbed him in the side. Vajan was able to defend himself a bit with his arm but still received a wound. She grunted and was able to get both feet between them and push him off.
 
   They rolled in the rough dirt and sprang up at the same time. Katja rose with her sword in hand and Vajan with his knife. He threw the weapon nimbly and she narrowly managed to twist away from the missile. It whizzed past her and he took to his feet towards the Crescent.
 
   Katja gave chase with the sword by her side.
 
   “Where are you going!?” she shouted.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   She ran hard but the man could really sprint. The lead allowed him to enter the Crescent ahead of her. When she herself entered the narrow, twisty paths she saw him disappear along one of them. She followed but didn’t see him when she came out from between the houses. She picked the nearest and most natural available path but then didn’t see him there either.
 
   She ran back.
 
   “Where did he go?!” she asked the few who were around, and kept away from her and the sword.
 
   The Crescent taciturnity struck again and after a few moments of impatient shouting she realized it was too late. He had vanished somewhere into the maze. She had lost him.
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   Katja sat on the brim of the fountain. It was tempting to let the trickling of the water soothe her nerves but she dared not lower her guard, despite all the people around.
 
   Just where had Vajan come from? Had Leifur dispatched him, or had the man been shadowing her and just chosen that moment to strike? Or had he just spotted her by coincidence? She thought she had been paying attention. She thought she had been conscious of her own safety. What had gone wrong?
 
   She spotted Serdra when there were a few metres between them.
 
   “Hello,” she said.
 
   Serdra nodded and sat down next to her.
 
   “You have a small bruise there,” she said and touched Katja’s forehead. “And you are very tight.”
 
   “I met Vajan,” Katja said. “And I’m afraid I didn’t manage to finish him. But... but you go first.”
 
   “I asked around the western part as intended. Apparently there is a man around here known as the Fox who has great influence over burglaries and robberies around here.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that he has enough underlings in the Crescent and the city to be able to demand portions of large crimes.”
 
   “So he... organises crimes?” Katja said hesitantly.
 
   “Given what I’ve heard, yes.”
 
   “Then he must be as concerned with secrecy as our friends. How did you get these sullen louts to talk?”
 
   “I didn’t get a speech out of any of the locals, but I did meet a foreigner who has been here longer than us and asked around for longer.”
 
   “Oh, that is lucky.”
 
   “Perhaps more than luck. He wants to get into the Rose Manor himself.”
 
   Katja raised her eyebrows.
 
   “Hasn’t he heard of the demon?”
 
   “Yes, but he wants to go ahead nonetheless. And he has been in contact with the Fox.”
 
   “And so Foxie know how we can get inside?”
 
   “It seems so. If stories are be believed he knows of various convenient ways onto the properties of rich folk and charges money for revealing them to thieves. This new acquaintance of mine wants to pool money.”
 
   Katja watched her mentor and knew that her surprise was evident.
 
   “So you are going to enter with some thief we don’t even know?”
 
   “Him and his comrade. There are two of them, on some business here. The man introduced himself as Haflidi and we agreed to meet at the tavern at six in the afternoon. There he will introduce us to his fellow.”
 
   “Well, so be it,” Katja said. “I myself arranged a different kind of meeting,” she admitted hesitantly and suddenly felt that her own surprise wasn’t quite warranted.
 
   Katja told the entire story. Serdra listened without commenting, only asking a few questions such as about the way to the cabin.
 
   She finished describing Vajan’s flight and let silence take over. Her decision about Leifur seemed to hang in the air.
 
   “Did I do the right thing?” she finally asked.
 
   “That will depend on the consequences.”
 
   Katja chuckled a bit, though she was no less stressed.
 
   “What would you have done?” she asked.
 
   “It would have depended on whether I believed him or not,” the woman said. “It could all have been true, but...” She fell silent and leaned forward, looking pensive. “What could the Night Hand be doing here?”
 
   “What do Acolytes usually do?”
 
   “There haven’t been enough direct encounters with them to speak of ‘usually’, but we know they have been bodyguards for leaders of the Hand, brought missives through dangerous territories and led important kill missions. Against us, for example.”
 
   Katja clenched her fists and opened them.
 
   “So... so they might have heard of a young R... or one of us here and gotten the same idea as the Brotherhood?”
 
   “It is a possibility, yes,” Serdra said. “But for that to happen they would probably need to have contacts within the Brotherhood. I find that unlikely, but it is possible.”
 
   “I see,” Katja said. She didn’t care for that possibility. Many had died over these events. “Do you know where or what Old Stack is?”
 
   “No. And I think we should find out before the meeting.”
 
   Getting directions to Old Stack was simple enough. It turned out to be an old bridge outside the city.
 
   Katja stood on it and looked around. Old Stack had perhaps served some important purpose in its day but those days were long gone. The bridge bore signs of a lack of maintenance and the dirt road leading across it was vanishing into a bog.
 
   On the other hand the bridge was isolated and little to no sound would carry to the nearest houses.
 
   “This is a good place for a meeting,” Katja said.
 
   “And murder,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Katja drummed her fingers on the guard rail and then stepped away from it.
 
   “How do you want to do this? Do you want me to go alone as we discussed?”
 
   “Certainly not,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja hadn’t been thinking so either. She looked at the surrounding meadows and down into the ditch the bridge crossed and wondered how best to show up for the meeting. What would be the safest approach?
 
   “How do you expect this to go?” she asked.
 
   “Working with us isn’t exactly approved of within the Brotherhood,” her mentor said. “I would expect some trick, but perhaps they are truly desperate to deal with the Night Hand. But don’t expect it.”
 
   “And what about us?” Katja positioned herself on the middle of the bridge and watched Serdra with her arms crossed. “Do we received directions from them and then leave them be?”
 
   Serdra was silent for a bit and Katja yet again had to try to guess what was going on in that hundred-and-thirty-three -year-old mind. Behind those iron-like eyes.
 
   “Opinions are divided on how to handle situations like this,” she then said. “It’s not good if the Brotherhood gets the message that there is no use in trying to reach a truce with us, even if only briefly. But on the other hand landing a hit on them is always a good thing.”
 
   She thought a bit more.
 
   “The Acolyte and his men take priority. We will gather what information is available and then finish that matter. We will return to Leifur and his comrades when that’s finished. Barring some new development.”
 
   Serdra looked around.
 
   “And Katja, since we are alone...” Serdra motioned for her to approach and Katja obeyed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Close your eyes,” she said and Katja did. Serdra touched her shoulder and turned her in a certain direction.
 
   “Look,” Serdra whispered and Katja realized she was now facing the Rose Manor.
 
   She did as told and let her sensitivity take over.
 
   Her attention was drawn to the north-west, to the lighthouse that shone for those who could sense it. It was as if her mind flew north on wings and she saw her memory of the grand, dilapidated building. The evil there was tangible. And stronger than before.
 
   The demon was stirring.
 
   Katja returned.
 
   “We cannot afford delays,” Serdra said. “That’s why I agreed to work with others.”
 
   Katja nodded and felt a different kind of worry.
 
   “How much time do we have?”
 
   “Not much. Perhaps we can exorcise it with the Sentinel Flame. Or perhaps it will fully rouse when it senses our approach. But we cannot afford it escaping.”
 
   Another bloodbath, Katja thought.
 
   --------------------
 
   Roras finished the last stitch and then cut the thread sticking out of Vajan’s side.
 
   “Well, that could have gone much worse,” he said.
 
   Vajan savoured being able to breathe normally again.
 
   “Sure, and also considerably better,” he answered wittily.
 
   “It doesn’t pay to rush into such a task,” Karl said as he sat and watched.
 
   “I felt I couldn’t pass up on such a golden opportunity,” Vajan answered and put his shirt back on. The blood had been cleaned off.
 
   Karl handed him a sack of strong apple wine. Vajan took a big gulp, allowed himself to enjoy the flavour for a few moments and then swallowed. He let it suffice. He needed his wits.
 
   “Hong is coming,” Torbergur said, standing away and watching for traffic.
 
   “With the men?” Vajan asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Alright then.”
 
   He stood up and tested the stitches. The wound was minor and Roras’ sewing was fine enough to keep it that way. He ought to be able to manoeuvre freely.
 
   “So how do we do this?” Roras asked and looked in the direction Hong was approaching from, though he still couldn’t be seen from where he sat.
 
   “Well... we are almost finished,” Vajan answered. “We need only wait for the right moment, seize it and then get back home while everyone is distracted with other matters.”
 
   “And how do you want to do that?” Karl asked. Vajan had gone on missions with him before. He had proved reliable, but lacked imagination.
 
   “Come now!” Vajan said cheerily and gave a broad smile. He was excited. “That is no problem at all when away from home. Just you wait.”
 
   “And what about your lady friend?”
 
   Vajan refrained from shaking his head good-naturedly.
 
   “We will have to rely on that special talent of yours,” he said to Roras.
 
   Roras nodded. He wasn’t given to emoting but Vajan thought he saw a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. Roras was rather short, thin and haggard-looking and in fact looked aged ahead of time. His gift came at a price. But it was the reason he had come along for the mission. At times he was quite simply essential. Vajan could well imagine it was a sweet feeling.
 
   “They are coming,” Torbergur said and walked down to join the rest.
 
   Vajan heard footsteps a moment later and Hong entered the forest hollow.
 
   Vajan immediately began assessing the five men who followed him. They carried themselves as he had hoped; as warriors. Hostile, hard and confident. Four of them wore leather on their knuckles and all wore wide overclothes that made it hard to see what they might be carrying. At a glance he saw four stumps in place of fingers, quite a lot of scars and one man had a scarf over the lower half of his face. Vajan remembered hearing about deserters being branded to the north.
 
   All had long hair and sideburns and rings in their ears. Loghan-men, it seemed.
 
   The new arrivals lined up opposite Vajan’s comrades and the one in the middle, the one the others watched for unspoken instructions, stepped forward. Vajan approached him.
 
   “Hello,” he said casually and offered his hand. There had been an agreement not to share names.
 
   The man watched him with narrowed, predatory eyes and kept him waiting.
 
   Then he took the hand and gave it a quick shake. Vajan glimpsed a hard armguard beneath the sleeve.
 
   “Hello,” he said without warmth. “So you need fighters.”
 
   “One didn’t have to ask around long to find men with a reputation,” Vajan said. “You have been quite productive around here. And farther afield, I am told.”
 
   “What do you want?” the leader asked as coldly as before.
 
   “We...” Vajan indicated his brethren as they stood lined up against the guests, “we need someone disposed of. Possibly two. And perhaps within the city itself.”
 
   The leader sniffled.
 
   “That is more dangerous and expensive,” he said. “And it doesn’t sound like you quite know what you want.”
 
   “Believe me,” Vajan said and looked to Roras with a smile. “It will only take a little bit of patience to find that out. We merely need you to be available when we find her.”
 
   “Her?” the man said with a mocking little smile. “You are a tough lot.”
 
   “Don’t celebrate victory just yet,” Vajan said and hoped the man had enough sense to listen. “She isn’t some milkmaid. And the rest of us have other things to tend to.”
 
   “Meaning you are sending us on a suicide mission to spare yourselves?” the man asked defiantly. “Or are your weapons merely for show?”
 
   The men had clearly earned their reputation with more than just toughness. Which was of course a fine thing. Vajan walked a little circle around the hollow to release tension.
 
   “Believe me, northman, I sincerely want you to succeed at your task and escape so you cannot be interrogated,” he said and waved his hands for emphasis. “These two will be around to aid you.” He pointed at Roras and Torbergur. “The rest of us are simply busy with more important matters.”
 
   The bandit leader thought matters over.
 
   “We only accept cash as payment.”
 
   “Of course, it is the most convenient way. And we can afford your services.”
 
   Vajan looked over the group. The men were excited and one of them had particularly cruel eyes. Vajan smiled at him. The eyes became even more savage and he widened his smile.
 
   “Not that we have the money here,” he said to the leader and waved his hand over the hollow. It held nothing but weapons and a few belongings.
 
   In the corner of his eye the men relaxed a bit.
 
   “Of course not, that would be foolish,” the leader said and smiled with a bit more sincerity. Vajan felt he himself had earned a shred of respect. “Draw your knife,” the man then suddenly said.
 
   The atmosphere in the hollow changed and Vajan saw his brethren tense up similarly to the hired thugs just earlier.
 
   The long-haired Loghan-man walked a bit to the side, away from the other men, without taking his eyes off Vajan.
 
   “Come now,” he said severely.
 
   Vajan followed him and reached for his knife. He had gotten another one from Hong.
 
   The Loghan-man drew his own knife and held it in a fighting pose. Vajan did likewise and braced for combat. He went over his opponent’s pose and stared into his eyes to see when he would do something.
 
   Dead silence reigned in the hollow for a few moments.
 
   Then the man smiled again and lowered his knife.
 
   “Very well. We will work for you.” He sheathed the weapon and Vajan followed suit with a satisfied smile. “How do you want to do this?”   
 
   --------------------
 
   They bought a meal and then walked to the harbour area.
 
   Serdra looked thoughtful.
 
   “What is it?” Katja asked. “This meeting is still a way off.”
 
   “Do you remember when Geir Anson mentioned the secret place where people sometimes dock if paid well enough? I think we should take advantage of that option.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Many things are pressing in on this city at the moment. Great fear and anger and uncertainty. And if either the demon or our activities here further shake the illusion of peace it could light a fire.”
 
   Katja looked at the harbour opening and the giant chain piled up by one end of it.
 
   “Are you afraid the chancellor will have the harbour closed?”
 
   “Yes. And in addition there is no telling what will happen in the manor. We may need to exit the country in haste. And then it would be better to not have to go through the city.”
 
   It all sounded quite logical.
 
   “But do we have enough to get the sailors to take such a chance? Since we also intend to pay our way into the manor?”
 
   Serdra took something from her pocket and was careful to let no one see it. She lifted the closed fist to Katja’s face and opened it just enough for her to see a small opal.
 
   Katja gaped.
 
   “Where... did you get that?”
 
   “We are in the city of thieves, Katja,” Serdra whispered and replaced the gem.
 
   Katja shrugged and heard surrender in her own sigh.
 
   “I must remember to go through your things while you sleep.”
 
   “I will be proud if you manage it without waking me.”
 
   Katja sighed again.
 
   “Let us get it over with then, shall we?”
 
   They walked to The Harp. The cheer within could be heard out on the street. Sailors were known for love of merriment.
 
   Serdra opened the door and they stepped into the smell of strong drink. The inside of the house turned out to be quite similar to the outside. The furniture was old and worn and boating objects of every sort decorated the walls, in addition to various carved plates. Most of them seemed to show sea monsters and famous sea battles and shipwrecks. Ropes and fish hooks and even a rotten oar were nailed to the ceiling. No one could miss that this was a sailor’s tavern.
 
   Eight men with mugs in hand danced the goose dance in the middle of the floor and given the wild joy they seemed to have been at it for quite a while.
 
   Could they become a problem? Katja thought. She was quite up for a harmless tussle. It would be a fine balm after the wrestling match with Vajan.
 
   Geir wasn’t in the wobbly dance group and they scanned the boots running along the walls.
 
   “There,” Serdra said and pointed at one of them.
 
   Geir had a mug in hand and sat opposite two other men. Given the eye bags and colour of his face he seemed to be drinking away a hangover.
 
   “Greetings,” Serdra said.
 
   “Ah, welcome!” the man said with a bit too much energy. “Are you weary of the city of thieves already?”
 
   “Actually I wanted to discuss our arrangement.” Serdra looked at the other two men. They weren’t a part of the crew. “In private.”
 
   “Alright then. Boys, we will delay this slightly. Go and... go and talk to Bogga or something.”
 
   He waved his hand and the men left without complaint.
 
   Serdra made sure no one was close enough to listen in and then leaned closer to the man.
 
   “I want you to dock somewhere else,” she said. “And tell no one. We prefer to leave here in secret.”
 
   “Well,” the man said casually. “That has a price, as I said.”
 
   Serdra held her fist over an empty mug left by someone and Katja heard a slight clink as something hit the bottom.
 
   “You can have another one when we get back.”
 
   Geir Anson picked up the mug and stared into the bottom. He blinked slowly and then stared a bit more.
 
   “Will that suffice?” Serdra asked.
 
   The man smiled a bit awkwardly.
 
   “My my,” he said and turned his gaze at the wall. “It sure is dangerous to know you.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Katja said. She couldn’t tell whether his smile was due to joy or sudden nervousness.
 
   “If you don’t want the payment I will take it back,” Serdra said.
 
   Geir poured some ale from his mug into the precious one. Then he pointed at the wall.
 
   Katja hadn’t noticed it before but someone had painted a giant map of the Inner Sea coastline on it. She looked at another wall and there saw a map covering almost all the coastlines of the world. Pins had been nailed into various harbours, perhaps to mark where men had been.
 
   “Here,” Geir said quietly and pointed at a spot east of the city. “Hare Grove. The forest goes down to the very edge of the beach and in fact hides a small cove. It’s easy to hide a ship there. We can sail away with the twilight, then turn back once visibility fades and make a landing.”
 
   “How far is it?” Katja asked.
 
   “It is perhaps,” Geir contemplated his answer, “a three-hour ride from the city. We can wait, but if we hear nothing from you for a week we sail home. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” Serdra said.
 
   Geir explained how they could reach Hare Grove and then make their way down into the hidden harbour.
 
   “Then I will see you there,” he said and lifted the opal mug to his lips. “And in the meantime I will hide this in a secure place.”
 
   He slammed the contents into his mouth and grimaced a bit as he swallowed.
 
   --------------------
 
   They waited by the harbour.
 
   Serdra leaned against the wall with the hood over her head and Katja knew better than to disturb her. She settled for strolling along the piers and examining the ships.
 
   Had Vajan arrived in one of these or had he gone by land? Or had Leifur been lying for some reason?
 
   She found no answers and so tried to chat with the sailors. She enticed a few of them into short discussions about the harbours they had been to but didn’t really learn anything new.
 
   Finally the bells rang in the sixth hour and Katja walked back to Serdra.
 
   “There isn’t really any reason to wait any more,” she said and indicated The Harp. “Shall we go inside?”
 
   They walked back to the tavern and were almost to the door when Serdra stopped.
 
   “There he is,” she said and looked along the street.
 
   Katja followed her gaze and spotted the man when he saw Serdra and changed his direction slightly.
 
   He was of average build with a high forehead and rough facial features and short, thinning hair. The eyes were small and keen and he wore a sword at his hip.
 
   “Greetings,” he said with a northern accent and a polite smile. He extended his hand to Katja. “Haflidi is my name.”
 
   “Sandra,” Katja said.
 
   “Where is this comrade of yours?” Serdra said.
 
   “I believe he is waiting for us inside,” Haflidi said. He opened the door somewhat theatrically. “Shall we go see him?”
 
   They entered The Harp again and he followed.
 
   The tavern was more crowded than earlier but wasn’t any noisier. Katja supposed the drinkers were weary.
 
   Haflidi looked the place over and then motioned for them to follow him to a particular booth.
 
   “Hello friend,” Haflidi said to the man sitting there.
 
   He wasn’t much older than Katja herself. She guessed he might be twenty years of age. He had thick auburn hair and when he looked up she saw grey eyes.
 
   A large raven sat on the table in front of him and the man was feeding it crumbs. He nodded at them.
 
   “Good day. My name is Mikael.”
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   Haflidi sat down next to his comrade and Katja and Serdra sat down opposite them. The raven hopped up on its owner’s shoulder and cawed angrily at Katja.
 
   She looked around. They were rather isolated in this booth. The man had probably kept that in mind when choosing..
 
   “Well, these are the travelling companions you found for us,” Mikael said to Haflidi and looked them over. He noted the swords and examined Serdra rather more closely than Katja.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said. She put her elbows up on the table, intertwined her fingers and rested her chin on them. “How is this supposed to go?”
 
   “You said you would give details once we were all together,” Serdra said to Haflidi.
 
   “The Fox seems quite stingy about details,” Haflidi answered. “Which shouldn’t surprise anyone. It is quite embarrassing for the authorities to have him still running loose after all this time.”
 
   “Have you met him?” Katja asked.
 
   Haflidi smiled.
 
   “No. Apparently very few do. That is how he keeps this operation of his going. Everything is done through representatives. The one I spoke to wants us to meet him in the Crescent with the full amount. He receives half of it there and tells us where to meet him tomorrow evening. Then he takes the rest and shows us to the way inside the manor.”
 
   “Tomorrow evening?” Katja asked, mindful of the stirring she had sensed to the north. That was also the night of the meeting with Leifur.
 
   “Are you in a hurry?” Mikael asked.
 
   Katja was silent a moment to see whether Serdra would respond, but the woman apparently meant to let her handle this.
 
   “Well, maybe. Isn’t it possible to go tonight?”
 
   “The Fox is, as I said, concerned with his safety,” Haflidi said. “He doesn’t rush into anything. I tried to haggle and reason with my contact but he made it clear that no part of the arrangement was negotiable.”
 
   “Then we must accept it,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja squirmed in her seat. She didn’t want to risk waiting. She was irritated by Serdra’s calm and the men’s indifference. But what could she do?
 
   She forced herself to keep calm, but couldn’t do more than pull the unease into herself and let it simmer.
 
   “What about the demon?” Katja asked. “Aren’t you concerned?”
 
   She wasn’t sure why she asked. Whether it was due to worry or curiosity. But she couldn’t let it lie.
 
   “Concerned?”
 
   It was Mikael who whispered the word and Katja turned her attention on him. The man looked a bit to the side, with a distant look in his eyes and a smile on his lips. She couldn’t decipher the meaning behind it.
 
   “I came to Farnar to enter that manor,” he said quietly. “I will not let danger deter me.”
 
   He seemed to be quite serious. She glanced at Haflidi but he kept silent.
 
   “And what if the demon is still in there?”
 
   “Then it is,” Mikael said. “If you worry about what could happen you would never get anywhere.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” she replied, for a lack of anything better.
 
   “What about you?” Mikael asked. “Why is such a young woman going on this trip?”
 
   “Well, perhaps I am just mad.”
 
   She said it with utmost sincerity that amused Mikael.
 
   “Yes, let’s discuss the reasons,” Haflidi suddenly said. “Or at least what we want out of this.”
 
   “We are going on a personal errand,” Serdra said before anyone else could interject. “You can keep any valuables you find to yourselves. We have no interest in arguing about jewels.”
 
   The two men were silent for a moment. Then they looked at one another and Mikael put on a strange expression.
 
   “That is... rather funny,” Mikael said. “Because we ourselves are not looking for metals or stones.”
 
   Katja opened her mouth.
 
   “Well, what then?” she asked after hesitating.
 
   “Come now,” Mikael said calmly and leaned back. “People of influence can leave many things other than money.”
 
   He smiled again and he seemed to enjoy having secrets. She was a bit irritated but still smiled back. She understood that feeling quite well.
 
   “We wouldn’t happen to be after the same thing?” Haflidi asked quietly and alternated his gaze between them.
 
   Katja was starting to get a different feeling from him than his comrade. The eyes were stinging. Searching.
 
   “I doubt that,” Serdra said. “We simply need to tend to a little matter and then leave. Probably empty-handed.”
 
   “Well, good to know,” the man said, but he didn’t seem to relax.
 
   “How dependable is all this?” she asked. “Just what do you know about this Fox?”
 
   Haflidi watched her with those sharp eyes in that brutish face.
 
   “I know that people fear him. It’s quite natural that a city as large as this with so many paupers had quite a few murders and disappearances, but it still sounds like people connect quite a lot of incidents to him in some way.”
 
   “The unknown causes fear,” Serdra said.
 
   “Exactly,” said Haflidi.
 
   Mikael seemed to be somewhat amused by those words, but Katja kept her focus on Haflidi. The depressions in his face filled with shadow in the tavern and helped give his words weight.
 
   “Everyone is afraid of angering him or inquiring about him, because one never knows if one is speaking to one of his underlings. Or even the man himself. There is a certain power in mystery.”
 
   Katja felt he spoke with considerable admiration.
 
   “I can’t confirm it, but given how organised this all is I think the Fox makes considerable profits from the tunnel. He wants us all to go in together and demands secrecy about the location.”
 
   “And if one gossips one might be talking to one of his men,” Mikael finished. “It’s a pretty good set-up he has.”
 
   Katja shrugged. She had no reason to tell anyone in Farnar about this.
 
   “Do you know anything about the state of the inside of the building?” Katja asked.
 
   “Nothing except that it is entirely traversable, but little light makes it inside,” Haflidi said.
 
   “And we have a covered lantern that will be useful in the manor,” Mikael said. “So we will be able to see what we are doing. The mercenaries will not be able to see it unless they come close.”
 
   “But what if they do come close?” Katja said.
 
   “I talked to one of the mercenaries the other day,” Haflidi said. “I passed by as a simple farmer on his way south for the market.” He shrugged. “They are afraid, don’t let anyone tell you different. They became mercenaries to contend with men, not monsters. From what I saw they just want to sit still and wait to be recalled.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t see them myself but the chancellor could decide to order them inside,” Mikael said. “If the pressure to do so mounts.”
 
   “But hardly at night.”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
   “And are we definitely not being swindled?” Katja asked. She felt she had to ask.
 
   “The escape tunnel is real,” Mikael said. He looked away at nothing and seemed to be reminiscing. “Agora the Hood described the escape in writing a year after it. It was only meant for her and her family, so she didn’t bother describing the location of tunnels that saved her and her children from the uprising. But they are real.”
 
   “And how in the world did you find such writings?” Katja asked, surprised.
 
   “By searching,” the man said with a mysterious smile.
 
   For a moment he reminded her of Serdra and Katja saw she would get no more out of him. She glanced at her mentor but there was nothing to see there either.
 
   The booth fell silent and everyone waited for someone to add something. The merriment of the Harp went on a few metres away as Katja tried to think of something, but the situation seemed well covered to her.
 
   “So all of us go together along the tunnel early next night,” Serdra finally said. “We tend to our matters in the manor and split up if need be and take care not to alert the mercenaries. When all is finished we go back together and part ways. Is everything clear?”
 
   Katja, Mikael and Haflidi looked at one another in search of doubt.
 
   “It looks that way,” Mikael said.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said.
 
   Serdra stood up.”
 
   “Then let us head out. Best to take care of this before curfew.”
 
   “Yes,” Mikael said. He nudged his comrade and got ready to stand up. Only then did Katja notice that he had a sword at his hip and seemed to adjust it with familiarity similar to her own as he got out of the booth.
 
   They walked together along the streets of Farnar and out of the city. Katja felt considerably better with three people by her side. The chances were slim of Vajan or others making such an attack on a group. But then he needed only know of her movements to seize the next opportunity.
 
   She tried to pay attention to every face they passed, but they were so many and went by so quickly. Was he in an alley, window, sales booth or a doorway? Had he found himself a hat or perhaps hair dye? Or was he licking his wounds in some cabin in the Crescent?
 
   I’ll feel better after killing him, she thought to harden herself.
 
   Haflidi led them, focused on what lay ahead. Mikael cast his attention this way and that, but Katja didn’t see the same tension in him as in her. He seemed to be examining the city itself rather than the people. His raven took a few flights here and there but always returned to its master’s shoulder.
 
   When they returned to the Crescent Haflidi led then west.
 
   “Here,” he said and pointed along a particular street. It was the first word he had spoken since the Harp.
 
   They arrived at a small woodshop. Katja heard simple flute-playing from around the corner and Haflidi followed the sound.
 
   The musician turned out to be a thin man with a large head, blond hair and ratty beard. He stopped playing upon seeing them.
 
   “Hello again,” Haflidi said. He walked to the man but didn’t extend his hand.
 
   “Hello,” the blond man said. He looked at the other three with a searching eye. It was cold and harsh and she immediately got the feeling he had experienced much.
 
   “So you are going along for the trip?” he said after a few moments.
 
   “Well, I didn’t come here to listen to flute playing,” Katja said and stared back at him with her arms crossed. She was pretty sure he had never looked a demon in the eyes.
 
   “I explained the rules,” Haflidi said to the man. “Just as you explained them to me.”
 
   “Fine, but I’d better emphasise them,” the man said rather churlishly and stepped away from the wall. He walked past Haflidi and looked at the rest of them.
 
   “My master owns the route you are planning to use,” he said and pointed at them. “He and no one else. And it is only available upon payment. Don’t blather about what you did or who enabled you to do it. Or the next people will know better.”
 
   “Keeping secrets is good fun,” Mikael said and seemed to be trying to lighten the mood. “You need not worry about undisciplined tongues.”
 
   “Good to know,” the man said in the exact same tone as before. He untied an empty purse from his belt. “Now let me see the money.”
 
   They brought out a hundred coins and let the contact count them. Then he took half and they distributed the rest back into their purses.
 
   “Well then,” the man said and put his purse back. He seemed about to say something more but then looked over Katja’s shoulder and sneered. “Hey, you!”
 
   Katja looked back and saw some resident.
 
   “Away with you!” the contact said and clearly expected to be obeyed.
 
   The passer-by was startled at the sight of the contact and hurried off.
 
   “We will meet tomorrow evening by Splitlog,” the blond man said after a short wait. “It’s a dead tree that was hit by lightning long ago. Outside the Crescent.” He pointed east. “Just ask around and you will find it. I will be there about an hour after the curfew and lead you to the spot. If I suspect any mischief I will leave and send a group in my place.”
 
   “We will see you then,” Mikael said neutrally.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “Thank you for the transaction.”
 
   The man walked away without further words.
 
   “Fun fellow,” Katja muttered when he had disappeared.
 
   “He handles his matters,” Haflidi said. He then turned around and watched them. “Do you know where Splitlog is?”
 
   “I do,” Mikael said. “I saw it from a distance while we split up. He pointed. “If one exits the Crescent area it is hard to miss.”
 
   “How far is it?” Serdra asked. “Can we find it and get back inside the wall before curfew?”
 
   “Mikael,” Haflidi said and. He stood a bit off to himself and gazed at seemingly nothing. “You should perhaps run and show them the place. Just to be on the safe side.”
 
   Mikael watched the back of Haflidi’s head and Katja saw some expression pass over his face. The corners of his mouth went upwards but it didn’t really resemble a smile.
 
   “What about you?” Mikael asked.
 
   “We will be going together anyway,” Haflidi said. “And I want to ask around a bit more. I will see you at our lodgings.” The man was silent for a while and then glanced back so one of those stinging eyes could be seen. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Wrong?” Mikael said with forced cheer. “Not in my mind.” He seemed uneasy to Katja, but if so he covered it up quickly.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said and pointed east.
 
   The walk was similar to the earlier one. Still, Katja was less at ease now that the group had shrunk and the guardsmen seemed to have little truck with the Crescent. This was probably the most convenient place for another attack.
 
   “Go on ahead a bit,” Serdra said. “I want some time alone with my thoughts.”
 
   Mikael readily assented and Katja thought she understood the point. Now there was hopefully less chance of an observer connecting the two of them and Serdra might spot pursuers.
 
   The raven fluttered about as it had been doing and suddenly put Katja in mind of a bodyguard checking if his master’s route was safe.
 
   “Where does one get one of those?” she asked.
 
   “From an egg.”
 
   “Right. It’s fun to have a secret.”
 
   He looked at her and she looked back. They were both hiding various things and they were both amused by it. His eyes ruled out all doubt.
 
   The mutual secrecy was a bit strange and Katja couldn’t help but giggle a bit, before she remembered paying attention to her surroundings.
 
   They walked silently after that, until exiting the Crescent and ascended a mound.
 
   “There,” Mikael said and pointed downwards. Splitlog hadn’t been big in life, but the dead blackened oak stood alone in a bare area and so was easily spotted. A group of watchmen would also be easily spotted, even in the dark. The Fox had chosen well. Perhaps this was a common meeting place for just that reason.
 
   Serdra caught up with them and looked at the dead tree.
 
   “We will see each other tomorrow evening then,” Mikael said.
 
   “Yes. Goodbye until then,” Serdra said.
 
   They watched him walk away. The last hint of him was the raven taking another short scouting trip before vanishing behind a house.
 
   “Wellll,” Katja said slowly. “Those will be our travelling companions. What do you think?”
 
   “They don’t seem stupid, at any rate,” Serdra said. “Which prevents various possible problems.”
 
   “But don’t you think it’ll be a problem if the demon wakes while we are all inside the manor? And then we can hardly deal with it without giving ourselves away.”
 
   “We will just have to accept that,” Serdra said. “Perfect secrecy is more goal than reality. We will examine the circumstances inside the manor before we decide on anything. Perhaps they will find what they are looking for and then return without us.”
 
   “And that’s another matter,” Katja said and sat down on a rock. “What do you think they are up to?”
 
   “Someone in the north has sent them to fetch a family artefact,” Serdra said. “Or they are descended from the Clan of Roses and aim to prove it with papers. Or they just believe they know of something only of value in the north. It makes no difference to us. Let us focus on our task.”
 
   “Fine,” Katja said, though curiosity bubbled within her. “We snuff the demon next evening, meet Leifur on our way back and then hopefully get information that can lead us to the Acolyte.”
 
   “Yes. And then we will probably tend to that task,” Serdra said. “Slaying an Acolyte is a fine deed, Katja. It may even be more important than felling the demon.”
 
   “It’s good that this isn’t a wasted trip,” Katja said and smirked. “And will we head back home when this is all done with?”
 
   “You know the answer to that, Katja.”
 
   Katja sighed.
 
   “It will depend on circumstances,” she sing-songed.
 
   “Exactly. We will probably have to kill the Acolyte without delay, but I would like to find out why he is here.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja muttered absent-mindedly. Her attention had fluttered to the north-east. Towards the manor.
 
   There, somewhere between worlds, lay the demon.
 
   “Do we have a day and a night?”
 
   Serdra didn’t answer right away, which did nothing to soothe Katja’s nerves.
 
   “Probably.”
 
   --------------------
 
   “Katja.”
 
   Katja awoke to the whispering and poking and opened her eyes. She stared into utter darkness and tried to remember what was going on.
 
   “What?” she whispered.
 
   They were in their room at the inn. Serdra had had an ill feeling and told her to sleep clothed.
 
   Katja carefully swung her feet out of bed and grasped the unsheathed sword where she had placed it.
 
   Her vision started to clear and she could glimpse Serdra in the middle of the room. The woman was dressed, as she had been when Katja fell asleep, and stood at the ready.
 
   The danger-tension began coming over Katja and sharpening her. Something was wrong. She sat stock-still on the edge of the bed and listened. She heard nothing out in the hallway. Nothing from the floor below.
 
   She looked towards the window. She didn’t hear anything outside except a bit of a breeze and the general ambiance of night.
 
   What is going on?!
 
   She stopped trying to use her ears and tried to activate her other sensitivity. She was just beginning to expand her mind when Serdra started.
 
   The woman held her hand towards the window and lit a powerful Sentinel Flame in the room. Katja neither saw nor heard anything, but she felt something scream at being hit by the Flame. Then it vanished and Serdra let the Flame peter out.
 
   “What?!” Katja hissed between her teeth.
 
   “I sensed a presence,” Serdra said so quietly that Katja had to focus to understand her. She took it as a message to be similarly quiet. “Faint. Distant. Hidden. And I heard a sound outside.” Serdra looked at the window and picked up her sword. “We are in danger.”
 
   Katja stood up and positioned herself opposite the door.
 
   “What was that? Some kind of spirit?”
 
   “A soul drifter, I think,” Serdra replied.
 
   Katja’s eyes widened. A sorcerer who could leave his body. Such abilities were very rare.
 
   Serdra pressed her ear to the window shutter and Katja kept silent until her mentor spoke again. “The Brotherhood has found us. We are about to be attacked.”
 
   “Here?!”
 
   Serdra turned towards her.
 
   “It mustn’t be here. We would have to flee into the night to avoid being questioned by the guardsmen. We will have to charge out into the street and finish them quietly.”
 
   Katja twirled her sword a bit through the air. This was dangerous. Really dangerous. Guards would demand an explanation for a bloodbath. Perhaps even wish to detain them. News of the fight would spread through the city and reach the ears of their enemies. Who would then know exactly where to find them.
 
   “How do you want to do this?” she asked.
 
   “I will exit the doors downstairs,” Serdra said. “You stay by the window, ready to leap out when the opportunity rises. If all goes well we will then move the bodies.
 
   Bodies. Before the guards arrive.
 
   Katja took one of the helmets and put it on and handed the other one to Serdra when they passed one another. Katja took up position by the window. She still heard nothing outside. Had it fallen silent or was Serdra really this much sharper?
 
   Serdra carefully slid the latch back and opened the door a crack.
 
   “Count to forty. Then I will be at the door.”
 
   With that her mentor snuck out and closed the door soundlessly behind herself. Katja didn’t hear her pass along the hallway. She began counting at the speed they had practised and took the latch off the shutter.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13.
 
    
 
   Thirty.
 
   Katja waited in quiet tension by the window. She still hadn’t heard anything outside except a rustle that might as well have been junk blowing about.
 
   She had mentally gone over how she would open the shutter and leap out. She knew how high the drop was and she would absorb it. Now something just needed to happen.
 
   Come on now!
 
   She cleared her mind of the people sleeping in the house, who could very well awake to the fighting and perhaps look out of a window. Perhaps even identify them later on.
 
   Thirty five.
 
   The main priority was surviving and winning. Secrecy would have to be secondary.
 
   Forty.
 
   She heard a sound from the front door. Some kind of struggle.
 
   Now!
 
   She flung open the shutter and breathed in before the leap. Her reflexes snatched her to the side at hearing the whack of a string and she heard a piercing whistle blow past her. Something smacked into the door. Katja looked back and saw an arrow sticking out of the wood.
 
   On a roof, she thought. It is the only possible place.
 
   She pressed her hand down on the window sill and jumped over it before the archer could ready another arrow. The street approached fast in the dark and gave a jarring greeting when her soles hit the ground.
 
   Katja let her knees give in and transferred the power of the landing into a roll. She rolled on the hard cobblestones with the sword held wide and then sprang up by the wall opposite the inn. She had glimpsed the archer on the roof of that house.
 
   She heard quiet fighting from around the corner. Serdra was dealing with those in front of the inn. She looked up. The man on the roof might very well be able to shoot the woman from where he stood.
 
   I have to deal with him, she thought and prepared to scale the wall. Just then she heard light footsteps and felt and glimpsed a man coming at her with a short spear.
 
   He thrust at her and she dodged. The assailant was quick to recover after the miss and Katja had to defend from another stab rather than counterattack.
 
   He is good.
 
   She sprang from the wall to have more room and waited for the next attack. It came without delay and Katja nimbly sidestepped and slashed at his side. She felt the blade hit him but he didn’t go down. The thick coat must have protected him.
 
   Katja heard a whizz and something smacked into the stones by her feet. She had entered the archer’s field of vision.
 
   She jumped right back beneath the edge of the roof and the spear-man took advantage of it. Katja braced for defence with the sword up and forced herself to delay her reactions a bit. Then she jumped to the side rather than parry and the spear tip hit the wall. Katja stepped past the shaft and slashed with all her strength. The man tried to retreat but took the blade right in the arm he held up.
 
   She then smacked the hilt into his face before darting back under the roof. Perhaps the wound would kill him and perhaps not, but the archer had priority.
 
   She held the sword between her teeth and leapt up and got hold of a sill. She pulled herself up and soon grasped the roof edge. She realized full well how vulnerable she was and felt as light as a feather as she yanked herself up on the roof.
 
   The man released the arrow and it shot across the roof like whizzing death. Katja rolled to the side and escaped. She stood up and ran towards this unknown enemy.
 
   The man saw where things were headed and jumped across onto the next roof. He landed with fair grace and ran to the middle of the roof and pulled out another arrow.
 
   Just how many did he bring? Katja thought for a moment and sped across the roof.
 
   She landed before the enemy could finish drawing the arrow. Katja didn’t see his face but the man dropped the bow and hurriedly reached for a long knife.
 
   Katja meant to step forward and slay him before he could mount a defence but then she heard something behind herself. She glanced back and saw the one with the spear climb onto the roof she had just jumped away from.
 
   His arm seemed to be fine.
 
   Katja looked away from him and attacked the knife-wielder. The man retreated. He probably wanted to await his comrade. Katja had other plans and kept her assault up furiously. The man didn’t dare get closer to the edge and tried to sidestep. Katja intercepted him and slashed. The knife didn’t suffice as protection and the blade cut through his ribs. He bowled over, gave a choked cry and stumbled onto the edge.
 
   Katja stepped closer and kicked him. The man flew out into the darkness and down onto the street.
 
   She turned around and the smack of the landing mixed with the spear-man’s landing on the roof. He continued his momentum and wielded the spear with both hands.
 
   Katja ran towards him so as to not share his comrade’s fate and parried a powerful thrust. The blow rattled considerably but she could take it and didn’t let herself be driven backwards.
 
   They pressed their weapons together and took tiny steps in a semicircle to prevent the other one from getting the upper hand. Finally Katja released the spear to his surprise and slashed past the wild swing it went into. He defended with his arm but the blade slid along his forearm and cut into the unarmoured upper arm.
 
   The man retreated upon being injured and grasped the bottom of the shaft and swung the spear with his other arm.
 
   The swings were wild and powerful, meant to hold her back rather than connect. The man backed towards the edge and Katja was about to attack through the swings when he switched the weapon into a throwing position and sent it flying.
 
   The throw wasn’t masterful, but the missile came from a short distance and once Katja regained her balance after the sidestep the man had landed on another roof.
 
   Katja followed and watched him speed across this new battleground and leap towards a house almost a man’s height taller than the rest. He hit the roof edge and despite the wound he had climbed up before Katja could reach him.
 
   The man then leapt to his feet and took an axe from his belt with his uninjured arm. He took up position by the edge and hefted the weapon. Katja came to a screeching, ungainly halt on her roof. She saw no clear way up to him that didn’t involve taking an axe to the face.
 
   They stared at one another across this short distance that made such a difference.
 
   “Yes, you are no milkmaid,” the man growled. Then he coughed out a bitter laugh.
 
   “No,” Katja said and smirked. “I am rather awesome.”
 
   “I should have demanded more money,” he added.
 
   “Was that your friend I sent to suck on cobblestones?” she asked nastily.
 
   The bearded man put up a sneering smile and opened his mouth to reply. Just then Katja snatched her knife from the sheath with her left hand and threw it.
 
   The man reacted quickly but given the grunt he received at least a minor wound. Katja was already on her way when she heard it and hurled herself over the alley. She landed in a hug with the roof edge and pulled herself up, about three metres away from the man.
 
   The knife only distracted him a moment and he immediately ran towards her. Katja swung at him before getting all the way to her feet and almost hit him. He responded with an axe swing. Katja sidestepped and slashed him in the side before he could recover. He screamed and she slammed into him and drove him off the edge.
 
   She heard the smack that ended his journey, but didn’t dare wager that it had sufficed. She picked her knife up off the roof and peeked down into the alley. She saw her enemy lying very still and another person standing over him.
 
   Serdra had broken his neck.  
 
   Katja looked down at her mentor. The woman waved for her to come down and when she hesitated the woman pointed at the house’s south-eastern corner. Katja leaned forward off the edge and saw a large window there. The frame suited well to getting down.
 
   She sheathed the sword and walked to the corner on light feet. She let herself slide down off the roof until her toes found the frame. Then she carefully moved her grip down to the window and let herself hang from it. Then she could let herself drop down.
 
   She managed to land softly, but still felt a strange fear go through her. There had been a certain freedom up on the roofs of the city. Above the people and eyes and guards. Now she was back down, where problems could lie behind every corner.
 
   “Come,” Serdra whispered. “Quick. Back to the inn.”
 
   Katja had somewhat lost her bearings during the chase but trusted her mentor and followed her at a light jog until she spotted the first body slumped up against a wall. It looked like he had tried to run.
 
   She knew her way after that find and soon saw the inn’s darkened silhouette.
 
   The woman stood perfectly still for a few moments and seemed to be listening.
 
   “Let’s move the other two a bit,” she then said. She walked towards the bodies Katja spotted just then.
 
   Katja grasped the dead, limp wrists of one of them and dragged him off while Serdra took the other one. It was a short distance to a small bridge on a narrow street and they let the bodies dangle off it and then drop.
 
   Farewell boys, Katja thought through the fear of being spotted. That’s for trying to kill us.
 
   They jogged back to the inn. The way was still clear and Katja now saw that Serdra had managed to close the door before the fight. The woman listened at the door before opening it carefully.
 
   No one shouted for the guardsmen or other residents so they hurried inside. They closed the door, put the bar back into place and then went up as fast as the creaky floor allowed. They couldn’t afford someone linking them to the mess outside.
 
   They made it to the room. Katja released the breath she had been holding since the ground floor. The false safety of the walls was back.
 
   They were silent for a while and Katja closed her eyes and listened. She didn’t think she heard anything notable from the other rooms.
 
   Had it all really been this quiet?
 
   Serdra went to the window and closed it and Katja took it as a sign that they could relax further. She stepped to the door and pulled the arrow out of it.
 
   All that danger, rush and effort and the world at large had barely noticed. It was terribly strange.
 
   “So is that it?” she asked quietly. “Did we get all of them?”
 
   “Did you notice any sorcery?” Serdra asked and sat on the bed.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I suspect we only killed mercenaries,” her mentor said. “The soul drifter looked in here to confirm our presence and then dispatched them after I drove him off.”
 
   Katja stepped to the centre of the room and turned the sword in a slow circle.
 
   “So we could expect another attack?”
 
   “Perhaps. If the one behind this one was prepared for it to fail. And if he has anything else to throw at us, on such a short notice.”
 
   “And if he dares, now that we are expecting,” Katja added.
 
   “Yes. The only thing I know for certain is that we are no longer safe here. We will wait for morning and then get out of the city.”
 
   --------------------
 
   They did not go back to sleep. The rest of the night was spent with one of them sitting by either entry into the room, arms at the ready.
 
   When light blessedly spread out over the world again and the morning bells rang they hurried to their feet and down into the stable. They loaded their luggage on the horses and led them towards the gate.
 
   Katja saw blood on the street, where Serdra had killed two of the men. The amount wasn’t dramatic, but still enough that someone could very well link it to the night’s events.
 
   She thought about the arrow hidden in their packs.
 
   “News!” a man shouted at regular intervals as he strolled along the main street. “Bloodbath in the night! Five men slain!”
 
   “Don’t look so furtive,” Serdra whispered.
 
   “I am not furtive,” Katja responded automatically before thinking. Perhaps she had been just that. But how could she not pay attention to every single person that could be seen close to the inn? Wouldn’t the Brotherhood try to follow them now they had been found?
 
   Once they finally walked along a street where no person or open window could be seen Katja brought out the arrow and let it fall into the gutter.
 
   The guards by the gate gave their effects a cursory examination. They had cleaned the weapons to the best of their abilities in the darkened room and it seemed to have sufficed. The armour caused a bit of surprise but the men had plenty to do and let them out. Katja breathed much easier once in the Crescent.
 
   They exited the urban area and headed west. They paused a few times to check for pursuit and one time Serdra snuck in a wide circle as Katja waited in hiding with the horses. But there was nothing to see.
 
   They made it to the tree line without being accosted and exited by a little-used path.
 
   There was some difficult in finding a good hiding place they could lead the horses to, but it was probably worth it. The place couldn’t even count as a clearing, but the foliage around was very thick and isolated enough that no sound would carry to the path.
 
   They tied the horses and unloaded them.
 
   “I am going to do my own investigations a bit more thoroughly,” Serdra said. “And check the situation by the manor. Then I will try to come again with food. Meanwhile, you guard the horses.”
 
   “Fine,” Katja said a bit sourly and stroked one of the beasts. She supposed it would have to be this way. They couldn’t afford losing them.
 
   “How long will you be gone?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know. But if I am not back by sunset, enter the manor without me.”
 
   Katja was slightly shocked.
 
   “Shouldn’t I look for you?”
 
   “It would probably avail you little,” Serdra said and walked. “Neither the Night Hand nor the Brotherhood has any reason to spare me if something goes wrong.”
 
   “But... don’t they ever attempt interrogations?” Katja asked.
 
   “Perhaps a young one like you,” Serdra said and entered the foliage. “But not my kind.” She pushed branches out of the way and then vanished behind them. “Keep quiet and stay on guard,” she said and then vanished with a faint rustling.
 
   It took some time for Katja to relax after Serdra left. Getting to fight again had been good, but she was having trouble coming back down from it.
 
   The violence was horrible and the danger was frightening; as a human being she knew that and felt it. But as a Redcloak she enjoyed it and wanted more now that she had tasted it after such a long fast.
 
   I am crazy.
 
   She sighed and recalled the events of the night and went over what she had done right and what she could have done better.
 
   Once that process had started going in circles she pulled the knife from its sheath and practised thrusts in the little space available. Then it was the sword. Then fists and feet. Finally she took off her outer clothes and practised agility and strength among the trees. The morning sun shone through leaves and it didn’t take her long to work up a sweat.
 
   She continued though. The demon was stirring. She felt it as clearly as she felt the sun on her skin. The monster was awakening and she had to sit and wait because of the people she was supposed to defend. The night’s battle had been little more than a warm-up for the true foe.
 
   She had to sweat in order to handle that.
 
   Eventually she sat down on a log and ate of the hard biscuits and dried fish they had left. And noon still hadn’t arrived.
 
   “Sleep until the night, demon,” she said sternly in the direction of the manor. “Then you’ll get all the fighting you want.”
 
   Time passed.
 
   Katja tended the horses, went on small tours around the area to check for people, tried to divine the state of the Rose Manor and did a few milder versions of the morning’s workout.
 
   She was startled when she finally heard rustling approach, but Serdra addressed her in the stealth language and Katja replied. Serdra squeezed through the foliage a few moments later.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” Katja said and could only say it with full earnestness. The wait had gotten quite frustrating.
 
   Serdra came bearing gifts. She had fresh bread and one of those giant dark sausages that seemed so popular in this country, as well as more long-lasting provisions they put in their luggage. To be on the safe side.
 
   Katja hungrily tore in the sausage and deeply enjoyed the chunks of fat. The bread was a secondary matter.
 
   “Did you find anything out?” she asked with her mouth full.
 
   “Not much new. Things are still quiet by the manor. I don’t think the mercenaries will be a problem unless something truly spectacular takes place tonight.”
 
   “What about our friends?” Katja asked.
 
   “I didn’t pick anything up. People buzz about the night’s conflict. It’s rare for so many to die at once, and within the city itself at that. The Fox’s name comes up in the gossip. We are not being searched for, at any rate.”
 
   Katja shrugged.
 
   “So we continue waiting?”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and sat up against a tree. “We wait and rest. Go ahead and nap.” She pointed at a clear spot on the ground. “You will need a sharp mind and a strong body tonight.”
 
   True.
 
   Katja arranged herself with a blanket under her head. She had almost not noticed how tired she had been throughout the day. She had never been one for feeling sorry for herself and all the training had elevated her stamina to a new level, but proper sleep was always a good thing.
 
   She tried to focus more on the birdsong and aroma of plants than the growing dread to the east and let it bring her into sleep.
 
   When she woke up the sky was darkening and the city curfew was close.
 
   “Well, it is time,” Katja said needlessly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Shall we put on the armour?”
 
   “Against such a demon? It would just tear through it. If it wakes agility will be our salvation.”
 
   “Right,” Katja said rather reluctantly. Her combat training had revolved around agility, but she still suddenly felt rather exposed in nothing but leather.
 
   They untied the horses and led them carefully through the thicket and to the path they had found in the morning. Then they headed south to the open plain and from there to the east.
 
   They maintained a slow, even pace. They stopped by a stream to water the horses but otherwise headed straight to the Crescent and then along it towards Splitlog.
 
   It was difficult to be certain in the darkness but felt she knew when they passed the path to Old Stack. She looked towards the bridge. Leifur would be there tonight. What would the Brotherhood scum have to say? Would it merely be the next phase of the conflict?
 
   He deserves to die, she thought savagely.
 
   They arrived at the mounds near the dead tree and dismounted. The beasts weren’t warhorses and if something came up they wouldn’t stay calm. In that event it would be better to stay on foot.
 
   Serdra went ahead and Katja watched the sides and the rear. There was nothing to see and nothing to hear except the night animals.
 
   The tree appeared to them out of the darkness like a giant hand. A raven cawed loudly as they approached.
 
   “Good evening,” Serdra said and Katja spotted a person’s silhouette by the tree a moment later.
 
   “Good evening,” Mikael responded.
 
   “Yes,” Haflidi said and stood up. He had been sitting by the split trunk.
 
   “Is our guide here?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Haflidi said. “But he can’t be far away. He won’t want to miss the second half of the payment.”
 
   “Unless we are being swindled,” Katja said.
 
   She didn’t see Haflidi’s face well in the darkness, but he didn’t reply with words.
 
   She hadn’t forgotten the man’s assurances from the day before, but then she had no particular reason to believe them. And she was wound up. She wanted to get inside the manor. She wanted to obey the Call and in so doing silence it. She wanted to face the demon and get an outlet for all the anticipation.
 
   The roar she had heard in the vision shot through her mind.
 
   “Are you sure you are prepared?” Mikael asked after a brief silence.
 
   “We have swords and knives for dealing with problems,” Serdra said. “More we do not need.”
 
   “Well, if nothing else you are confident,” Mikael said. He reached behind himself and Katja now saw that he had a backpack on. “We have the lamps,” he said and displayed one of them. It only had one open side and a piece of paper could be slid before it. It was perfect for burglaries and such.
 
   “And I see you two are armed,” Katja and pointed at his sword.
 
   “Yes, it’s probably wise.”
 
   “Do you plan on fighting demons?” she asked with a smile he probably didn’t get.
 
   “I don’t mean to die, if I can help it,” he said.
 
   “Men are coming,” Serdra said quietly. Only then did Katja realize she had gone off by herself. The woman looked south and so did Katja.
 
   She saw nothing at first but then heard footsteps before a silhouette began approaching them out of the darkness.
 
   “Good evening.”
 
   The chilly greeting came from the blond man from the previous day. He had two other men with him and Katja quickly noticed that they both had axes.
 
   “Yes, good evening,” Haflidi said and approached them. “I trust everything is in order?”
 
   The men stopped and the ones with the axes positioned themselves on either side of the contact. Katja walked close enough to see their demeanour. They showed no sign of nervousness, as would have been expected of an unhardened person expecting combat.
 
   “I trust you have the money,” the blond man said.
 
   They all gathered together and paid the rest of the price out of their purses and the man counted carefully.
 
   “Well. This way,” he then said and immediately walked off north. One his guards walked by his side and when they followed the other one let them pass and followed from a considerable distance. Perhaps he was just there to make sure they wouldn’t be followed. Perhaps to be able to react to trouble.
 
   The Fox’s man walked north and seemed to heading more-or-less in the direction of the manor. He made use of little-used paths that were nonetheless accessible to people and horses in darkness and clearly was very familiar with them.
 
   Katja herself wasn’t and in spite of considerable experience with darkness she tended to stumble on mounds or step too hard into depressions.
 
   She groaned on the inside and tried to figure out whether she were blowing her own clumsiness out of proportion or whether the others were doing better.
 
   She was excited. Wound up. All the waiting since the Sensing, all the travelling and hiding games with humans. And now the moment was almost here.
 
   Eventually the road led a bit upwards and to the edge of a forest. Katja suspected it was the one that surrounded the manor. A small cabin stood just within it.
 
   “This is the place,” the blond man said.
 
   “So the opening is inside?” Mikael asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We need to leave the horses behind,” Serdra said and looked at the contact with that searing gaze of hers.
 
   “Yes yes, I figured as much,” the man replied and seemed a bit disturbed. “We will look after them. The authorities oversee all horse trading. Getting away with horse theft is a damnable bother around here.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   The contact lit a lamp and let light into the cabin. It was quite a poor construction but not very old, to Katja’s eye. It had probably been built for the sole purpose of hiding the tunnel.
 
   He entered along with his silent comrades and lifted rough floorboards, revealing a wide tunnel down into the ground.
 
   “This is where they exited,” Mikael said absent-mindedly and looked down into the blackness and the surrounding space. Katja thought he suddenly looked dreamy. Did she herself look like this when she experienced the past?
 
   “We will wait here for you,” the blond man said. “But don’t take too long.”
 
   He locked gazes with Haflidi, who just smiled.
 
   “This shouldn’t take too long,” he said. “Trust me.”
 
   Serdra tied the horses outside, Mikael lit his lamp on the contact’s lamp and then lit Haflidi’s lamp. They then gathered by the opening.
 
   “And remember what I said about secrecy,” the blond man said.
 
   “I’m not this forgetful,” Katja said with irritation. The bodyguards seemed to fidget, but their leader just gave her a surly look.
 
   “So, shall we head off?” Haflidi asked.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said. “Let’s hurry.”
 
   “By all means,” Mikael said.
 
   Haflidi went down first, followed by Serdra and Katja and finally Mikael.
 
   The tunnel was low enough that Katja had to fight the urge to walk stooped. Serdra was taller than her and could walk upright, thought it was a close thing.
 
   The earth swallowed them and the journey to the Rose Manor had begun.
 
   I am on my way.
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   The tunnel had been designed for flight, not comfort. They walked in a straight line because the room allowed nothing else. The air was heavy and dank and the echo of their footsteps was almost deafening. And Mikael’s raven was restless.
 
   None of this did anything to calm Katja’s nerves.
 
   “It feels rather odd to go through here,” Mikael said. “This is an important place.”
 
   “Isn’t the city as well?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. But so many pass through there and it is known for many things. This place is for one reason and we are among the very few who get to see it.”
 
   There was some sense in that, but Katja said nothing more. She had plenty of other things on her mind.
 
   “There,” Haflidi finally said and illuminated a hatch in the ceiling.
 
   They gathered by it. It was inconveniently high up. But then it was designed for exit, not entry.
 
   Haflidi reached up and pushed on the hatch. It lifted and the man carefully moved it to the side. Then he jumped up and grasped the edge and Mikael pushed him up. The raven fluttered up the hole. Haflidi then pulled his comrade up and they pulled Katja up together.
 
   She had meant to just climb up on her own but grasped the hands when they were offered. The demon filled her senses.
 
   The hatch was in a cellar. The lamps Mikael and Haflidi had put down illuminated brick walls, a low ceiling and rotten wine casks. The opening had been dug out of sight, behind one such. Everything was covered in dust, spider webs and leaves and junk that had made it down from the ground floor.
 
   She immediately began to investigate her environment and quickly saw that the cellar was larger than most houses she had entered.
 
   There was no lack of drink in this home.
 
   She looked back and saw her co-burglars were themselves examining. She hadn’t noticed Serdra coming up but the woman stood a few metres from the hatch and looked into the darkness of the cellar. She gave Katja a focused look and then walked into the direction she had been looking.
 
   Katja walked further. Haflidi and Mikael shared a few quiet words and then went in separate directions. The light of their lamps was enough for her to get around.
 
   Dust, rocks, webs and rotted wood seemed to be the cellar’s only features.
 
   “It doesn’t look like there’s anything of interest to be found here,” Mikael said after a short while.
 
   “If others have made use of this tunnel then this cellar has presumably been thoroughly covered,” Haflidi said. “Let’s look up.”
 
   They walked to the stairs together. Katja felt the night air carry down and caress the skin. The demon probably hadn’t closed the door as it entered.
 
   Serdra was the first one up. The two men followed with their lights and Katja wound up in the rear. The leaves that had gathered in the steps through the years rustled beneath their feet. The stairs were narrow and there were four of them. The sound had to carry some distance. Katja put a hand on her sword and clenched her teeth.
 
   They made it up without being attacked but Katja still went ahead and drew her sword. The demon was near. If not in the nearest room then at least very close to the world of men.
 
   Mikael lifted the lamp in the air. The faint light illuminated a short hallway. They went along it carefully and exited the only doorway. Before them lay a large open space that seemed to cross the entirety of the lower floor. Katja looked to the north and saw the double doorway leading out. She couldn’t tell whether the doors stood open, lay somewhere or simply didn’t exist any more. To the south awesome windows on the upper floor let faint light in.
 
   The raven began to get uneasy on Mikael’s shoulder. The man poked the bird and it flew off into the space with a caw.
 
   “We best proceed carefully,” the man said quietly and looked towards the mercenary camp.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and looked around.
 
   Haflidi separated from the group, and risked briefly letting more light out of the lamp.
 
   “He said carefully,” Katja whispered.
 
   Haflidi illuminated stairs to the upper floor on either side of the hall.
 
   “Shouldn’t we start upstairs?” he asked his comrade and Mikael nodded.
 
   Katja looked at Serdra who signalled her to head south. Evidently they were to search separately.
 
   “We will start down here,” Katja said and headed off. “Have fun,” she added absent-mindedly.
 
   Haflidi briefly followed her on his way to the stairs and illuminated the state of the manor. She would need to clamber over quite a lot of furniture and debris.
 
   People must have had to put in a real effort to create this much debris inside a stone building. But then hatred could work wonders.
 
   She heard Haflidi walk up the stairs she had passed and the light began to fade. She didn’t really mind it. The problem with lamps was how easy it was to lose the light they gave off, leaving one blind until the night vision recovered.
 
   Haflidi’s footsteps made a careful ascent and Katja wove her way through the junk until she arrived at the wall. Her choices were right or left. She leaned her back up against the wall and tried to use her sensitivity to locate the demon but got nothing for her efforts. Nothing useful, anyway.
 
   But this was an evil building, she felt that clearly. She didn’t know whether it was entirely the demon’s fault or whether it had added fuel to an old fire, but there was great unnaturalness in the air here and it would remain so for years to come. She hoped no one got the bright idea to restore the manor and move into it.
 
   Katja went to the left.
 
   Just where are you?
 
   She walked along a hallway and soon started really feeling having left the hall. The hallway had swallowed her.
 
   Seeing what each space had been used for was difficult. The darkness was far deeper so far from the windows and the people who felled the Clan of Roses had no doubt made off with no few unbroken items before the flames took over.
 
   Katja felt her way and found a rotten spear up against a wall. Did the owner lie somewhere nearby out of sight?
 
   Looking into the past of this place would no doubt be informative but she had other things to tend to. Feeling one murder was bad enough. This had been a bloodbath and she didn’t trust that time had made the matter more bearable.
 
   Katja entered a large room and upon banging her shin on a collapsed table she realized that this had probably been a dining room.
 
   The heart of the house, she thought and her thoughts momentarily turned to an old aunt who had called dining areas by that name.
 
   She refrained from thinking of all the people who had sat here and eaten through the years and walked to a doorway she could glimpse.
 
   It turned out to lead to a narrow staircase leading up. It was probably meant for servants. Katja went up and arrived in a small hallway. She opened three doors and peeked into utter blackness with the sword at the ready. She thought of the flames that had come off the demon’s head. It wouldn’t be hiding in the dark. Not when it took physical form.
 
   Next she exited the hallway. That landed her on the balcony that surrounded the hall that split the Rose Manor in two. Katja leaned over the rail and spotted the stairs Haflidi had used. She neither saw light nor heard footsteps.
 
   I wonder how they are doing.
 
   She picked a direction at random and headed there.
 
   The upper floor was interesting. There had clearly been more to burn here and so it was in an even worse state. Still, grandeur somehow shone through in the slight illumination of the shutterless windows. Perhaps the ground floor had at first been the only one and the upper one later added by different, even richer people, but whatever the reason the doorways were more ornate and the hallways taller with neater arches. The walls were almost covered with iron fittings for lamps and when she touched one she felt fine, wavy craftsmanship.
 
   Going through the building was strange; all these signs of glory hidden among decay and destruction.
 
   She was approaching her goal. She felt that and the sensation drew her to a particular space, before one of the stairs down. A large doorway stood beyond the mini-hall, so perhaps this had been a guard station. And if so then whatever lay beyond it must have been important.
 
   Suddenly she heard footsteps approach from a nearby hallway. She looked towards it.
 
   She knew the light had to precede either Mikael or Haflidi but still breathed easier upon hearing the flutter of wings.
 
   The raven flew out of the hallway and Mikael followed a few moments later. He walked straight to the hall and looked it over.
 
   “Hello,” she said. “Have you had any luck?”
 
   “I am still looking,” he said and didn’t even look at her. The hall consumed his attention. He lifted the lamp and let the light play on the walls.
 
   She watched him walk closer and wondered whether she ought to warn him. He knew the demon had vanished into the manor and taken the risk of his own free will. But he didn’t know how close the monster was. He didn’t feel it writhe under the surface of the world.
 
   She looked away from him and at what the lamp revealed. She was somewhat startled to see the faces on the wall. They were in no way human.
 
   “Ah, the Clan of Roses,” Mikael muttered as he slowly let the light drift over the bronze carvings. They were stretched and strange and formed some sort of honour guard above the doorway.
 
   “This is the Moon Wing,” Mikael said to himself.
 
   “The Moon Wing?” Katja repeated and wondered at the name. “Do you have business there?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” the man said and looked into the hallway. “I suspect I do.”
 
   He touched the raven’s beak.
 
   “Find Haflidi. Fetch him.”
 
   He then nudged the bird, which flew off into the darkness.
 
   “I don’t suppose he is for sale?” Katja asked.
 
   “I don’t think you can afford it,” he answered with a mysterious smile.
 
   Katja looked around again.
 
   “Have you seen my friend?” she asked.
 
   “No, not since we split up,” he answered.
 
   Katja nodded without checking whether he saw it and looked at the faces. What in the world did they mean? Perhaps the darkness just had this effect on her but they looked terribly pained. Or maybe angry.
 
   “Just who were these people?” she asked.
 
   “The Clan of Roses was important long before becoming rich,” Mikael said. “They had power of a different sort, one that had nothing to do with money.”
 
   “Like the Brotherhood of the Pit?” she asked in a somewhat dark tone.
 
   She didn’t look over her shoulder to see his face but he hesitated before answering.
 
   “Not quite. They knew forces... traditions, that most have forgotten. That have vanished off into backwoods or...” The man grew thoughtful and his eyes distant. “Or east into the Outskirts.” He was silent. “Have you been there?” he then asked without looking at her or changing his tone much.
 
   “No. Have you?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Aren’t they a wild, dangerous backcountry where monsters and Vegraine-men roam about as in the old days?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Mikael said. “They are the end of the inhabitable world and were the last refuge of darkness and savagery until Arnaldur the Grey and Teiron Blackback began their campaigns to tame them. Perhaps it is true that they are a quilt of the old world and the things that were there to find. And it is easier to travel east than back in time.”
 
   “And are you in the habit of sticking your nose in the dark, forbidden corners of the world?”
 
   “Isn’t that what you are doing?” Mikael asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “But I am tougher than I perhaps look.”
 
   Then she smiled at herself. What right did she really have to criticize people for dangerous behaviour?
 
   “And is your friend as young as she appears to be?” Mikael said with a shrewd smile. “Or does more lie beneath the surface?”
 
   Katja stared back.
 
   “I would refrain from poking that surface,” she said carefully. “If only for the sake of politeness.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   He returned his gaze to the faces. His eyes went distant again. Evidently he was waiting for his raven and Haflidi.
 
   Yes, enough dilly-dallying, Katja thought. She had a task to complete.
 
   “I advise you not to enter that wing,” she said but felt rather awkward for it.
 
   “Thank you for that,” Mikael said absent-mindedly.
 
   So be it.
 
   “Be careful,” Katja said and walked off herself. She was approaching the demon. In one way or the other. She felt it. The moment was arriving.
 
   She took a few quick steps ahead and then slowed down. She looked back and considered going back to search for Serdra.
 
   No. I can handle this.
 
   She walked along the hallway. It forked as soon as she stepped beyond Mikael’s light and she stood on her heel for a few moments before heading to the left.
 
   The hallway cut back to the right after a few metres and before her lay a long, cold darkness.
 
   “Come now,” she whispered and kept going. Doorways slid past her like dark pits. There was always one on either side, opposite one another and all were missing the doors. Katja felt strangely vulnerable every time she crept between them.
 
   She held the sword in the air.
 
   She was on the right track. She knew it. The demon lay somewhere ahead. Unless the Moon Wing led into some other part of this monstrosity. She tried to remember what the manor had looked like from a distance and where she was currently located in that memory. She was angry at herself for not memorizing it better.
 
   Focus! she thought and steeled herself.
 
   Finally there was something different about the doorway on her right. Katja stepped closer and realized that the door was still in the frame. It was just slightly ajar.
 
   This is too narrow for the demon, she thought and positioned herself before the door. But still...
 
   She looked over her shoulder, at the empty doorway. Then she pushed the door with her foot. The hinges creaked terribly but yielded without much resistance. Katja pushed until she could slide through without lowering her guard.
 
   This large room was relatively bright. Katja felt night air caress her cheeks and looked up. The ceiling sported a rather large window but the glass had long since fallen out and clinked beneath her feet.
 
   Book shelves stood along each wall and both stood and lay out on the floor. She stepped a bit further in and saw remains of reading tables and chairs. This had been a library. She put her hand into a few shelves but found only dust and what garbage had blown in through the skylight.
 
   She closed her eyes and searched. She still sensed her enemy. But it wasn’t here.
 
   Katja went back out into the hallway and continued.
 
   She could tell from the echo that she was reaching the end and soon she arrived at a turn to the right.
 
   Katja looked around the corner and saw a double door on the left. Evidently she had reached the outermost part of the Moon Wing. The hallway ahead seemed to turn back to the right. It probably led to the right-hand way she had seen at the beginning.
 
   The double doors were big and regal; she saw as much readily in the scant light. That was no storage. And one of the doors stood open.
 
   Katja carefully walked along the wall to the doors. The darkness did not react to her in any way.
 
   She took a moment to steel herself and then stepped in front of the open door. The demon did not leap into her arms. There was nothing to hear except the wind outside and nothing to see except darkness.
 
   She snuck inside. The room was large. Very large. And she couldn’t quite see what purpose it had served.
 
   It was relatively bright. The reason was a large, circular, iron-bound window in the middle of the ceiling. It hadn’t been cleaned in decades but still let a bit of moonlight in. Katja couldn’t help but think for a moment that it had to be a beautiful sight when the moon hung over the window.
 
   She scolded herself for letting her concentration slip and continued looking around. There was some kind of pool in the middle of the space, directly beneath the window and behind the rest of the floor was elevated. There stood the rotten remains of furniture and shelves and frames that had fallen off the walls.
 
   Katja turned and looked at the wall she stood by. She started when her shoulder met resistance and something moved in the darkness.
 
   A terrible clang echoed through the wide space and Katja felt dust fly up in front of her. Her reflexes catapulted her to the side and she raised the sword for a slash.
 
   A giant chandelier had fallen down from the ceiling. Katja heard a whizz as the rope that had held it up rushed through the pulley and down after the chandelier.
 
   Katja looked back again and then saw the fitting. She had bumped it earlier and the old rope had snapped.
 
   Stupid bitch, she thought and tried to calm her heartbeat.
 
   How far had the noise carried? Could it have drawn the attention of the mercenaries?
 
   She went further into the room and tried to figure it out. Just what was this place? The pool was too small to be for more than one person and too shallow to be a bathtub. And the room itself was far too big for just one.
 
   She had arrived at the elevated portion when she stopped in her tracks.
 
   She was being watched. Without eyes.
 
   Katja tensed up. She had sensed something like this before. In the Brotherhood’s secret stronghold by Mooncape. This world was being watched from a different one.
 
   Katja looked back quickly. Should she fetch Serdra?
 
   The entity knew what she was and she felt something dark and nasty shimmer in the air; hatred.
 
   “Are you awake?” she said defiantly, but couldn’t keep a tremor out of her voice.
 
   The lighting in the room changed and Katja heard a scream. It knew what she was. And it hated her for it.
 
   It screamed again, except now the sound echoed between the walls. It stepped into the world opposite her and the room lit up.
 
   The enormous monster raised itself until it seemed to almost scrape the ceiling. It stretched out those long, long arms ending in claws that had no purpose other than to rip and tear. The fire shone from the eyes as well as off the head and cast an unnatural light upon the walls.
 
   It opened the oversized mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth, roared for the third time and attacked.
 
   Katja didn’t think, doing so would have cost her life. She just dodged the charge and slashed at it before it managed to turn around. The blade damaged the bark-like hide slightly but it would take more.
 
   It struck at her again. Trying to deflect this much force would be madness, so she had to let herself be driven back by the attacks. The monster swung and swung its arms as if it were harvesting with a scythe and if it hit the results would probably be similar.
 
   She arrived at the elevated portion and leapt up on it. The monster struck at her and broke a piece out of the edge. When it stepped up after her Katja moved closer and slashed it in the chest. The blow would have killed a man, but only opened a shallow rift in the hide and made it angry.
 
   Katja dove beneath yet another wide attack and back onto the room’s lower portion. She tried to create some space between them and position herself but it was too fast and aggressive. It drove her ahead of it towards the doors and was unbothered by the minor wounds she managed to inflict.
 
   She saw the chandelier from the corner of her eye.
 
   I could have used that!
 
   The demon stopped the attacks for a moment and then ran at her as fast as those long legs could carry it. Katja had nowhere to go but back. She darted past the door and tried to slam it as she went by. She ran the same way she arrived and heard the doors splinter behind her as the demon squeezed into the hallway.
 
   Katja turned on her heel and looked at it. The ceiling was too low for it, but that only seemed to underline the size even further. The monster attacked, but the hallway was too narrow and it had to stretch one paw at her rather than swing. Katja slashed at the outstretched limb with all her strength and was immensely relieved to see that it sufficed to hold her foe back a bit. She retreated and the demon ducked its head, roared and pushed frantically forward.
 
   Katja held her hand out and lit the Sentinel Flame between them. The demon hit it and screamed with rage as its head singed on contact.
 
   Katja stood and stared into the horror’s face; she looked into those inhuman, flaming eyes. This was her enemy. This was what she was born to hold back. And she was afraid.
 
   The demon squeezed back a couple of steps and stabbed its claws into a large piece from one of the doors. Katja was too slow on the uptake and had to drop to the floor to evade the piece when the demon threw it.
 
   The guardian flame went out as she lost her focus and the demon attacked with renewed fury.
 
   Katja swung up on her feet and ran around the corner with the demon’s loud, hot breath behind her. She felt claws at her back and dove into a roll. She narrowly escaped and the demon let the world know how frustrated it was.
 
   Katja stood up and slashed at her foe. She tried to keep it in the corner and slashed and slashed at the claws it waved at her. She inflicted one wound after another, but knew it wouldn’t do.
 
   She retreated a bit and waited an instant as the demon squeezed closer and so had less space. She seized the opportunity and made a powerful attack. The floor smacked into her back.
 
   What did it do? she thought dazedly and tried to get back on her feet. The demon had exited the corner and attacked again and she threw up the Sentinel Flame again as she lay.
 
   The Flame worked again but Katja felt how wobbly her focus was at the moment. Things did not improve when the monster began to throw itself straight at the Flame, in spite of the damage it inflicted.
 
   The Flame was a part of her and the attacks on it did her no good. She rose with the sword in her right hand and used the left one to channel the Flame into the world. She tried to use the focused breathing method Serdra had taught her, but the blow to her back made it difficult.
 
   This won’t do, she thought as the demon threw itself at the Flame again. The misshapen face hit the barrier and some of the ‘flesh’ burned off. Katja stepped closer and stabbed through the Flame. The tip went into the monster’s eye socket.
 
   The demon reared back and bumped its head on the ceiling. It slammed its claws in the wall and Katja was startled to see it tear a large rock from it. The throw was powerful but predictable and she dodged it with more grace than she had the door.
 
   The library! she thought. There I can manoeuvre!
 
   She let the Sentinel Flame die out and ran along the hallway.
 
   The demon was everywhere. As a Redcloak she sensed it in her soul, heard immensely heavy footsteps and the loud, pained breath. And the flame that came off it danced on the walls as it chased her.
 
   I am crazy, she thought as she saw the door in the demon’s light. I love this and hate this and I am crazy.
 
   The door was closed.
 
   Katja groaned and stopped by it. She turned, raised the sword with both hands and made a powerful stroke. The demon took the blow right in the face. It delayed the monster long enough for her to throw the door open and leap inside.
 
   The room had changed. Things had been moved around a bit and there were signs of a search for something. She wasted no time thinking about it. The demon burst in through the door and Katja ran for the middle of the room.
 
   She positioned herself beneath the ceiling window, on top of a fallen bookcase. The demon ran at her but the case gave her ample elevation to slash it in the face.
 
   The blow mangled the jaw and knocked out some of the knife-teeth. The demon took a step back and grasped the end of the bookcase with both paws. It yanked before Katja could react and she fell backwards onto the floor. It lifted the case like a pillow.
 
   Katja twisted on the floor like a cat and got behind a standing case before the throw came. There was a loud crack as the case’s corner smashed on the floor. The rest of it then fell up against Katja’s cover and felled it.
 
   The case was empty but rather big and landed on Katja and pinned her to the floor. She immediately began to thrash with all her power and saw the demon’s feet approach as she lay there.
 
   It threw the first case to the side with one swing and then tore the other one off her and raised it in the air.
 
   Katja slashed it in the ankle.
 
   It was stunned for a moment, which sufficed for Katja to dart between its legs. It turned and threw the case. Another standing case almost got her killed by being in the way, but she narrowly evaded the missile.
 
   This isn’t working!
 
   She dodged yet another throw and only barely avoided tripping of debris on the floor. There were plenty of cases in this room, both as a weapon for the demon and as hindrances for her.
 
   The platform. There’s room!
 
   She took up position opposite the demon and made it seem like she meant to run to the right. The demon picked up more debris and prepared to throw it at her. She then shot to the left, to the doorway she had arrived through.
 
   The demon had to shift position to aim at her and the missile didn’t smack into her back until she was in the hallway.
 
   The blow threw her towards the open doorway opposite the library and she hit the frame.
 
   No pain, she thought as she fought for breath.
 
   She turned and saw the demon at the doorway.
 
   No pain. Not now.
 
   She stepped toward the platform and the demon ducked its head and began to squeeze through the doorway with a grasping arm outstretched.
 
   Katja slashed at it and inflicted the deepest wound so far. The demon screamed and exited. A part of the frame came with it. Katja fled with the monster on her heels and heard a raven caw out in the hall.
 
   Finally she saw the turn to the left and she ran out onto the platform, under the gazes of the misshapen faces the Clan of Roses had left behind.
 
   Haflidi and Mikael were on their way to the stairs.
 
   “Move!” she shouted but it was too late. She smacked into them. One of the lamps flew off for parts unknown and a moment later the demon hit all three of them.
 
   Katja fell forward. From the corner of her eye she saw Haflidi be thrown to the side and hit something. And then all thinking ceased as the demon grabbed her back and hoisted her in the air.
 
   Katja tried to understand what was up or down but could only notice the claws and blood and the demon’s roar and the fact that she had moments to live.
 
   A burning eye stared into her soul. The hatred was almost paralysing.
 
   Now I die.
 
   Mikael leapt to the demon with a long spear in both hands and drove it into its torso. The demon growled at him and swung one paw at him. The rotten shaft broke like a twig and Mikael stumbled backwards.
 
   Katja kicked at the demon’s head and was able to change her position somewhat. She channelled the Sentinel Flame into the sword as Serdra had taught her. And with a battle cry on her lips she swung the glowing blade through the arm holding her.
 
   Katja fell on the stone steps along with the limb.
 
   The demon screamed with pain and Katja fought to get up before it could recover. The monster raised the remaining arm for a blow.
 
   Suddenly a bright Sentinel Flame lit up between them. The blow hit it and the arm was badly burned.
 
   Serdra is here!
 
   The demon staggered back up against the bannister. Katja gave in to an impulse and ran through the Flame and shoved the demon with all her might. The monster fell over the bannister and hit the floor with a loud smack.
 
   Katja ran down the steps. She saw Serdra down on the ground floor in the light coming off the demon. The woman ran to the monster with the sword glowing bright with the power of the Flame and struck it before it could stand.
 
   The demon tried to retaliate but Serdra cut the claws apart. The monster was in a wretched state. The wounds from the Flame were smoking and the fire on its head had faded.
 
   Katja vaulted over the bannister once she was most of the way down and ran to them.
 
   The demon struck at Serdra again but its movements weren’t as powerful or quick as before. The woman dodged and cut a deep wound into the arm. Katja came and cut it in the leg.
 
   It was losing and knew it. It frantically tried to strike and bite, but they worked together too well. Serdra slashed and when it reacted to that Katja slashed. And when it turned to Katja in a rage Serdra cut its leg off.
 
   VICTORY! Katja screamed in her mind with savage joy and stepped up to the monster with the sword held high.
 
   She drove the glowing blade into her enemy’s head. She heard the death scream in her mind as the monster sank back where it had come from and the body dissolved.
 
   The scream stretched on, filled with hatred and misery and disappointment. It took Katja some time to realize that it had eventually stopped.
 
   It’s over, she thought to herself but couldn’t accept it just yet.
 
   Serdra put her sword on top of Katja’s blade and pushed it down a bit.
 
   “It’s over,” she said calmly. “And we must vacate this place.”
 
   “You sure took your time in arriving,” Katja said and managed to laugh a bit. Her nerves were strained and she found the sound terribly girlish.
 
   Serdra touched her back and only then did Katja notice that her leather jacket was torn from the claws. Still, there was no blood on the woman’s fingers.
 
   “This is a large building and you probably overestimated the time.”
 
   Perhaps so, Katja thought and sheathed the sword. She saw movement in the corner of her eye and looked up.
 
   Mikael was leaning over the bannister, looking at them. The raven landed on its master’s shoulder. The man’s lamp lay somewhere in the steps but Katja thought she saw a small smile on his lips. He seemed remarkably unalarmed by this whole thing.
 
   “Is something the matter?” Serdra asked. She still hadn’t sheathed her weapon.
 
   “The matter?” the man asked and continued observing them. He could hardly have missed the Sentinel Flame.
 
   He shook his head. Then he looked towards a rustle behind himself in the steps and Katja suddenly remembered Haflidi.
 
   “Not to me, at any rate.”
 
   The man walked to his comrade and Katja waited by the bottom of the stairs so she would see them.
 
   Mikael helped Haflidi up. The man had two cuts on his forehead that formed a ‘V’ above his left eye. Katja couldn’t tell whether he had been hit by the claws or just landed on something. The bleeding was considerable but Katja knew from experience that head wounds usually looked worse than they really were.
 
   Haflidi took a moment to get his bearings and then had Mikael let him go. The first thing he did was to touch Mikael’s side bag. Katja now saw that something had been added to it. A book, it seemed.
 
   “Everything is fine,” Mikael told him.
 
   Haflidi nodded and looked in the direction of the mercenary camp.
 
   “We best make ourselves scarce,” he said.
 
   Mikael picked up his lamp and they all strode back to the basement without further comment. The noise of the demon had to have carried far.
 
   They hurried down the steps. Katja stumbled a bit but managed to not fall on her face. The Sentinel Flame always cost her dearly and as the heat of battle left her veins her sense of pain returned.
 
   Oof.
 
   They dropped down the hatch one by one. Mikael was the last and he pulled the cover back in place.
 
   They continued walking in utter silence. After a while Mikael looked back at Haflidi. The man had fallen behind. He walked with one hand on his bleeding forehead and the other held the lamp, which swung by his hip.
 
   “Go on ahead of me,” he said. “I will catch up.”
 
   Mikael took a good look at this comrade of his but then looked away without saying anything.
 
   The journey was naught but darkness and tightness and echoes and soreness. And freedom from the aura of the demon and the satisfaction of having ended it. To have obeyed her nature.
 
   Late in the walk Mikael looked back again. Except now he was looking at Katja. She looked back until he stopped it.
 
   It occurred to her to look back again. Haflidi had fallen more behind, but now kept an even pace and seemed to be in decent condition.
 
   “We have arrived,” Serdra said. Though Mikael held the lamp she had wound up in the lead. Katja peered over their shoulders. She could glimpse the minuscule light that made it down to the tunnel at night.
 
   A good night’s work.
 
   “We are coming up!” Mikael called when the tunnel swerved upwards.
 
   “Yes, come on,” said the blond man.
 
   Serdra went up first and Mikael followed close on her heels.
 
   Katja sensed something was wrong a moment before someone struck at Serdra with an axe. Another man struck at Mikael. The raven took to the air and Mikael fell back and bumped into Katja.
 
   Serdra dodged with that amazing speed of hers and drove a knife into the man’s belly.
 
   Katja tried to get past Mikael but the man drew his sword and charged back up. Serdra dodged a sword-swing from the blond man and stabbed him in the neck. Mikael stabbed the third one in the torso almost in the same instant.
 
   Katja made it up with sword in hand but by then it was over. Serdra stabbed the still living ones in the heart to silence their wails.
 
   Katja leaned up against a wall and tried to understand what had just happened.
 
   The Brotherhood. That was her first thought. Had they arranged this? Had they known they would attempt this journey? Or had these men simply been members?
 
   Serdra was focused but calm. She seemed to be listening for further trouble. Then she strode out of the cabin.
 
   Mikael stood by the tunnel. He seemed to be startled but not greatly so. In fact he seemed to be ruminating much like she herself.
 
   Katja heard Serdra examine the horses. It was good to know they hadn’t been led off by some compatriots of the trio.
 
   Does this change anything? she thought and looked over the carnage. This Fox fellow apparently cast a wide net.
 
   She heard footsteps and Haflidi finally hesitantly exited the tunnel. He looked the situation over with a neutral look.
 
   “Were you behind this?” Mikael asked.
 
   They locked gazes. Mikael was not jesting.
 
   “No, Mikael,” Haflidi said and Katja felt he took the accusation quite well.
 
   “Are you sure?” Mikael said and didn’t relax.
 
   “Yes, I am sure,” Haflidi said calmly. “The Fox is a dangerous man. These fellows were probably given instructions to kill us and take any valuables we might have found in the manor.”
 
   “That is a very handy explanation, yes,” Mikael said in the same stern voice.
 
   Katja didn’t know whether to contribute anything. She had no revelations about what had just happened.
 
   “We knew this would be dangerous,” Haflidi said and held his hands out innocently.
 
   “It’s done,” Serdra said from the doorway. She looked at Katja. “Let’s be off. We have other things to tend to.”
 
   The words were for Katja but still affected Mikael and Haflidi. They looked at her and the tension between them relaxed a bit.
 
   “This probably isn’t a safe location,” Haflidi pointed out to his comrade. “The Fox probably doesn’t appreciate his men being killed. We need to get back north. Quickly.”
 
   Mikael nodded slowly but Katja didn’t think he looked all that mollified.
 
   She had almost forgotten the looming meeting with Leifur.
 
   Was he behind this?
 
   They mounted.
 
   “Well,” Katja said as she brought the horse under control. It was uneasy. “It was nice meeting you,” she said with forced frivolity.
 
   Mikael hesitated a moment before taking his eyes off Haflidi.
 
   “Yes, this has been an interesting meeting,” he said.
 
   Haflidi waved at them with his bloody hand.
 
   “Farewell,” he said. “I’m glad you came along. This could have gone very differently.”
 
   Serdra bid them farewell and they drove the horses on.
 
   Katja looked over her shoulder and watched them disappear into the darkness along with whatever they had dug up in the manor.
 
   She then looked ahead and channelled her thoughts in the same direction. The night wasn’t over yet.
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   Katja stared into the darkness. Everything was quiet around Old Stack, but she would have felt better at seeing some movement. It would at least have implied something about what was about to take place.
 
   She looked behind herself. They had found an out-of-the-way spot to tie the horses. They had had to keep in mind the conditions that no one would be likely to hear them, that they would be safe there for a little while and that they wouldn’t take too long to reach if something went wrong. They had settled for a compromise that fulfilled at least a fraction of all of those.
 
   The horses had long since vanished from sight and Katja knew she wouldn’t hear them except possibly if wolves got at them. She looked ahead again, towards the bridge.
 
   “Shouldn’t we assume an ambush?” she asked.
 
   “That’s for the best, yes.”
 
   Serdra looked the area over and thought.
 
   “You go east,” she said and pointed to the left of the road. “I go west. Barring any incidents we will meet on the other side of the bridge.”
 
   Katja nodded. She waited a moment to see if the woman had any further instructions, then headed off. They had practised situations like this.
 
   Katja kept to depressions and behind mounds as much as she could. She occasionally peeked up to look at the bridge. A smart ambush would have Leifur alone on the bridge and his comrades hiding in the depressions, but perhaps they hadn’t given it due thought.
 
   There was nothing to hear except the creatures of the night and the din of the river. Katja occasionally crawled when cover was scarce and was yet again grateful for the leather. The blows from the demon and the effort she had put into her own blows had taken a toll. The effects weren’t crippling but she had to have constant care and keep in mind which muscles weren’t as reliable as usual.
 
   Finally she crawled down to her river and let her feet slip into the cold water. The night was warm and the crawling took effort, so the mild shock was actually rather refreshing. She slid down to her chest and held her breath so as to not gasp when the cold hit harder.
 
   She then swam with the current to the opposite bank and began the fight to get up without making a noise. Once that battle was finally won she crawled on towards the city and stopped once she was some distance from the bridge.
 
   Nothing shady seemed to be going on. She thought to herself that it would have been nice to know that a bit earlier and managed a slight smile.
 
   The rustling that approached from the west put her on alert a moment before Serdra whispered to her. She approached her mentor and they knelt together by the side of the road.
 
   “Did you find anything?” Katja asked, probably needlessly.
 
   “No.”
 
   They watched the bridge.
 
   “He doesn’t know about you,” Katja said. “So I should probably lie in hiding close to the bridge and see if and when Leifur attends the meeting. And you will presumably be somewhere a bit further away and observe.”
 
   “I was thinking just that,” Serdra answered.
 
   The woman then closed her eyes and concentrated. She took a few calm breaths through her nose. Katja knew to keep still and quiet until her eyes opened again.
 
   “I smell blood,” Serdra said and nodded her head towards the bridge.
 
   Another sacrifice?
 
   It was Katja’s first thought and it chilled her.
 
   But there was no sorcery in the air. At least none she sensed at this range.
 
   Serdra stood up and carefully approached the bridge. Katja followed.
 
   “Here,” Serdra said and pointed at a spot by the bridge’s south end. Katja peered her eyes in the dark and spotted a big, dark stain.
 
   There was murder in the air.
 
   “Stand guard for a little while,” Serdra said and arranged herself on the bridge.
 
   Katja drew her sword and took up position by her mentor’s side.
 
   Serdra did not possess Katja’s inherent skill at seeing the past, but she did have great experience and seeing a fresh murder was easy. It was over quickly and the woman opened her eyes and stood up.
 
   Katja didn’t care for what she saw. Serdra had never shown her fear and Katja didn’t know if this very old woman was even capable of it. But Serdra’s face now shone with hard focus Katja had rarely seen. She suspected that was what the woman experienced in place of fear.
 
   “Look,” was her only comment.
 
   Katja slid down into a sitting position. She steeled herself and shut her eyes. This would be unpleasant.
 
   --------------------
 
   Leifur was armed and nervous. He strode back and forth on the bridge and tension was evident in every movement. Uncertainty and worry gnawed away at him and when something approached him from the south he touched the weapon and positioned himself on the middle of the bridge.
 
   He demanded the man’s name and Vajan introduced himself and bowed mockingly. Leifur reacted with disgust and outrage. He knew the name and the reputation that came with it. The bastard brat who had been inducted into the Brotherhood at ten years of age. What did he think he was doing here?
 
   Vajan was indifferent to the outrage. He wanted answers, not questions. He wanted to know what happened a few days ago and what it would mean in a larger context.
 
   Leifur replied that he knew quite well what caused the curiosity and spat out his knowledge. A split in the Golden Plain coven. A new, independent group in need of a secret place in which to scheme and test the secrets stolen from Tovar Savaren a year before. All of this he knew and threw into Vajan’s face to see his reaction to revealed secrets.
 
   Vajan’s reaction was to give a signal and an arrow flew through the air and into Leifur’s back. Then he interrogated the prone man with a knife in hand and demanded answers. They came readily enough and were as before hard and weapons of a sort. Weapons that pierced Vajan’s armour of mockery and wiped the smile from his face.
 
   An Acolyte and his men had passed through the country. They meant to travel by boat to dig up one of their masters. A Death Lord slumbered somewhere by the Inner Sea. Leifur had just gotten confirmation of that. After the night battle the Night Hand men had simply gone into hiding and awaited reinforcements from the north.
 
   Vajan’s spying and operations had played a part in their escape from Farnar. He reacted to the news and cruel laughter by murdering Leifur and rolling him into the river.
 
   Then he looked towards the city and walked off.
 
   --------------------
 
   Serdra shook Katja, which reminded her that she existed. She fell forward with her hands on her neck. She had delved deep for information. Too deep. The wounds remained in her mind, almost as if she had received them herself.
 
   She was sweating and fought to breathe through a throat that felt wide open. She gasped and coughed.
 
   Death will be like this, she thought for a moment.
 
   Serdra stood still and silent, but Katja thought she detected a challenge in the inaction. She gathered her strength and resisted the memories, but the road back was uncomfortably long.
 
   Katja reached for the rail and pulled herself to her feet.
 
   “A Death Lord? Really?”
 
   “It could have been a lie meant to prolong his life,” Serdra answered. “But he seemed serious to me. And an Acolyte would indeed be dispatched for such a task.”
 
   “So they mean to find and wake a Death Lord?” Katja asked and tried to get her mind around the concept. Suddenly the world felt fragile. “Are we on the verge of another Death Lord war?”
 
   Her own words chilled her. It felt like this couldn’t be. An apocalypse war, so early in her life and career? Was she prepared for something like that? Was this fractured world prepared?
 
   “Perhaps,” Serdra said, but was in deep and serious thought. “The Night Hand worships their masters. And for one of us to find and destroy a slumbering Death Lord would be a great feat. So they would only disturb one’s resting place if the next war is around the corner, or if they wish to move him to a safer hiding place.” Serdra ruminated. “No one has predicted that we are on the edge of the next great war.”
 
   “And... what would make such a hiding place unsafe?”
 
   “People,” Serdra said. “Risk of discovery.”
 
   She was briefly silent again and Katja squirmed. She felt they ought to speed off. Hurry to somewhere, do something.
 
   “It seems most likely,” Serdra said slowly, “that they originally arranged their master in some forsaken place and since then it has grown less isolated. That some settlement or road is too close for comfort. So they wish to move him before someone finds the spot by coincidence, or moving becomes too difficult.”
 
   She looked downwards, still in deep thought.
 
   “The Night Hand would take utmost caution in this task,” Serdra thought out loud. “Anything else is unthinkable.” She started walking along the bridge. “Little is known about the slumber of the Death Lords, but we do know they lie in sarcophagi meant for their protection. It would take a wagon or a ship to move one. And they would be safer on a ship. In their shoes I would use a ship as much as possible.”
 
   Katja happened to glance towards the city.
 
   “Look!” she shouted and pointed.
 
   The sky over Farnar City was brighter than it should be. Katja squinted and saw a cloud of smoke drifting to the west. The fire was some distance away; probably in or around the harbour district.
 
   “Could this be a coincidence?” Katja said and could only find it unlikely.
 
   “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Serdra said. “It’s possible that Vajan had some contacts or other way of getting within the city wall.”
 
   “But why start a fire?”
 
   “Perhaps he has found another Brotherhood safehouse for the local coven. But we cannot investigate until the morning.”
 
   Serdra watched the golden light.
 
   “Let us go and speak with Geir Anson in Hare Grove. We can ask him whether there are any other hiding places for ships. If there is nothing he can tell us we will enter the city in the morning and investigate by the harbour.”
 
   “All right. That’s wise,” Katja said nervously and headed towards the horses. She tried to run all the way and was annoyed at Serdra’s light jog. Granted, Katja exhausted herself long before reaching the horses and had trouble mounting, but she didn’t feel she had time for fatigue. Perhaps the world didn’t.
 
   A Death Lord war.
 
   She barely managed to resist the urge to drive the horse on hard. It was the middle of the night and it would be no use with a broken leg.
 
   They followed Geir’s instructions and after a bit of searching they found a certain path east of the city. They then rode along it at a slow pace. The horses would have to be able to reach the secret harbour and return.
 
   She looked back before the city vanished behind the landscape. The glow came from the harbour area and was quite eerie at a distance where she neither heard the flames nor smelled the smoke. There had to be great noise in the city; a ringing of bells and shouts and chaos as people fought the fires.
 
   Could this be a coincidence, or did this have something to do with Vajan’s flight?
 
   Katja didn’t have much experience with fires, but this one didn’t seem major. One could hope this was just a few houses.
 
   Farnar passed by in the darkness while Katja‘s mind raged. The ghostly fires felt like harbingers of what was to come.
 
   You are weary, she thought. And delved too deep earlier. Relax a little.
 
   The self-comfort did not cut deep but at least she managed to start focusing on the present as the journey progressed.
 
   “I think we are almost there,” Serdra said after a lengthy silence. Katja examined the landmarks the woman pointed out and realized she had just been following Serdra rather than thinking of the directions.
 
   Yes, this did correspond with Geir’s descriptions of the area around Hare Grove. The landscape had sloped upwards for a while and she had glimpsed cliffs. It had also been a while since she saw signs of habitation. And now the land began sloping downwards and growing quite sparse.
 
   The path led down to an even plain and when it went up again Katja suspected they had arrived. She looked north. Geir had described a rather peculiar hill as the main landmark, but it wasn’t visible in the dark.
 
   Serdra dismounted and walked to the forest area between them and the sea. Katja watched her disappear downwards for a little while and upon returning she confirmed their suspicions.
 
   “There is a small cove down there. Surrounded by cliffs. This has to be the right place.”
 
   Serdra went first and found a comfortable way down for the horses and Katja followed with the leads in hand. The beasts didn’t care for the trip and there was no proper path, but they managed a gradual descent.
 
   The sound of the ocean carried up the slope and marked their progress. Sometimes they had to sidle clumsily to the side to find a way down. Katja found it unbearable. It was as if the world were throwing obstacles in their way exactly when they least afforded it.
 
   Finally Katja could taste salt on her tongue and soon after they exited the thicket and stepped onto the beach.
 
   The cove was flanked by vertical cliffs and a small island sat in the middle of it. This was indeed a good hiding place.
 
   “Where are they?” Katja asked out loud and looked about. The cove was small but they were closer to the western cliff and she couldn’t see to the eastern part.
 
   “Search,” Serdra said and held her hand out for the leads. Katja handed them over and walked off.
 
   Being on her own two feet again was a relief and the ocean air was refreshing, but she still felt tired having not had any rest from the fight with the demon. And then they would probably have to speed back to the city as fast as the horses could take. She would have to summon her strength.
 
   She found the ship by the water. It had been arranged where the forest almost reached the sea to hide it even better. Katja walked closer. It did seem to be the right one.
 
   “Hello?” she called. “Geir Anson? Boys?”
 
   She heard an inhuman growl and immediately raised her sword. She stood stock still for a few moments and tried to reach out with her sensitivity, but detected nothing special ahead.
 
   Am I this out of it?
 
   She took a few very careful steps in among the trees. Again came the growl and it turned out to emanate from a wolf with a bloody snout. Katja looked down at its feet. It was eating a person.
 
   Katja glanced back at the ship. She was ever more certain that this was the right one and grew disturbed.
 
   “Away with you,” she said and approached the wolf with her sword held for a strike. The beast bared its teeth and tried to threaten her, but it was skinny and wretched-looking. Probably a loner. She compared it to the demon and almost felt like laughing.
 
   “I have faced far worse threats than you and prevailed,” she said through her teeth and stared the wolf in the face. She was stronger than he and knew it and he evidently saw it in her mien. The wolf fled.
 
   Katja followed briefly to be sure that it had left and then approached the corpse.
 
   The wolf had only recently begun the meal and she turned the man onto his back to examine the face. It was one of the sailors.
 
   “Damn,” Katja said to herself and felt ill.
 
   She walked to the ship and peeked over the rail. The rest of the crew lay there in a heap. Geir Anson was on the top. They seemed to have been dead for about a day.
 
   This complicates matters, she thought and nervously scratched her head. She ran back and described the find. They walked to the ship together. Serdra bound the horses once they were halfway there so the scent of the wolf wouldn’t panic them.
 
   Serdra climbed on board and turned the corpses over and examined the wounds. Katja found her terribly tactless about it but supposed the men weren’t in a position to complain.
 
   “This is skilfully done,” Serdra said. “No signs that they managed a defence.” She stood up and hopped back overboard. “And they weren’t slain here.”
 
   They followed the ship’s trail in the dirt and rocks. Katja opened her sensitivity and felt pain and death. Yes, this was the right place and she knew delving deeper would not be avoided.
 
   She still felt Leifur’s death and shivered on the inside as she set down and further opened her mind.
 
   There was another ship up on the beach as Geir’s ship approached. She saw the arrivals slide into the sand and jump on land with tethers in hand. Then the other came. It could barely be called an attack. Three men appeared from the twilight gloom without making a sound. Their knives did a quick and professional job and only the last sailor managed to make a sound before two men pounced on him at once.
 
   The attackers were precise and utterly calm. They were more akin to farmers breaking the necks of chickens than warriors.
 
   It reminded her of Serdra.
 
   It sure is dangerous to know you.
 
   Geir’s words in the Harp returned to haunt Katja. Clearly he had been right.
 
   She returned.
 
   “What was that? Was that the Night Hand?”
 
   “It looks that way,” Serdra said. “Its agents are trained for such tasks.”
 
   “So...” Katja took a few steps into a random direction as she tried to think. “So the Night Hand docked their ship here as they awaited reinforcements. And killed Geir and his men when they appeared to ensure complete secrecy.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We sent them to their deaths.”
 
   “I sent them to their deaths.” Serdra’s answer was emotionless and distant. The woman walked to the water and Katja followed.
 
   “They have left,” Serdra said and looked out on the cove. “Gone to dig up their master. And Vajan and his men have probably vanished as well. I suspect the harbour fire was meant to distract the guards while they stole out onto sea.”
 
   “Then what can we do?” Katja suddenly felt terribly powerless. The entire Inner Sea spread out before them. How was one to find a single ship in all that area?
 
   Serdra stared out on the sea with that hard focus. The moments passed by as she thought the situation over and Katja tried to calm her own mind.
 
   Suddenly something came to life in the woman’s eyes and she looked at her pupil.
 
   “Aron Vogn.”
 
   Katja met her gaze silently for a moment but then felt something snap into place in her head.
 
   “He wanted to develop the middle part of Amerstan,” Serdra continued. “Improve roads. Increase habitation.”
 
   “And the Brotherhood murdered him.”
 
   “Yes. They mentioned a split,” Serdra said and pointed west. “A split in the Golden Plain coven. The coven Vajan belongs to wants a new territory to themselves.”
 
   “The village we passed through. Twigs. The area around it would be perfect if not for the people there. It is isolated, well hidden in the forest. The highlands offers travel routes no one uses. In their place I would want that area as a secret stronghold.”
 
   The village and its residents shot through Katja’s mind.
 
   “It...” Serdra hesitated. “It would also have been a good hiding place for a Death Lord shortly after the Dusk War. The middle part of the country was almost empty. It was only later that it became something, before then declining. The Night Hand might have heard of Aron Vogn’s planned developments.”
 
   “It’s hardly the only possible place around the entire Inner Sea?” Katja asked. She didn’t want this to be true.
 
   “No and perhaps I am wrong. But I have heard of no other recent expansion in these lands. The violence in Kossus could have pushed the Night Hand into action, but that area has long been densely populated. We can head there next if we find nothing in Amerstan, but I think we should start with the area around Twigs.”
 
   Katja shook her head. She was having real trouble swallowing the situation.
 
   “Are you implying that the Brotherhood and the Night Hand are heading for the same area?” she asked and gaped. “At the same time?”
 
   “Or that at least one of the theories is likely to be true. There was something in the forest,” Serdra said. “Some... spark. I thought it was an echo of old troubles or some minor un-nature. One comes across such things on occasion. But perhaps it was a sign of something larger.”
 
   Serdra looked out at the ocean again and was silent for little bit.
 
   “We must make a decision,” she then said. “We can stay and try investigating further, but we don’t know how to find Leifur’s compatriots and it would cost time we cannot afford to lose. The Night Hand would then have too large a lead before we found anything out. And I doubt the Brotherhood truly knows any more than we do.”
 
   “Or we can hurry and try to catch up with our enemies before they get too far. What do you think?”
 
   Always tests.
 
   “I...” Katja felt the burdens grow heavier. She knew that this was really Serdra’s decision, not her own. But some day she herself might face such a situation.
 
   “We have to catch up with them,” she said hurriedly. “I... think that... oh, I hope we are right, I think we should hurry off.”
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   “We will sail on our own,” the woman said and jogged to the ship with purpose in every movement.
 
   “We don’t know how,” Katja pointed out but followed without delay.
 
   “Not like true sailors, no,” Serdra said. “But we must try. We mustn’t waste any more time.”
 
   Serdra leapt on board the ship and began to throw the bodies off it. Katja climbed in after her and tried to shut out what she was doing as she helped. They tethered the horses to the ship and let them drag it into the sea along logs Geir Anson and the rest had placed in the sand for that purpose. They got the horses on board without significant trouble and then pushed off.
 
   The steady balance of solid ground vanished from beneath their feet to be replaced by the whimsy of water. Katja had felt far better about it when experienced men were doing this.
 
   She shut it from her mind. They had a task to tend to. Perhaps the most important one of her life.
 
   Serdra positioned herself at the rudder as Katja clumsily managed the sails. The ship slid past the island and then out the cove. The Inner Sea took them in its bosom and the journey had begun.
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   Steering a ship was not for amateurs.
 
   Serdra had paid more attention to the sailors on the way north and so she managed the sails and Katja moved to the rudder. Serdra was in a better position to see what was ahead and so called out instructions to her pupil.
 
   The wind was chaotic by the coast, which made getting away from it and out onto the wider sea utter madness. Serdra had to put all her effort into doing a three-man job. She had to run from end to end and move the lanyards about to battle the wind.
 
   To make matters worse the horses were upset and there was no time to tend the beasts. Serdra had to be nimble to get past them safely. Katja’s instincts were to stand up and calm them but she had to sit still and be ready for instructions at a moment’s notice. They both had very little time to learn how a rudder reacted to course changes.
 
   “A little to the left!” Serdra shouted as she began tying the last rope in the latest arrangement.
 
   Katja reacted and pulled on the weathered handle. She had overdone it last time and underdone it the time before that.
 
   The rocks outside the cove lay ahead. They didn’t lie all that tightly together; an experienced crew would probably have slid out easily. But there wasn’t one around.
 
   At this moment she feared those rocks almost as much as the demon. There would be no prevailing against those immovable foes if they lost control of the ship.
 
   She evidently hit on the right position for the rudder this time. The wind tore at the new arrangement of the sail and the stones passed by the ship so fast that Katja barely had time to gasp.
 
   It was a great relief when the northern wind caught them and began pushing them south with relatively gentle force. Serdra had to frenziedly rearrange the sail and for a while Katja had to hold onto two ropes with her hands and the rudder with her armpit, but they made it.
 
   Then they were on the open Inner Sea and the worries really just changed in manifestations. Katja looked back and watched land vanish further and further into the distance. She realized how small the ship truly was and how enormous was the sea. If something went wrong they would be in great danger and swords and knives and all her training, toughness and gifts would be of no use.
 
   What in the world are we doing?
 
   She answered herself in a moment, but it did nothing to soothe her nerves. They were trying to confront one of the Death Lords. They could very well die. Or find nothing if the Night Hand’s lead was too good, or Serdra’s theory wrong. And if so they had gravely failed in their duties.
 
   Serdra watched the weather closely. The wind stayed rather steady as the sun rose in the sky, but there was always need for some adjustments. This wasn’t just about reaching the north coast of Amerstan. They had to land close enough to the forest to make a difference.
 
   Katja occasionally managed to lose herself in the steering, but the nature of the situation always managed to sneak up on and frighten her.
 
   Around noon, when the wind sped them straight south, they allowed themselves a slight break. Katja stood up and stretched. Serdra took supplies from their luggage and threw some to Katja and they ate hurriedly. They would be tired enough once back on land without being hungry as well.
 
   Serdra also had time to tend to the horses a bit. Soft words and food and water calmed them to a degree. Then the woman sat opposite the sail. She seemed to be resting.
 
   “You hesitated to use the Flame,” Serdra suddenly said.
 
   The comment surprised Katja and it took her a moment to realize the woman was speaking about the fight with the demon.
 
   “Yes,” Katja replied. It felt strange to think of the manor in light of what lay ahead, but she was glad for something else to speak of.
 
   “It could well have cost you your life.”
 
   “Wearing myself out while battling such a foe could also have cost me my life.”
 
   “I know I told you that reflexes and skill at arms would serve you better than tricks, but there will always emerge situations where those won’t do,” Serdra said. “You cannot expect to tend our duties with steel alone. And the Flame is like any other weapon in that you will only master it with experience.”
 
   “So by using it when a mistake could cost my life,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. Just like me. And all of us.”
 
   “Can’t you just beat me more instead?”
 
   Katja couldn’t put much effort into her snark.
 
   “If I could beat knowledge into you I would have finished long ago.”
 
   “Well, I suppose you are right about that.”
 
   The wind calmed considerably. It was a cause for concern, but let them take turns taking naps. Lightly sipping on the peace of sleep when body and soul cried for rest was frustrating. But the sail and rudder couldn’t be left unattended. This journey was quite dangerous enough.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   Serdra’s voice tore her from the haze that had settled over her. She prepared to yank the rudder in either direction or hold onto a rope, but Serdra just sat at her spot and looked at her. Katja squeezed her eyelids shut for more clarity and then looked the woman in the eyes. Her gaze foretold something important.
 
   “If I die, you will let circumstances dictate your next move,” Serdra said with weight. “In any event, do not attack a waking Death Lord. It would be ideal if you could trail the Night Hand and their master or at least find out where they are headed. Otherwise it would be best if you should make haste to the Shades and let them know what has transpired.”
 
   Katja tried to swallow. Her mouth and throat had dried up in a moment. She had tried to make room for the possibility that her mentor would fall, but still never seemed to grasp it. No matter how clearly Serdra stated it.
 
   “Will that suffice?” she asked.
 
   “It is well that you wish to do well,” Serdra said. “But if this assault of ours fails it is best for the next one to be larger and more organized. And that will not happen if only our spirits know what has happened. You are young, but you have made me proud so far. Keep doing so.”
 
   They kept looking at one another in silence. Such direct praise was rare from her mentor and Katja was in a state of mind to be deeply affected. Perhaps it was because this could very well be their moment of farewell. The only moment of peace given to them before the next battle.
 
   She tried to respond but couldn’t put enough power in her voice on the first try.
 
   “I shall do my best,” she then said. She meant it and held Serdra’s gaze to make sure she saw as much.
 
   A few moments passed in peace and calm. The horses were silent, the wind was soft and Katja even managed to let go of her worries for a moment and enjoy the good weather.
 
   Then Serdra stood up and began tending the ropes again. The wind picked up shortly after.
 
   --------------------
 
   “Land ahead.”
 
   Serdra’s words snapped Katja from another daze. She leaned over the bulwark and looked past the sail. The northern coast of Amerstan lay on the horizon.
 
   Relief and tension began to war for Katja’s heart. This dangerous journey was almost over, but the portion ahead would still be quite hazardous.
 
   Serdra stood in the prow and ran her eyes along the coast as they approached it. After a while she declared that the ship was headed straight for cliffs and she hurried to the sail and began yet another dance of arranging the ropes.
 
   They managed to steer the ship into a big, clumsy turn to the west, almost parallel to the beach that replaced the cliffs. A blast of wind shook the boat and the fight began in earnest.
 
   Come on, come on, come on, Katja thought as the beach approached fast. Serdra handed her two ropes she damn well had to hold while also keeping the rudder in position. The horses complained and fought their bonds and caused even further disturbance to the boat.
 
   Not on the final stretch!
 
   “Further!” Serdra shouted and Katja leaned harder on the rudder. The woman took one of the ropes from her and tied it in place, but when it came time for the second one to change hands the wind caught it and pulled it towards the prow. Katja wasn’t sure which one of them was at fault, but she had to keep the rudder steady and so chasing it was Serdra’s task.
 
   The woman leapt past the agitated, whinnying horses as the rope danced to the wind’s rhythm. She got it on the second try and hurried to tie it in place.
 
   Katja moved the rudder in accordance to the new set-up and held her breath until they were heading almost straight for a sandy beach.
 
   Almost there!
 
   Serdra had finished with the sail once and for all and now went to the horses to try and calm them.
 
   Katja leaned out and tried to see the bottom through the waves. A few moments later a blow went through the ship and it slid up into the sand with a loud hiss.
 
   Finally it stopped.
 
   Katja exhaled.
 
   We made it.
 
   It took her a moment to realise that she could finally let go of the rudder, and she stood up and sighed. She was weary from strain, lack of sleep, worry and the fight with the demon. And now they would ride.
 
   Together they were able to soothe the horses. The beasts seemed to be in tolerable condition. They had managed to doze a bit during the journey’s calmer portions and probably had more energy than Katja herself.
 
   After all, they don’t know what is at stake, she thought to herself.
 
   They lowered the boarding plank into the beach and worked together to get the horses off board. Serdra then minded the nervous beasts as Katja threw their luggage on land.
 
   Finally everything they couldn’t afford to leave behind was at the ready. Katja jumped overboard and finally felt solid ground beneath her feet again. She didn’t care a whit that it was beach and her feet were wet. At least there was no danger of drowning.
 
   “We are west of the harbour we originally set out from,” Serdra said. “We need to head east and find the path we used. It is the only way into the forest we know of. If all is quiet in the village we can store the horses there, perhaps ask about travellers about strangers, and use the place as headquarters while searching the surroundings.”
 
   Serdra took one of the saddles Katja had thrown down and began to place it on her horse. Katja caught herself after a moment’s hesitation and began to prepare her own steed.
 
   “And now we put on the armour, Katja,” Serdra said.
 
   “I suspected as much,” Katja said and ripped the mail and helmet from the luggage. Though it hadn’t been obvious until Serdra reminded her of it. The lack of sleep hung on her like a heavy cloak and slowed everything down. Including the mind. Everything was out of order; the balance was a bit off, thoughts sluggish and she lacked strength. She also felt less quick than normal. She would have to focus to make up the difference.
 
   Not the best circumstance, she thought.
 
   She slid on the mail shirt. The rings pressed in on her body and formed a hard skin against the outside world.  All pretence was over with. Anyone who looked at her would know that her business was far from normal. Next they took out vambraces and strapped them to their forearms.
 
   Katja pinched the bridge of her nose. Hopefully the weariness wasn’t as outwardly visible.
 
   “You must prepare yourself,” Serdra said. The woman finished armouring herself and looked at her. “Nothing else will do in this situation. No excuses, in words or thought.”
 
   Katja nodded. She had never been lazy and Serdra had often pushed her quite hard in training. But now she was faced with the reality. Weariness could have severe consequences and perhaps not only for herself.
 
   They mounted and spent a few moments in getting control of the nervous horses.
 
   “I have experiences much in my life,” Serdra said. “But I have never been close to a Death Lord, slumbering or waking. I don’t know exactly what we are headed for, or what we will sense if we get close to him.”
 
   Serdra’s eyes held her, as they always did when the woman wished it. Though perhaps the words played their part in the effect this time. Even her fearsome mentor wasn’t quite prepared for this fight.
 
   “I know from our brethren that the two of us have little chance of killing him if he wakes,” she continued. “But their slumber is said to be extremely deep and they would avoid a premature awakening at all costs. The elders can sense him from far off and would then make a beeline straight for him. But the Night Hand will defend their master with their lives and the Lord’s spirit has means to call upon from the depth of the deathly torpor. And nothing but the Sentinel Flame can protect you from a spirit.”
 
   Katja lacked words. She settled for nodding.
 
   Serdra drove her horse into action and so discussions were mostly finished. Katja had a hard time lifting her thoughts from the weary sludge, so it took a while to feel how much Serdra’s words had chilled her.
 
   The horses were agitated and getting them going was a challenge. Katja was a bit uneasy about driving them so hard, but it couldn’t be helped.
 
   They let the horses alternatively walk and trot so as not to exhaust them. There was no one about this late, not in this dead part of the country where only a narrow strip of forest separated the sea and highlands. There was nothing to see except trees and bushes and several times Katja caught herself falling into a numb daze rather than pay any attention to her surroundings.
 
   Wake up! she thought. Wake up you stupid bitch! You can relax in a few hours!
 
   Night was starting to fall when she saw a familiar cove to the north east. There Geir and his men had lived.
 
   “We are getting close,” Serdra said.
 
   They had no choice but to stop to water the horses in a stream. There was still a significant distance to Twigs, the beasts were tired and wouldn’t carry them all the way without a bit of mercy.
 
   Katja herself dropped down on all fours and drank ravenously. She took off her helmet, dipped her head in and rejoiced in how the cold went through her like a blow. She needed it.
 
   She stood up and reached languidly for the sky and tried to stretch every muscle in her body. The feeling was good but the strength the stretching let into her limbs dribbled out in a few moments and she somewhat deflated on her feet.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   Katja looked at her mentor. Serdra slapped her.
 
   The slap was soft and as soon as the burning hit Katja realized it had been almost lazy. Still she hadn’t managed to dodge.
 
   “Wake up,” her mentor said and looked at her without anger.
 
   Katja nodded. She was too slow, it was true.
 
   They unsheathed their knives and practised a little against one another while the horses caught their breath. They circled a few times and took turns thrusting. Katja was startled when Serdra’s stabs suddenly got quicker and more powerful, but the woman had enough control to only lightly poke her mail.
 
   It worked and Katja was rather fresher once they mounted again and hurried north.
 
   The final portion, Katja thought.
 
   At first the journey through the forest was just as uneventful as the one along the coast, but the tension within Katja grew and she had ever less difficulty in keeping her focus.
 
   They were riding towards a Death Lord. The thought had hung on her for almost a day and a night but now it would soon probably cease being a fear and become a reality.
 
   Katja was afraid of dying. Afraid of failing. Afraid of making a misstep or not being alert enough or making some other tiny mistake in a moment that would have far-reaching consequences. She had always felt a thirst for adventure and travelling, but she had never dreamt of such a responsibility. 
 
   She touched the neck band Linda had given her. She wanted to see her friend again. Next she put her hand down the shirt collar and touched the necklace she had made herself back home in Baldur’s Coast.
 
   Watch over me, Dove.
 
   And then it began.
 
   Katja figured they were halfway there when she began to sense something. The feeling snuck up on her until it became obvious and undeniable, like a slight itch in the nose leading to a sneeze.
 
   Something was taking place. Something dark and terrible went about the air and gave her goosebumps. And it lay ahead.
 
   “Was he sleeping under the village?!” Katja said in astonishment.
 
   “Probably not,” Serdra shouted over the din of hooves. “I am not sure what this is. But... but this does not match the description I was given.”
 
   Katja focused and thought more on the sensation.
 
   This was bad. She felt it in her blood, in the foul taste on her tongue and in the unpleasant sensation she had come to associate with the Brotherhood and their sorcery. Except this was more powerful than most other things she had experienced. Something terrible was happening.
 
   What are you doing? she thought with a mixture of anger and fear. What did you come up with now, you wretches?
 
   The feeling strengthened as they rode further south and drew near the village. And suddenly it was over. The after-effects of the spell remained but it was little more than an echo. Whatever had been going on was done with and they could not prevent it.
 
   Katja clenched her teeth together.
 
   Serdra said nothing. They still had some distance to go and it passed without anything distracting Katja from the knot in her stomach.
 
   Finally they were close to the village periphery and Katja was rather pleased with having figured it out before Serdra stopped. Perhaps her alertness was recovering.
 
   “Let us not go the direct route,” the woman said and led the wheezing, sweaty horse into the thicket on their right. “If enemies are ahead they will hear the hooves.”
 
   They led the horses just out of sight, tied them quickly and then hurried off through the forest. The horses were a secondary concern. Everything was a secondary concern except for the coming conflict.
 
   They half snuck and half broke through the foliage. Katja knew they could be much more stealthier than this, but there was a hurry.
 
   The land began to rise as they approached the hills and Katja knew they had to be only a stone’s throw from the village.
 
   But there was nothing to be heard.
 
   What did they do? she thought.
 
   The last golden light of the sun coloured the clouds in the sky, but yet all was quiet. No one was tending to final chores before bed. There were no conversations, no crying of a child unwilling to sleep, no troublesome dogs.
 
   Say something, Katja thought quickly and suddenly felt terribly powerless. This silent request of hers was more prayer than anything else. A prayer for something she could by no means make happen herself.
 
   Say something. Make a sound.
 
   “Look,” Serdra whispered.
 
   Katja looked where she pointed and glimpsed a human body. She touched her sword but felt no danger as they crept closer. This one was far too still to be a threat.
 
   The man wore poor farming clothes, as the villagers did. He lay face down and the golden clouds gave enough light to see that he was dead. Also, he stank of shit and vomit.
 
   They looked about. The bushes showed signs of a man having ran through them, from the village. Otherwise there was nothing to see.
 
   Serdra knelt and turned the man around.
 
   He had died of plague. His nose and mouth were bloody and some of it had dripped down on his chest. He had coughed it up. Dark abscesses had also broken out on the throat and the eyes were bloodshot.
 
   “I have heard of such a thing,” Serdra said quietly. “A curse the Brotherhood has employed on occasion. It kills on a large scale in the guise of a plague.”
 
   A large scale.
 
   Katja rolled the words around in her mind and watched the branches that blocked their view of the village.
 
   “This man has died around the time we felt the energy earlier,” the woman continued in her normal, calm tone. Katja occasionally hated it. “The Brotherhood men did not go along the path. So either they are still in the area or forcing their way through the forest.”
 
   The mentor drew her sword and Katja suddenly realized she herself already had.
 
   She was closer to the branches hiding the village and when Serdra moved towards them she hurried to slip between them.
 
   Twigs was dead. Katja knew as much upon looking over the little village in the twilight and seeing the first bodies. The deathly silence could mean nothing else. There was no weeping or coughing or signs of the dead being tended. Even the animals were silent.
 
   Serdra followed her pupil and scanned their surroundings with the sword at the ready. Katja saw that she was checking for danger and scolded herself for not having started with that.
 
   They walked past a small pig sty which marked the outermost part of the village. The pigs lay dead within it and to the left a young woman lay on top of a small boy. Neither of them moved and they stank of shit, vomit and blood.
 
   Ahead an old man lay up against one of the larger houses, as if he were resting. Next to him lay a younger man face down in a puddle. He bore signs of having rolled around in the mud.
 
   They kept on walking and peeked into cabins and houses. A few corpses lay on the floors like discarded ragdolls but most of the village folk was outdoors.
 
   It was as if they had all been tending to something when the curse struck. Or perhaps they had all felt its effects and staggered out of their homes in search of aid. Staggered around among neighbours, friends and kinfolk who were all in the exact same situation could offer no help.
 
   Katja felt something grow cold within her. She did everything she was supposed to do; she walked along the houses in step with her mentor, she took care to tread lightly, she noted places where enemies could be hiding and was ready to swing the sword. But it was as if another person performed these acts. Katja didn’t feel them.
 
   Perhaps she had fallen asleep on the way, or on board the ship. It was a comfortable thought.
 
   They were everywhere. The poor, hospitable folk with whom she had danced, drank and sung. Old and young alike they lay in awkward positions like debris.
 
   Katja turned in a circle; both to look for danger and because she could not stop examining the scene.
 
   There lay the dark-haired boy who had been so impressed with her sword. And only a bit further south, up against a small overturned cart lay the pregnant girl Katja had briefly danced with.
 
   The air was full of shit and bile and vomit and the wind stayed silent and didn’t bother blowing it away. It was as if the world had stopped. They continued searching the village for dangers and everywhere were tormented faces she had seen a few days earlier in great joy.
 
   Say something.
 
   Katja became convinced the Brotherhood men had gone and stopped. She didn’t have the energy to continue anyway. Serdra seemed to reach the same conclusion and they turned and looked at the dead village.
 
   Say something.
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   “This must be avenged,” Katja said automatically. She was confused. She was nauseous. She knew what had priority in this situation but the outrage burned within her and had a voice of its own.
 
   She wanted to scream, or charge into the forest with the sword above her head but couldn’t. Helplessness and anger fought within her and the conflict numbed her.
 
   “This is not the Brotherhood’s first atrocity,” Serdra said. “Or the last one. Now focus. And watch over me for a bit.”
 
   The woman closed her eyes and sank down to her knees. Katja understood and stood on guard by her mentor. Serdra needed to employ her sensitivity to its utmost and for that she needed to divorce from the other five senses.
 
   Katja watched the forest and analysed every single sound coming from the thicket and the grass and the branches. Meanwhile Serdra took deep, slow breaths and her body went slack and sagged down until she was almost bent over. Under other circumstances Katja would probably have seen this as part of her studies. But not now.  
 
   Hurry, Katja thought and had to restrain herself so as to not say it out loud. She mustn’t interfere. Hurry!
 
   She heard from the woman’s breathing that she was returning to the solid world. Serdra then stood up a few moments later and turned north-east.
 
   “There,” she said in a slightly distant voice and headed off. “There is something here. Something unclean and cold stirring from a deep slumber.”
 
   Katja felt nothing. She shook on the inside and certainly felt evil in the world, but believed it stemmed from nerves. The massacre would not pass from her memory soon.
 
   They entered the forest. Katja considered looking back but refrained until the darkness and foliage hid what they had left behind.
 
   Why? she thought. What did these people do wrong? Were they really worth nothing just for being in the way?
 
   “Look.”
 
   Katja looked where Serdra was pointing and saw the outline of a body in the grass. They approached it warily but quickly saw that this man posed no danger.
 
   It seemed that someone had made hurried attempts at hiding the body under a bush. He could hardly have fallen into this position without damaging the branches.
 
   They seized one leg each and dragged the man out into what little light remained. It was a man in his thirties and he had been slain with an edged weapon. Given the wounds on his arms he had managed to defend himself to at least some degree before being repeatedly stabbed in the belly and then finished off with a throat-slitting. Serdra had taught Katja this. He had a short, broad scabbard in his belt but the weapon was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Be quick,” Serdra said and pointed at him. “Do not spare yourself.”
 
   Katja knew what that meant and braced herself. She knelt much as her mentor had done and opened herself to the past. This event was recent, the killing still hung in the air and remembering it was barely any effort. But there was also no time to shut out what came with such a violent death and the feelings struck her in the chest.
 
   She clenched her teeth and fought to maintain concentration and remember that the thrusts weren’t really entering her but the fatigue made it more difficult than usual.
 
   He had come from the east, with the slow, careful steps of a man who doesn’t want to be spotted. But his demeanour hinted at general caution rather than fear and the short sword stayed in the scabbard. He was on guard against possible threats, not certain ones. They did turn out to be certain though, when he ran into another man exhibiting similar behaviour.
 
   They noticed one another a moment apart. Both reacted the same way, but one was slightly quicker than the other. After the first two thrusts the quicker one received aid from some arriving ally and they slew their enemy together.
 
   “He came from the east,” Katja said gasping. Her belly and throat hurt terribly and knowing that the pain was mental made no difference. She pointed and Serdra headed that way rather than help her up.
 
   Katja rose with a groan and followed. She wobbled for a few steps before getting full control of her legs and distracted herself by briefly describing what she had seen.
 
   “What do you think is going on?”
 
   “He was probably a sentry meant to be looking out for the safety of the operation,” Serdra said. “Which is then presumably going on in the direction he came from.”
 
   “Then we head there,” Katja said and took the first steps. She had to vent her rage at someone.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and followed. “And now keep quiet.”
 
   Katja remembered how eerily silent the night was. Again she began to feel every branch they had to push out of the way and every twig they didn’t spot in the darkness. They were surrounded by hiding places and Katja felt as stealthy as a horse.
 
   I am strong, she said to herself to combat the inner unease. I am a warrior. I am a Redcloak and this is my role.
 
   “More,” Serdra suddenly whispered and pointed at a tree the woman had supported herself against. The bark was marked by a recent blow. Katja looked about and noticed signs of a recent fight. Branches were broken and the earth had been disturbed.
 
   A sharp whistle cut through the darkened forest. It came from the south, out of a flute of some kind and stopped in the same instant as a cry of pain could be heard.
 
   Katja didn’t bother making some stupidly obvious comment.
 
   More conflict between our enemies. The Night Hand, the Brotherhood and us. Three ancient foes in the same area in the same evening. That can’t be common.
 
   Serdra looked at her. Katja felt she understood the look, as well as the tension that overtook the woman’s mien.
 
   We are coming.
 
   The thought occurred that it would be good to let their enemies batter one another and then attack the survivors. But that would probably be too risky. The Night Hand might get away with their prize.
 
   She heard rustling almost in the same instant as a hand grabbed her right elbow. The reflexes Serdra had beaten into her went off and she turned on her enemy elbow-first. A knife touched the vambrace without inflicting a wound and she hit him in the torso, drove him up against a young tree and so broke the hold. She swung the sword overhead with both hands but the blade hit branches and stopped before reaching his head.
 
   Katja heard a sharp whistle ahead and then gurgling. Her foe attacked again and tried to get past the sword with a long knife. She retreated, smacked the sword down on the arm with enough force to inflict a minor wound that interrupted the attack and allowed for a killing blow.
 
   She then turned and saw Serdra rip a knife from the throat of a man who had fallen into the bush he had sprung out of. She had thrown the weapon and now finished him off with three quick stabs.
 
   They managed to surprise us!
 
   She looked at her arm.
 
   He must not have seen the armour in the dark. Otherwise he would have attacked something softer.
 
   “Hurry,” Serdra said.
 
   They sped on.
 
   Katja began to feel something ahead. Something evil and alien. This wasn’t the toxic corruption that stemmed from demons or the Brotherhood’s sorcery. This was cold, an abyss, a terrible power that lay in hiding just beyond death.
 
   A slumbering Death Lord.
 
   Katja felt her resolve weaken for a few moments, as they began to hear noises up ahead. She and her mentor were stepping into the history of the world, a gigantic shadow of the past and the future would be shaped by how they handled this. How was one to take in such a thing?
 
   I am a Redcloak.
 
   She wanted to live. She wanted to see the world and fulfil her destiny and make her mark upon the world as a Redcloak. She wanted get to know people and places.
 
   She wanted to heed the Call. But it was also the Call which drove her towards this terrible danger. The thing she lived for would one day be her doom. The paradox hadn’t occurred to her until now.
 
   Before them lay an old oak. Serdra pointed to the right and went to the left herself. They went to either side of the tree and used it as cover to peek down into a large hollow.
 
   At a glance Katja saw eleven men. They were working around a big hole with bricked sides and judging by the pile of dirt and the metal cover next to it they had just finished digging.
 
   Three of them were tending a narrow four-wheel wagon. The only lighting came from three covered lamps, but Katja still saw the outline of something on top of it. A sarcophagus, slightly broader and longer than a man. It seemed to be made of bronze and covered in reliefs of some kind.
 
   The appearance was irrelevant. Katja felt the disturbance coming off of it. The hungry, awful abyss that cooled her whole being. The entity within knew of her.
 
   A swarthy, long-faced man with very short hair and a broken nose looked up towards them. Katja’s reflexes threw her back into the cover of the foliage but she knew it was no good. Stealth was finally over with. This battle had begun.
 
   “Enemies!” the man shouted. He had barely spoken when Serdra sped down into the hollow. Katja charged on herself and couldn’t resist screaming out into the night.
 
   “Defend the master!” the man added and then brandished his sword with finesse that reminded Katja of Serdra.
 
   Four men lined up by the wagon. The other seven took up position against them with the broken-nosed leader up front.
 
   The training sprang to Katja’s mind and she quickly thought of how the two of them would work together to break back their defences and deny them a chance to use their numbers.
 
   “Now!” someone on Katja’s right shouted and the Night Hand directly in front of her suddenly fell to the ground screaming and trashing with pain. Katja looked away from her enemies’ swords a moment and looked to the southern bank of the hollow. She saw more human silhouettes come out of the forest arms in hand and sensed sorcery in the air. The Brotherhood was here.
 
   An axe was thrown down into the group by the hole but the Night Hand leader swatted it aside with his sword. The men at the top now spotted the Redcloaks and they themselves hesitated.
 
   Katja took a breath while all examined the situation. Enemies from ancient times looked at one another and hesitated.
 
   Katja breathed out and someone at the top issued a war cry.
 
   --------------------
 
   Vajan clasped Arvar’s shoulder and pulled him back a bit. The clash of arms in the hollow called at him, but it was always best to use the smartest means available.
 
   “That’s her!” he said quickly. “Use our trump!”
 
   He saw his leader’s eyes dart to the battle beginning in the forest. Sorcery and politics were Arvar’s specialities but Vajan knew he himself had more experience with pure combat.
 
   “Hurry!” he said and Arvar recovered his wits. He took the knife Vajan had given him from his belt. The knife Vajan had wielded on Baldur’s Coast a year ago, and which still had the Redcloak girl’s blood in the blade.
 
   Arvar sat down behind a broad tree and began the spell. Vajan ran towards the noise.
 
   --------------------
 
   The situation was a recipe for total chaos, but a certain order formed in the melee. The big hole the Night Hand had uncovered in the ground was a death trap; no one was foolish enough to try to go into it and then climb up right by foes. Most of the Brotherhood men went east around the hole to attack the Night Hand, who quickly lined up in defence of the cart.
 
   Serdra and Katja stood opposite the broken-nosed leader and two others north of the hole. The leader was a master swordsman and had already parried three of Serdra’s blows. His men supported their leader and made it difficult to strike at him. Katja had taken a light hit to the shoulder when she had assumed Serdra would be able to drive the man back, but the mail saved her.
 
   The rest of the Brotherhood still stood in the slope and Katja felt their sorcery corrode the air.
 
   Where is Vajan? she thought a moment and tried to be on guard against all her enemies at once. She attacked in the same instant as Serdra and hit the man opposite her. He received some wound but remained on his feet and was almost as focused and fearless as his leader, who fended off another attack with the support of his underling.
 
   The men in the larger fight grunted and yelled. She heard clanging and the stamping of feet and groans of pain. The man who had been the first to fall still lay on the ground and babbled deliriously.
 
   Katja heard a whistle an instant before an arrow hit the ground by her feet. She started and her opponent retreated himself. She looked up into the slope and saw a Brotherhood man with a bow and a quiver.
 
   The short-haired man seized the opportunity and sent a powerful thrust her way. Serdra stopped the attack with her own sword and the man on the left seized THAT opportunity. Serdra defended with her armoured arm and let the blow glance off.
 
   Katja stepped closer and slashed at the leader. He recovered from the miss in an instant but still took a deep cut to the face.
 
   He neither screamed nor changed his expression.
 
   Is that the Acolyte?
 
   Serdra shot up by the slope and tried to get at the cart. The men followed and stopped her with two blows she had to parry.
 
   “To me!” the leader called in a steady voice and didn’t let the situation bother him.
 
   Katja held her sword high and attacked the nearest man. From the corner of her eye she saw someone separate from the fight by the hole and head towards them. The cart had vanished from sight. The two of them had to finish this.
 
   Another arrow flew through the air and Serdra twisted to avoid it. The missile hit the slope just above her and their enemies took the chance to move higher up the slope.
 
   Someone by the hole screamed and the air vibrated as the sorceries reached a climax. The knot within Katja seemed to expand. This situation would get worse still.
 
   She wavered a moment and wondered whether to rush the archer or aid her mentor against these dangerous foes.
 
   “Keerva!” Serdra suddenly shouted at Katja. It was the secret word for a goal. The woman then attacked the group fiercely. Katja believed she understood.
 
   “Keerva!” Serdra shouted again and made it a war cry as she slashed at all of them.
 
   Katja ran. She swerved past the fight and headed out of the hollow and after the cart. Serdra kept the men busy as they tried to surround her to cope with her lightning-flash attacks. One man tried to go after Katja but Serdra used the opportunity to slash him in the thigh. The man fell but another one came running before she could slash again.
 
   This was bad.
 
   Katja lost sight of the battle and saw the top of the hollow. She beat down the urge to return and aid her mentor. The woman was fighting to keep them busy, to buy Katja a chance to go after the sarcophagus, rather than fighting to survive and win.
 
   The third arrow whizzed through the air and hit a tree Katja ran past. Then the thicket received her and she had escaped for the moment. She knew the Night Hand would make every effort to catch her and that Serdra would make every effort to prevent that. The result of that was out of her hands.
 
   She had a sick, ugly feeling she was starting to recognize and suddenly howls resounded through the dark forest as the Brotherhood’s sorcery bore fruit.
 
   “Demons!” someone shouted needlessly.
 
   This was followed by a piercing wail of pain and more bestial howls.
 
   Don’t die Serdra, she thought as she ran upwards. This is too big for me. Don’t die today.
 
   She felt her youth and inexperience pour over her. She wasn’t up for dealing with a Death Lord. Serdra had made a mistake.
 
   Katja’s foot snagged on a root and she fell forward. Her left shoulder smacked into a tree and she sank down on her stomach.
 
   “Klutz!” she hissed and sprang up. She shut out the pain in the shoulder and tried to convince herself that the blow had been minor and wouldn’t hinder her in the coming fight. She mustn’t lose because of clumsiness.
 
   She heard the creaking of wood and the groans of men and the clattering of wheels over roots and earthy mounds. The men with the cart were a short distance ahead. She was running through a somewhat higher and more thickly-wooded area than they, but perhaps that was for the best. She could perhaps cut them off and surprise them.
 
   Like a raptor, from the air! she thought and tried to focus completely on the task. She tried not to think of the dead village or Serdra or the consequences of failure or how winded she was and how often she banged into trees or sturdy branches.
 
   The ground ahead suddenly opened and the light incline turned into a nearly vertical slope. Katja came to a skidding stop on the edge. She heard water below, but couldn’t see it. She took a moment to wonder whether to run up behind the Night Hand or try to wade whatever lay below. She looked to the north, where the noise came.
 
   The sword fell from her grasp and she screamed. The pain came from every direction and stabbed her everywhere. Her head was full of needles and could neither see nor breathe. Her heart seemed to be exploding from force. The world was nothing but darkness and pain and agony.
 
   A death curse.
 
   The word leapt up from her mind and she remembered Aron Vogn’s death.
 
   No no no no!
 
   She found her will and wielded it against the cloud that was smothering her. It was like trying to hold up a collapsed roof, but she pushed back and fought the spell.
 
   She screamed again and became aware that she had fallen. The world spun and beat her all about the body until darkness took over.
 
   --------------------
 
   Arvar lowered the sword and looked at his brethren. They had a moment’s elbow room to get organized about the situation.
 
   The Night Hand seemed to have scattered into the dark of the forest once the demons entered the game and the cart had vanished from sight. Arvar briefly wondered which of those two had been relevant to that decision, but shook it off. He had more important things to think of and thinking of the Night Hand as invincible wouldn’t help. His men had already killed two and the demons left behind the shredded remains of the third before running the rest.
 
   They gathered by the edge of the hollow and three men immediately took up positions as guards.
 
   “Getting into a double fight was damnably poor luck,” Arvar said and looked at Vajan. “I wasn’t expecting your Red friend.”
 
   “Neither was I,” Vajan said, looking thoughtful and held out his hand. Arvar returned his knife.
 
   “But let us not forget that another one is about and likely much more dangerous.”
 
   “Indeed, we must act expediently,” Arvar said. He moved a bit higher up on the edge and looked over the men.
 
   “Bori, take those five,” he said and pointed, “and go straight after our enemies. If you don’t find them then try to find the cart; they will surely gather about it once order returns. And if possible, let them and the other Redcloak batter one another. Let us not waste another such opportunity.”
 
   He turned to Vajan.
 
   “Take your boys and try to find the girl and make sure she is dead. And if successful or if you don’t find her, then try to either support Bori or overtake the Night Hand. If they don’t mean to use the road out of the village they must break through the forest and there can’t be many possible routes.”
 
   “And what if they pass through the village?” Vajan asked. “The Hand and the other Red?”
 
   “Then Karvam and I will have something ready for them. Now hurry. This forest belongs to us and we will keep it that way. All who know of our plans here must die.” He looked at Karvam. “Come. We must get ahead of the cart.”
 
   


 
  

18.
 
    
 
   Katja was in pain.
 
   She felt nothing else and wasn’t even sure whether she could move. It was as if she were lost somewhere; floating about through the history of the area.
 
   But something pushed at her. Some sensation that didn’t leave her be and pulled her out of the darkness. It was a sound.
 
   She grew aware of a presence of some kind and identified the sound as cooing. Finally she managed to open her eyes.
 
   She saw a large, white dove, which sat on a rock and watched her. The bird was strangely visible in the darkness. It was almost as if a single beam of moonlight reached the ground and illuminated it. It cooed again.
 
   Katja opened her mouth to say something but water flooded in past her lips and she coughed. It just sucked more water down her throat and she spent a few moments fighting to get her body moving. The drowning panic gave her strength and she managed to turn over on her back.
 
   She lay in a bog. Katja blinked water from her eyes and saw the slope she had fallen down. Memory and consciousness returned in bits and she remembered that she was in danger.
 
   The Death Lord!
 
   Katja sat up with a moan and tried to recover her sense of time. How long had she been unconscious? Where was Serdra? Where was the sarcophagus?
 
    Katja looked at the dove. The bird was gone.
 
   Just then she heard rustling up above. She looked up and saw a glint of light approach the edge of the slope.
 
   The sword!
 
   She rolled about in bog water and for the weapon. The world spun before her eyes and her head felt made of loosely interlocked plates. She tried to rise to her knees but fell forward onto her face.
 
   Get it together, she said to herself. Get it together.
 
   The rustling stopped and was replaced by whispering. She felt for the knife and was slightly relieved to find it in the sheath.
 
   “I heard something,” a man whispered and Katja froze.
 
   “And I found something,” said a voice Katja recognized. “I know this sword,” Vajan added.
 
   He walked to the edge. The light illuminated him from behind and Katja saw her sword in the Brotherhood man’s hand. Her own anger over it, in light of everything else, surprised her.
 
   Vajan motioned for a man behind to come closer. Katja carefully rolled up protruding from the bog and tried to find cover behind it.
 
   The one with the lantern moved up to his leader. He was a broad man with thick hair and a small beard. He held the lantern off the edge and Katja held her breath as the light approached her. The others joined their fellows and lined up on the edge. There were five of them.
 
   “It looks like something happened here,” Vajan said quietly and seemed to be examining the spot where she had fallen. She knew she ought to lie as flat as possible, but couldn’t resist keeping her eyes on her enemy.
 
   Vajan was the first one down. He went over the edge and let himself slide nimbly down. He stepped into the bog water with both hands on the sword and immediately began investigating his surroundings. He was looking for a corpse.
 
   The others clambered down after him and the one with the lantern took the lead. Katja used the splashing of their feet as cover to move about and try to always keep the mound between herself and them.
 
   “She hardly just threw the weapon away,” a man with an axe in his hands said.
 
   The one with the lantern had two long knives in his belt. The third had a sheathed sword as well as a quiver on his back and a bow in his hand. Yet another one had a long axe and a short, thin man had a spear.
 
   “Hardly,” Vajan agreed. Katja watched him through the tall grass. His eyes were alert and went carefully over everything before them. “And not the helmet either.”
 
   Katja realized the helmet had fallen off her head.
 
   “Perhaps she fell here and the other Red carried her off,” the thin man suggested.
 
   “Perhaps,” Vajan said. “But then she must have been in quite the hurry to leave behind a good weapon.” The man slowly through the air. “I suspect our prey is nearby.”
 
   He signalled for them to spread out a bit more and one of the axemen headed towards the little mound. Now Katja did stick her head down.
 
   The man stopped about two  away. Katja bit her lip and had difficulty believing that the grass and mound could conceal her but t man didn’t shout out as she expected.
 
   She heard the other walk about and the light of the lantern grew more distant.
 
   “How shall we do this?” someone asked. “Shall we split up?”
 
   Katja felt for the knife as she heard the splashes of the axeman in this foul wetness. He was searching. How quickly could she get to her feet? Was she able to fight?
 
   “Let us eliminate any doubt before taking such a risk,” Vajan said. He was further away than before. “She might have staggered a few  and then drowned.”
 
   The nearby man was almost upon her. She made a desperate, final attempt to think of something clever but the time for thought was over. She sprang to her feet with the knife in hand.
 
   He wasn’t quite facing her but reacted quickly to her rising from the muddy water. She grabbed him with her left hand and thrust at his neck with her right. The man shook off the clumsy grip almost instantly and drove the axe handle into her chest.
 
   Katja landed on her back.
 
   “There!” someone shouted in the same moment and the rhythmic splashing of their feet became a continuous din. They were coming.
 
   The man she had stabbed at advanced on her with the axe. Katja swung her legs up over her head and rolled into a reverse somersault. The axe hit the bog with a splash.
 
   Katja rose and her enemy wobbled a bit. She stumbled back one step and then ran off without looking back. The second blow grazed her back. She had neither consciousness nor time to wonder whether the mail shirt had held. The blow threw her forward and had trouble doing their job.
 
   This is how I die, she as her head seemed to brush against the water. But the recovered her balance kept on running.
 
   She heard a bump behind her and the splashing slowed down a bit.
 
   “No!” Vajan said. “He is finished! Don’t let her get away!”
 
   Did I get him?
 
   There was no point in thinking of it, any more than how far she could run or whether the feeling of emptiness in her skull would pass before any further fighting. There was no point in caring about pain or letting fatigue dictate her speed. They didn’t face such hindrances and would catch her if she acted like she did.
 
   She forced her lungs to work and her legs to keep pushing on with full force.
 
   The forest received her. The splashing turned into rustling and snaps. She focused on not stumbling over something and ignored the branches smacking her in the face.
 
   “Don’t lose sight of her!” someone shouted. “And stick together!”
 
   Katja looked over her shoulder a moment. She saw a man with an axe and another one with a sword, then she smacked into a tree and kept going.
 
   She arrived at something large and dark. She let fate decide and charged straight into it. It turned out to be a thick mass of branches and bushes, as she had suspected. She fought with all her strength to squeeze through the little, zig-zagging space available and simply smashing obstacles.
 
   The Brotherhood men broke in after her, but they didn’t have fear driving them on. Katja got out on the other side, into a rather open area that still couldn’t count as a clearing. She picked a broad, vine-wrapped tree a few  away and leapt into cover behind it.
 
   She drew three breaths and then heard the first one break out after her and the next was right behind.
 
   “Where did she go?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   The rest broke out of the thicket and from the sound of it spread out a bit. She lay down in the grass and crawled away from them and behind another tree. Then she rose again.
 
   “If she gets away we will have lost her,” someone said.
 
   I don’t mean to lose you, Katja thought as she snuck between covers. The rage over the village’s fate had started boiling over the rim now that the shock had passed and she had a moment’s peace.
 
   Why had they done it? What in the world was worth such horror?
 
   She waited briefly in the cover and tried to tell the footsteps apart. One seemed to be approaching her tree. She peeked and saw a faint silhouette in the darkness. He wasn’t facing her. He seemed to be heading the other way .
 
   Katja counted to three as she listened to the man’s footsteps and then crept from behind the tree.
 
   She glided on silent feet as Serdra had taught her in the hills above Maron’s homestead. A mere five steps brought her up behind him and she struck before instinct could warn him.
 
   She kicked into the back of his knee and brought him down on the other one. She drove the knife down into his neck.
 
   It was the archer. The bow fell from his left hand but the long knife wound up under the torso when the man fell forward in the start of death. Katja heard the first shout from his comrades. She only had a moment.
 
   She stuck the knife between her teeth, snatched the bow off the ground and a few arrows just as they attacked.
 
   Then she ran from them.
 
   “Damn it! All at once!” Vajan shouted. “Don’t lose her again.”
 
   She looked back as she ran. They kept up with her and she had no time to loose an arrow at them.
 
   She saw a broad, fallen trunk ahead and an opportunity with it. She leapt over it, came to a hard stop beyond it and turned around. She dropped all the arrows but one, which she put on the string. All the training now paid off tenfold and arranging the missile and pulling it back only took a moment.
 
   The one in the lead threw himself to the side and into cover the moment the arrow flew. Katja bent down for another one and once that one was ready she had lost sight of the men.
 
   Katja quickly looked both ways. She seemed to have enough space to spot the bastards if they tried to circle around to her. She would hopefully be able to pull and release the arrow before they got too close. Assuming she was correct.
 
   What now, Katja? she thought harshly and began to question this idea. They would hardly sit in hiding for long. They needed to kill her.
 
   She let a quiet sigh out through her teeth and bent down. Then she crept a bit to the left. There seemed to be more space there and hopefully easier to use a bow.
 
   She knelt by some tall grass and waited for the moment to draw the arrow all the way.
 
   Just then she felt something new. Something evil and rotten and unnatural. Katja looked in the direction it came from. This new disturbance was some distance away. She hadn’t oriented herself within the forest but felt the distance roughly matched the distance she assumed was to the village. This was reminiscent of the Brotherhood’s sorcery but was different than anything she had detected before.
 
   What is going on?
 
   She heard a sound that snatched her attention back to the situation at hand. She squinted into the darkness and saw something move on her side of the trunk. She didn’t see it well but it fit a bent-over human silhouette. It was headed to the spot she had positioned herself on earlier.
 
   Katja drew the arrow back and saw some reaction pass through the man; he had probably seen her. She estimated his position in an instant and released the arrow.
 
   The man moved but it was too late. He issued a choked scream and it sounded like she had hit him in the throat. 
 
   “Karl!” shouted one of the voices she had been hearing. It was followed by the rapid footsteps of two men, and from separate directions at that. They were at a hard sprint and Katja suddenly realized she had left the other arrows by the trunk.
 
   She cursed silently and sprang to her feet. She lost her balance and stumbled a few steps, still feeling effects from the curse. She toughed it off.
 
   She sprinted with all her strength, strength she couldn’t maintain for more than a few moments, to create some elbow room and saw that she had arrived among several overgrown, man-high lengths.
 
   She struck a pose with the bow in her left hand and the knife in her right and went over her surroundings before the fight. These weren’t rocks or natural mounds. Only humans were this precise. These were ancient walls.
 
   Katja spotted a hole on her right, which was either a collapsed portion or a doorway. Then they came.
 
   Vajan still had her sword and the other one held an axe in both hands.
 
   Katja dove through the opening and out the other side. On her right was nothing but a wall, a trap that would cost her life when they cornered her. And ahead was nothing but dense forest. She ran to the left along the wall. She heard another one of them running to the opening, but then saw the other one come around the wall and head right at her.
 
   It was the axeman. And Vajan would flank her after a moment. There was no time for complex plans.
 
   She ran straight at the axeman with the knife at the ready and he raised his much longer weapon and braced for the meeting. When three metres were between them she threw the bow at his head. He flinched a bit and Katja bowed beneath the axe swing and stabbed him in the gut.
 
   The scream cut into Katja’s ears but it was a good pain. She grabbed him and threw him to the ground with a move Serdra had used on her time and again. Then she grasped the axe handle and stabbed him in the neck.
 
   Vajan arrived before she could move the weapon into her right hand and struck with a savage scream. Katja had no time for fear. She just tried to dodge the blow and almost managed it.
 
   Her own sword struck her in the side with less force than he had intended, but still enough to drive her up against the wall.
 
   She pushed one foot in the wall to recover her balance, dropped the knife and grasped the axe with both hands. Vajan swung again but she parried with the shaft and retaliated. Vajan retreated and she swung again and the third time. Vajan retreated out of reach and readied the sword. Katja braced and waited for him to make the next attack.
 
   They looked one another in the eyes.
 
   Katja’s veins burned with combat tension but her head was still throbbing with the spell’s after effects. She thought she heard a long silenced din of other conflicts this place had seen. Would someone later feel an echo of all this?
 
   “You are... quite the bother,” Vajan said. He was winded and Katja realized she was even more so. He had to realize that.
 
   “What’s it like to kill an entire village of innocent people?” she asked in a harsh voice she barely recognized.
 
   “Easy.”
 
   She made a strangled sound and attacked. Vajan evaded the blow and aimed a counterattack at her unarmoured legs.
 
   Katja defended with the axe and then pushed the handle at him. She managed to drive him a bit back and then struck at him with the shaft. Then she jabbed with the axe rather than chop and the top of the shaft hit him in the fighting hand.
 
   Vajan screamed and dropped the sword but got a grip on the axe handle with his left. Katja pulled and kicked at him but he wasn’t so easy to unbalance. She went for the knife before remembering that it lay in the grass.
 
   “Remember this one?” Vajan hissed and thrust at her with his own knife. Katja most certainly remembered it and defended with her armoured arm. She managed to stop Vajan’s forearm but he kept pushing. The tip touched her belly and she knew a powerful enough stab would penetrate the armour.
 
   Not this time!
 
   She pulled hard on the axe but Vajan held it. Then she suddenly let go.
 
   Vajan overbalanced a moment. Katja grasped his wrist with both hands and turned the knife towards him.
 
   Vajan dropped the axe and held his right hand up in desperation and the blade slid through the palm. Vajan screamed as it exited the other side and Katja kept pushing towards his torso. Vajan headbutted her between the eyes. She fell backwards and stumbled over something.
 
   She flailed, trying to rise again before her balance or vision recovered, but she heard Vajan take to his feet. She rose up to a knee and saw him run in the direction they had all come from, with his injured hand up against his chest.
 
   She threw herself at the axe and picked it up. She spent a portion of the precious remaining energy she had left to sprint after him with the weapon. Vajan was fast, now that he was the one pushed on by the will to live.
 
   Katja stopped as he was stepping over the fallen log. She double-handed the axe, raised it over her head and threw it.
 
   The axe smacked into the back of Vajan’s head and knocked him over the log.
 
   “It was nice catching up!” Katja growled.
 
   The Brotherhood man didn’t respond.
 
   “I won,” Katja sighed to the world. She let herself fall with her back up against a tree.
 
   Still, she did not feel the satisfaction that came with victory. The evil force she had begun to feel earlier still called her. And it was growing stronger. If this wasn’t directly related to the sarcophagus it meant there were two major problems in this forest.
 
   She allowed herself four breaths. Then she sheathed the sword and knife and picked up the bow. She strode briskly towards the disturbance and passed by the archer she had killed. She snatched the quiver off the corpse and hung it on herself.
 
   She was starting to gain control over her breathing and could go on a light jog she expected to be able to maintain all the way.
 
   What is going on, you monsters? What calamity are you bringing about this time?
 
   After a stretch she picked up a familiar smell of intestines and shit. She followed it and saw in a bush the remains of a man who had been attacked by a demon. She knew of nothing else that left a body in such a state. She was relieved to see it wasn’t Serdra.
 
   How was that fight going, anyway? With nothing trying to kill her at the moment she finally had time to think about that.
 
   If Serdra was still alive she wasn’t close enough to this mysterious sorcery to have ended it. Did that mean the woman was busy somewhere else and that the sarcophagus was nowhere near the village? But if so then what was going on?
 
   Katja shuddered at the thought that she might be the only remaining person in the area who could save the day. But she had become certain that she was heading for the village. And the Night Hand didn’t plan to push the cart through the entire forest, did they?
 
   The disturbance suddenly seemed to intensify, but she then realized that this was something else similar but much closer. One of the demons burst out of the forest.
 
   The monster was hunched with short, stubby legs and long narrow arms. The flesh was creased and sickly looking, as she had come to expect from rushed summonings. One arm was almost severed and dangled by the monster’s side as it ran. It had been fighting.
 
   Katja dropped the bow and readied the sword as it attacked. She drew on the power within her and pushed it out and into the sword. The blade burned with the might of the Sentinel Flame and Katja gave a cry and slashed as the monster came upon her.
 
   The blow missed when the demon sidestepped. It swiped its claws at her and hit her in the shoulder.
 
   Stupid cow! she scolded herself and evaded the next attack. The Flame in the sword fluttered in tune with her concentration and the blow she landed in the demon’s torso inflicted less damage than it should have. Still, the flesh yielded and burned. The demon staggered back from this weapon which hurt more than anything else in the world of men and Katja steeled herself and breathed fresh life into the Flame.
 
   The demon couldn’t dodge the next blow and Katja burned the sword through its neck. The head bounced off a tree before the torso hit the ground and both parts began to break apart.
 
   Katja had no time to savour this victory either. She briefly examined her shoulder. The claws had torn slightly through the mail but it didn’t seem to be a major issue. She continued jogging.
 
   She was now certain that she was headed towards a spell of some sort. She knew the Night Hand had some sorcerers among their ranks but she could only link this to the Brotherhood.
 
   The disturbance crackled in the air. As Katja approached the village she felt the waves and pulses speed up. It was almost like a shrill howl in her ears, or rather her head. She didn’t know what was happening or how powerful this spell was meant to be, but she still felt it had to be reaching a climax.
 
   The light jog had enabled her to gather some energy and she now used it to speed up.
 
   She greatly feared being exhausted once the next battle began but the spell drew her inexorably. It was either meant for her and Serdra and had to be stopped, or the Night Hand which would mean they were close. Perhaps she could even hide and let them lead her to her other enemies.
 
   She sped through branches she now recognized and finally saw the village. The sight was no prettier than before but now at least she had something else to focus on and was almost grateful for it.
 
   The air remained as still as death and when she dared to stop a moment Katja heard some muttering ahead, roughly in the centre of the village. She jogged on with long steps. She tried to keep them soft and silent but weariness made it difficult.
 
   She saw them as she passed a house where four corpses lay up against the walls. They were in the middle of the area that would have counted as a square in a larger town.
 
   One of them was dark haired, pale and had a small beard. He was barechested, kneeling and clasped a knife in one hand.
 
   The other one was tall, broad shouldered and had ruffled, brown hair and a spear. Katja didn’t examine him more closely before putting an arrow on the string.
 
   The kneeling man spotted her and the one with the spear reacted to the gaze and turned around before a word was spoken. He had time to see the arrow come flying at him.
 
   The missile punctured the centre of the torso and he fell with a cry. Katja readied the next arrow as the kneeling man looked at his comrade in quick shock. It turned into anger as he reached the same conclusion as she did; it was a mortal wound.
 
   The man’s body did not tense up for escape as she would have expected. He just glared at her with anger and outrage in his eyes. She bared her teeth at him. He was surrounded by his own victims. What right did he have to disapprove of killings?
 
   “What is going on here?” she hissed. The man’s shamelessness had that effect on her voice and she hoped that it also covered her breathlessness.
 
   “Further loss,” he said with controlled hatred and looked her straight in the eye rather than at the arrow.
 
   “There has been great loss tonight,” she replied. “A little more makes little difference.”
 
   “These wretches are no loss,” the man said.
 
   The force she had harnessed with the string fought her. The arrow wanted to fly off and Katja wanted to let it. But perhaps she could discover something important. If it took no more than a few moments.
 
   “What have you done?” she reiterated. “What vileness were you attempting just now?”
 
   The man had made a shallow cut across his own chest. Thin streams of blood lay down to the belly. He stroked one index finger through them.
 
   “I am Arvar, descendant of kings,” he said with angry pride. “A family of power, which will rise again. And whether I live or die here tonight this forest will belong to us. Neither you nor the Night Hand will live to report anything that has happened here.”
 
   The arrow shook on the string. Katja darted her eyes about. There was nothing to see but corpses and houses and nothing to hear in this wretched forest but for the buzzing the spell had left behind.
 
   “I merely used what was available,” he then said.
 
   Katja heard pained gasps on the left. She looked there quickly and saw a long-limbed man of about forty years roll about to face her. His neck was covered in black buboes like the other villagers and Katja was at first disturbed that he still lived. But the face contorted into a horrid sneer. The dead eyes locked onto her with fierce hatred and the gasps turned into a shrill, piercing yell. Then he sprang up on his feet.
 
   Katja released the arrow and it smacked into his chest. He made a throaty noise and stumbled two steps backwards, but did not fall. She began to hear similar yells around as dead, ruined lungs suddenly began to breathe anew.
 
   A blond girl of marrying age stood up on Katja’s left. A boy of about ten stood up a bit further away. Katja glanced towards the latest noise and saw an old woman rise from an awkward position on top of a mound. The fifth person rose. And the sixth. And the seventh. And all glared at her with the same hatred.
 
   The sorcerers had let demons into the corpses.
 
   Katja returned her gaze to him and reached for the next arrow, but the demonic corpses charged at her.
 
   “Your timing is excellent, Red,” the man said sternly. “Getting to kill one of you is an excellent gift.”
 
   The long-limbed man with the arrow in him was almost upon her as the bow hit the ground. She dodged the wild attack as she drew the sword and slashed him in the back before he could turn around. She didn’t hit the spine as she had intended, but the cut still sufficed to drop him.
 
   The young girl’s fist impacted Katja’s face with more force than such a thin frame possessed. Katja fell on her back and for a moment didn’t understand which direction she was facing.
 
   She heard footsteps through the buzzing in her ears and knew she would die if they managed to pile on her.
 
   The girl leapt at Katja, who raised the sword up between them. The blade slid through her midsection and out the other side. The girl screamed and bile and vomit splattered at Katja. The stink was awful.
 
   The girl thrashed about on top of her and tried to hold her in place despite being impaled. Katja couldn’t help but shriek with disgust. The terrible noises sounded through the village as more entities from the underworld found damaged anchors in the world of men.
 
   “Kill her!” Arvar shouted.
 
   Katja tried to shake her off and saw the old woman pick up a shovel that had stood by a wall. The boy was almost upon her. She beat the panic down and pushed the Sentinel Flame into the sword.
 
   The demon wearing the girl screamed as the Flame burned and drove it from the wounded body.
 
   Katja threw the body off of her with a yell and tore the sword free. The boy came at her as she was rising and she kicked him in the head and had no time to feel bad about it.
 
   She struck a fighting pose and tried to gather her wits.
 
   The old woman came with the shovel, another villager had gotten his hands on a wooden mallet and the third a logging axe. All three charged at her from separate directions. Katja dodged the shovel and ran in the fourth one. She arrived at a fence forming a sty by a relatively large house.
 
   She couldn’t just run. Fleeing into the night until what little stamina she had left petered out would do no good. She had to stand her ground. And she had to reduce the opposition.
 
   She stepped up on the rail, then the post and leapt toward the roof before she could overbalance. She hit the roof edge and clawed herself up. Fingers stroked her feet a moment but didn’t get a grip before she could pull her feet up.
 
   She rose clumsily as the first demon began to climb up after her. Katja slashed at its hand. The man-demon screamed and fell down, but three others had similar plans.
 
   Katja heard the demons gather around the house. They were on every side. She was surrounded.
 
   Perhaps this wasn’t the best idea!
 
   She climbed up to the centre of the roof. The thick carpet of twigs the roof was made of cracked and creaked, but it held for now.
 
   The buzzing of the demons filled her mind. Or perhaps the blow was the cause. Or the fatigue. So many things weighed down on her.
 
   Come on, come on, she thought and focused on the Sentinel Flame. The blow, the fatigue, the fear, the horror and the buzzing the demons caused within her fought her; tried to drag her down. It hurt to think. It hurt to move.
 
   For a moment she tried to spot the sorcerer, but had no more time than that before the moment of peace was over. Two demons came up the roof’s north side, one the west and yet another one was climbing up the south side.
 
   She held the sword above her head and forced the fear into a new channel; let it grant her clarity and power. The Sentinel Flame burned into the sword and illuminated the roof. The closest demon grunted and hesitated. The hatred in its eyes turned into a fierceness perhaps caused by fear.
 
   The other two did charge. Katja turned on her heel and slashed. The hand flew off of the faster one and the demon fell and began to roll for the roof edge. The other one now hesitated as she thrust the point at it.
 
   The third one sprang into action and attacked her with a work knife. Katja turned again and slashed it in the chest. The Flame burned the demon away and the body fell down as it was supposed to do. The last one tried to tackle her. She managed to dodge and stabbed it in the back.
 
   A burning torch flew up on the roof. A moment later the sorcerer shouted something and Katja felt power in the air. The fire spread at unnatural speed and became a pyre in two blinks of an eye. The heat hit her and she jerked away in terror. She couldn’t battle fire.
 
   She stumbled down along the roof, with heavy, clumsy steps which sank ever more into the twigs. The fire intensified and stretched up into the sky. The demon corpses seemed to fear it about as much as her. They awaited her down on the ground; screamed, reached in her direction and shook what weapons they had. Falling into that group would be an ugly death. Perhaps uglier than the one this roof had to offer.
 
   Arvar continued chanting his sorcery and the fire continued eating up the space Katja had.
 
   She braced herself, took a deep breath and channelled all her strength into her legs before taking the leap. For an instant she was relieved to escape the fire. The gravity took over and she landed feet-first in the little cart she had aimed for.
 
   The wagon did shorten the fall but she still took a hard blow throughout the body and the cart fell on the side. Katja managed to roll as she hit the ground and the screams and footsteps of the corpses were encouragement enough to rise quickly.
 
   Katja stumbled to an animal fence surrounding a residential house. She turned in the open gate and waited for the horde with her weapon readied. With a bit of luck she could fell at least one and then retreat as the fence delayed them a bit.
 
   An old man was in the front of the screaming pack that headed towards her. She quickly went over the reach of his limbs and waited to swing.
 
   She heard more incomprehensible words through the noise of the demons and felt a sudden sting in her right arm. She screamed and felt a cold numbness go through her arm. She lost power in the limb and retreated hurriedly while switching the sword into the left hand. The old man sped through the gate and she slashed clumsily at him. The blade struck him in the jaw and the old bone gave in. It didn’t stop his attack though, and he snatched at her with thin, knotted fingers.
 
   Katja backed into the doorway and lit the Sentinel Flame in it. The monsters shrank away from it and hesitated. Katja slammed the door shut and almost shouted with joy at seeing a bar within reach. The loss of focus cost her the Flame and the screaming mob attacked the door as soon as she put the bar across the door with her left hand.
 
   Fists beat on the door with force and fury. The door was sturdier than Katja would have expected, but would nonetheless not hold out for long. She moved the sword from her armpit and tried to shake life back into her right arm.
 
   She looked over the space. A table. Stools. Two chests. Four beds. One small, rough cabinet and another larger one. A fireplace. These were the most notable inventory. She strode to the table and dragged it to the door with her left hand. She pushed it over and placed it against the door. The table wasn’t very heavy but would at least delay them somewhat.
 
   The fist blows on the door grew rather fewer, but instead she now heard a thundering one which caused the first visible damage. The wooden mallet was probably being put to use.
 
   Katja looked all about, at everything, in search of something useful, but it was too dark to see anything other than the furniture.
 
   The mallet hit the door again and one board began to sway inward.
 
   She put her right hand between her teeth and bit down hard to force it to cooperate. She wasn’t sure whether it worked or whether the effects were simply fading out, but the arm began to come to life.
 
   She moved the sword to her right hand and used the left one to drag the larger chest up against the table.
 
   The mallet knocked for the third time and the fourth. The door’s upper portion was starting to break apart. She saw faces outside, illuminated by the burning roof; sick, dead and contorted with the rage of consciousnesses not of this world. These looks did not belong on human faces and there was something very unsettling about seeing a demon’s gaze coming from a person.
 
   “Wasn’t killing them enough?!” she screamed at the sorcerer, wherever he was. Fear, anger, outrage and combat frenzy lent strength to her voice. “Did you have to defile them as well?!”
 
   “Do not scold me for making these nobodies useful!” the man replied from somewhere outside.
 
   The mallet smashed a larger piece from the door, perhaps enough for a skinny person to squeeze through. The demon corpses needed no more encouragement and a few of them flocked to the hole. They got in each other’s way, but a woman of about fifty got through after a few moments and put her arm through the door. The crush pushed on her back and her head broke in between the planks.
 
   Katja severed the arm. The woman flailed in the hole. Katja didn’t know whether she was thrashing with pain or trying even harder to break in, but a blow to the head ended it.
 
   The other monsters pulled the body aside and trampled it down. A large hand clamped on one of the planks and broke it off.
 
   “Sentinel!” the demon growled in the distorted voice of the man whose body this had been.
 
   She stabbed out through the hole and hit someone in the chest. Another tried to grab the blade but she managed to snatch it back inside.
 
   A demon grabbed another plank as its fellows squeezed through the hole. Katja stabbed it in the fingers and it sufficed to make it stop and instead start beating them again.
 
   Katja heard a familiar sound and felt great heat on the top of her head. She looked up and saw fire through the ceiling. Arvar had repeated his trick.
 
   Some of the demons hesitated a bit due to the fire. Others continued demolishing the door and Katja slashed desperately. The hole wasn’t wide enough for a proper swing. She inflicted a minor wound which didn’t discourage the demon corpse. She stabbed again and again and again, with wild force to try to clear a way out.
 
   The heat intensified and the crackle of the flames became a roar. Sparks fell down on her and she smelled smoke.
 
   I am not going to die in fire, she thought and fought the panic. She struck a man in the neck and he fell away from the door. I am not going to die in fire!
 
   Someone drove a pitchfork through the hole and almost hit her in the face.
 
   She shrieked and ducked under the attack.
 
   “This isn’t working!” she said to herself and took up position in front of the door. She held her left palm out to the monsters and reached within herself. The Flame would cost her energy she barely still possessed, but there was no other option. She had to get out!
 
   She found the Flame within herself and given their sudden hesitation the demons sensed what was coming.
 
   Flaming debris from the ceiling fell down next to her. Her start ruined her focus and the Flame sank back down into her soul.
 
   She cursed shrilly and heard something come through the hole in the door. The smoke the debris had brought with it obscured her vision, but she walked to the attacker and swung.
 
   The blade passed over the head of the little boy who ran at her and clasped his small hands around her left arm.
 
   Katja saw a grown man force his way through the door. She beat the hilt into the demon boy’s head. His feet failed but the grip remained.
 
   Katja pulled against the weight and swung at the man as he was getting up. She hit him in the right arm he held up in defence, then the shoulder as he rose. Finally the third blow landed on his head and stunned him.
 
   The little boy locked his teeth around her index finger and bit.
 
   Katja screamed and staggered away from the door. She frantically drove her knee into his belly, but it wasn’t enough and he bit the finger off at the middle joint.
 
   Katja screamed again and kicked him away. The kid hit the floor and grimaced at her with the finger between his teeth.
 
   They had gained control of the doorway and were pushing away the table and lifting the bar, the roof was almost entirely on fire and the air was turning unbearably hot and her left hand spewed blood.
 
   Katja backed to one of the corners as fear mixed with desperation and formed a whirlpool. The demon boy stood up.
 
   She held her left hand to her chest and tried to ready the sword with her right one. In doing so she bumped her elbow on something.
 
   It was a window shutter. She hadn’t noticed it in the darkness. She didn’t waste time seeing whether it had a latch, just raised her left arm and drove her elbow into it with all her strength.
 
   The shutter burst open and Katja let herself drop out.
 
   The chill of the night received her like a hug after the heat of the fire. She crawled the first few steps but then pulled herself up. She turned on her heel and ran to the window sword first. She stabbed the demon coming out of it and then ran off. She had to find the cursed sorcerer and end him.
 
   She couldn’t help looking at her left hand. The stump bled hard and the pain was kicking in after the initial shock. There was something wrong about seeing this physical change.
 
   It will grow back, she thought in an attempt to calm herself. It will grow back, Serdra said so!
 
   Arvar stood some distance from the house, in front of the one he had set fire to first. He had an axe in his hand and observed his minions break into the house. He saw her head his way and shilly-shallied a moment.
 
   The demon corpses were quick to realize what she had done and she didn’t need to look back to know they were chasing her. But she would kill him first. She would avenge all this.
 
   The terror that had filled her a few moments ago took a sharp turn and channelled the momentum into rage. These people had been innocent. Now they were monsters.
 
   She sped over the last metres to Arvar. The Brotherhood man spoke a word Katja felt in her head. She felt the burn begin in her mind and started to forget the time and place before a white wall of pain.
 
   She abused her throat with an angry roar which carried her through the fog and sent the sword towards Arvar. The man narrowly managed to parry with his axe. The blow knocked him off balance and he stumbled over the corpse of a woman he hadn’t awoken.
 
   The corpse sat up and Arvar suddenly looked frightened. Katja now sensed something fear had overshadowed earlier; the same cold abyss as had emanated from the sarcophagus. She took a few steps back and Arvar crawled from the corpse as it rose.
 
   Katja looked about. More corpses were rising. They did not possess the fury that characterized the others and they didn’t breath any more than regular dead bodies. The gaze of the woman who now looked at her was cold and dead. Something moved her but it wasn’t life of any kind.
 
   This was the work of the Death Lord.
 
   The dead woman snatched at Katja, who slashed her in the arm. The corpse did not react to the wound, nor the one Katja inflicted on its face. It finally fell as she slashed it in the neck and went almost all the way through.
 
   The demon corpses who had been coming at her now got into a fight with the rising revenants. The fury and power of the demons met the durability of the dead and Katja couldn’t immediately tell which counted for more.
 
   More corpses were rising around them and Arvar was getting to his feet. Katja stepped up to him and slashed him in the right leg. The man gave a cry and the leg buckled. A corpse of a long-bearded man who had been heading at her got a grip on her right arm before she could react.
 
   Katja pulled against it and moved the sword to her right hand before thinking about what she was doing. The maimed grip was weak and hideously painful, but she managed to slash the man across the hamstring and fell him.
 
   Her weariness and pain enabled him to drag her down with him as he went down, but she managed to roll away from him before he got her again.
 
   She saw revenants wherever she looked. They were surrounded. Arvar knew it as well as she and tried desperately to rise on his left leg up against a wall. Their eyes met a moment.
 
   “They have more right to punish you than I,” she said and then attacked the revenants. The arm reaching for her from the right was no match for the sword and the one on the left didn’t get a good grip before she made it out of the circle.
 
   Arvar had no memorable rebuttal. He just screamed as the revenants closed in on him.
 
   Some of them chased after Katja. She heard their footsteps as she ran on exhausted legs to the village outskirts. The aura of the walking dead was not as potent and noticeable as of those demons she had encountered, but this close she easily sensed unnatural power within them.
 
   She finally turned on her heel as she was almost to the treeline, a few metres from the road north. Four revenants were coming at her. Behind them she saw that the flames of the two houses had spread to at least two more and illuminated the battle.
 
   The demons hammered the revenants with rocks, sticks, shovels, knives and bare fists. The corpses had difficulty overcoming their strength and frenzy, but the demons also had trouble damaging them and were themselves less durable. Katja had also culled their numbers somewhat. Katja saw a demon hold a revenant down and cave its skull in with repeated blows. She also saw three revenants with terrible wounds tackle a demon and simply bite it to death.
 
   It was a battle of monsters. Soulless risen ones against the demons of the Brotherhood. The Silent War had turned an innocent village into a nightmare.
 
   Katja felt a knot in her stomach as she readied the sword against the people she had danced with. Should she fight them or just flee? Where was the Death Lord at this point?
 
   Some entity suddenly appeared and beheaded a revenant. She beheaded the next one while they were still reacting and then dodged a counterattack. It was Serdra.
 
   Katja felt her heart lurch and she attacked the corpses herself. She slashed one of them in the head and brought it down and Serdra easily slew the fourth one. Katja cut her opponent’s hand off as it lay there and Serdra took the other one. The woman then seized it by the hair, lifted the head off the ground and struck it off.
 
   “Serdra,” Katja said in a raw voice. She wanted to say something better. Or embrace. But she could tell from her mentor that the fight wasn’t won yet.
 
   “I came for the horses,” the woman said curtly and without emotion and sheathed her sword. She walked briskly part her student and along the road. Katja followed.
 
   “The horses?”
 
   “Are you bleeding out?” Serdra asked.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then you must fight. The Night Hand was cunning. They took the sarcophagus off the cart after some distance and carried it as one man led the cart in another direction. I followed the tracks and let myself be led astray.”
 
   “Do they mean to carry it all the way out of the forest?”
 
   “You remember the narrow fjord that penetrates deep inland, just to the east. They’ve sailed in along it and landed there with the wagon. I just missed them after they headed off again.”
 
   Katja had sheathed her weapon and was trying to bandage her finger with a piece of her shirt.
 
   “But they did lose several people in the forest fighting,” Serdra said. Katja examined her more closely and saw she bore marks of combat. “Rowing back will be slow going. We can possibly beat them to the mouth. If we hurry and exhaust the horses.”
 
   “Then...” Katja sighed and tried to gather her vigour. The battle passion was wearing off and being replaced with pains she had been able to ignore in the heat of the moment. “Then we will.”
 
   “Indeed. I meant to alternate the horses, but we will do better together.”
 
   The horses were not happy once they found them, but at least they had gotten some rest. Getting them back on the road was a fight and it took harshness to get them going northward. But it worked.
 
   The ride was difficult. Katja’s muscles began to stiffen after all the strain and she started to feel every blow and cut she had received. She clenched her teeth and tried to suppress the pain. It made it a bit easier for her to drive the horse so harshly. The sarcophagus was more important than the well-being of two horses and they showed no mercy. They had to carry them to the coast, no longer.
 
   The journey went by in a haze of fatigue, pain and fear and Katja had ever more trouble maintaining focus. The mind wanted to fade out away from the haze.
 
   Finally they exited the forest and arrived on the main road. The distance east to the bridge was short and they dismounted as soon as they saw it. They didn’t even bother tying the horses. They immediately collapsed on the ground anyway.
 
   They jogged to the bridge and Katja looked south the moment she felt planks beneath her soles. The narrow fjord snaked off into the darkness of the forest. There was no ship in sight and Katja could drop down on the bridge.
 
   “Too late... or too early?” she asked weakly.
 
   “Too early,” Serdra said and leaned on the rail. “I feel the abyss approach.”
 
   Katja didn’t need to ask anything else. She knew what her mentor meant. She herself sensed nothing right now, whether that was due to fatigue or lack of experience. But she remembered the sensation. She would recognize it a hundred years from now.
 
   A hole in world, she thought. A thirsty hole.
 
   “Don’t let your muscles stiffen,” Serdra warned her and Katja pushed herself up.
 
   The bridge was rather long but not that tall. The pillars were far enough apart in the middle for a small ship to slip under if the mast were taken down. And then the Inner Sea would take it.
 
   Katja walked to the north side and looked out on the black ocean. Where would the Night Hand go if they made good their escape? Along the channel and onto the open sea? Or would they sail back north and somehow smuggle their master north? Or to some completely different harbour to confuse enemies?
 
   She gave up and shook her head. It made no difference. There would be nothing they could do about it.
 
   Am I ready to die? she suddenly thought as she stretched her muscles and prepared for this night’s final battle. Can I throw myself on a sword if it means stopping the Death Lord?
 
   She tried telling herself that her hands were shaking due to exhaustion.
 
   “They are coming,” Serdra said in a half-whisper. Katja looked at her mentor. She had never seen the woman so focused. She immediately saw how Serdra would have answered the question and somehow she felt better than ever how far apart they were.
 
   She began to feel the abyss again.
 
   They knelt and peered carefully over the rail. The ship appeared out of the darkness, first as a small light burning on board and then they saw the ship itself. It was perhaps slightly smaller than the one that had carried them over the Inner Sea and the mast lay in the keel. She saw four oars in the water and soon heard groans and sounds of effort. The journey hadn’t been easy for them. Perhaps that would tip even the scales.
 
   They knelt into total cover as the ship grew nearer and crawled to the north side. Katja heard an emotionless but steady voice shout instructions for the delicate task of sailing between the pillars. She let herself hope that the Night Hand would make a mistake and a collision would end the flight.
 
   But the ship slid on and Katja felt the abyss move beneath her.
 
   Serdar swung herself over the rail and let herself hang there a moment. Katja followed her lead and felt her arms shake at the strain.
 
   There is no going back, she thought.
 
   The ship’s stem appeared beneath their feet.
 
   “Now,” Serdra whispered and they let go simultaneously.
 
   The planks smacked into Katja’s soles and the blow led up into the knees. They buckled a moment, which was all the time Katja had to take in the situation. The one in the stem shouted and managed to take one step back before Serdra broke his throat with her fist and sent him overboard.
 
   The four men who had been rowing let go of the oars and drew weapons as the two of them raised their swords. The other three, who had stood by the sarcophagus in the cargo hold, were already braced for a fight. One of them was the Acolyte, with his slashed, emotionless face.
 
   “Protect the master!” shouted the Acolyte and advanced with his sword. 
 
   Katja and Serdra attacked in step with all the strength they had left. Everything happened so fast in the weary daze through which Katja experienced the world.
 
   She slashed and slashed and did all she could to maintain momentum; to force the men back and get to the sarcophagus. Serdra struck a man in the head and Katja wounded a man and then the second. The Acolyte met Serdra and fought much like she.
 
   Another man threw himself at the woman with an axe. She cut him down and he didn’t even try to defend himself, but the interruption enabled the Acolyte to slash her torso.
 
   The tide snatched the ship out onto the Inner Sea and the fight was halted a moment as everyone fought the rocking.
 
   The Acolyte attacked Serdra, but the woman parried and slashed at his legs. Katja didn’t see how serious the wound was but the man did fall backwards in the rocking. Katja cut off a hand and then pushed the man overboard. His comrade managed to give her a weak blow to the side. She retaliated with a slash to his unarmoured torso. The man fell.
 
   The other two who still stood attacked Serdra in place of their leader. Serdra defended with an attack and accepted minor wounds to drive them back and an instant later she cut a man in the neck. The other one was able to parry her sword and tried to push back but Katja stepped to them and chopped him in the head.
 
   The abyss suddenly washed over her, as if the ship had taken in a wave. The combat fog she had sank into suddenly evaporated and she couldn’t help looking towards the sarcophagus.
 
   There, in the lamp’s soft light, one could see something man-shaped floating above the sarcophagus. Something pale and translucent and terrible. The antithesis of the world. The antithesis of life.
 
   This was a Death Lord and Katja again felt terribly small.
 
   “The master!” came the reverential shout of the man whom Katja had slashed in the torso.
 
   The spirit floated to them in an instant and reached for Serdra. The woman lit the Sentinel Flame in the nick of time. The Flame burned with as much force as Katja had ever seen Serdra employ and the Death Lord’s spirit stopped a moment a metre away.
 
   Katja felt she sensed some emotion in the spirit’s mien. She couldn’t hazard a guess as to what it was.
 
   The shape stretched out something that was probably an arm and plunged through the Sentinel Flame. A deep, hollow howl echoed through Katja’s mind and white sparks came off the rune Serdra had lit in the air. The woman groaned with effort and perhaps pain and the Flame illuminated the ship and the surrounding ocean.
 
   Then the Flame vanished as Serdra lost it and she stumbled backwards. The Death Lord reached for her. The immaterial limb went through the woman’s torso without causing any visible wound, but Serdra screamed. Katja had never heard that before.
 
   The sound finally pushed her into action and she sped to this terrible foe with the sword raised. She tried to summon the Sentinel Flame from within herself.
 
   The Death Lord ceased the attack on Serdra as it saw Katja approach. Serdra fell down limply and Katja heard a heavy blow from somewhere. She gave it no thought. She could focus on nothing besides this horror which contaminated the world merely by stirring in its sleep.
 
   She found a smidgeon of strength and pushed it out into the sword. The blade lit up and she struck at the Death Lord. The entity retreated, enough for the attack to miss and retaliated.
 
   Katja didn’t understand the situation but sensed her demise in the Death Lord’s touch and evaded the half-visible hand which tried to strike her.
 
   Another heavy thud could be heard and another.
 
   The Flame lit just behind the phantom. Katja glanced to the side just long enough to see her mentor had sat up and held her empty hand out to the Death Lord. She then lit a second Flame in front of it and trapped the monster.
 
   “NOW!” she shouted and grimaced as the Death Lord pressed on the Flame in front of him.
 
   Katja leapt through the air with the sword above her head; the sword burning with the energy in her soul, given to her to defend the world. The sword and the energy hit the trapped Death Lord in unison and Katja felt some sort of cold backlash go through her.
 
   The sword burned its way through and the Flame hissed like water on a hot pan. The howl reverberated through the darkness that followed. The abyss lost its power and could only retreat to the sarcophagus.
 
   Katja wobbled a moment. The backlash had some lingering effect and the Inner Sea was playing with the uncontrolled boat. Serdra got up shakily and Katja finally took note of the repeated blows.
 
   The Acolyte and one other man stood by the sarcophagus and were chopping along with it with long logging axes. Seawater was already flooding through.
 
   “No!” shouted Katja and hurried towards them. Her steps were heavy and stiff and too short. The Flame had burned away her last remaining energy. She saw the axes hit the boards three more times before she reached them. The cold sea swirled about her ankles and the broken boards groaned beneath the weight of the sarcophagus.
 
   The bald man was closer to her and saw her coming. He reacted as she struck clumsily at him and tried to parry with the axe. They were both injured and slow and the result was a mere shallow cut to his arm. The man fell into the water rapidly filling the keel.
 
   “The master escapes,” the Acolyte sighed and gave the board one final great blow.
 
   “You won’t,” Katja said. She threw herself onto the sarcophagus and stabbed over it at him. He was too busy with the final blow to defend himself. She hit him in the chest and fell up against the bulwark.
 
   The bald man rose on one knee clutching the axe, but Serdra’s sword flew through the air and hit him. The woman walked to the Death Lord’s sanctuary with a similar gait as Katja.
 
   “Defend me,” she said and put her palms on the sarcophagus.
 
   The Acolyte rose with effort and Katja advanced on him with her stiff steps. He tried to get at Serdra as the woman battled the lid, but Katja was able to intercept him.
 
   Something in the keel snapped and water suddenly poured up along the sarcophagus. Serdra clawed along the lid one last time and then gravity pulled the sarcophagus through the damaged planks with a great crack. It vanished into the black sea and the leak turned into a flood.
 
   The water seized Katja before she could think of what to do. She narrowly managed to sheathe her sword before losing sight of her surroundings. The lamp burning on the ship sank and the water suddenly closed over her head.
 
   Katja swallowed seawater and kicked against the suction that came when she suddenly felt nothing beneath her feet.
 
   Then she emerged up on the surface and gulped air.
 
   She tread water and tried to look about. There was nothing to see but waves and Serdra where she swam a few metres away. They were too far from land to see it in the dark.
 
   The ship had sunk and the Death Lord’s sarcophagus lay somewhere at the bottom of the Inner Sea.
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   “We made it onto land with some difficulty,” Serdra said to finish the telling. “The current carried us some distance when we finally crawled onto the beach. So we don’t know where exactly the sarcophagus sank. But people in the area told us that whole area is quite deep.”
 
   Maron nodded. The lines in his face seemed to have deepened twofold since last Katja saw him.
 
   The three of them sat together in the homestead’s lounge, mugs in hand. They had returned around sunset and the black of night had taken over as they went over the small details of the journey.
 
   “What about the Night Hand?” Maron asked.
 
   “At least two were still alive as the ship went down,” Katja said. She had made an effort to contribute to the conversation. “Wounded, but not necessarily fatally so. So it is possible that they too swam ashore. It’s also possible that some got separated from their comrades in the forest without being slain by the Brotherhood.” She pondered briefly. “But then they also know less about what happened than those on the ship.”
 
   “Indeed,” Serdra said. “And I think it near certain that some Brotherhood men survived the slaughter in the forest. But I question whether they will still try to claim the area after these events. Especially if we assume correctly that Katja slew their leader.”
 
   “Technically the corpses slew him,” Katja remarked drily. She looked at her left hand. Eight days had passed since the battle and her middle finger had just finished regrowing. The new finger was pale but otherwise it was as if nothing had happened.
 
   A new finger. How about that.
 
   She scratched her hairline with it.
 
   “But anyway,” Serdra said to both of them. “It seems to me that a Brotherhood coven wanted to claim a new area to use as a secret base. That is why they had Aron Vogn murdered, to keep the centre of the country sparsely populated and low on traffic. Such circumstances suit them well. They only had to destroy one village to have a whole lot of empty space in the forest to themselves.”
 
   She paused to take a sip of wine and then continued.
 
   “The Night Hand wanted to move their master precisely because of the planned increase in traffic and population. And around the time the Brotherhood was starting its plans the coven of Farnar found out about Night Hand men passing through their area and ambushed them. And we know how that went.”
 
   “The coven Vajan and Arvar belonged to then heard the same news we did and wanted to know what was going on before beginning their operation. So why Vajan and a few others went north to investigate the matter as the rest waited in the forest.”
 
   “And everyone bumped into everyone,” Katja said.
 
   They were silent for a while. Then Maron sighed.
 
   “This must be made known. All our people must be told what has happened in these last days. When the next war beings, be it in five years or a hundred we can apparently assume that a Death Lord will walk ashore by the Inner Sea.”
 
   He stood up with difficulty and leaned onto his cane.
 
   “I will get started on that in the morning. Do you have anything else to say before we take our rest?”
 
   Serdra shook her head.
 
   “Just one thing,” Katja said. She looked down into the mug and let the remaining drops slide about in the bottom. “Have either of you ever seen a dove in Amerstan?”
 
   “A dove?” Maron said. “No. Why do you ask?”
 
   Katja fiddled a bit with her pebble necklace without looking at them.
 
   “It... doesn’t matter,” she said distractedly. She stood up herself and her wounds complained. “Let us just retire.”
 
   She yawned and so the meeting was over. Maron walked away with his slow, careful steps and she and Serdra strolled to their room.
 
   Only now did Katja start feeling some relaxation.
 
   It was good to be back in a familiar place. It was good to be able to see Linda again and rest from all the battles in a safe and comfortable place. But none of that changed the fact that she could feel the tingle creep up on her. The joy of having travelled, fought and won. All the horror and the deaths seemed to have merely delayed it.
 
   She felt she ought to be disgusted by herself, but couldn’t do it.
 
   What am I?
 
   Serdra slid the door latch aside.
 
   “Serdra,” Katja said and broke the silence.
 
   The woman turned around and looked at her. Katja was silent a moment.
 
   “Did we win?” she then said.
 
   Serdra was briefly silent herself.
 
   “We depopulated the Brotherhood and the Night Hand,” she then said.
 
   “Yes, I know that, but...” Katja hesitated and tried to find words for the unease the entire matter had left in her. It was good to have survived and to have slain so many enemies. It was good to have heeded the Call. But that wasn’t enough for her.
 
   “Winning this war will not come down to two people, Katja,” Serdra said. She didn’t employ her mentoring voice, but rather a softer tone Katja so rarely heard from her. Suddenly the woman’s eyes were not as piercing as usual.
 
   She put a hand on her student’s shoulder. It surprised her but was still rather soothing.
 
   “We will just have to do what we can and hope that other people in other places and other times will do the same. That is how the world is preserved. And that is how this conflict will hopefully be won someday.”
 
   Katja was silent and looked away.
 
   “I myself am disappointed that we couldn’t slay a Death Lord,” the woman continued and Katja looked back at her. “It would have been a great favour to the entire world. But at least we were able to prevent his servants from absconding with him, into whatever hideaway they had in mind. That will have to suffice for us and really is a heavier blow than they have been dealt in a long time.”
 
   “A lot of people died.”
 
   “Yes. Sadly, that is unavoidable in this war.”
 
   Serdra put both hands on Katja’s shoulders.
 
   “Do not try to shoulder the burden of battling all the evil of the world. You only have two shoulders and can only be in one place at a time.”
 
   Something about the woman’s voice and face made Katja suspect she was speaking from experience.
 
   “I will... try to remember that. Was that a taste of the old days?” she then asked. “The old conflicts?”
 
   “A faint taste, yes. Given what I have been told.”
 
   Katja nodded. She supposed she hadn’t really thought the matter through when she fantasized about the old wars.
 
   They were both silent for a little while and Katja allowed the light pressure on her shoulders to soothe her further.
 
   “You did well, Katja,” Serdra finally said. “You have experienced much in a short period and taken in the lessons I have laid before you. There is little left for me to teach you. Soon you will have to learn on your own.”
 
   Katja was a bit struck by that.
 
   “Thank you,” was all she could whisper.
 
   “Now let us rest,” Serdra said. “We can speak more in the morning.”
 
   She opened the door and Katja followed her into the room.
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