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1.
 
    
 
   The year 301 After Dissolution. Spring.
 
    
 
   Peter Savaren stood up. It was time.
 
   The meditation and the herbs had been the final part of mental preparation largely centred around erasing fear and doubt about the change, the sacrifice, the battle that lay ahead.
 
   So he took the latch off the door and opened it into the hallway with a calm and focused heart. He left the little room he had used as a meditation room, and entered the Nest’s winding hallways.
 
   The tunnel system was the coven’s haven. Here, up in the mountain looming over Mooncape, they had performed their rituals and experiments away from the eyes of the world. Here he and his brothers and sisters had unearthed the wisdom that had been lost over the centuries. Now their efforts would be put to the test.
 
   This was a dangerous move. The ceremony had not been successful for generations. That knowledge had been lost in the internal strife that had plagued their secret society for so long and enabled their enemies to keep them down. But for no longer. He felt as much in his soul and bones. He was ready to take on the role the Brotherhood of the Pit needed. It was his duty and his right.
 
   Peter heard the buzz of the ceremony and though he couldn’t make out the words he felt their power in the air. He had been taught as much since his earliest years, as was any descendant of Zakari Manso and the order he had founded. A great power had been summoned out beneath the night sky, and the only component missing was himself.
 
   He arrived at the steps to the surface and took them with a slow, even pace. He knew that when he went back he would not be the same, perhaps even unrecognisable, but he had purged fear, doubt and excitement from his mind. So upon seeing the site of the ceremony he felt only focus and determination.
 
   His brethren and servants stood in a semicircle on the mountain’s peak, surrounded by braziers which kept them warm in the night, air and illuminated the runic circle. It had been drawn on marble flagstones that had been arranged with great precision where Tovar Savaren had died.
 
   Peter’s father had fallen while trying to seize power and uplift the coven a year earlier with the same mindset as so many of his predecessors. It had been a great loss to the coven and Peter himself, but if he had lived then this ceremony would most likely not have taken place. Nor would what it was meant to achieve. It was time to abandon methods and ideologies that had held the heirs of Zakari back, and to wield the same power as that great sorcerer.
 
   The night was cold, but in spite of being stark naked Peter didn’t feel it. This was a moment of the mind, not the body.
 
   His brethren were all hidden by their ceremonial hoods, becoming an unrecognisable crowd instead of individuals. In unison they chanted words mankind had not created, like one voice coming from many throats. His servants rode the stream of words they had practised incessantly for months. They were as one as the demonic song rang through the air and weakened the divide between worlds. It was almost as if the words worked through them, rather being spoken by them.
 
   Peter made eye contact with no-one but saw that they were not too entranced to notice him. He himself focused on the circle drawn on the stones. It was a multi-layered work of art, power bound on the earth as runes, symbols and lines. Much of the coven’s preparation had gone into perfecting the circle. No still-living man had drawn such a thing, after all. Every single line had to be utterly precise to control and bind the entities which now observed them from beyond the divide.
 
   Peter stepped inside the ring and knelt in the middle of it. His brethren began to chant faster and the words almost became a drumming. The sounds and power in the air were intertwined, and began to join with all of his senses. His heart beat in rhythm with the spell and the entities brushed up against Peter’s mind.
 
   He picked up the small, sharp knife that had awaited him within the circle, and added his own words to the choir as he drew the blade along his left cheek. The blood leaked slowly down along his neck and joined with the runes that had been drawn onto his body.
 
   The choir’s song turned into maddened screams and the entities flocked to Peter as he sang the final words of the spell.
 
   They wanted to drown him, invade his soul and destroy everything in their path. But the signs on his body and the choir forced them to comply. He received them as they demanded, but with conditions and enough willpower to demand them.
 
   The entities joined with him and for a moment, or an eternity, Peter knew truth and horror and power and secrets barred from flesh. He burned with pain, the like of which he had never imagined, but didn’t know whether it was his body suffering or something else, nor whether he screamed or the entities did.
 
   The men of the Brotherhood finished the song and spoke in unison.
 
   “On crossroads the flesh will be sacrificed. On a field of battle and a place of power the Dragon will burn as a man and rise again in great power. Hail to the Dragon in the shape of man.”
 
   They watched the body inside the circle fall down on all fours. All were silent. The ceremony was concluded and the power in the air began fading away. It only remained to see the results.
 
   Lars pulled the hood off his head. He was not known for letting emotions get the better of him. He was the cold knife and the loyal guard dog who had served Tovar Savaren loyally and skilfully, and now served his son. So he was rather surprised to feel his knees shake as his master looked up.
 
   For the ceremony had been a success. What remained was neither Peter nor the entities. And what came next would mark a turning point.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The year 301 After Dissolution. Fall.
 
    
 
   Hunger Isle was well named. It was little more than a pile of dirt that had managed to break the surface of the Inner Sea, but then given up and settled. It was flat and exposed to winds and little grew on it other than hardy grasses and other inedible plants. There was no fresh water to be had and the isle generally served no purpose other than to beach the occasional ship.
 
   Consequently, it made for a fine meeting place.
 
   Kolgrimur looked over the isle as he stood in the ship’s stem while his men rowed the final metres. Hiding an ambush there would be a challenge under any circumstances and he was quite sure it would be impossible now, given the crowd standing in a few separate groups on the middle of the isle.
 
   Not that he had been worried. The Brotherhood had not lived up to its name in a long time, but some customs were always to be honoured and the peace circle was one of those. Kolgrimur looked at the circle in his grip. It had been woven from wicker and a single sunflower and had been delivered to him along with a call to a major meeting.
 
   No man worthy of the word didn’t accept such an invitation, if only to know what was going on.
 
   He counted the ships that had been dragged into the sand and squinted at the groups. All the coven leaders around the Inner Sea seemed to be in attendance. Kolgrimur was last, then, and the meeting could begin without delay.
 
   The ship slid up on the beach. Kolgrimur’s men leapt overboard and dragged it far enough for it to stay there. He stepped ashore with the circle in his hand.
 
   “Be at the ready,” he said softly, and approached the crowd.
 
   His coming had been overlooked by no-one, and all eyes were on Kolgrimur as he headed to the middle of Hunger Isle trailed by his men. He carefully went over the situation, and the individuals and their weapons.
 
   No-one approached him, but Anders did turn to face him and nod.
 
   “Good day, brothers,” Kolgrimur said formally and inclined his head to the men who were his rivals and equals, enemies and kinfolk.
 
   “Good day, Kolgrimur,” Anders said a bit dryly and the others repeated the words. He was thin, well-dressed and had perfectly straight grey hair that matched his eyes.
 
   “Your cousin’s fate is on every lip,” said Boler, a short, stocky man with greying hair and a beard, and prematurely aged skin. “Our condolences.” Boler’s face and voice did not match the spirit of the words, but then he wasn’t known for displaying his feelings.
 
   Kolgrimur stopped walking, and put his hands behind his back.
 
   “Arvar chose to abandon my guidance and fumble for power,” he said in his dark voice. “He fell victim to his own carelessness.”
 
   “Carelessness is not the problem around the Inner Sea these days,” Kohler said gloomily. All knew what the beefy, blond man was referring to.
 
   “Are you quite sure of that, brother?” Kolgrimur replied.
 
   Someone clapped hard three times, as a sign to pay attention. Kolgrimur looked towards the sound and saw Lars, the Savaren family’s loyal killer. He was bald, with deep-set, stinging eyes and a face that seemed specifically designed for causing unease.
 
   The killer’s coven brethren were up to something behind him. The meeting clearly had begun.
 
   “Welcome,” Lars said in his harsh voice. “My master Peter Savaren has called you all to this meeting to discuss important matters.”
 
   One’s instincts were to watch the speaker, but Kolgrimur looked past him and saw the Mooncape men part for someone walking through the group.
 
   “And where is the young master?” Anders asked.
 
   Lars stepped aside and a person walked out of the group. No-one spoke but Kolgrimur heard a few muffled gasps.
 
   The man wore a white robe with golden edges and a hood that cast the face into shadow. Old symbols Kolgrimur had only ever seen in books were sewn on the sleeves and shoulders. The garment was wide enough to swallow the man and turn him into a vague image of power instead of a person. This was the robe of the Dragon. The symbol of the highest leader.
 
   Kolgrimur could not see his eyes behind the hood but still felt a shiver pass through himself and guessed it had been due to Peter’s gaze.
 
   Renor, who could never stay silent for long, was the first to speak.
 
   “You certainly are presumptuous, young man!” he said sternly.
 
   “Yes,” Kohler said now that he wasn’t the first. “By what right do you wear that garment?”
 
   The other leaders did not address the robed man directly, but Kolgrimur heard whispers among their subordinates.
 
   Peter Savaren took his hands out of the sleeves and threw his hood back. All fell silent.
 
   The face was pale, narrow, with a thin nose and crowned with short, black hair. The eyes sat deep in the skull and were so brown as to be almost black. They had always been that way but still, there was something different about them. They held a terrible power. Anyone raised to sorcery could see as much, but Kolgrimur had never felt such an aura from a human being. He immediately knew something enormous was going on and began to go over the possibilities and their consequences in his head.
 
   Peter let his dark gaze fall upon every leader, one after the other, and Kolgrimur saw each one stiffen. He steeled himself as the boy turned his way.
 
   Finally he finished the semicircle and put the hood back up.
 
   “I am the Dragon clad in flesh,” he said in a dark voice that Kolgrimur felt carried strangely out of the hood’s shadow. “I am the rightful leader of the Brotherhood of the Pit and the heir of Zakari Manso. And I have come here to receive oaths of loyalty.”
 
   Silence reigned for a few moments.
 
   “How... how can that be?” Anders asked upon regaining his voice.
 
   “We all know our forebears concealed many things in the old pages,” Peter said. “They hid their power and knowledge in riddles, which the internal strife of lesser leaders then scattered. We worked out which pages we needed and arranged for Vajan the kinless to bring them to my father to seal their alliance last year. He and his master Arvar,” Kolgrimur again felt the hidden gaze, “did not realize what they were giving away.”
 
   “The ceremony has not been performed in lifetimes,” Fuller said. “No one knows how to harness that power. How can you have managed it?”
 
   “We all know the mantra,” Peter said without looking at Fuller. He didn’t seem to be looking in any particular direction but it was difficult to be sure. He just took a few steps ahead until he was about the same distance from all the leaders.
 
   “We stand upon crossroads regarding the fate of the Brotherhood. I sacrificed my blood in Mooncape’s place of power, which is now a field of battle as well after my father’s death last year. And I burned. I fulfilled all the conditions.”
 
   He raised his hands high, like a funeral chanter.
 
   “It is time to cease inner conflicts!” he said. “It is time to end division. Conflict is natural to men and as long as leadership is divided between many we will keep ourselves down and expose our throats to our foes. We need to stop hiding in shadows, trying for power with craft and endless patience. That has been tried for generations. We must snatch it with fire and steel and take our place in the world again.”
 
   “This is madness,” said old Rovin, who never minced words. “Even if you have dug up some power and call yourself the Dragon you have no business bringing fire down upon us. Secrecy is what has kept us alive.”
 
   “As hungry cutpurses pinching the occasional crumbs of power.”
 
   “The old days are long since past!” said Jonas Tinvil, Rovin’s right hand. “By what right do you intend to doom us?”
 
   Kolgrimur felt something, like a piercing shriek that did not pass through his ears. The environment dulled in colour, as if the sunlight did not reach the isle quite as it should.
 
   “The circle of peace is sacred, Jonas Tinvil,” said Peter’s voice in Kolgrimur’s ears. “But it was sent to your master, not you.”
 
   “Now hold on-” Rovin began but did not step closer.
 
   Jonas Tinvil suddenly went rigid, his eyes bulged out and he gave a choked gurgle before falling to the ground.
 
   “I am more powerful than you,” Peter’s voice said along with that strange shrieking, and Kolgrimur made use of the self-discipline he had nurtured for decades to neither cover his ears nor show signs of discomfort. “There is my right. It is as simple as that. It is my destiny to save the Brotherhood and bring it to order, and I will allow no further discord. Those who refuse to join me may leave this isle, but after that the law comes into effect: The powerful survive.”
 
   The shrieking stopped and the dimness lifted. Kolgrimur’s brethren stood stunned for a few moments and looked at Peter where he stood perfectly still, until the focus moved to Jonas.
 
   He was dead. Kolgrimur did not need to see the grief and rage in Rovin’s eyes as he knelt by his servant to know that. Peter had driven the life out of Jonas Tinvil without using any kind of connecting focus or tool. Kolgrimur knew what this meant.
 
   Rovin stood up and turned his burning gaze on Peter, but that flame quickly went out upon meeting that abyss. He looked away, and Kolgrimur felt he saw a certain surrender.
 
   All were silent for a while. No-one had taken the title of the Dragon in living memory, and Kolgrimur could understand why this development was a shock.
 
   “What do you intend?” he asked to break the silence.
 
   “We will need to establish a centre of power,” said Peter or whatever was actually speaking. “A new Vendyha. It is time for open war and open power and here, at this meeting, we have all we need.”
 
   He pointed at Boler.
 
   “I know what kind of connections you have established up north. We will make use of them to acquire an army.” He pointed at Kohler. “We will also need the mercenaries you keep in contact with.” Finally he pointed at Kolgrimur. “And we will need your support and knowledge of your territory.”
 
   “I believe I see what you intend,” Anders said a moment after Kolgrimur came to his own conclusion. “It will not be easy.”
 
   “Not easy, but doable,” Peter said. “And further victories will be easier. I will rule the Brotherhood’s new core, and with your support and influence over your own territories uniting them under a single banner will only take a few years.”
 
   Peter gave Lars a signal. The man had been handed a large gold chalice by a coven brother as the leaders spoke, and now he approached Anders.
 
   “Drink to fortune and to your loyalty.”
 
   Anders hesitated briefly, but then took the chalice and sipped the wine.
 
   Kolgrimur briefly wondered if there was any significance to the chalice being handed out by the killer.
 
   Boler was next and sipped without protest. And so it went. The leaders accepted the wine and what it signified, and all managed to act as if their lives did not depend on it. It stirred Kolgrimur’s pride. He belonged to a strong legacy.
 
   He sidestepped a bit without being overt about it, and so was the last one approached by Lars.
 
   “Drink to fortune and to your loyalty,” said the tall man with the cold eyes.
 
   The wine had a sweet scent.
 
   “You intend a grand victory,” Kolgrimur said to Peter without accepting the chalice. “It would certainly prove that you are worthy of the title.”
 
   The darkness of the hood turned towards Kolgrimur.
 
   “You have power, that much is obvious,” he continued, “but the world’s strongest man is not necessarily the best general.”
 
   “So you do not intend to work with us?”
 
   Kolgrimur heard his men fidget a bit behind him and saw all the other coven leaders watching him. Anders shook his head at him almost imperceptibly.
 
   “No, I will work with you,” he said. “I give my blessing for operations in my territory and you will have all the guidance you need. But I feel it premature to form bonds.”
 
   “I already said we need unity,” Peter said, and the voice gave nothing away.
 
   “Yes. So let us establish it,” Kolgrimur said. “Let us lay the foundations for a new Vendyha and call all offshoots of the Brotherhood to it. But I will not swear to just anyone.”
 
   Kolgrimur thought he heard an echo of the strange squealing from before.
 
   “I am the Dragon,” Peter said darkly.
 
   “The Dragon himself was a great and cunning leader,” Kolgrimur said. “Prove that you are his true heir.”
 
   “Very well,” the darkness said. “After the victory I will decide whether you get to join us or not. It will depend on your conduct in the coming weeks.”
 
   “It will be to expectations, I can assure you,” Kolgrimur said calmly. “And I even know how we can strike a direct blow to our enemies during this mission.”
 
   “Speaking of enemies, what are we to do about the Redcloaks?” Kohler asked. “We know there are at least two around the Inner Sea. Should we not seek them out before launching a major operation?”
 
   The chatter that followed the question largely agreed with him.
 
   “There is no need,” Peter said. “They will come to us. They will be drawn to the flame like moths. And this time they will burn.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2.
 
    
 
   The time had come to say farewell.
 
   Katja remembered as much the moment she opened her eyes. Today they would leave the homestead that had sheltered them for a year and venture somewhere new.
 
   She swung her feet out of the bed she had been allocated on Maron’s homestead and rose hastily. She rubbed her brown, almond-shaped eyes and put on her clothes, which were comfortable but specifically designed for not drawing attention.
 
   Serdra had already risen. Perhaps she had wanted one final private conversation with Maron. They were old comrades after all and the man was elderly. It was doubtful they would ever meet again.
 
   At least I got to sleep a bit longer, Katja thought, and put on the belt with her knife and sword. Never disarm, never leave yourself vulnerable, was one of the rules Serdra had emphasised.
 
   Next she put her raven-black hair in a bun so it wouldn’t interfere with her vision and an enemy could not grab it.
 
   She pushed up and down on the balls of her feet and then shifted weight between the legs as she often did before physical exertion.
 
   They had packed their luggage the evening before and been quick about it, since the Redcloak life did not allow for many possessions nor promise comfort. Another thing Serdra had emphasised was not to treasure worldly objects. She may have to flee or attack without warning and so everything that mattered had to be within reach at all times.
 
   Aside from the dining knife that had been her parting present from home, the only possessions she cared greatly about were around her neck. Katja touched them for a moment.
 
   Well.
 
   She exited the room and met Atli, Maron’s grandson and the man who would one day hold his leadership role.
 
   “Good day,” she said.
 
   “Good day,” he replied and they walked to the dining room together. “The time has come.”
 
   “Yes, indeed,” Katja said. “A new place and new people.”
 
   “Having you two here has been rather educational,” Atli said. “It has taught me several things.”
 
   “We are rather exciting, I won’t deny it,” Katja answered with a smile.
 
   They entered the dining room.
 
   Serdra and Maron were among the few already at the table as Freyja readied breakfast with the help of her daughter. Katja glanced at her mentor before taking her customary seat for the last time.Serdra was a bit taller than Katja, wore similarly unremarkable clothes and also always a sword and a knife on her hips. Her hair was brown with white stripes, kept in a stiff ponytail. It was strange to see white in the hair of a person who looked about twenty years old, but people’s attention was always drawn to her eyes. The woman was one hundred and thirty three and somehow one could just tell. Katja had taken a while to get used to that deep, intense gaze, and to how her demeanour was just generally rather off.
 
   “Good day,” the woman said with the same calm, slightly distant voice she almost always used. She had had plenty of time to master her emotions.
 
   “Hello everyone,” Katja said.
 
   The residents, mostly Maron’s descendants and their spouses, arrived at the table in short order and Freyja announced breakfast. With that began this daily morning ritual distinctive of families. People chatted, joked, discussed chores and just generally enjoyed one another’s presence. Katja still thought there was less energy on display than usual.
 
   She supposed there was always a certain tension at changes, be they good, bad or neither.
 
   This homestead had been something of a nest for the last year as Serdra continued Katja’s training and taught her to use the gifts of the Redcloaks, but she needed to learn more than different fighting methods. She also had to establish connections with the Shades, this secret society of mortals who had been their most valuable allies for centuries. And though the homestead, or rather Maron himself, was the heart of the Shade order around the Inner Sea, she also had to get to know the other groups. There was no telling where she may have to seek help one day. She might end up taking refuge with the grandchildren of Maron’s little grandchildren.
 
   Katja shook her head. She herself was turning a mere eighteen and had a hard time getting her head around the immortality she had apparently been born with.
 
   They finished eating and then there was nothing to wait for. Katja, Serdra and the Shades walked out beneath the sky and to the path that would take them to Amerstan City.
 
   They wore leather, which could take wear and would hopefully provide some minimal protection from surprise attacks. They each carried a bag with a handful of belongings and put travelling cloaks over themselves to make the swords less visible. Carrying weapons was not illegal but still always drew a certain amount of attention. Finally Serdra pulled a hood over her head to hide that strange white and brown hair of hers.
 
   They walked a few steps away from the group and looked back at it. Katja had been too excited lately to think much of the separation, but now felt how much she would miss these people who had been something of a family to her during a period of adjustment. A family that knew and understood what she was and appreciated it, unlike her blood kin.
 
   She looked at Freyja, who had ably served as matron after the death of her mother-in-law; Anton and Kjartan who were the family’s main warriors and so Katja’s primary sparring partners when Serdra wasn’t beating her up and down; the children who would be the next generation of Shades and carry the tradition into the century’s second half. They would no doubt tell their descendants tales of what it was like to have two Redcloaks as guests.
 
   She had formed a relationship of some kind with every single person. And now it was at an end.
 
   “Honoured guests,” Maron said formally with his deep and commanding voice. “It has been my honour to shelter you. I bid farewell on behalf of my family and group and invite you back on behalf of my descendants.”
 
   “My thanks for you hospitality,” Serdra said in a similar fashion. “May we always stand together against the threats to the world of Man.”
 
   “With secrecy and patience,” Maron said.
 
   “With secrecy and patience,” Serdra repeated.
 
   “Thank you all,” Katja said and looked the people over again.
 
   The formality was done with and everyone said farewell. Katja nodded and looked each one in the eyes. Her only actual friend no longer lived here and she was satisfied with bundling her farewells into one.
 
   “Goodbye Serdra,” Maron said with a warmth Katja rarely saw from him and looked Serdra in the face. Unlike most, doing so did not bother him.
 
   “Goodbye Maron,” the woman answered with a slightly different voice than before.
 
   And that was it. They had known one another for more than forty years but Katja suspected they had had their proper farewells in private.
 
   They headed along the path and Billi, one of the homestead’s little boys, played a travelling tune on his flute. The lad was rather good for his age. Perhaps she could ask him to repeat it after a few decades.
 
   She looked back before the homestead and its residents vanished from sight. She might very well never see this place again. They were all still lined up but a certain relaxation had set in the group. Life was about to return to normal.
 
   Katja looked away, both happy and sad. A certain chapter in her life was over.
 
   “Well,” she said out loud and sighed slightly.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said.
 
   The woman added nothing further and Katja couldn’t think of anything profound. So she began to whistle and hum the tune little Billi had played before she could forget the rhythm. She had always been a good singer and people commended her pure voice. Their only company was birdsong, distant mooing and their own footsteps. She managed to set her mind somewhat adrift in quiet singing and glide on the notes.
 
   Out of nowhere, Serdra swung her fist at her. Katja reacted and dodged the blow. Serdra struck again and Katja blocked with her arm and then retaliated. The woman dodged and Katja struck a defensive pose with her fists held up, warmed up and ready.
 
   Serdra relaxed and lowered her hands as a sign this test was over. Her blows used to connect every single time.
 
   “Pretty good,” Serdra said.
 
   “Don’t you mean very good?” Katja asked and smirked. She relaxed herself. This was a routine event.
 
   “Landing a hit on me would have been very good,” Serdra said to take the air out of her student. “You haven’t reached that stage yet.”
 
   “I will take you down someday, old woman,” Katja said and they continued. “I swore as much and I stand by it.”
 
   “Well, in that event I would certainly be proud of my mentoring skills,” Serdra replied and Katja saw a hint of a smile on her lips.
 
   Inside she was rather irritated at her mentor for interrupting the peace, but Serdra constantly impressed on her that death could come for her at any moment. Many things contributed to a long life as a Redcloak and one of those was being ever on guard.
 
   The fire the incident had lit in her blood gradually cooled and she soon began to whistle again. Katja enjoyed it and suspected Serdra did as well.
 
   The walk to the city was uneventful. She had traversed this route often enough to be unimpressed and Serdra kept reminding her to observe her surroundings rather admire them.
 
   Fields and villages and famed locations passed by and in time they entered the gates of Amerstan’s capital, heading the harbour.
 
   Katja did the talking, asking around for Raon Jom, and was directed to one of the taverns lining the harbour area. It was easy to find and they stepped into air thick with hops and people. They looked around until Serdra spotted the profile of a man fitting the description. He saw them a moment before they came upon him and turned in his seat.
 
   “Good day,” Katja said to the short, weather-beaten seaman with the messy hair.
 
   “Good day, ladies,” he said, slightly slurred and gave them a brief examination. “I believe we have some business.”
 
   “Indeed,” Katja said and discreetly handed over a purse. It came from Maron, as did this meeting.
 
   “We are ready to leave now,” Serdra said, and her demeanour knocked Raon slightly off-kilter now that his attention focused on her. There was a reason Katja usually spoke for them.
 
   “Yes, well,” the man muttered and peeked into the purse in his lap. He cleared his throat. “Will I need to answer difficult questions due to having ferried you?”
 
   “No,” Katja said, but hesitated before opening her mouth. They had paid for passage before and it hadn’t turned out well.
 
   Still, the seaman was either too drunk or too greedy to care much about the reply, since he stood up and slammed his hat on.
 
   “Well, I am ready myself. Let us be off.”
 
   He went ahead of them to the harbour with a slightly wobbling gait and led them to a boat where three men were passing the time with dice.
 
   “Cast off boys!” Raon Jom said with the force of a drinker. “Our cargo has arrived.”
 
   They boarded, introduced themselves with false names and sat down while the men steered out of the city harbour and onto the Inner Sea itself.
 
   Katja had never seen the city from this side and turned so she could see the walls fade away. She whistled a short part of the song before looking away and preparing for the journey.
 
   “It is said the ocean brings all news,” Katja said to the man closest to her once they were on an even course and there was little for the sailors to do for now.
 
   “News and seaweed, yes,” said the blond, bearded man.
 
   “Have you heard anything about this war chatter up north? Anything more than one hears in Amerstan?”
 
   “Eh,” the man said. “What does one know? They say old Hrolfur is on his deathbed and there is disagreement about who will take over leadership of Pine City. King Valdimar thinks he has a right to it, but the city folk want nothing to do with that northern bastard.”
 
   Katja nodded. This all matched what she had been hearing.
 
   “But is it really heading for a war? Does Valdimar mean to make good on it?”
 
   “Do men of power ever miss an opportunity to flex their muscles?” the man said contemptuously.
 
   “I am unconcerned with posturing.”
 
   The man snorted.
 
   “No, but rulers posture using human lives. They roll rocks and before you know it a landslide has started, beyond anyone’s control. You can bet your shoes that the first rocks are already rolling. There have been whispers of military build-up to the north all summer and you can bet your shoes that a man of power will put such a thing into effect. We will have another war soon. Bet your shoes.”
 
   “I will bet my shoes,” Katja said somewhat dryly. The man was clearly fond of the phrase.
 
   She looked out at the ocean and, lacking encouragement, the man did not continue his ranting.
 
   The Shade group that had offered them shelter lived in Pine City’s domain. Granted, from what she understood a northern army would need to swerve considerably to the south plunder that area on their way to the city, but Katja had a different concern.
 
   Linda was one of Maron’s grandchildren and Katja’s age. She was beautiful, intelligent, warm and ladylike and the two of them had formed strong bonds for the last year. It had been painful to see her leave this summer to marry another Shade and so strengthen the secret order’s web of connections. Painful, but unavoidable. That was just the nature of this life.
 
   The problem was that Linda’s husband lived in Pine City.
 
   Katja closed her eyes and thought of the good times with Linda. Normal, calm moments of home and simple friendship which weren’t Katja’s fate but she had still been allowed to enjoy for some time. They had very little in common but that had turned out to be of no consequence.
 
   She hoped nothing would come of this war and that the dispute was merely mud-slinging on a large scale. But the northern noble families, the descendants of Torgeir Stonefoot, were infamous for constant warfare and struggles for power and Pine City would be a fine acquisition for a competitor in that nonsense. The surrounding farmlands were especially bountiful, the harbour was much used and the city controlled an important route. It and Farnar City were the most important connections between the north and the Inner Sea.
 
   Katja tried to convince herself on what the gossip had usually agreed upon: Valdimar wanted a city, not a smoking ruin. He would gain little by slaughtering the citizens if his army took the city. Linda’s husband was not of importance to non-Shades and would not have to go down along with Pine City’s leadership.
 
   But not too long ago a northern army had gone mad after a trying battle and gone berserk on the streets of a city in defiance of their orders. The Red Day, it was called, and was fresh in people’s memories as a great atrocity.
 
   Flee to the countryside, Linda, Katja thought and looked north. Flee to the Shades and wait for the storm to pass.
 
   She occasionally looked at Serdra but if the older Redcloak glanced at her in turn it was only when Katja was looking elsewhere.
 
   The woman usually said little that did not relate to Katja’s training to some degree. Nevertheless, Katja felt she had been unusually silent lately. Figuring out Serdra’s feelings was very difficult, both because of how little they showed on the outside and because of Katja’s doubts that they were even comparable to other peoples’.
 
   Just what is it like to reach that age? she thought yet again and observed her mentor as she stared out at the sea without really seeing it. To live with violence and constant danger? Knowing she could die tomorrow or in a hundred and thirty-three years more? Mustn’t it be like dangling in mid-air?
 
   They couldn’t discuss their matters around strangers, there was nothing to do on board the ship and the men generally weren’t chatty. So time crawled by and thoughts and worries had room to gnaw her until evening and until morning as the waves made sleep difficult.
 
   Maron had told Raon Jom that they wanted to land by the coastal village Gunevel, but they corrected him in the morning. They wanted to land north of it. Raon protested briefly, stating that there was nothing there, but it made little difference to him what became of them after leaving his ship. He changed course slightly with minor grumbling about indecisive people.
 
   The coast of the Golden Plain replaced the endless sea and Katja again felt the excitement of seeing a new place. She wanted to say something sarcastic about this particular plain being unusually uneven and forested, but she supposed it was difficult to come up with a name that described every corner of a country and the Golden Plain had expanded since the naming.
 
   It took the sailors some time to find a part of the coast they were willing to approach and Katja and Serdra then had to leap into water up to the waist.
 
   “You two are crazy!” Raon said as they rowed away and they waded to shore.
 
   Katja would rather have skipped the sea salt but still found it a good way to freshen up after the immobility on board the ship.
 
   They walked onto dry land to be greeted by a wild, old forest that had grown over an ancient landslide. Serdra found a good tree for climbing and peeked above the treetops, so she could use a certain mountain as a landmark.
 
   The excitement that had bubbled within Katja during the journey took on a different life, now that she could actually move and their destination and all that came with it were near.
 
   Because spread around the world were certain places who were far away from normal traffic and entirely unremarkable, except that with the right codeword those places became the meeting place for all Redcloaks who heard it. On the rare occasions that her people came together news was exchanged, young ones introduced and long-term plans made for the struggle against the darkness harrying this world.
 
   This springs’ events had certainly been newsworthy to the few who knew of them and would probably require certain changes. Serdra had therefore sent out a message and here, in this half-forgotten forest, the meeting would take place.
 
   It was time for Katja to get to know the family a bit. The visit to the Shades would come afterwards.
 
   She hopped lightly in place while Serdra climbed back down. She was excited to head on, even if only to release her nervous energy somehow.
 
   Serdra watched her and it suddenly occurred to Katja that perhaps her silence for the last few days was her version of tension before this meeting.
 
   “Is there something in my face?” Katja asked and smirked.
 
   “Stress,” Serdra said, and headed into the forest. Katja ran after her.
 
   “Not stress! Just excitement!”
 
   She caught up with Serdra and they walked side-by-side through wild, difficult foliage.
 
   “What about you?” she asked somewhat more seriously. “What goes through the mind of an old warhorse at such a reunion? Are you excited to meet... kinfolk?”
 
   “It is always useful to meet one of our people,” the woman replied and looked straight ahead. “We usually work fairly independently but it is still good to coordinate with others about who should guard which territories and hear how thing go in other parts of the world.”
 
   “So upon graduation I must travel according to the wishes of the old timers?”
 
   “There are no penalties for defying the will of the elders,” Serdra said. “We need everyone, even malcontents. But the elders...” Serdra looked skywards and was silent for a few moments. “They have experienced centuries of battle and learned from those who experienced the centuries before them. They have overview over the eternal conflict itself.”
 
   Serdra looked at her and Katja saw that she was to pay heed to her mentor’s next words.
 
   “Keep in mind Katja, that to the older ones the Silent War, this secret conflict we have waged since the fall of Jukiala, is merely a chapter. I have experienced nothing else but perhaps one day I will, if I live long enough. The framework changes over the ages but the core always remains the same.”
 
   “I... understand,” Katja said, though she didn’t really trust herself to process all of this.
 
   “You must be able to think independently, but do still mind the words of the elders before you go against their instructions.”
 
   Katja kept quiet as they clambered over several dead trees and the silence stretched. She couldn’t think of anything to add and began to think Serdra had finished.
 
   “I am joining those ranks, Katja,” she then said and stroked her white and brown hair.
 
   A Redcloak’s only sign of ageing was the white colour that began to come into the hair after the first century. Serdra had said her own hair would probably turn completely white after about twenty years.
 
   “Gradually, yes,” Katja said. “Are you going to invite me to the feast when the last brown hairs vanish? Isn’t there some celebration, once you get to take part in decisions?”
 
   “It is not about colour, but wisdom,” Serdra said.
 
   “And how does one prove one’s wisdom?”“Training a youngster well is always a good ratification.”
 
   Katja stopped.
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Are you going to tell me to show the oldies what I can do?”
 
   “No Katja,” Serdra said and looked at her with rare emotion in her eyes. “My skills as a teacher will tell by whether you survive the coming years.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Vajan stared at his target and wiggled the fingers of his right hand. Then he darted them quickly into his left sleeve, pulled out the knife and threw it.
 
   The weapon flew five meters and sank into the neck of the wicker dummy with a crack noise.
 
   He walked to the dummy, yanked out the knife and carefully slid it into the sheath hidden under the wide sleeve. Then he took ten steps backwards and threw again.
 
   The knife sank into the neck. Crack.
 
   Vajan fetched the knife and threw again while picturing his enemy’s face.
 
   Crack.
 
   Threw again.
 
   Crack.
 
   He fetched the knife and put it in the sleeve but fumbled a bit with pulling it back out. He did not allow himself agitation over it. Once the true moment arrived he would only have one chance. He could not afford to lose himself to irritation or have mercy on himself. Certainly he was exhausted after today’s exercises, sweaty and with his hand hurting terribly. But he would be shown no mercy.
 
   Vajan looked at the back of his own hand. The scar after the stabbing was still red and ugly. He had woven the man-sized dummy himself to regain strength in his fingers. It had been a slow, painful and clumsy task a real weaver would have shook his head over. But the proportions were accurate and the dummy still hung together after uncountable stabs. That was all that mattered.He faced the dummy. He had not painted or decorated the head like some. He didn’t need to. He saw the face as clear as daylight.
 
   No mercy.
 
   He gathered his strength and threw again.
 
   Crack.
 
   Crack.
 
   Crack.
 
   The pain intensified and his body resisted ever more but he had taught himself a warrior’s discipline and continued with total focus. Nonetheless he noticed the approaching footsteps, to his considerable pride.
 
   These days he was mostly left alone in the clearing he had made his shrine. He knew what the topic had to be, aside from recognising the heavy gait.
 
   “Will it happen?” he asked and fetched his knife yet again.
 
   “Yes,” said Kolgrimur’s booming voice.
 
   Vajan looked about at the broad, rough-hewn, dark-haired man who was his leader these days.
 
   “The whole process has been activated,” the man continued. “Our allies are either moving or awaiting the right moment. And I have all I need to achieve the side task.”
 
   “Including a man to lead it,” Vajan said and met his gaze intensely.
 
   “Are you quite sure of that?” Kolgrimur asked calmly and stared back.
 
   “I am the most qualified,” Vajan answered. “I know the area and I have the skills. You need me.”
 
   Vajan knew he was skirting direct challenge. There were after all arguments about whether the coven wanted anything to do with him these days.
 
   “You have the skills and the knowledge, true enough, but do you have the nerves? You are not the man you were.”
 
   Vajan was silent. There was a certain truth to Kolgrimur’s words. His reflection now had previously unknown bags under the eyes, a rigid stare and a severe cast. The hair had not reached its previous length after the doctor had shaved it to treat the cut on the back of his head. And the body itself had shed the last soft lines and was now so stiff and chiselled as to border on skinny.
 
   “No, I am not the same as before. I am more dangerous.”
 
   “I have little use for a berserker.”
 
   “I am not a berserker, I am focused.” Vajan never broke eye contact, for emphasis of his words.
 
   “Focused, you say?” Kolgrimur said and examined the state of the dummy. “Perhaps so, but you did followed the fool Arvar.”
 
   Because he accepted me for my worth, Vajan thought.
 
   “Arvar was your cousin,” he said out loud.
 
   “True, but he abandoned my guidance and tried to form his own coven in spite of lacking the wisdom for such a task.”
 
   “He had wisdom enough to try to move things forward,” Vajan said and couldn’t keep emotion out of his voice, in defence of his friend.
 
   “It did not turn out so well for him,” Kolgrimur stated simply.
 
   “He was murdered.”
 
   “Wise men do not put themselves in a position to be murdered. Wise men do not die young. That is the only yardstick that matters.”
 
   Vajan stayed silent. He did not trust his own words.
 
   “How is your hand?” Kolgrimur asked and pointed at it.
 
   Vajan steeled himself, wiggled his fingers and picked up three other knives he had placed on a stump. He threw them as fast as he could, one after the other.
 
   Kolgrimur looked at the three knives in the dummy’s face.
 
   “Very well. You will lead the operation.” He turned and began to walk away. “You will have a chance to prove yourself.”
 
   Vajan remained in the clearing and turned back to the dummy.
 
   “I have already proven myself,” he whispered.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3.
 
    
 
   They walked. There was little more to say about the journey. The forest was so wild and difficult that Katja usually had to focus on where and how she trod, when they weren’t flat-out reduced to climbing, so there weren’t many opportunities for chat.
 
   They did stop on occasion to eat from their supplies and rest briefly, but Katja used those opportunities to familiarise herself with landmarks. She may have to traverse this route on her own someday, after all. Perhaps even when all other now-living individuals were dead.
 
   Well, this is certainly a good place for a secret meeting.
 
   Katja touched the necklace she had made two years earlier. In it hung a pebble she had taken from the grave of her cousin Maria the day she left home. They had been best friends through childhood and Maria’s death really had ensured that Katja agreed to leave.
 
   She stroked her finger up from the shirt collar and to the choker around her throat, made from artfully braided leather strips. Linda had made it and given her as a parting present. Would they be able to meet now that Katja was in the country? Such things had no priority whatsoever but perhaps they would have a moment in-between dangers.
 
   Once noon was around the corner they arrived at a narrow river Serdra said would lead them to their destination. The forest around them was now truly old and following the river was not always easy, but there was peace and quiet beneath the roof of leaves and there was no risk of losing it.
 
   Around the time she began to notice the dimming of the light she also suddenly began to think of her first meeting with Serdra. There was some feeling, some familiarity which awaited her. She hadn’t understood the feeling then but she remembered it.
 
   “We are getting close,” she said out loud and then felt like a fool for stating the obvious.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She could glimpse people through the trees but immediately lost sight of them. She considered calling out but refrained. They continued along the river and after a little longer they came to rock formations where the river spewed down in a tiny waterfall.
 
   Beneath the rocks stood two men and a woman and Katja immediately knew they were all Redcloaks. She knew it. She felt it, almost like she felt her own limbs. The Flame burned within them just as within her.
 
   A man sitting on a rock was closest to her. He shared Serdra’s strangely ageless look but had just gotten the first white stripes in his pale brown hair. The face was sharp and the body long. He carried a short sword in his belt but had a long axe in his lap.
 
   The woman leaned up against the rocks. She had thick, snow-white hair which had been woven into thick locks that did not reach her shoulders. The face was round and pale, the lips narrow and the eyes were the darkest Katja had ever seen. She had two different swords sheathed at each hip and Katja guessed the glaive propped up against the rocks belonged to her.
 
   Katja looked at the other man and immediately knew he was the oldest. She would have known as much even though he had dyed his white hair, which went down to his shoulders. As with the woman his demeanour and gaze was reminiscent of Serdra, except even more unnerving, if anything.
 
   In the middle of Amerstan City stood a marble statue of a general who had reclaimed the city from the clutches of the Death Lords in the fourth war. The sculptor must have been a genius, given the focused determination he had managed to imbue his creation with. The general stared ahead with absolute, steadfast fearlessness and gave the impression of being the hardest and most dangerous man who had ever lived.
 
   If the statue had stepped down from the plinth and called to war Katja could imagine it would have had this man’s demeanour. This one had seen ages and Katja looked away from his gaze and examined the rest of him.
 
   Three horizontal scars marked his left cheek, as if he’d been scratched. The wound must have been recent, as Redcloaks healed perfectly.
 
   All wore unremarkable clothes just like she and Serdra and seemed to have travelled a considerable distance. Light luggage lay in a bundle between them.
 
   The scarred one inclined his head slightly.
 
   “Greetings, Serdra,” he said in a strong voice every bit as chiselled as his look.
 
   “Greetings, Roland,” Katja’s mentor replied. “Agla and Lindor.”
 
   The oldest one looked Katja in the eyes and again she thought of her first meeting with Serdra.
 
   “And you are Katja, youngest and most inexperienced.”
 
   Katja had never felt the truth of those words more.
 
   “But prettiest,” she answered but felt her wit lacked energy.
 
   From the corner of her eye she saw the younger man smile slightly.
 
   “I am Roland the elder,” the scarred one said.
 
   “I am Agla the Black,” said the pale woman with a feminine version of Roland’s inflectionless voice.
 
   “And I am Lindor of Spjata,” the younger man said.
 
   “Greetings, all,” Katja said. “Will more be coming?”
 
   “We are ever few,” Roland said. “We only gather for major meetings when the Death Lords stir. We three received Serdra’s call and in time we will spread the subjects of this meeting to the others.”
 
   Katja fell silent and waited for Serdra to say something more but the moments passed slowly beneath the gazes of these people and the woman was in no damn hurry.
 
   Is this another test?
 
   “Do you know of... the occasion?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   “This spring’s events were related to me by our allies,” Lindor said. “I already told them.”
 
   “You found a Death Lord,” Roland said. “After three centuries of searching you found the resting place of one of them by coincidence and he sank to the bottom of the Inner Sea before you could slay it in torpor.”
 
   Katja bit her teeth together. The Death Lords, that ancient dread that had gone into hiding after the seventh apocalyptic war they waged against mankind and the Redcloaks, was mostly forgotten by the general populace. Just as they wanted it. As the unity Jukiala had given the world vanished ever further into the past, and mortals ever more considered the Death Lords a past problem of earlier generations, the scales of the next war were ever more tipped in favour of the monsters. But they merely slumbered, so the senses of the Redcloaks could not find them.
 
   Katja and Serdra had been handed a unique opportunity to end one of them without it costing a terrible war. But they had failed.
 
   “We did all we possibly could,” she said and heard the defensiveness in her own voice.
 
   “The war has its fluctuations,” Roland said with the same focused tonelessness. “Gavin Bloodhand originally came almost as close as you two did. But the servants of the Lord did not manage to move him to a new hiding place and we know that as the next war begins a Death Lord will walk on land by the Inner Sea. That knowledge will be useful to us and it is important for our siblings to hear every detail you found out. But much else needs to be determined. You were right to call this meeting, Serdra.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “Shall we not start with the account?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They went over the series of events together. Katja was glad to take full part in it, but then it mattered to get as perfect a picture as possible. The people listened without comment until they came to the Death Lord himself.
 
   That terrible, fateful event had only lasted a few moments, but still most of the time went into describing it and answering questions. Katja felt there really was quite little they could add to the knowledge of this enemy but Roland and Agla both took everything in very seriously.
 
   Lindor had the least to say but showed the most obvious interest. He was after all younger than Serdra and so had not participated in the Death Lord wars himself.
 
   “After that we swam ashore,” Serdra finally said. “It was quite laborious and we simply do not know exactly where the sarcophagus sank.”
 
   “We do know that the depth in that area is too deep for any man,” Katja said before Serdra would. “All the fishermen we spoke to agreed on that.”
 
   Roland was silent for a few moments and watched Katja. She found it profoundly uncomfortable. It was like standing on the edge of a cliff, or being trapped in a cage with a lion content to sit still for the moment.
 
   “In ages past the Lords stayed awake between wars,” he then said. “They sat in their forts outside the light of civilization and planned, while we strengthened Jukiala from the inside to the best of our abilities and guarded the borders. The playing field changed with the fall of the One Nation. This deathly torpor, this long wait, is a new trick and Gavin’s testimony has long been our only information on it.”
 
   “Just what did Gavin Bloodhand experience?” Katja asked. Serdra had mentioned it briefly but suddenly she wanted to hear it from a man who had been alive at the time.
 
   Roland turned back to Serdra and Katja still didn’t understand whether it was due to disapproval or whether he was searching for something.
 
   “Initially we did not understand how the rules had changed after the Dusk War,” Roland then said. “We knew they had come up with some new way to hide from us and those we could spare looked into it. Gavin followed a rumour to an isolated mountain hamlet. It turned out to be a stronghold and training camp for the Night Hand, as well as a lair for one of the Death Lords. Half of them threw themselves at Gavin while the other half sped their master to safety. We believe that since then the sarcophagi have been kept away from the servants of the Lords to prevent another such incident, and we have modelled our search accordingly.”“It turns out you were right,” Katja said,
 
   “Yes.”
 
   After that they moved on to what Katja believed to be customary Redcloaks topics. They talked about distant lands and individuals. About old problems that were either re-emerging or had petered out once and for all. About how the power struggles of mortal men went, what effects those might have on the Silent War and what was generally out of view of ordinary folks.
 
   The most interesting bit of news came from the east, from the Outskirts.
 
   “I received news of Mia, the Seer,” said Lindor of Spjata.
 
   “Is she still lost in visions?” Serdra asked.
 
   “She evidently still sees little other than the future and its endless possibilities. And she has made no improvements in articulating her messages.”
 
   “That is a pity,” Serdra said.
 
   “But she did say something along the lines that the demon that came out of the Rocky Valley and harried Outer Fort four years ago has not been slain for good.”
 
   “Outer Fort?” Katja said. “Isn’t that a city?”
 
   “The Outskirt’s main bastion of the old wisdom,” Agla said. “The fall of that city would be fateful.”
 
   “Fateful but perhaps unavoidable,” Roland said. “I always had doubts about the taming of the Outskirts and half my life later it remains a half-finished task. It is too close to the Wastelands and the final holdouts of the Vegraine tribes.”
 
   “So will Mia have to tend to this herself?” Agla asked Roland. “I know of no-one who is free to travel east.”
 
   Katja cleared her throat.
 
   “It is my understanding that... we are few enough and our work important enough that we cannot afford to lose anyone.”
 
   “Serdra’s words,” stated Roland and looked at Katja and then her mentor. “They are usually true, but I still consider it debatable whether Mia’s exaggerated future sight is a gift or a disability.”
 
   He looked at all who were present.
 
   “Veratsa Mor was the only one to ever approach it and the madness she succumbed to cost us dearly. Mia is still young and inexperienced and either the weakest of us or the strongest. She and the Outskirts must manage on their own and so prove themselves. Do not abandon the core to help her defend that land.”
 
   “If I understood everything correctly she intends to tend to this her own way,” Lindor said.
 
   “By seeking out and pulling on the correct strings of fate,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes. She said something about Erolas sowing his destruction with his salvation. Then she mentioned bridges and ravens but the one I spoke to understood no more.” He smiled slightly. “My mind and sight do not tread the same tracks as the Seer’s.”
 
   “You have future sight?” Katja asked with some surprise. “Is that your specialty?”
 
   “Indeed,” Lindor said. “It is up to me and a few others to peer into the future and steer our course.” The smile stayed on. “I have learned to live with it. That burden strengthens the shoulders.”
 
   “For me it is the Flame itself, as with your mentor,” Roland said before Katja could look his way. “I burn demons and revenants out of this world.”
 
   “For me it is the present,” Agla said. “I am a bloodhound and a sensor.” The pale woman drew her shoulders back a bit and those black eyes were like knives. “And I sense corruption,” she said severely. “Something has entered the world here by the Inner Sea. Something powerful and dangerous that has not been seen in a long time, as I have never sensed this before in my life.”
 
   She turned that sharp gaze on Lindor and did not need to say the command out loud.
 
   “A war is coming.” he said and Katja saw his smile had vanished. He was silent a moment and his eyes turned as distant as those of a dead man. “I hear the stomping of legions,” he said quietly. “And the din of arms and screams of the wounded. I sense no doubt. Valdimar will send an army south.”
 
   Again Katja thought of Linda.
 
   “Few things are as unpredictable as the results of a battle,” the prophet continued. “But I do sense an upset in the balance of power, and the strange phenomenon men call nations will prove its mutability yet again.”
 
   His eyes closed.
 
   “And that is not all,” he said. “I sense the Divide weakening by the Inner Sea. I feel sorcery grow more potent. The Brotherhood of the Pit is not finished for this generation.”
 
   He fell silent and since no-one else said anything Katja wasn’t about to either.
 
   “I see a snake crawl out of a cooled fire,” he then whispered. “Severely burned but its fangs still sharp and venom dripping from them.”
 
   Lindor opened his eyes and Katja saw they had returned to the present.
 
   “And how clear is that vision?” Roland asked.
 
   “As hazy as the war,” was the answer.
 
   Roland thought for a moment.
 
   “Wars between men are of little concern to us. This one might be of use if Valdimar manages to enlarge his realm and bring about more stability. But if the sorcerers are interfering, then something must be done about it.”
 
   “Serdra and I have bloodied them twice, all on our own,” Katja said. “Between the five of us it should be easy.”
 
   “Never assume an easy victory,” Roland said. “And certainly not against the heirs of those who defied both Jukiala and the Death Lords. And you two will have to try to bloody them a third time yourselves.”
 
   “Why?” Katja asked, surprised.
 
   “Disaster and danger is a more normal situation than many will believe,” Roland said. “As I said, the war has its fluctuations. Agla and I are needed elsewhere.”
 
   Katja looked at Lindor.
 
   “I was bound north anyway when I received Serdra’s message,” he said. “While there I can investigate Valdimar’s realm and see whether the Brotherhood has great influence there. I will try to interfere with their operations from that end of things.”
 
   “Then the southern end is ours,” Serdra said. “We are on our way to talk to the Shades of the Golden Plain. Once the war you predicted comes, whenever that may be, we will hopefully be informed enough to cut the right threads.”
 
   “Good,” Roland said. “But one thing remains unaddressed: the two of you.”
 
   “Yes, what about us?” Katja said. “We need to look into this Brotherhood business, but then what? I am to understand I have little left to learn. What do young ones free from apprenticeship do?”
 
   “In these times they usually walk the road of wanderers,” Roland said and Katja felt her heart strike a blow of joy. “Experience alone prepares one to face the ages and it is best earned while travelling. But for that the young one must be prepared. Now show us the Flame.”
 
   Katja had been expecting this and instantly cast it forth. The red-glowing rune formed in the air. It was the height of a man somewhat reminiscent of a stylised spider web and would repel the unnatural.
 
   The Sentinel Flame resided within each of them. It was a part of them and what made them different from other people. With practice they could project that power outside the body to various effects.
 
   Katja had had the most trouble learning that particular art, but the spring’s events had affected that like so many other things. She had finally had to use it in an emergency rather than on Serdra’s orders and the experience had done her good.
 
   She got no command to stop and understood that this was among other things a test of endurance. Maintaining the Flame was straining, and drained her strength in a way that wasn’t quite like physical fatigue. The Sentinel Flame was a part of her life force. Overusing it could be flat-out dangerous.
 
   Katja held her hand out and fought to maintain the Flame while also being on guard against sudden attacks meant to test her focus. But no attack came and she had to maintain the drain longer and longer as Serdra had occasionally ordered her to, until the time seemed to exceed those ordeals.
 
   It felt like she was emptying on the inside and she remembered Serdra using her own Flame to heal a life-threatening wound Katja had received. Serdra had lent her a piece of her own life. The feeling had probably been somewhat like this.
 
   The memory of the fear and pain finally did it and she lost the Flame. The rune went back inside her and Katja wobbled on her feet.
 
   I will not fall!
 
   She leaned forward but craned her head up and managed to keep her feet locked. The worst of the weakness passed after a few moments but she would not regain full strength without sleep.
 
   “Very well,” Roland said. Katja had almost forgotten about him.
 
   He looked at Serdra.
 
   “Is she ready, by your assessment?”
 
   Katja focused on a tree to avoid looking anyone in the eyes.
 
   “My student’s learning period has been unusually eventful,” Serdra said. “I feel there is little left I can teach her, at most there is need of some fine-tuning of what she already knows.”
 
   “She has killed, almost died, confronted demons and revenants, seen the past and the future, formed alliances and even faced the spirit of a Death Lord. She knows the basics of all weapons, knows how to sneak and survive and has all the vigour to be demanded of a warrior.”
 
   Katja knew all of this, some on her own and some Serdra had stated on rare occasions. But she had never heard herself described with such praise. Though when the three Redcloaks looked at her she understood that this wasn’t praise. Her mentor was simply stating the facts. Over a short period Serdra had made her very dangerous.
 
   Somehow it had snuck up on her.
 
   “All good qualities,” Roland said. “But are you prepared to die?”
 
   Katja was silent at first and tried to stare at him.
 
   “I’ll admit I was not expecting that question.”
 
   She chuckled slightly.
 
   “It is an important one,” Roland said and seemed to grow more severe, if that was even possible. “I can see Serdra has taught you to fight, though only time will tell whether she has taught you to survive. I want to know whether she has taught you to die.”
 
   “I do not believe such a thing can be taught,” Serdra said. The voice was calm but Katja felt there was a certain challenge in the way she looked at the elder.
 
   “I have worried before that you are not maturing properly, Serdra,” Roland said and turned his attention on Katja’s mentor. “That you are overly soft.”
 
   Now Katja laughed in earnest.
 
   “For being soft she punches very hard!”
 
   “I did not say a word about her battle prowess,” Roland said and turned back to Katja. “But regarding my question, you must be ready to sacrifice your life. Do not throw it away recklessly, you are important for that. But if another opportunity rises to slay a Death Lord or achieve something similarly important, you must be able to throw yourself on the swords and teeth of our enemies if needed.”
 
   His appraising gaze reminded Katja very much of Serdra. Katja was silent and thought of the moments when death had brushed up against her. She had not forgotten the fear.
 
   “Are you?” she asked somewhat antagonistically.
 
   “I have lived with death in my heart since the new world was young. Yes, I am ready to die at any moment if needed. But elders will be needed in the next war and so I preserve my life to the best of my abilities. Now you answer.”
 
   All watched her and Katja felt her guts writhe. She could only speak the truth.
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I suppose we will know when that moment comes.”
 
   “Youth excuses many things,” Roland said. “But endeavour to cut your ties with this world and this life. There is no room for such things in this war.”
 
   Katja felt a strange mixture of shame and then anger over being ashamed. It was natural to fear death!
 
   “Serdra, she still has things to learn but you have my blessing to declare her ready. The results will then decide the future.”
 
   “I agree,” Agla said.
 
   Serdra inclined her head.
 
   “It is as I had hoped.”
 
   Silence reigned for a little while and the people looked at one another.
 
   “Does anyone have anything else to say?” Roland asked.
 
   Silence answered him.
 
   “Very well,” he said. “I will let changes to our plans pass along. This meeting is adjourned.”
 
   He picked up two bags that were lying on the ground.
 
   “Will you two not stay the night?” Lindor asked.
 
   “No,” Agla said, and picked up her own luggage. “We both have a significant distance to travel.”
 
   She finished hanging straps on herself in a way that left her with free access to all her weapons and able to drop the bags in an instant. Then she grasped the glaive like a walking stick. She and Roland stood side-by-side.
 
   “Secrecy and vigilance,” Roland said formally. “Wisdom and strength. With our eyes on the past, future and present, that is how we will prevail. Farewell and may we all live to see the next war.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” Agla said.
 
   Lindor, Serdra and Katja bid them farewell and the pair walked into the dimness of the forest. Agla’s footsteps fell silent moments after she vanished from sight. Roland made no sound at all.
 
   Well, that was a new experience, Katja thought.
 
   “There go the old ones,” said Lindor of Spjata and turned to the two of them.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and Katja felt she unwound a bit.
 
   They prepared for the night. They gathered fuel for a campfire and, having no tents, each took their blanket from a bag and cleared rocks away from the fire, to make the night slightly more comfortable.
 
   Lindor and Serdra sparred briefly. Katja had never seen her mentor go up against someone who could match her so well, but their age difference did tell in Serdra usually having the upper hand.
 
   Then of course it was Katja’s turn and the results were more familiar, though he did compliment her for being promising.
 
   Finally, to Katja’s great relief, they gathered together and ate of their supplies.
 
   “I never asked whether you had a last name,” Lindor asked as they dined.
 
   “I decided to part with it,” Katja replied. “I have no use for it away from home.”
 
   Lindor shrugged and seemed somewhat amused.
 
   “Perhaps not,” he said.
 
   “She is also hoping to acquire a good nickname,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja looked at her with a mixture of mirth and irritation.
 
   “And what of it?”
 
   “And nothing. Just keep in mind that one doesn’t necessarily have a say in what nicknames people choose for others.”
 
   They finished the meal and Katja sang. Lindor whistled along with the tune and Serdra tapped on a drinking mug with a twig. Their music would perhaps not have earned them a living. but Katja found the evening rather pleasant and she even managed to forget her worries for a while.
 
   In the morning they ate a quick breakfast and packed their belongings.
 
   “So, now we part,” Lindor said.
 
   “Let us see if we can wage this battle from opposite ends,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes. As I said I mean to dig up the Brotherhood’s vipers to the north. We can discuss the results later.”
 
   He looked at Katja.
 
   “By then you will probably be fully-fledged, young sister.”
 
   “If we both live,” Katja said.
 
   Lindor glanced at the ground between his feet and picked up a pebble. He threw it to Katja.
 
   “Here. Return this to me when next we meet. Then we should see one another again.”
 
   “I see you are still superstitious,” Serdra said and smiled slightly.
 
   “There is no harm in trying this,” Katja said and smiled herself. She put the pebble in a pocket and thought of old stories in which this custom featured.
 
   With that the two of them headed west. To Katja’s relief the walk soon became significantly easier than it had been and she was able to enjoy it. The environment was often quite beautiful and the sun began peeking through the leaves and cast mosaics on all before it.
 
   Serdra was always ahead and as noon approached Katja really hadn’t seen her face since they headed out.
 
   At first she felt the silence went well with the surroundings and that it gave her peace for contemplation. But the time came where it was too much of a good thing, and all her mental threads about the meeting led to the same place.
 
   “Serdra?” Katja finally asked when she could contain herself no longer.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What is going on? I feel I missed something. Between you and Roland.”
 
   Serdra stopped on top of a small mound bathed in dots of light. She did not turn around and Katja decided to respect it by not walking up to her.
 
   “You saw what Roland is like,” the woman said after a slight hesitation. “He is the most dangerous man in the world. The perfect weapon. But that is all he is. Blood and fire have cleansed all else from him. Agla is similar. They all are, the older ones. And as I said, I am headed into that group.”
 
   She hesitated again and Katja stared at the back of her head.
 
   “I have bid farewell to everything. All connections to my youth, all hidden hopes of a different kind of life, all normal ties to the world of mankind. Maron was the last man I was capable of loving. I know there will be no more, however long I may live.”
 
   Katja felt strange. Hints of Serdra’s emotional makeup, if it could be called that, were quite rare. She had never really attributed her mentor with anything other than inexhaustible steadfastness and strength.
 
   “Nothing surprises me anymore,” the woman continued. “I have been too far and done too much.”
 
   “And you don’t want to end up like the elders,” Katja said quietly.
 
   “I feel I have sacrificed enough,” Serdra said. “I have become what I must to defend this world and repel the darkness. I... have never agreed with Roland’s opinion that total numbness is the right way to go. Even though... I have understood him better in later years.”
 
   Serdra looked to the sky and took a breath. Katja did not interrupt because suddenly she was intensely interested in her mentor’s next words.
 
   “Is it not right and natural to have some connection to the world one defends?” Serdra asked in a whisper. Katja didn’t know whether the woman was addressing her or thinking aloud. “Is it not right to care about something?”
 
   Katja looked for something to say but came up empty.
 
   Serdra breathed in.
 
   “That is why I want to be a mentor, Katja. Being able to shape and teach and aid new ones in finding their feet in this war, to teach someone to survive and be useful... it is very rewarding.”
 
   “That...” Katja swallowed but her throat was dry. “That is good to hear.”
 
   Finally she turned around.
 
   Serdra smiled. That in itself was fairly common, but seeing actual warmth in it was rarer. It occurred to Katja that she would long remember her mentor standing in the dots of sunlight.
 
   “Most of us are constantly busy, as you heard,” Serdra said. “But some must tend to the training of our young siblings as I have done for you. Since the Dusk War the number has been three. Three of us, wandering the world, have the task of training young ones as they are found. One of them perished in the conflict in Fornos. The seat must be filled and I want the blessing of the elders to occupy it from now onwards.”
 
   “I shall... do my best to make that happen,” Katja said hesitantly.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Serdra looked at her throat.
 
   “I know you want to meet your friend Linda while we are in the country. There is no guarantee that we will have the time to spare, but make friends all the same, even though losing them hurts.” She looked Katja in the eyes and was silent for a little while. “Live, Katja.”
 
   Serdra turned and they continued the walk.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4.
 
    
 
   Six days after exiting the forest they arrived at their destination.
 
   Blossoms, the village was called, and the gardens surrounding it made it clear why. The area was quite beautiful and the houses all spoke of relative affluence. A river ran from the north and the bridge across it led them straight into the village. The river then swung east for a short stretch, where another bridge could be glimpsed, before continuing south.
 
   The Shade family lived around ordinary folk and so caution had to be taken. Serdra pulled the hood over her white and brown hair and Katja walked in the lead, so people would rather address her and be less likely to note the woman’s strangeness.
 
   The leader of the cell was a man named Njall Tirin and in such a small village they only had to ask once to find his home. They went there and arrived at a large, recently built house that clearly was meant to fit several generations. Katja knocked and a woman opened the door.
 
   The small, dark woman in the blue dress greeted them but then noticed the swords. She ran her eyes over their manly clothing and finally looked Serdra in the face.
 
   Without saying a word she looked back at Katja, who just smiled and raised an eyebrow to answer a question that could not be spoken aloud with neighbours a few metres away.
 
   “We accepted the invitation,” Katja said softly. “And we have come to discuss important matters.”
 
   “Yes,” the woman replied and stared at them, somewhat taken aback. It was as if she hadn’t quite believed they would appear.
 
   “Come in, honoured guests!” she then added hurriedly as she caught herself. They stepped inside and the woman, Disa, showed them to the lounge and sent a little boy to give the family the news.
 
   She brought them wine, told a girl to entertain them with her flute and then continued preparing lunch.
 
   The girl was a decent musician for her age and Katja closed her eyes, sipped the wine and allowed herself to enjoy a moment of relaxation after the journey.
 
   The peace was short-lived. Njall entered with his sister and oldest son and they stood in the doorway to the lounge. The two Redcloaks stood up and Katja sighed a bit on the inside.
 
   Serdra addressed them briefly in the stealth language and then lit the Sentinel Flame for a moment to eliminate any doubt about their identities.
 
   They were flat-out startled at seeing a hint of this power they had only heard of, but Njall recovered quickly.
 
   “Be most welcome,” he said formally. “I offer you the use of my home and help.”
 
   “We accept,” Serdra said and they sat down.
 
   “How many are you here?” Katja asked so she would definitely get to say something in this meeting.
 
   “Here in the village itself there is me, my three siblings, their spouses, our ten children, my father and three cousins. We also have three workers who have taken the oaths and been inducted into our society.”
 
   Disa brought three more wine mugs.
 
   “We have lived here for three years, after I came into possession of portions of the fruit gardens.”
 
   “I like the looks of this,” Serdra said. “This could in time become a strong bastion.”
 
   Their hosts clearly liked this but Njall commented that it probably depended on the outcome of the war.
 
   “Yes, shouldn’t we discuss the war?” Katja said.
 
   Njall hesitated.
 
   “We need to discuss the war, yes, and several other things. But shouldn’t we wait until evening, so all can be present?”
 
   “Yes, let us do so,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja was rather irritated but tried not to show it.
 
   Serdra delivered messages from Maron and his people and then moved on to the most notable news from Amerstan, as well as those that Maron had received from other areas. Their hosts responded with stories from the north and the west. Katja did her best to memorize the names of people and places. There was no knowing where her paths would lead.
 
   Disa refilled the wine and Katja and Serdra gave their first-hand accounts of the events in Twigs, as well as the conflict in Baldur’s Coast the year before. The folks listened with great interest. Some Shades participated directly in the Silent War while others simply spied and sent messages. These people were in the latter category.
 
   Eventually evening was upon them and the rest of the Shades began to come home. The Redcloaks were introduced to them as they entered and the reactions were usually similar to Disa’s. Redcloaks and Shades had worked together since their order was founded ages ago, but few had direct experience with the unaging defenders.
 
   Katja swung between pride at her status, and feeling ever more the gulf between her and others.
 
   She shook off those thoughts as dinner was served. They ate an ingredient-rich soup with bread and apples. Katja pretended to focus on the food but noticed that most if not all regularly peeked at them.
 
   After dinner they finally began to discuss what awaited Pine City.
 
   “Valdimar’s army essentially has three options,” Njall said and rolled out a map. “There are three routes through which a fully equipped army can pass without it taking an eternity. First, they can attack the border fort separating the Golden Plain from the North. The garrison has been increased greatly and the fort itself is very difficult to attack. And if they attempt a siege Hrolfur will have enough time to gather the army and march north. The road passes through another small fort to the north of us, which would be another hindrance for them and secondary bastion for the border army, if they had to flee south.”
 
   Njall took a breath.
 
   “They could also circle west and pass through Nokkva Pass, in the heart of Duke Skari’s territory. Skari is fond of his independence and is known for not wishing to bow to anyone. In addition he trades with the North and Pine City equally, but it’s still possible that he could be bribed into letting the army through without a fight. Skari does command enough warriors that an attack on him would be risky, especially right before an attack on the city.”
 
   “He would then probably ask Hrolfur for aid,” said Patrekur, Njall’s brother. “And the man would hardly turn down an offer to scatter the northern army before it enters the Golden Plain itself.”
 
   “The third way would be to circle east, along the slopes of Mount Krakas.” Njall pointed. “But then Duke Kjalar would be able to launch strikes at him.” The man smiled mischievously. “And it just so happens that Kjalar is one of us.”
 
   “I knew about that,” Serdra said. “But are you so sure that he can repel a northern invasion army?”
 
   “I don’t get many opportunities to speak directly to dukes,” Njall admitted. “But I know that Kjalar rigorously trains what men he does have. So he is in command of a small but very hardy and fast-moving force, especially if the fighting will be in the slopes.”
 
   Njall’s father was elderly and mostly sat and twisted his walking stick in his hands. Now however, he cleared his throat.
 
   “His worth as a general was put to the test seven years ago when Farnar mercenaries struck west. He did fine.” The old man cleared his throat again. “That is part of the reason people are suggesting he succeed Hrolfur. People trust him to defend the city better than most.”
 
   Serdra leaned back and intertwined her fingers.
 
   “What do the Shades of the north say?”
 
   The silence that followed her words was rather awkward.
 
   “Little of use,” one of Njall’s and Disa’s sons muttered. Apparently his name was Billi.
 
   Someone chuckled.
 
   “So they do not wish to get involved?” Serdra said and didn’t look surprised to Katja.
 
   “They are subjects of Valdimar,” Njall said with reluctance. “And if he annexes the city it will mean considerable profit for people in the right positions. They will not spy for us, or give information.”
 
   “That is to be expected,” Serdra said. “This is not part of the Silent War.”
 
   The Shades did not care for the subject and Katja saw they generally felt the Shades of the north had the wrong priorities. Serdra turned her head and briefly looked her in the eyes. She supposed there was another lesson for her in all this.
 
   “Except that might be wrong,” the woman then said to all present, much to their surprise.
 
   “There is something brewing,” Serdra continued, and raised her voice to overpower the muttering. “Something more than an ordinary war between men. And it will happen in this land.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked one of the women. “Are you saying something evil has gotten its hooks into a king?”
 
   Katja could understand how unsettling that thought was, though from what she heard kings could be quite evil enough on their own.
 
   “Possibly,” Serdra said. “One of our brothers is on his way north to look into it. But it may also be that the Brotherhood simply means to take advantage of the chaos of war somehow. Either way, you should get the message to your brethren that this has to do with more than wealth.”
 
   “Can you be more precise?” said the same woman. Katja thought her name was Anna.
 
   “We are not so fortunate, I am afraid. “I am not an expert on predictions. But this brother of ours is, and I can see enough to know that he is right. You should be on your guard and keep any weapons you own at the ready.”
 
   “We...” Njall cleared his throat. “We will.”
 
   “What about Shades in the city?” Katja asked hurriedly. “How much contact do you have with it?”
 
   “Not much,” Njall said. “Our oldest son, Brjann, settled there to learn architecture and his wife moved in with him, from the south. You presumably know her.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and stared at Njall without seeing him. “We know her.”
 
   “But we understand that you are in need of aid?” Serdra said. “You asked Maron to spare a few operatives shortly before we decided to come here.”
 
   “Yes,” Njall said and got a bit embarrassed. “Though I was not expecting such help as this.”
 
   Katja smirked.
 
   “What is the issue?”
 
   “The Brotherhood of the Pit,” the man replied.
 
   Katja hesitated.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “As I said, we moved here three years ago, both for the good of our family and to watch over the area for our order. We believe we have found a major Brotherhood territory close to here.”
 
   Katja listened intently and nibbled on her lower lip. Perhaps this related to what was coming.
 
   “Bag River County is to the east,” Njall said. “Between us and the coast. It is a rich and bountiful land, covered with the fields the Golden Plain got its name from, hamlets and irrigation canals. It is also...”
 
   Njall hesitated and looked away. He seemed to be searching for the right words.
 
   “There is a certain silence over the area,” Patrekur finished severely.
 
   “Yes, that is it,” Njall said.
 
   “The people there are rather infamous for being uncommunicative towards strangers,” the younger brother continued. “I have travelled there to trade and one quickly gets a feeling there is a general agreement to keep something secret. Even the innkeepers seem to want one gone as fast as possible.”
 
   Patrekur shook his head.
 
   “I tell you, among the beautiful fields and trimmed trees of Bag River County I sleep lightly, with a chair before the door and a knife in the cot.”
 
   He looked into a darkened corner and Katja saw old fear in his eyes. She was inclined to believe him.
 
   “Such is often the case in societies that hide a sorcerous order or something similarly unclean,” Serdra said. “But sometimes people are just isolationistic and unfriendly without anything evil being behind it.”
 
   “Patrekur is right,” said another man. He was heavy of brow, dark and stocky. Katja had lost his name amidst all the introductions. “Something evil hides there,” he continued in his deep voice. “Travellers no-one nearby would miss go missing there rather too often. They leave behind no chatter, no-one in the county will speak of them or admit to having seen them. People just disappear.”
 
   “Have you investigated these incidents?” Katja asked. The man seemed fairly formidable.
 
   “As much as I believe I can without going missing myself,” he said. “I have mostly spoken to people on the periphery of the county. With subtlety one can get certain information out of them.”
 
   “The black hound,” Njall’s father muttered quietly.
 
   “That may very well be a rumour, father,” said Njall’s sister, Ebba, rather awkwardly.
 
   The old man shook his head.
 
   “A rumour doesn’t put such a fear on people’s faces,” he said. “You siblings have it good but I did direct missions for the order in my youth and I know horror at the unnatural when I see it.”
 
   “Who is the pooch in question?” Katja asked.
 
   The old man’s eyes slowly turned towards her. All his movements were like the voice, slow but with a certain weight.
 
   “It was fifteen years ago,” he said. “By a small cluster of houses near the western borders of Bag River County. An inn and a smithy and a handful of farms. There people were awoken in the middle of the night by a terrible howl that echoed through the nigh,t despite there being no cliffs to bounce the sound about.”
 
   Katja turned her chair towards him and clasped her hands around one knee. The old man had her full attention. She gave a moment’s thought to the fact that the night had to be pitch black by now.
 
   “No-one lay back down,” he continued. “The howl had cut too deep. Some rose from their beds and started to light fires or barricade doors and windows. Therefore people in the inn heard it clearly when a man came springing from the east, exhausted and crazed with fear. He beat on the door and wailed in despair.”
 
   A stick in the fireplace cracked loudly.
 
   “People were hesitant to let him in. Some suggested that he was some sort of fiend, come to lure people out into the night. Others feared attracting whatever had caused such terror. Still, the innkeeper found his heart as the man leaned onto the door and begged to be let in. He pulled the bar away from the door but just then the howl sounded a second time and froze the blood of the bravest. The guest beat on the door one more time.”
 
   The old man banged his staff on the floor.
 
   “But then fled when footsteps approached. The innkeeper opened the door and so people saw a gigantic hound run along the road after the poor man. It had a short, black coat with longer legs than a man and a terrible maw filled with dagger-like knives and a dark fire emanated from its eyes. The innkeeper and his guests shut the door again and barricaded it with everything they could lift, but the hound stayed on its prey and caught him off the road. The man’s screams haunt all those who heard them to this very day.”
 
   The room was silent for some time. It seemed to Katja all the Shades had heard the story before but it still had an effect on each one.
 
   “Was the man from Bag River County?” Serdra then asked. She watched the old man.
 
   “There was no way of identifying the body,” he replied.
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “So you want us to look into the matter?” Katja asked.
 
   Njall cleared his throat again.
 
   “We wanted to ask Maron for men Bag River people would not recognize. Who could not be traced back to Blossoms and who would vanish from the land once they had the information we need.”
 
   “Migrants,” Katja said. Such agents were often called by that name.
 
   “Yes,” Njall said. “But perhaps you two can take on that task.”
 
   Serdra was silent. Katja knew she was considering the situation carefully but Njall grew rather awkward. Perhaps he worried he’d been too bold.
 
   “You are right to be cautious,” Serdra said to the dark man. “Poking around a Brotherhood territory is dangerous. Normally I would only do it myself if there was great need. But if there is a Brotherhood stronghold to the east of here it may well have something to do with this hidden, looming threat. So it may be worth investigating.”
 
   “But what if the war begins while we are mucking about in that county?” Katja asked.
 
   “That is a possibility,” Serdra said. “But in that event it’s possible we would do the most good to the east, as in Baldur’s Coast.”
 
   She was silent again.
 
   “Are you expecting any news?” she then asked the Shades.
 
   All looked at Ebba.
 
   “Quite possibly,” she said. “I am in contact with a farris from the north-eastern fort. His son is apparently on his way south from the border fort, and he should be able to bring some news of the situation there.”
 
   “When do you expect to know something?” Serdra asked.
 
   “In two days.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “Then we will hold off a decision for two days.”
 
   She stood up and looked at everyone, including Katja.
 
   “Let us all be on guard until then. Sleep light. Do not drink enough to be dulled. Keep weapons at the ready and have guards posted at night. For I sense battle beyond the horizon. Something awaits us. Or comes for us.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Vajan returned to his room and immediately stripped off his sweat-drenched shirt. A tub of warm water awaited him as he had instructed, and he dipped his hands in and began to wash off his efforts.
 
   He had been training Kolgrimur’s fighters lately and the day had been spent on one last drill before embarking. It was a wearying and frustrating task. Sure, they were competent. There were plenty of competent people in the world. His friends had been competent.
 
   Roras, Karl, Hong and Torbergur.
 
   They had been good comrades and hard-working underlings, and competent. Roras had even possessed a rare gift that had usually been quite useful. Competence had not sufficed. He alone remained. And that had been a close call.
 
   Kolgrimur’s men were competent, but no more than that. They were accustomed to their leader’s policy of patience and had not fought in foreign wars or spent their youths preparing to fight for what they wanted. Since he had to rely on them for a dangerous task it irritated and worried him how easily he usually out-sparred them.
 
   Aside from the fact that most of them disapproved of him as much as others, though they were a bit more subtle about it. And he had to damn well contain himself and refrain from breaking their teeth with a wooden sword. He was all out of friends within the Brotherhood of the Pit.
 
   The familiar footsteps approached and there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Come in, Kolgrimur,” Vajan said and continued washing. He did not look up as the door was opened.
 
   “News just came,” Kolgrimur said. “All is proceeding as planned. You will head out tonight to do the job.”
 
   “Good,” Vajan said with full sincerity. He thirsted for real fighting. “And do you really intend to join the Savaren brat if his plans come to fruition?”
 
   “If he seizes power then he seizes power,” Kolgrimur said calmly. “But if not he will burn a second time and I will get what I want without losing anything important.”
 
   Vajan snorted and stared at the silver lamp hanging on the wall.“I never liked him.”
 
   “He no doubt dislikes you as well these days,” Kolgrimur said. “But now prepare.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   Kolgrimur left and closed the door behind him. Vajan looked at the weapons and armour he had arranged neatly on a bench.
 
   “Will do.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Markus Bern was cheerier than he had been in a long time. He looked over the tent camp that had been put up around Lorin City. It was almost time. The war was beginning. Soon all would be ready and this mighty war machine would march south under King Valdimar’s banner.
 
   Markus would get to participate in enlarging the realm, enlarging the nation that had raised him and bring new wealth north to his family and neighbours. If Pine City surrendered he would get a plot of land. If they had to take it by force he would get to loot for one day after Valdimar’s flag was raised.
 
   So either he would get a portion of the Golden Plain’s bountiful soil and settle down in the sun, or return home with gold and silver and war stories.
 
   Not bad for a young baker’s son.
 
   He giggled a bit foolishly. His turn to stand guard was coming up but he could still feel the wine in his blood. A campaign required more than soldiers, and the camp housed a great number of followers who offered almost any service imaginable. Brewers and prostitutes were no exception and the second half of the day had been good to him. But now dusk was settling in and the peace was over.
 
   “The peace is over,” he muttered to himself and laughed at his own choice of words. That was true enough.
 
   He was drunk enough to pass between two tents standing tight together rather than just go around one of them, but sober enough to slide nimbly under and over and between the ropes.
 
   The yellow tent, often called the woven palace for its size and ostentatiousness, belonged to Duke Lorin who led the army. It stood in the centre of the camp like the dot of an archery target and Markus now stood about thirty meters away from it.
 
   The tent had undergone a slow, strange change in men’s minds over the last few days. What had begun as an occasional rumour and nonsense had become a certain dread.
 
   The story that passed between campfires in the evenings said that strangers, wearing no uniforms and with no entourage, had entered the camp some days ago and been last seen vanishing into the duke’s tent.
 
   Since then the man had barely been seen. The orders needed to make everything ready for the campaign were still delivered to captains but supposedly indirectly, from his scribe. He was apparently still in the camp, as his private bodyguards still guarded the tent in their yellow tabards, but their numbers had gone down to two. Two human statues who barely spoke except to tell people the duke was busy.
 
   Markus couldn’t help but look.
 
   One of the yellow bodyguards stood at the ready with his spear and shield, unrecognisable and faceless in his helmet. He couldn’t tell whether the man was staring back.
 
   One could, however, see a tiny bit of light inside the tent. It couldn’t issue from more than a single candle.
 
   People had stopped jokingly arguing about who those guests had been. Now there were quiet whispers about strange noises. And unexplained unease and nightmares among those sleeping in the tents closest to the woven palace.
 
   Most captains had tried to suppress such talk whenever they heard of it and told their subordinates to not let nervous tension make fools of them. But if anything, the stories just intensified with each passing evening, especially when word spread that the captains were themselves ill at ease.
 
   Markus shook all this off and strode over the muddy street, determined to hurry to his task. He felt something as he came to the row of tents in front of him. He didn’t know what it was, but something made him look to the side.
 
   Four men were walking towards him, or rather the yellow tent. In the front were two men of about fifty years in dirty, everyday travelling clothes. Behind them walked a tall, bald man with piercing eyes and a sword in his belt. By his side was a man completely hidden by a white and golden robe.
 
   The bald man looked back and forth in the manner of a bodyguard and his gaze settled on Markus. The darkness beneath the white hood also turned his way.
 
   Markus instinctively shrank back as if someone had jabbed a burning torch at him. He hurriedly strode between the tents and stumbled over the ropes. He made a clumsy way across before smacking into the ground beyond the tents.
 
   He turned on his back and saw the four men walk past without paying him any further heed. The sudden terror that had flared up within began to fade.
 
   What in the world had happened?
 
   The young baker’s son stood up and brushed the dirt off as he walked off again, his legs weak and trembling under his weight. He stroked his face and sighed.
 
   It didn’t matter what had happened, he immediately told himself. The duke’s matters were none of his business.
 
   He would not participate in the rumours tonight. He would agree with the captains telling them to quit gossiping about those with power. It wasn’t good for the nerves.
 
   Soon they would head south and the war would command their full attention.
 
   


  
 

5.
 
    
 
   Katja opened her eyes. She reached for the sword and sat up.
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   They had kept a small light burning in the room they had been assigned and she saw Serdra get up with her own sword.
 
   Katja threw the blanket off and swung her legs out of the bed. She stood up quickly but quietly with the sword in both hands and listened for a moment.
 
   Given the state of the candle the hour was shortly after midnight.
 
   “What is it?” she then whispered after hearing nothing.
 
   “I am not certain,” Serdra replied. “But it’s something.”
 
   The older woman strode to the door, pulled the latch aside and stepped out. Katja glanced at her shoes. They had both slept in their clothes but taken their shoes off. They would have to wait. Katja snatched her jacket off a stool and followed her mentor out into the hall.
 
   Some danger loomed. She did not feel the burning power and un-nature that characterized demons and major sorcery, but something was very wrong.
 
   “Rise!” she said loudly enough to wake people up but not enough for it to be heard well outside.
 
   Patrekur and two other men had been given the task of standing watch at night after Serdra’s warning two days earlier. It was Patrekur who came running to them with an axe in his hands.
 
   “What is going on?” he asked, rather too loudly in Katja’s opinion.
 
   “Something,” Katja said and knocked on a bedroom door in passing. She hurriedly slid into the jacket’s sleeves.
 
   Someone groaned behind the door and one could hear the voices of the household from various directions.
 
   “Wake everyone and tell them to be prepared for anything,” Serdra said, and she and Katja walked to the front door.They locked gazes a moment to establish that they were both ready. Then Katja slid the bar away and Serdra opened.
 
   They were greeted by the thickest fog Katja had ever seen. She walked out with fast, soft steps. Serdra followed close behind and they took up position side by side, so they could defend one another with the wall to their backs.
 
   The fog swallowed everything. Trees and buildings a few steps away were little more than vague phantoms, and only familiarity enabled Katja to figure out her surroundings. The air was utterly still and the fog just hung over everything like a blanket, without budging.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Always these damned hiding games! Katja thought and clenched her teeth. She could take the terror that came with combat. She yearned for that terror. But this uncertainty, this sneakiness that came with it all, that mercilessly stretched out the nerves without providing release, was a different matter.
 
   She heard something. The fog smothered the sound and all its features but something made her look north.
 
   Finally she saw something in the blackness. It was a yellow light, as if someone had taken a lamp up on a roof. The light grew in a few moments and a short cry carried to them from that direction. A roof was on fire.
 
   Serdra began to walk towards the flame, but Katja looked over her shoulder after hearing something.
 
   Njall stood in the doorway with an axe in his right hand and a candle in his left. He opened his mouth to say something, but caught himself and settled for looking at her with a fearful questioning look.
 
   Serdra signalled for him to go back inside and used the stealth language to tell him to prepare a defence.
 
   They walked north together. The visibility did not allow them to move faster. Katja wanted to run, people were probably dying a stone’s throw away, but they could run straight into an overwhelming force or pass an enemy without seeing him. They had to move carefully.
 
   The Brotherhood, Katja thought as they passed through a small vegetable garden. It has to be. Or what? No Shades live there.
 
   They heard footsteps ahead and another cry. It issued from a man’s throat and lasted a few moments before suddenly ceasing.
 
   Just then they heard hoofbeats from the south-east. They turned and glimpsed another fire in another part of the village. More screams penetrated through the darkness and the fog.
 
   This wasn’t an assassination. Blossoms itself was being attacked from all directions.
 
   Serdra pointed south with a quick gesture and then immediately headed north herself.
 
   Katja obeyed and took to her feet. She allowed herself to run now that she had passed through blindly. And she wanted to convert the tension into action.
 
   She arrived back at the door and banged her fist on it once.
 
   “It’s an attack!” she said sharply. “An attack on the village!”
 
   She did not wait for an answer. The hoofbeats approached the south of the house and she ran around the west corner with sword at the ready.
 
   The riders had vanished into the fog as she made it to the central street, but she saw yet another flame over the roofs to the south. Several more houses seemed to be on fire by the river. Perhaps the attackers had come over the south bridge.
 
   Again she heard a cry and noise and tried to follow the sounds. She ignored the discomfort of running in her socks and passed between the houses opposite Njall’s.
 
   What is going on? How many are dead? she thought.
 
   The hoofbeats could still be heard somewhere close by, but she couldn’t determine where they were headed or what they intended.
 
   The little village began to wake up to its own destruction. Katja heard frightened voices from inside of houses, heard doors and shutters slam, and a few people were already outside and shouting for their neighbours to wake up.
 
   She heard frightened cries muffled by walls and heavy blows of metal on wood, so rapid that a single man couldn’t be responsible. Some place was being broken into.
 
   Katja headed to the light cast by the expanding house fire and almost ran into someone. It was a man in a tunic and he thrust at her with something.
 
   Serdra’s endless training had drilled the proper reaction into her bones, and she parried with her sword and struck him in the head. The blade hit his temple like a kitchen hatchet hitting an apple and he fell without a sound.
 
   The slaying lit her blood up in honest and Katja ran towards the blows and the shouts.
 
   Two men in tunics were breaking down a front door with large axes. The third one had a leather bag and was splashing from it onto another nearby house. Katja felt a strong smell of oil and immediately understood why the fires she saw burned so greedily.
 
   The axemen worked together efficiently and the door was in its last gasps as the people behind it screamed and spoke over one another so nothing could be understood.
 
   The oil man was closer to her and she would need to turn her back on him to attack the other two. So she began with him and sprinted over the few meters separating them with the sword raised for a blow.
 
   He heard her at the last moment and looked around. He had time to take a step back and reach for a weapon in his belt, but no more than that. She split his skull and turned to the other two.
 
   They whirled around and saw her illuminated by the flames.
 
   “Here!” one shouted and they hefted their axes. They were heavy logging axes, not meant for combat, but would still cause grievous wounds if they connected.
 
   Katja ran towards them out of fear of reinforcements arriving, in spite of the growing noise about them. One of them approached her and thrust at her with the long axe, as the other one approached her from the left with the weapon raised high.
 
   They were competent.
 
   The one opposite her tried to drive her towards the other man but she batted his axe aside and went to the right. She slashed and connected with his left arm but then had to evade the other one before she could deliver the killing blow.
 
   The injured one lost the grip with his left hand but raised the axe with his right and threw it, as Katja tried to land a hit on his comrade.
 
   The one-handed throw wasn’t particularly strong but she did have to evade it and the enemy facing her took advantage of it and made a hard advance. He swung and swung. The heavy weapon was a disadvantage and he tried to make up for it with fury and relentlessness. The other one drew some kind of large knife from his belt and approached fast.
 
   Katja struck her opponent in the hand and he screamed and stumbled. She slashed him right in the neck and walked past him as he collapsed, and faced the other one.
 
   The man with the knife didn’t like the look of things and fell back to the house they had been breaking into. Katja followed him, sword in hand and fire in her veins.
 
   A broad-shouldered middle-aged man in a night robe appeared by the remains of the door with a hoe in his hands. The knife man didn’t look back and got the iron hoe in his back along with a scream of anger. He fell forward and the broad-shouldered man drove the tool down into the head of the man who had meant to break into his home.
 
   He looked at Katja and the fires illuminated a face contorted by emotion. Katja was fairly certain he was not a warrior.
 
   “Not bad!” she said, rather wound-up herself, and looked around. What was she to do?! She could glimpse silhouettes left and right, heard battle and horses, and still more fires were being lit.
 
   “What is going on?!” asked a woman in the doorway and Katja saw more people behind her.
 
   “Flee!” she replied. “Cross the river! The village will burn!”
 
   She abandoned this conversation and headed south-east. She looked around a corner and saw more armed men in tunics come from the south. She saw two spears and more of these strange, curved knives. They were hunting. Three carried torches and they marched in formation, looking in every direction.
 
   There were six of them, too many for her to dare attack, so she slid back into cover and pressed up against the wall.
 
   Smaller groups sow chaos and people flee straight into the larger ones, thought some part of Katja that kept calm in the storm raging in her mind.
 
   She jogged to the west. Crossing the south bridge would be extremely risky. That left the west one.
 
   How many have died?
 
   She ran between houses and saw a few people in desperate flight to the north. Katja hesitated a moment by the corner and then saw three men in pursuit. They passed her without seeing her and she ran after them.
 
   The two in the back had to slow down as the one in the lead followed the people through a narrow alley. She caught up with them there and slashed one in the back. The next one turned with an axe, but did not manage to use it before Katja severed his arm. He fell with strange sounds on his lips and the one in the alley turned.
 
   He raised the spear above his head in the tight quarters. She attempted to advance on him but he thrust at her with great quickness and she fell back. The man had a longer weapon and a shield to boot. Approaching him like this was too dangerous.
 
   She exited the alley and went to the back side of the houses. Katja heard him follow, but he lost sight of her for a moment and she used it to snatch up the axe one of his comrades had dropped. He came around the corner with the spear leading the way and probably assumed she lay in ambush, but the axe-throw still surprised him. The man lifted the shield in front of his head and so saved himself, but Katja moved closer, got a grip on the top of the spear shaft with her left hand and cut it in two.
 
   He tried to strike at her with the broken shaft but Katja accepted the blow and advanced fiercely. She drove him before her and hit the shield again and again, while the man retreated along the alley and onto the street. There he finally lost his balance and fell backwards.
 
   “Help!” he shouted but the word drowned in all the other shouts heard from every direction. Blossoms was dying.
 
   Katja raised the sword for a fatal thrust and, as expected, the man put the shield over his upper torso. She changed direction slightly and drove the tip down into his thigh. He screamed and flailed and she used the opportunity to stab him in the belly.
 
   She ripped the shield from clenched, dying fingers and held it in front of herself as she backed away from the man and looked around.
 
   The flames were widespread now. She saw most of them as faint phantom lights through the fog. She braced for further combat at hearing someone approach, but it was a woman with a child in her arms who appeared, sped past and then vanished again.
 
   How did this happen so fast? And what am I to do?!
 
   Katja turned in a circle in search of priority problems. In spite of all her training she felt a terrible powerlessness that grew with every moment she wasted as the village burned.
 
   What’s best? What is most important?
 
   The fleeing villagers couldn’t go north or south and the hoofbeats could still be heard in the east. That only left the western bridge. But what if they factored that? Then no-one would get anywhere.
 
   The idea startled her and she ran to the west.
 
   A few unarmed individuals appeared out of the fog by the bridge, confused, terrified and standing still. Children and women cried and Katja recognized Ebba. The woman held her right arm, which hung limp by her side and one the smaller Shade children clung to her leg.
 
   After four more hurried steps Katja saw a man writhe on the ground by the bridge with an arrow in his abdomen.
 
   Katja held the shield up and ran over the bridge in a crouch with her right arm behind herself.
 
   An arrow smacked into the wood and a moment later she saw the archer beyond the river. He hadn’t counted on the shield and retreated as she ran at him. But before her blow could land she sensed danger from another direction, and narrowly managed to defend herself as a man stepped from hiding by the bridge with a long spear and thrust at her.
 
   The tip damaged the battered shield but it still hung together.
 
   “COME OVER, COME OVER!” Katja shouted and ran past the spear’s reach. The man retreated and tried to strike at her with the shaft, but again the shield saved her. She pushed him into the river and turned in the direction the archer had vanished. She saw a faint, stationary silhouette and covered behind the shield. Another arrow hit it and someone came across the bridge.
 
   The dark, stocky Shade charged with an axe in his hands and the archer tried to draw another arrow but wasn’t halfway there when the axe sank into his chest.
 
   The Shade, Garan, bellowed like a bull and struck again after the man had fallen to the ground. 
 
   “COME OVER!” Katja repeated and people reacted. Half-dressed people, old and young, wounded and healthy, armed and unarmed, flooded over the bridge fleeing their homes. She saw some of the Shades among them.
 
   “The house was attacked!” Garan shouted on the other side of the flood. Then he received Ebba and the child as they ran to him and the trio sped off.
 
   Katja crossed the bridge again and headed to the Shade home. She encountered a few stragglers on the way and took care to brace for combat each time, which did nothing to calm the villagers.
 
   She saw the flames on the roof before seeing the house itself. Anna came running towards her with a sack on her back and started at the sight of the sword.
 
   “What happened? Where is Serdra?” Katja asked before the woman could disappear.
 
   “I don’t know!” the woman shrieked. “She was outside, fighting them!”
 
   Katja heard the hoofbeats come their way and an exhausted, frightened man appeared at a hard run away from the sounds. Anna ran for the bridge.
 
   A moment later they appeared, three of them. The one in the lead had a spear, and upon spotting Katja he steered the horse at her with the tip leading the way. She evaded the attack but the next one was right behind and slashed with a long axe. The shield finally shattered from the heavy blow and Katja staggered back. The third one had a spear as well, but wasn’t as nimble with it as the first one.
 
   Katja dodged his attack and slashed him in the thigh. The rider screamed and lost control of his horse, shaking back and forth in the saddle.
 
   “I am injured!” he shouted.
 
   They had almost vanished into the fog when the two in the lead turned their mounts about, away from the villagers and back her way. Katja threw the remains of the shield in the ground and prepared for further fighting. The one with the axe reached for his stricken comrade and seemed to mean to aid him in controlling the frightened horse. A spear that came flying out of the night and into the wounded one ended that plan.
 
   The man fell to the ground and the horse fled. The other two had to struggle to contain their own mounts but then sent them back into a hard run around Katja, as someone approached them from the Shade house.
 
   Katja saw the face of the one in the lead as the light of a burning house hit him. Their gazes met a moment.
 
   “Vajan!” Katja shouted.
 
   They vanished into darkness and fog and she heard someone blow on a horn.
 
   “Katja,” Serdra said. Of course it was her. “Let’s go.”
 
   Katja was more inclined to charge east, but that would probably be stupid. They ran side-by-side over the bridge and caught up with the tail-end of the fleeing mass.
 
   “Into the forest!” someone shouted. “Up and into the forest!”
 
   The voice and authoritative and strong and the idea was wise. The disorganized group turned  north-west and headed uphill. The fog thinned greatly as they left the river behind and Katja began to see pretty well. She searched for familiar faces and was relieved to see at least half of the Shades at a glance.
 
   The forest received them in its bosom and cover and some sighed with relief.
 
   Katja looked back down at Blossoms. She saw the fires that had been lit in the village in such a short time and was horrified at how pretty they looked in the darkness, when one couldn’t tell that they were eating homes and the corpses of innocent fruit farmers.
 
   Serdra nudged her and they vanished into the forest along with the rest.
 
   The mob slowed down, exhausted with fatigue and fear, and grief now found room in many hearts. Some shouted in anger at the attack but were told to quiet down out of fear of pursuit. More people sobbed, lay on the ground, prayed or called the names of the loved ones in desperate hope of finding them in the mob.
 
   This was a difficult choir to listen to, even though Katja hadn’t known anyone to any degree.
 
   One of the older men urged people to continue and find shelter in the next village, and most of those who had dropped down stood up and staggered after their friends and families rather than be left behind.
 
   Serdra pulled Katja to herself, they fell behind and followed the group from a slight distance.
 
   “That was Vajan!” Katja hissed.
 
   “Yes, I heard.”
 
   “I thought I had killed that stain!”
 
   “I suppose it will have to wait,” the older woman replied. “What did you see after we separated?”
 
   Katja went over it briefly.
 
   “I killed a group of three,” Serdra said. “But once I realized the magnitude of the attack I returned to the house, just before a large group assaulted both doors at the same time. We managed to drive them off but there were some casualties.”
 
   “Damn,” Katja said quietly.
 
   “This was a well-planned attack,” her mentor said. “The largest groups came from the east and south-east and worked their way towards one another. Smaller groups caused chaos among those who fled, and the riders closed the eastern part while riding people down and causing even further chaos. The fires were lit fairly regularly, and though they won’t necessarily spread to every house in this calm, this will be a heavy blow to the village.”
 
   “I hate them,” Katja said venomously. “I mean, since Vajan was there this must have been...” She checked their distance to the nearest person. “The Brotherhood. Right? This fog was quite convenient for them.”
 
   “Indeed it was.”
 
   “I hate them,” she repeated. “How is it so easy for them to massacre people who have done nothing to them?”
 
   “Sorcery has a certain effect on people,” Serdra said. “And the Brotherhood folk are brought up thinking of themselves as superior.”
 
   “I killed five or six of these superior people,” Katja said contemptuously.
 
   “Remember the first rule,” Serdra said severely. “Always and forever.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and sighed. She didn’t think she’d forgotten, but perhaps contempt was the start of it. The first rule was that any enemy could slay a careless warrior.
 
   “Some of them had these.”
 
   Serdra took something from her belt and handed it over to Katja. It was one of those curved knives. The blade was about thirty centimetres and the upper portion that continued after the curve was significantly broader than the lower one. Katja now saw that the edge was on the inside of the curve, not on the outside as on a sabre. In addition, the blade was broad and rather heavy.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   “A moonblade,” Serdra said. “They originate among mountain folk to the north, but have become rather popular among professional soldiers. Valdimar’s men bear them as signs of status.”
 
   “I haven’t seen such a weapon before. I think I would remember.”
 
   “Well, I am unaware of them seeing any use here around the Inner Sea.”
 
   Katja rubbed the spot where the spear-shaft had hit her.
 
   “And why are Brotherhood agents carrying...”
 
   She fell silent and considered the question.
 
   “So people will blame Valdimar’s men? Since they are on their way south anyway?”
 
   “It is possible,” Serdra said. “It is also possible that they hired help from the north.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Katja said quietly, but her mind began analysing the first possibility.
 
   Someone near the front of the mob suddenly stopped against a tree and waited for the two of them. It turned out to be Garan.
 
   “Patrekur is dead,” the man said sombrely. He walked along with them. “So is his father, Fjola, Frank and Reon.”
 
   “My condolences,” Katja said.
 
   Was it wrong of me to abandon the house?
 
   “We are on our way to Hollow,” the man continued. “We should get there shortly before sunrise. Many have kin there and we can shelter until we can... can decide what comes next.”
 
   Garan was silent for a bit.
 
   “The little fort to the north-east must be told of this,” he said. “If this is the start of an invasion...”
 
   “It was the Brotherhood,” Katja said softly.
 
   Garan stiffened and looked at her.
 
   “At least, one of them was leading this attack,” she explained. “His name is Vajan, if you want to know where to seek vengeance.”
 
   Garan was silent and Katja saw various feelings roiling around within him. But the strong surface was quickly back into place and he opened his mouth.
 
   “Well, such an attack still needs to be reported. Perhaps they can dispatch riders and catch up with them.”
 
   “And you want us to deliver the news,” Serdra.
 
   Garan looked at her, somewhat shamefully to Katja’s eye.
 
   “I should be able to procure horses with some people I know,” he said. “But it is not certain, and could take some time. If someone turns about now and heads for the fort they will be probably arrive there before I do. And you... you would probably be safer during that trip than anyone else here. You have shown your might.”
 
   “This is all perfectly logical,” Serdra said. “We can await your arrival in or around the fort and then decide on the next step.”
 
   Serdra stopped and so did Katja.
 
   “Good,” Garan said. “Thank you. Do you know the way to the fort?”
 
   “I do,” Serdra said.
 
   “Well.” The man sighed. “This has been quite some night.” He stroked his head and looked at them. “But things would have been far worse without the two of you. I am fully aware of that.”
 
   Katja nodded at the gratitude. She didn’t quite know which words to use.
 
   “Most of the others are rather shocked, but I know I can thank you on behalf of all of us.”
 
   He alternated his gaze between them.
 
   “Again, my thanks. Hopefully we will meet in the morning.”
 
   He jogged to catch up with the group.
 
   Katja watched him disappear and then turned to Serdra.
 
   “Well.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They turned around, agreeing to swing north around Blossoms and stay in the forest until they arrived at a road. Though the raider force would most likely head to Bag River County after finishing its task, the assumption was not worth one’s life.
 
   Katja took her leather fingerless gloves from her jacket’s pockets and put them on. The night wasn’t particularly warm and in case of another fight she wanted every scrap of protection.
 
   They were silent as they trekked through the forest. It was best to be able to hear sneaking enemies, Serdra seemed to have nothing to say and Katja was deep in her own thoughts on various subjects.
 
   One of them was her own experience of this whole matter. She sympathised with the villagers, certainly, and her words of condolences to Garan had been sincere. But nonetheless she felt a certain satisfaction at having fought. She felt no shame at not regretting killing those men but how could she enjoy something that visited such horror upon innocent people?
 
   Am I a monster? she thought.
 
   They maintained a pace that didn’t wear them out and after a while they exited the forest and found a dirt path leading north-east.
 
   Silence continued to reign but became oppressive as a certain matter got ever louder in Katja’s mind.
 
   “Serdra?” she finally said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Was...”
 
   Katja took a deep breath.
 
   “Was this because of us?”
 
   Saying the words hurt but she had to let them out, rather than let them fester within.
 
   “What do you think, Katja?”
 
   “I am...” Katja fell silent and sighed. She looked to the side and saw Serdra’s familiar piercing gaze, used when her mentor was evaluating her in some way.
 
   Katja closed her eyes and sighed again.
 
   What was the lesson this time? That Serdra wasn’t all-knowing? That Katja had experienced and learned enough to draw her own conclusions? That if she was truly close to finishing her studies she would have to learn to do so?
 
   Probably.
 
   She kept her eyes closed for a little while and went over what she knew with cold reason.
 
   “We were careful,” she said with as much confidence as she could muster. “We did nothing to draw attention to ourselves these last two days.” She was silent again. “I can’t see how the Brotherhood could have known beforehand that we would visit these Shades. It’s possible that Vajan entered the village and saw me without me seeing him in turn, but if so he certainly gathered men for a major attack on short notice.”
 
   She opened her eyes and felt a certain inner calm.
 
   “It is... very unlikely that this was because of us.”
 
   “Yes,” her mentor replied. “So don’t torment yourself.”
 
   “So they were attacking the Shades. Unless they somehow benefited from burning a small farming village.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Katja exhaled and tilted her head back.
 
   “They probably felt safe. Probably felt they had been careful enough in spite of having such dangerous neighbours.”
 
   She paused briefly and stroked her belly.
 
   “I thought I had killed Vajan,” she said. “I thought I had settled that matter once and for all.”
 
   Vajan had almost killed her in the forest near Moon Cape. It had been the first time she had truly stood before death, and if Serdra hadn’t used the Sentinel Flame to heal her, her career would have been very short indeed. Such a feat was dangerous, something only older Redcloaks could do without risk of dropping dead.
 
   Only that had saved her and the memory wouldn’t leave her be.
 
   “Have you heard of the Brother’s War?” Serdra asked.
 
   “What?” Katja said.
 
   “I didn’t expect you to,” Serdra said. “It is mostly forgotten these days and wasn’t even that big in its day. But when I was young two powerful half-brothers, Markus and Agust, quarrelled over a bountiful land. Both gathered an army and let metal clash. Markus’ army was scattered in a battle and so Agust could lead his forces to his brother’s stronghold and begin a siege.”
 
   “I myself was staying at a large inn in a village a few days’ journey from the battlefield. I had arranged a meeting with one of our brothers and ended up waiting for him for eight days, but one evening I took to chatting with another guest that had arrived earlier that day. He had been part of Markus’ army and been separated from his comrades, when Agust’s riders drove them into a forest. His sword had broken in the fighting and he threw his shield away while fleeing. So he was left with naught but his clothes and a knife.”
 
   “Rain starting pouring down as the day passed. He was wet, hungry, exhausted and afraid, but as evening fell he found shelter in a small deserted village. There he camped in a relatively intact house. However, during the night he woke up to one of Agust’s divisions also setting up camp  within the village. It was too small to house all but the officers and wounded got roofs over their heads. One of them was the same one this soldier had chosen.”
 
   “He lay in the darkness and gnawed the back of his hand with terror as a group of men entered the house and lay down, but none saw him. After a while all had fallen asleep and he dared to crawl from hiding and try to get out. One man had fallen asleep before the door so it could not be opened. The soldier managed to kill the man quietly with the knife, carefully moved the body aside and exited.”
 
   “But things did not improve for him, as the tents blocked the only ways out of the village. He resorted to hiding under a half-collapsed house, hoping that the men would leave come daybreak. But they did not leave. And once the body was discovered the men were up in arms and searched the village and its surroundings. The man expected death at any moment, but only one thought to peek under the ruin. He was slightly apart from his comrades, ducked his head under the fallen roof and got a knife to the throat for his trouble. The desperate soldier managed to kill him without making noise and drew the corpse into his hiding place. He acquired a sword in the process, but knew very well that it would be of no use if he were spotted.”
 
   “It’s safe to say that the search was not relaxed after the disappearance and neither did they decamp. The soldier lay there with the dead body until darkness fell and they finally gave up on finding a hidden enemy. The soldier was limp with hunger and could bear his stay with the corpse no longer. It had started to rain again, so he dared to crawl out of hiding and bind his feet with pieces of his tunic to soften his footsteps.”
 
   “He made it to a campfire by the tents and got hold of a burning stick. He used it to set fire to the tent several men slept in, and while everyone’s focus was on the blaze he snuck to another circle of tents and stole some food. He then crawled into an old ditch and hid under dead vegetation. He scarfed down the wood and then fell asleep, quite against his will. He awoke some time after sunrise and still no-one had found him and still Agust’s men remained encamped.”
 
   “He hid for the rest of the day and was now half-mad, as he admitted freely. He had overheard where the captain was sleeping and snuck in there and slew him and two others. He hoped that would suffice for them to decamp and finally leave. Those hopes were in vain, and again men searched for him in the ruins and almost found him. Finally as evening fell he could stand no more of this, and as three searchers approached his hiding place he rose from the muck and ran screaming towards them with the sword in hand.”
 
   “He made it between them and by sheer luck only one man stood in his way as he came to the campfires. He struck that man down and fled into the night. They gave chase, but lost him in the darkness.”
 
   “That was some experience,” Katja said and shook her head.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “He was a nervous wreck when I spoke to him and did not hesitate to admit how terrified he had been all along; surrounded by a mass of enemies and as good as dead if he made one single mistake.”
 
   “And for such a long time at that. No wonder he was a mess.”
 
   “I never met him again, but three days later I did meet men from one of Agust’s companies. They had been ordered to camp in a deserted village and await further instructions. And then someone or something began preying on them. They did not hesitate to admit how terrified they had been of the unseen enemy who resided in the darkness and snatched men away. Who killed as silently as death itself and then vanished into nothing. As time passed they were jumping at every sound, and only fear of being hanged for desertion kept them in the village. Finally he appeared to them as a screaming, mud-covered madman with wild eyes and a bloody face. Yet again he killed one of their comrades and vanished into the night. They were not willing to wager he had gone for good and grouped together outside the village, around large fires and all stayed awake until morning. Then they finally got a message to continue on their way and the nightmare was over.”
 
   Serdra fell silent and continued walking without looking at her student. Evidently the story was over.
 
   Mindful of the earlier part of this conversation, Katja hesitated to ask about the point of it. She would have to figure it out on her own.
 
   She looked ahead and so saw the reddish-yellow glow on the horizon.
 
   A fire.
 
   “That would be the fort,” Serdra said.
 
   


  
 

6.
 
    
 
   Katja wanted to say something but could think of nothing clever. Serdra couldn’t know any more than she about what had happened. Vajan’s band could hardly have been large enough to take a fort, even a small one.
 
   Had the invasion begun? Had Valdimar’s army surprised everyone with some brilliant scheme?
 
   They walked in silence, with a significantly different mindset than before. They could very well be heading towards an entire army and Katja could only turn to her imagination for the answers the flames called for.
 
   Perhaps someone was careless with a candle, she thought without really believing it and managed a slight smile. That one would certainly get an earful.
 
   They climbed a short distance up a rocky slope to be able to walk across a forested hill and the fort would clearly be waiting for them on the other side of it. Katja heard no screams or sounds of firefighting, no panicking animals or the marching of an army. Nothing but the cruel voice of a feasting fire.
 
   It was eerie.
 
   The hill did not let them through without a fight but after a few bumps and scrapes Katja made it to the top. She walked a few steps to the south to see past a pine tree and beheld the flaming fort.
 
   The defensive wall was made of stone, as were about half of the walls within it. The rest burned, along with every single roof. The gate stood wide open and the light of the fire illuminated the corpses scattered about outside of it. The men seemed to have been cut down while fleeing.Not a single army was in sight, nor anything else living.
 
   Katja looked at Serdra. The woman just nodded and they clambered down. The journey was rather easier this time as the rocky sides were less forested and after a short while this all became a reality right before her.
 
   The corpses were of soldiers and many of them wore night tunics. Some lay near a weapon, others did not and many had clearly been dealt the killing blow after being brought down. And just like the fire the violence was recent.
 
   They carefully made their way to the gate and Katja soon noted that it was undamaged. It had not been broken through and nor did she see any ladders up against the wall. It did not compare to a proper city wall, but would still pose a challenge to a raiding party.
 
   Perhaps they had inserted a traitor in the soldiers’ ranks. A traitor who had opened the gate at night and let the enemies in. The thought implied some disturbing things about the planning for this invasion. If Valdimar’s men were indeed to blame. They stood by the open gate and Katja thought she sensed a hint of something unnatural from the red-yellow inferno that waited beyond it.
 
   “Do you have an opinion?” Katja asked before the gate that had served so badly.
 
   “I mean to reserve assumptions until you have examined this event,” Serdra answered.
 
   Katja felt a momentary chill in spite of the fire’s heat. Many had died here and very recently at that. She had never looked at such a thing but knew it would be terrible.
 
   I need to thicken my hide, she thought with a numb part of herself. I need a thick hide to take these kinds of things and I will only get it through practise.
 
   They walked through the gate and Katja held a hand over her face due to the heat. Most of the houses had been burning for some time. The wooden ones lived a half-life as partially collapsed skeletons and the stone houses were somehow reminiscent of faces, with the flames coming off the roofs playing the role of hair and glowing windows and doors posing as eyes and mouths.
 
   The corpses were most concentrated a short distance within the gate. The defenders had probably stood their ground against the attackers there and lost. Still, they could be seen almost everywhere. Cutting down so many men was not a moment’s task and those who hadn’t made it out the gate had died searching for salvation within the wall. Most of them seemed to be wearing night tunics.
 
   There was no way to search for clues inside of buildings and in spite of rolling over several corpses on their way deeper into the fort they found no-one who wasn’t wearing either a night tunic or the Pine City colours. If any of the assailants had fallen the bodies had been moved.
 
   Once they came to the middle, a large open area that had probably been used for drills, a strange sight awaited them.
 
   Up on a tall flag pole fluttered a yellow flag displaying a bull next to an oak tree. A few feet away lay four men face-down around a hole. Their hands and feet had been bound and the tops of their heads faced one another, so they formed a cross of sorts.
 
   Katja walked closer. If anything she sensed the un-nature more keenly closer to the pole, and she kept a hand on her sword. Corpses did not always stay down.
 
   She arrived at the hole and though the nearest fire was some distance away she had enough light to see that a large piece of hide had been placed down in the hole, which had then prevented the blood from seeping into the dirt. The man had all had their throats cut in a ceremony of some kind.
 
   Katja examined the bodies. Their wrists were red and torn. They had struggled in utter desperation.
 
   This is a bad way to die.
 
   “Does this... mean anything to you?” she asked out loud.
 
   Serdra came over and examined the four men. To Katja’s surprise her mentor was silent a little while and stared down into the bloody hole.
 
   “Yes,” she then said. “I have heard of such a thing. But only heard. The world has not seen this in a long time.”
 
   Something about Serdra’s demeanour caught Katja’s attention and held it in spite of their dreadful surroundings. She was very wary of the woman’s next words.
 
   “This is a certain ceremony that the Brotherhood of the Pit performed in the old days,” Serdra explained. “When they raided Jukiala territories. After they took a fort or a town with their sorcery and monsters they would murder four captives, just like that, to honour the Dragon.”
 
   Katja was silent a moment.
 
   “The Dragon? The leader of the Brotherhood? But it hasn’t had one since the fall of Vendyha. That’s why they are... so... fractured.”
 
   Katja’s words reached her own ears and she realized their significance.
 
   “Indeed,” Serdra said. “And now something evil has entered the world by the Inner Sea. Something Agla the Black has never sensed before. Agla is just over three hundred years old. Vendyha fell in 387 by the old calendar, long before Agla’s birth. And Roland was not present for the final battle. He was never close to anyone who held the title of the Dragon in the shape of man.”
 
   “But...” Katja went over her lessons in her mind. “But it was more than just a title. I know not much is known about it, but it required some kind of ritual!”
 
   “A ritual devised by Zakari Manso,” Serdra said and did not take her eyes off the blood. “And since he managed it then so can others. Or perhaps someone had deciphered the old texts.”
 
   “Can...”
 
   Katja meant to say ‘Can this be?’ but managed to stop herself. Anything could be, no matter how unfortunate. She had learned that lesson around the Death Lord incident.
 
   “There may be some other explanation,” she said instead.
 
   “It has always been my experience that the Brotherhood cling to their traditions and this sacrifice has not been performed since the invasion of Revsaka seven hundred years ago. It seems that either a new Dragon has entered the picture or someone has convinced the Brotherhood of it. Either way, that person is in a good position to unite the Brotherhood under their leadership.”
 
   Serdra finally looked at her. Katja was pretty sure Serdra was making sure she realized the severity of the matter.
 
   Then the older woman pointed at the ground.
 
   “Examine.”
 
   Katja did not allow herself a sigh. She did not allow herself desperation and hesitation. Negativity and doubt were her enemies in this task.
 
   She began breathing in a calm, measure way as she was in the habit of doing to reach a trance-state. She found a relatively comfortable spot on the ground, lay on her back and crossed her arms on her chest. Then she closed her eyes, let the present slide from her thoughts and opened herself to the past.
 
   It was like falling into boiling water. Pain, fear, rage, desperation and grief came from all direction, from so many sources. Katja screamed on the inside and perhaps out loud as well as dead men screamed in the past and she tried to stand on a cliff in a raging sea.
 
   The battle was difficult and agonizing and at times it seemed unwinnable. Katja lost her bearings at least once and was blown about without place or time or body. She was on the edge of either losing herself or being flung into the present, but with a monumental effort she managed to isolate herself from the horror without ending the vision. And she saw.
 
   It began with the fog. It was as thick as soup and blinded the guards on the battlements. They were startled by three strangers in common clothing who walked up to the gate and asked to speak with the captain about an important matter. It took some convincing but the men were unarmed and eventually the gate was opened the captain woken. The men followed him into his private chambers and the evil aura of sorcery began to emanate from the house without anyone being aware of it.
 
   The captain exited alone, pale, stiff and generally strange. He ordered the gate opened wide and would answer no questions about what would come next. He just summoned every waking man to the drill square and then stayed silent with a rigid look of terror on his face.
 
   And then the assailants came out of the fog. The captain gave no orders so his men took the initiative when enemies began flooding through the gate, weapons in hand. But it was too late. The guards were too few to withstand the wave that hit them and their sleeping compatriots woke with a start. Men wearing the tunics of Valdimar’s professional soldiers broke into the barracks before anyone could organize a defence. This wasn’t a battle. This was a slaughter.
 
   The unarmed trio exited the captain’s chambers and selected four captives as those in the tunics upended everything in search of something useful. The four were sacrificed in honour of the Dragon and Vendyha.
 
   Vajan and his riders arrived around the time of the first fires. Vajan had a few words with the three men and shortly after the fort was abandoned. The raiding party went up into the hills the road to Pine City cut past and Vajan rode away.
 
   Katja opened her eyes, both within and without, and again lay in the dirt close to the flag pole. She was sweaty, exhausted in spirit and so also in her body and felt as if she’d been torn apart and sown back together.
 
   This had been the worst one yet. The vision up on Flat Top had offered more hideous anguish and cruelty, but those events had also been much older and affected far fewer and so not been as hard to digest.
 
   Serdra did not offer her a hand up and Katja understood why. She sighed and managed to direct strength into her arms and push herself up into a sitting position.
 
   “Br... Brotherhood,” she said. “The Brotherhood.”
 
   She took a few moments to collect herself and then went over what she had seen.
 
   Serdra looked up into the hills. The first light was ascending into the sky and so one could see the hills were quite forested.
 
   “This wasn’t exactly subtle,” she said. “This is visible from far off and word will get around in very short order. Tell me Katja, if you were a soldier in the border fort and heard of this, what would you think?”
 
   “I... I would suspect that,” Katja closed her eyes and felt ever worse as the situation became clearer. “I would probably suspect that Valdimar’s army had taken some wilderness route past me and was currently heading for Pine City.”
 
   “And what would you do then?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Send a part of my forces south to aid the city.”
 
   “So leaving the border fort less defended. And then Valdimar’s army comes and breaks through. And the forces sent south get hit from behind.”
 
   “And we know for a fact that the Brotherhood is involved.”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “And if they have truly given up on hiding, then their sorcery can give Valdimar’s army a great advantage. Especially if the information I have been given about the power of the Dragon is accurate.”
 
   Katja rubbed her head. This was some situation.
 
   “A new Vendyha? Hasn’t that always been their dream. The Brotherhood means to take power and Pine City would make a good starting point.”
 
   “Indeed.” Serdra looked in the direction of the coast. “The city has already separated from the Golden Plain and declared independence. No ruler would be bound to come to its aid.”
 
   The flames were close to burning out and their crackling had grown quiet enough for them to hear hoofbeats. There was nothing left for Vajan and his men but they nevertheless hurried to the gate, ready for more fighting. It was Garan who showed up, along with four horses.
 
   The man stared slack-jawed at the destruction.
 
   “There is nothing left,” Katja said and pointed behind herself. “Not even those responsible.”
 
   “What in the world is going on? Has the invasion begun?” Garan asked, alarmed.
 
   “It is about to begin, at any rate,” Serdra said and motioned for him to dismount.
 
   They went over Katja’s vision and explained the conclusions they had drawn from it as they put on shoes the man had brought.
 
   “The Brotherhood of the Pit,” Garan said quietly and watched them with a rigid gaze. “The Black Blood in power in Pine City. This...” He exhaled slowly, looked away and squirmed with fear he could not direct anywhere. “The Dragon in the shape of man,” he then said to himself.
 
   “The last Dragon was defeated,” Serdra said. “So let us not despair yet.”
 
   The woman’s steady voice and simple reasoning seemed to have a positive effect on Garan and quite possibly Katja as well.
 
   “The soldiers went uphill,” Serdra said and pointed to the slopes to the south-east. “They brought no animals along. No war engines and only the supplies they could carry on their backs. And there were only about three hundred of them. Even if the city is not at full strength that is nowhere near enough to assault it. They would get massacred. Do you know anything about this area?”
 
   “I have gone along it several times,” Garan said and looked in the same direction. “Several hundred men should be able to hide in the hills and if a company tries to get at them they would only have to scale the upper slopes to make an attack on them suicidal. And there are hamlets along the road they can raid for supplies and beasts of burden.”
 
   “So...” Katja ran her fingers through her hair and thought hard. What would she herself do in their shoes? What would the purpose of this whole thing be? “So they mean to either wait in hiding with what little supplies they have until the main force marches south, or they will raid the villages to lure the defenders of Pine City outside of the city wall... or what? There must be a reason why didn’t just sneak back north, in spite of not being able to assault the city itself.”
 
   Both Serdra and Garan seemed to want to say something, but they evidently saw that she wasn’t finished.
 
   “What if they neither go down to the road nor stay in the hills? What if they go down the south side? What’s there?”
 
   “South of the hills?” Garan said and seemed doubtful. “There one essentially has entered the outskirts of Bag River County. There is a poor, narrow road going along the river the hills contribute to. But the southern slopes are just about impassable. Rocky and sheer. I...” Garan thought. “”I think even getting to them would be a challenge, unless one approached them from the east and so passed very close to the city. It would be dangerous for them.”
 
   “But we know the are Brotherhood people in Bag River County,” Katja answered and wasn’t quite ready to dismiss this idea. “They could have supplied the soldiers with a guide who knows the hills and can get them across.”
 
   “And made it possible for them to hide in Bag River County?” Serdra answered. “It is possible but...” She stopped and considered her next words. “But if word got out it could bring Pine City’s army into the county. It would be a risky move.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “The border army must be told what is going on and someone must rouse Duke Kjalar and explain the situation to him,” Serdra said. “This is not a normal war between men and if he cares about his oaths he must come to the city’s aid. And if the Brotherhood’s sorcery, perhaps even the Dragon himself, hide among Valdimar’s soldiers someone who can sense and fight back against such things must be available. Someone who can make strikes and perhaps delay the army slightly as Pine City prepares for the blow.”
 
   Katja put her hands on her hips and felt better at having a task on her hands.
 
   “So that’s our next step.”
 
   “That is my next step,” Serdra corrected her. She placed her hands on her pupil’s shoulders before she could protest or complain and stared into her eyes. “Because Pine City will also need to be warned.”
 
   “He can deliver it,” Katja said without thinking and pointed at Garan.
 
   “The city will also need a protector,” Serdra said. “The Brotherhood has probably made a great effort regarding this operation and it is quite possible that they have placed agents within its walls. I don’t know exactly what will happen when the army of Valdimar and the Brotherhood arrives at Pine City, but if the heirs of Zakari truly mean to take power and hold it openly they will no doubt use sorcery to seize the city.”
 
   Serdra held her in place and never looked away. Katja began to truly feel the weight of her gaze as it dawned on her what the woman was saying.
 
   “And then there will a need for someone who can sense sorcery and demons and who understands what is coming. Someone who knows that the unnatural is not invincible and what it will cost the souls of men if the Brotherhood seizes worldy power.”
 
   “I am only one person,” Katja said hesitantly. “I cannot match an army.”
 
   “Neither can I. But in ages past we stood at the front of armies battling the legions of darkness. The red clothes came about so we would be clearly visible. We were symbols of steadfastness against the unnatural. Vanguards. People are naturally inclined to flee from demons and monsters and sorcery, but people will also more often than not follow the example of others. I am not asking you to become a general but if the might of the Dragon hits Pine City you will be needed in some way or another. It will be up to you to react to events and find the right way.”
 
   Serdra released her and took two steps backwards.
 
   “So... so has the moment come?” Katja asked softly and felt a certain dread.
 
   “We stand upon crossroads, Katja. I will to get back south, but if that comes to nothing but you and the city both survive you can consider that your final initiation.”
 
   Katja nodded limply. This could be their moment of parting. She had known it was approaching but this was still a shock.
 
   “You will need a horse to make it to the city,” Garan said. He then looked at Serdra. “And you will presumably need one if you mean to make it to the fort.”
 
   “I will probably need two if I am to make it in time,” the woman replied. “It won’t be long before someone rushes north with the news. It is best I admit immediately that the beasts may very well never return to their owner.”
 
   Garan hesitated and groaned.
 
   “I have always returned whatever I have been entrusted with, but I cannot afford to pay for three horses. But I suppose events overtake us.”
 
   “Saving the city and impeding the plans of the Brotherhood takes presedence,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes,” Garan admitted, though his displeased tone remained.
 
   “But there is yet another task that that must be tended,” Serdra said. “Garan, can you make sure people outside of the city know what is going on?”
 
   “I can do that, yes,” the man said and seemed to straighten up a bit. “I will get the rest of my people to help and soon people far and wide will know what kind of trick is being played.”
 
   “And know that there are enemies in those hills,” Katja added and looked upwards.
 
   “Which route will you take?” Serdra asked.
 
   The question caught the young Redcloak off-guard. Usually the woman decided the course of action.
 
   Could this be a test? she thought and for a moment she wanted to laugh.
 
   “If I use the road I will probably make it sooner,” she said while thinking it over. “But then I also risk encountering this raider party, if they mean to cause further havoc. If I go south along the hills it will take me longer,” she looked at Garan, who nodded, “and will have entered the edge of Brotherhood territory.”
 
   “Gotten close to it, at least,” the Shade said. “The path there isn’t terribly good but is still a relatively busy way to and from the city.”
 
   Katja covered her eyes and went over the situation. To pass close to several hundred knew she knew for a fact were about, or close to possible enemies who were fewer in numbers and yet more dangerous in a different way?
 
   “I will take the southern route,” she then said, somewhat haltingly, and put more confidence in her next words. “There is no reson to assume Brotherhood-men who see me will recognize me as a foe, but Valdimar’s men are actively looking for trouble. And I sense sorcery better than I sense people.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “You two have no supplies,” Garan pointed out. “Nor any equipment other than your clothes and blades.”
 
   “I can steal food on my way north,” Serdra said and removed a purse from her belt. “Katja, this should make things easier for you.” She threw the purse to Katja, who caught it and looked at it a moment before tying it next to her own. Two small things were better than one.
 
   Garan handed her the reins of one of the horses and Katja stroked this animal which would hopefully bring her to the city.
 
   “Well,” she said and looked at them both. Her gaze lingered particularly on Serdra. This could be their farewell. They might never seen one another again and from here on out she would have to manage on her own. She felt a need to memorize her mentor as well as she could, and engrave this moment in her mind.
 
   But duty called.
 
   “Good fortune to you both,” Garan said severely. “You... you shoulder a great responsibility. Hopefully you can aid Pine City as well as you aided us.”
 
   “Go in peace, Garan. Your order has yet again proven its worth.”
 
   The man handed Serdra two sets of reins, then mounted the forth one and headed off.
 
   That left the two of them alone by the ruins of the fort.
 
   “Thank you for everything,” Katja said.
 
   “Likewise,” Serdra said. “Remember what I have taught you and be ever eager to learn on your own.” The woman hesitated a bit. “Battling the Dragon is a new experience for me. Should I fall, your training has been a good final task.”
 
   Katja chuckled though she wasn’t amused.
 
   “Let us not grieve for one another just yet. Good luck.”
 
   Serdra nodded and turned to the horse, but then looked back at her.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   Serdra took the moonblade from her belt.
 
   “Take this. It could prove useful.”
 
   Katja received the knife and fastened the scabbard in her belt, next to her regular knife.
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
   “Farewell,” her mentor said. “I hope we will meet again.”
 
   They did not have the luxury of further time or words. They mounted and steered the horses into opposite directions. The fort and its implications remained behind.
 
   


  
 

7.
 
    
 
   It felt strange to be on her own. Not just off by herself, or tending to a matter for a little while as Serdra tended to another one nearby, but truly alone.
 
   Now the extent of her capabilities would become clear. She had no safety line. No hope up her sleeve that her mighty mentor might show up and save her, at least not for several days.
 
   It was just her.
 
   Several feelings battled in her soul. To a degree this was what she wanted and had known was coming. She was excited, she was glad and she was afraid.
 
   Just as every other step of her training since leaving home this was just something she would have to get used to.
 
   The hills passed by on her left as the sun rose higher. They were rather beautiful. Above the lines of cliffs they were forested, but beneath that line there was little to see other than grey walls and the occasional waterfall, and Katja understood why Garan had had little faith that the raiders would scatter into Bag River County.
 
   Still, she was careful to always keep an eye on the slopes in case she passed by a portion that wasn’t as steep. She also watched her immediate surroundings, with both her ordinary senses and the special ones. There was much to keep in mind. She did not want to die on her first solo journey, and before getting to the main fight at that.
 
   She didn’t see many signs of habitation. She would occasionally glimpse trails separating from the road and leading south, presumably towards hamlets or farms, but aside from that the only sights throughout the morning were trees, hills and the occasional field. At one point she glimpsed a house in the distance, but given the state of the field around it could very well have been deserted.
 
   Hunger began to gnaw at her as noon approached, but she had no supplies and the money would be of little use until she found other people. She did stop and find herself a clearing that wasn’t too visible from the road, in which to rest herself and the horse and let it graze.
 
   The horse seemed fairly stout but no more than that. She would have to be careful not to wear it out. Valdimar’s army could hardly be fleet-footed enough to reach the city first if she had to walk, but she would feel most at ease getting there as soon as possible.
 
   Katja drew her new knife and examined it more closely. She tried to swing it around in the clearing and imagined a sparring match against Serdra. The woman hadn’t taught her to use this particular weapon, but all the training had given her a good sense of the science of melee combat and she believed she understood how to wield it. The inward curve of the edge had to give it fearsome slashing power.
 
   As the horse rested and gazed at her with strange horse thoughts behind those dark eyes she stepped this way and that and slashed about at air. At first she found it entertaining and rather mentally relaxing. Then it occurred to her that she might meet this weapon again once the battle for the city began. After that, figuring the weapon out became important.
 
   She somewhat lost herself in the task and by the time the horse seemed ready to continue Katja realized she hadn’t rested herself to any degree and was even hungrier. She tapped her head with the blunt side of the blade and sheathed it.
 
   Fine.
 
   The journey continued and shortly after noon the river Garan had mentioned began to run along the road. On occasion it seemed like more of a canal and no few irrigation canals had been dug out from it and lay south to the farmlands. The little bridges over them became road markers in her mind and welcome signs of humanity.
 
   Still, it wasn’t until after the fourth stop that she finally met someone.
 
   It was a muddy farmer driving along a donkey dragging a small cart.
 
   Katja cursed not having anything long enough to hide the sword and greeted him. The man had a lethargic gaze and speech and had little interest in chat, which suited Katja just fine. She did him to say that she would soon arrive at a hamlet where she could no doubt get food and lodgings.
 
   Katja caught his eyes resting a moment on her weapons but there was no reaction or interest.
 
   “Thank you,” she said by way of farewell and drove the horse on.
 
   Was this the typical demeanour around these parts or was the man just simple? Or did he perhaps not wish to display interest, due to having something to hide?
 
   Katja cursed her habit of asking questions she could not answer.
 
   The hamlet turned out to consist of five houses a stone’s throw from the road. Katja stopped as soon as she saw it and considered taking off her jacket and wrapping it around the sword.
 
   She almost put the idea into action but then the thought occurred that she might have to brandish it in a hurry. The weapons would have to stay where they were. Hiding them up close would be difficult anyway and she couldn’t very well buy food from shouting distance.
 
   A middle-aged woman was the first person she saw, and Katja approached her without dismounting.
 
   They exchanged greetings and Katja tried to speak fast to convey her hurry and disinterest in chat, but at the same time tried to betray no signs of nervousness. She had no idea how well she did, but at least the woman settled for answering questions rather than asking them.
 
   She said Katja would not arrive at an inn until the next day and then another one a day later. She was eager to part with some bread, cheese and even a bit of pork in return for coins. Katja scarfed the meat down immediately, wrapped the rest up in a rag she got from the woman and tied it to her shoulder. The woman hesitated a bit when Katja asked for a blanket or a cloak as well, but did eventually sell her a woollen blanket at a blown up price.
 
   Katja didn’t let it bother her. This was her situation and Linda would give her shelter in the city.
 
   She voiced her thanks and continued without further ado with the blanket around her waist.
 
   The two of them drank from brooks during rests and Katja ate of the bread while the horse grazed. He tried to get at her bread but Katja would have none of it. Keeping his strength up was important and she hoped to get her hands on oats, but her own strength was more important still.
 
   Finally as evening approached she dared not demand more exertions of him this day, and began to look about for a campsite. She found a spot by the river that was relatively comfortable for the both of them and wasn’t visible from the road.
 
   Katja groaned and rubbed her backside.
 
   “You’re a damn rock pile,” she said quietly, but stroked the horse tenderly. He had served well and it seemed he would carry her to the city at this pace if she took care.
 
   Katja ate of her supplies and cursed in silence as she realized the woman hadn’t told her whether to expect to arrive at the inn early tomorrow or in the evening. She had to save a considerable amount of food in case she would need it the next day.
 
   Then she practised a bit with her weapons. She didn’t have much energy left, but her enemies would not care and she slashed and stabbed at the air for a short while before finally letting herself drop down on the riverbank. If the scum of the Brotherhood surprised her she would hopefully be able to flee into the river and swim. Because no-one would come to her aid.
 
   Alone.
 
   Katja wrapped herself up in the blanket and stared up along the trees.
 
   This was a certain transitional phase. She was on the edge of becoming her own master, her own mentor, free to follow the Call and protect the world as she saw fit. But first she had to pass through this baptism of fire.
 
   War. If the border fort fell she would taste real battle. And what if the fort did hold? What then? Would Serdra come to fetch her once the waves died down?
 
   She had seen what the Brotherhood’s sorcery could do when the wretches dropped all subtlety. If they were with the army Valdimar had sent south the fort could hardly be prepared to face something like that.
 
   A certain part of Katja hoped the army would make it all the way. She stomped on that thought, tried to smother it in birth. People would die if that wish came true. The Brotherhood would perhaps take power and form its own nation. But it would be a greater excitement, a greater experience and a greater trial than anything she had known.
 
   I am crazy.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   In the morning she ate hurriedly, dunked her head in the river to freshen up and headed off. She tied the blanket around herself, hoping to conceal the weapons at least somewhat, but it probably wouldn’t achieve much up close.
 
   The unremarkable rural environment kept passing by and the hills ever visible to the north were the only signs of progress. Katja would have been bored if not for always having something to worry about. Traffic got thicker. More farmers were passing back and forth after this road and she saw more dwellings in the distance and felt the side paths were growing more common. And there was no shortage of trees and bushes and hills by the road from which an ambush could be sprung.
 
   She felt ever worse at making stops to rest herself and the horse, especially after a man with a bag on his shoulder walked by shortly after she sat down and looked her over carefully from a short distance.
 
   Almost-shaped eyes, black hair, leather clothing, muscles, Katja thought. The description Vajan must have given to his comrades must have sounded something like that. And he knew she saw somewhere nearby. If he could possibly pass the news around, surely he must have.
 
   Had she chosen the correct route? Had this been the wrong decision, and the northern route the safer one despite the proximity of the raiders?
 
   Katja finished what little bread she had left beneath branches that shielded her from the noonday sun, and fasted after that. When evening was closer than noon she arrived at the inn.
 
   The place was unimpressive, but she had expected as much. A relatively small residential house, built up against a larger cabin that presumably was the guest space. Next to it stood a small stable where two mules rested.
 
   Katja knocked on the door and announced herself and the owner appeared. It was a large, stout, middle-aged woman with tiny eyes. Katja paid for a night and a meal for herself and the horse and the woman called over a young man and ordered him to mind the beast.
 
   Then she showed Katja inside with neither warmth nor hostility. Dinner would be ready in about an hour, she said, and the young lady should just help herself to a sleeping space. Light beer was also available.
 
   The inn-space was one open room housing twelve benches and Katja decided to pick one that didn’t lie up against a wall. The other two guests were playing twelve-man-march on a small wooden board and greeted her disinterestedly before returning to the game.
 
   People sure are bursting with energy around here, she thought to herself and sat down.
 
   She rested for a little while before seeking out the large woman and asking for hot water. There was no privacy in the sleeping area so she took the tub outside and washed a bit. She had no clean clothes to change into but could at least feel a bit cleaner.
 
   A third man had arrived by the time she returned and was clearly local given the chummy discussions going on around the game.
 
   An old, fat cat wandered about and half-heartedly tried to catch bugs. Katja managed to lure it over and finally had something to occupy herself, namely convincing the cat to let her pick it up and pet it.
 
   Are they looking my way? Katja thought as she pretended to focus entirely on the purring cat. She didn’t notice as much but still felt terribly exposed.
 
   Two near-identical women and a weary, dusty man came in just before the old woman served a brown stew, which had a decent flavour and warmth and so was a fine change from dry bread and nothing. The beer was next and Katja allowed herself to buy one mug.
 
   The cat had abandoned her by this time and she lay down and tried to make herself comfortable as the other guests chatted. She kept her eyes closed and listened with interest in hope of finding something out.
 
   The war was mentioned, of course. News of the fort evidently hadn’t arrived here yet, but people talked about the possible consequences of Valdimar’s invasion. The main fear seemed to concern land being seized and given to northerners, but the Red Day was also brought up.
 
   Aside from that folks just shared rural gossip and eventually people lay down for the night.
 
   Katja listened to one breath after another slow down and move into the realm of sleep, but lay wide awake herself. She couldn’t relax. She couldn’t stop listening for quiet footsteps in the sleeping space or go over the fastest way to grasp a weapon.
 
   She seemed to have accepted death in combat. But she didn’t want to be murdered in her sleep. She wanted to see the blow coming and brace for it.
 
   Eventually Katja gave up on trying to soothe herself and sat up very carefully. She crept to the door with the blanket around herself, and then leapt back and drew the moonblade when something living touched her leg. But it was just the cat and Katja cursed her own foolishness. No-one seemed to have roused, so she opened the door slowly, stepped outside and closed it. Then she went back down to the river and found a place for the night.
 
   She dreamt of fire.
 
    
 
   --------------------              
 
    
 
   No-one asked where she had been when she entered, but people probably assumed she had woken up early and stepped outside.
 
   Katja ate breakfast and took care to buy supplies that would last for two days if she ate sparingly, as well as a little bit of oats for the horse. And a pair of bags.
 
   Then her journey continued.
 
   The landscape remained similar as before, though the road got a bit broader and the forest a bit thicker.
 
   She looked up at the hills. What was the raiding party up to? Had they made further strikes, if only for food? Had Pine City reacted to their presence in some way? Had Serdra gotten in touch with someone important? Was Valdimar’s army already marching?
 
   It was strange to think how many forces were on the move, as she travelled in this risky safety.
 
   As the day before she arrived at the inn some time before the evening but decided to stop there, if only for the horse’s sake. The house was larger and more impressive than the previous one, but then the traffic was thicker here. That fact did nothing to soothe Katja’s nerves.
 
   A tall, thin man with grey hair stood outside and was tending to minor repairs.
 
   “Good day, good day, young lady,” he said affably and turned to her. “Have you come for a room?”
 
   “Good day yourself. Yes, I have,” she replied. “And I see you have a stables.”
 
   “Indeed I do.” The man whistled and a woman of a similar age came outside and took the horse. “Do you want a room or just a bench in the common?”
 
   “A room, please. A woman travelling alone always feels better behind a door.”
 
   The lie sprang from her lips before she had time to think it through. She had no idea if people thought in such terms around here, but as he opened the door and ushered her the thought occurred that all her weapons didn’t quite fit the statement.
 
   But what was said was said and the man just looked at her with a happy smile at getting more money out of her. He limped through a similar sleeping area as she had gotten to know the night before and Katja followed him through a door to a hallway. There he opened into one of three rooms.
 
   The furniture consisted of a simple bed, a wash tub and two stools. A small candle sat on one of them and a narrow window shutter faced the south-west.
 
   Katja put what food she had left on the bed, along with her blanket and jacket. The weapons stayed where they were.
 
   “I can heat up some water, if you wish,” the grey haired fellow said, still smiling faintly.
 
   “That would be fine, thank you,” she said and paid for room and board.
 
   The innkeeper left and Katja shut the door. There was no bar.
 
   Oh well.
 
   She sat down on the bed. It was fairly clean and would make for a more comfortable night than a bench. If she really would sleep here, that is.
 
   There had been two men in the common room and now she heard a horse come along the road and stop outside the inn. A man’s voice said something and the innkeeper replied. Again she thought of the increased traffic. Of all the eyes that were about and the many different destination to which they might report.
 
   She opened the shutter, both to be sure that it would open without difficulty and to see what it revealed of the outside. This area was less forested. Mankind had replaced them with houses.Katja closed the shutter. She did push-ups, went over the stealth language in her mind and tried swinging the knife about in what space she had. In time she heard the innkeeper’s uneven footsteps approach and sheathed the weapon.
 
   “Will there be anything else?”
 
   “No. Oh, actually, can you bring me dinner when it is ready?” Katja asked. “I have... cramps.” She stroked her tummy and the man nodded and left.
 
   Katja leaned her head back in self-disgust. Redcloaks did not menstruate. Why hadn’t she lied about something she knew how to fake?
 
   Being able to wash herself a bit was a relief, but her clothes remained as dirty as before and stank of both her own sweat and that of the horse. She decided to roll the shirt, socks and underpants about in the washbasin for a bit and then let them slump off the bed as she put the jacket and leather pants back on. It was something, at least.
 
   The common room clearly grew more crowded as dinner approached and from the sound of things no few friends were meeting. Perhaps this was a meeting place for the surrounding area. She grew ever more determined to stay in the room and leave at first light.
 
   The innkeeper brought her a bowl of turnips, chicken meat and potatoes and still that stiff little smile remained glued to his face beneath those pinched eyes. Of course the odds were that the man was entirely harmless, no matter how odd he might be, but Katja still asked not to be disturbed until morning and he agreed.
 
   After his footsteps faded away and common room conversations began to grow louder in tempo with the beer drinking Katja cut a long, thin strip out of the blanket she had bought. She wound it up to create a stiff rope and then tried the foot of one of the stools to the door latch. It took three tries, but eventually she was certain that the stool would stay in place and keep the door secure to at least some degree. One could probably open it by yanking firmly enough often enough, but she would surely rouse at something like that.
 
   She tried pressing her ear against the door to see if she could make something out in the din, but caught only the occasional word. She could think of nothing else to do and so felt she could lie down in good conscience and finally relax a bit after today’s journey. Katja put the sword on the remaining stool with the handle facing her and within reach, and kept the moonblade with her under the blanket.
 
   From what she had been told it seemed she ought to bypass the hills on the morrow, after which the city would be only a short trip to the east. She made an effort to not think about what she would do once there. She did not know what she was heading into and circumstances would have to decide the next step. Still, no matter what she tried possibilities kept creeping up her, often in the form of Serdra’s words about the Redcloaks of past times.
 
   She was not leader or banner carrier. She was a fighter. She chased down the monsters of the world and slew them and then snuck away. That was what she had been trained for. Such were the times she lived in. Or so she and Serdra had thought anyway. Perhaps changes were on the horizon.
 
   But she could not simply enter the city, step up on the walls and declare that she would them to victory.
 
   Just how much did the public know about her people? During childhood she herself had occasionally heard stories and poems from the old wars, which mentioned special agents of Jukiala who supposedly even had magical power. But they had stayed in the shadows for three centuries and she hadn’t put much stock in them, or connected those tales to her own strange urges until Serdra brought her the truth about so many things.
 
   “Couldn’t she just send me to kill something?” Katja muttered to herself. “I know how to handle that.”
 
   But this was her situation and she had to confront it, which frightened her more than most other things she had faced.
 
   What awaits me?
 
   Again she saw fire and now heard inhuman screams coming from the flames. This was followed by a long, terrible resounding howl.
 
   It was dark. Katja blinked a few times and realized she had fallen asleep.
 
   She sat up, knife in hand. What had awoken her? Had the howl been real? The combat instincts Serdra had beaten into her were on full alert. What had happened?
 
   She heard a noise outside the shuttered window.
 
   An animal looking for a meal? A thief? Or something worse?
 
   She sat utterly still with every nerve at the ready. A person this close might very well hear the crackling of her straw mat.
 
   Again came the sound and Katja was pretty sure the cause had two legs. Someone walked slowly east along the outside wall, until the footsteps left the range of her ears.
 
   Still Katja sat unmoving in case the person came back. Nothing happened and she stood up and pressed her ear up against the door. She heard neither hinges nor feet.
 
   But something was wrong. Something lay in the air.
 
   Katja glanced at the window, then back at the door. She made a decision and pushed it into action with all the energy the tense waiting had built up within her.
 
   She got fully dressed in a quiet hurry and strapped on the weapons. The blanket went about her shoulders like a cloak and she picked up the food. Then she went up to the shutter and again listened carefully before untying the thin rope that served as a latch and opened with great care. Then she stepped out into the cool night air. Neither her mind nor her muscles were fully rested but she did manage a soft landing and immediately looked about for the person.
 
   She saw nothing but darkened houses and the odd tree and other silent witnesses.
 
   Katja crept along the wall and to the stables. She opened the door and found her saddle by feeling around for it. The other three beasts were three donkeys, one pony and a horse too big to be the one Garan had lent her. Finding the right one was therefore easy but he was far from happy about being led out. The stubbornness was infuriating and she feared being spotted at any moment. An innocent person could even accuse her of horse theft. But she made it outside with the grumpy beast and saddled him.
 
   Next she led him along the road and past the inn, with the sword in her free hand. As soon as the inn was out of sight she mounted and continued on.
 
   She touched her bag of provisions. There really wasn’t much left. She had meant to purchase more from the innkeeper in the morning, as well as some oats for the horse.
 
   A new rule, she thought. Never put such things off needlessly.
 
   She could not ride hard, even though she wished to leave the inn behind as fast as possible. She did not know the road and the night was at its darkest. And though danger could lie behind her it could also be waiting up ahead, so best not to blunder into it at full speed.
 
   Moving the horse along without accident took focus; focus she could not spare for her sensitivity. Nevertheless she felt the unease was not lifting.
 
   If anything it strengthened.
 
   Katja stopped the horse in a forested area and tried to find enough inner calm to sense. She had at least enough success to be convinced that the feeling was not caused by simple stress. Something really was wrong. Perhaps even something demonic.
 
   The horse was uneasy and Katja drove him on again, rather faster than she had dared earlier. What was going on? Who had set what loose?
 
   She felt and heard the horse grow weary but did not allow him to slow down. It made no difference; the feeling intensified and now she undeniably detected the black, fouled aura of demonic sorcery. She even began to feel observed.
 
   Soon the horse was more than weary; it was frightened and began to run faster on its own initiative.
 
   The howl cut through sky and mind, flesh and bone and chilled Katja’s heart. The horse whinnied and reared and she only narrowly stayed in the saddle.
 
   “Easy!” she said but felt no ease of her own. The creature was near, somewhere to the south of the road, among the trees. Katja restrained herself from drawing the sword immediately. She didn’t want to drop it or fall on the tip if the horse threw her, and she needed both hands to control the startled beast.
 
   The howl resounded again and was no more bearable now that she was expecting it. It was cold, piercing and bore with it hatred and rage no animal of this world possessed.
 
   Katja heard footsteps and something seemed to dart across the road behind her. The horse finally panicked and reared again. He wanted the weight gone immediately.
 
   Katja flew backwards and landed as Serdra had taught her to avoid injury. The horse sped off and Katja rose with the sword at the ready.
 
   “Come on then!” she shouted and peered into the darkened forest as the horse vanished into the distance.
 
   There was no reply.
 
   Katja hesitated. She had faced demons and triumphed, but sensed that whatever was stalking her was powerful. Powerful and strangely controlled, instead of the madness that dominated many summonings. This would be a dangerous fight.
 
   Come and face the Sentinel Flame! she thought to harden herself.
 
   The creature was moving. Her sensing wasn’t as exact as her eyes but she could still detect as much.
 
   Is it chasing the horse? Katja thought to herself. She started walking sideways along the road without taking her eyes off the forest north of it. This unseen foe continued in the same direction and seemed to even speed up.
 
   She responded by quickening her own pace and was soon jogging. Just what was going on? Demons knew their natural enemies. Normally it frightened minor monsters but the stronger ones usually charged in a rage. Perhaps it did not want to fight in the thicket any more than she did. Perhaps it was trying to confuse her.
 
   “Face me, fiend!” she shouted.
 
   The enemy was now well ahead of her and Katja looked straight along the road. When it turned past a particularly thick portion of the forest she saw a light ahead. Small flames burned on the ground.
 
   Katja stopped sharply and moved to the side of the road to be less visible. She did not sense the demon approaching, so she knelt down on one knee and narrowed her eyes.
 
   Was this a ritual? She could not imagine was decent people might be doing on a country road in the middle of the night, but she did not detect sorcery. It was possible that the demon’s aura drowned it out, but she doubted that.
 
   She heard nothing. No exchange of words or the sounds of sacrificial animals.
 
   An ambush.
 
   The demon was meant to drive me into the light, where I was to be finished off.
 
   Katja looked around and thought about her options. She couldn’t go back. There was nothing behind except the inn that made her so uneasy and the creature ran faster than her. Even if Katja destroyed it those waiting by the light could give chase and cause even further problems. Going south into the forest would be dangerous. She did not know the area and would be going deeper into Brotherhood territory. To the north was the river and the hills. She could perhaps swim across and continue the journey.
 
   Or she could follow the road and at least see what was going on. A peek couldn’t hurt, could it?
 
   She had never liked these hiding games. She wanted dangers out in the light of day where she could evaluate them and meet with full force. If the reception committee by the flames was small enough she might prevent them from pursuing.
 
   After a few moments she made the decision she wanted to. She crept alongside the road, amidst the trees.Enough hiding games, she thought savagely.It was difficult to pass through all the foliage silently in the dark and it was slow going. Still, being silent was more important than being quick. The monster seemed to stay put. At least she did not sense it getting closer.
 
   A narrow trail ran north and south and passed through the road. The lights came from four braziers, one on each part of the crossroads. In the centre of it stood a large-bodied man in dark clothing with a sturdy staff in his hand. He faced west, as if expecting her.
 
   Is he really alone?
 
   She could approach him without being illuminated, but if she circled to the south she could get behind him. Problem was, that would bring her closer to the monster.
 
   What now? Katja thought as she peered out through the trees. She wished she had brought a small bow.
 
   “Do show yourself, I am here to talk!” the man suddenly said.
 
   Katja didn’t know what she had been expecting but this certainly wasn’t it. She hesitated, clenching the sword. What could a Brotherhood-man possibly wish to discuss with her? Or was he perhaps not one of them after all? They were not the world’s only sorcerers, but given the location...
 
   “Show yourself, Redcloak, Sentinel or Browncloak, whatever you choose to call yourself,” the man continued. “I am quite curious to speak to one of you.”
 
   Archers? Katja thought. Hiding behind him?
 
   She ventured closer, until she was almost to the edge of the treeline. How to deal with this situation? Well, either she had to pass between this man and the monster, or charge straight at him. Or talk.
 
   What if he is not with the Brotherhood? What if he has something important to say?
 
   “But why should I speak with you?” she asked snidely and tensed up in case something would happen now that she had given herself away.
 
   “Because I have information that is of use to you.”
 
   “Is that so?” Katja replied. “I suspect you know much of the Brotherhood of the Pit.”
 
   “I should think so. I am their regional leader.”
 
   Katja’s blood heated up in a flash.
 
   “YOU ordered the assault on Blossoms!”
 
   “I dislike having spies in my backyard,” the man responded in the same tone as before. His ease was enraging, given the subject matter.
 
   “No new innocent people died in that assault of yours!” Katja shouted. “People who had done you no wrong!”
 
   “Far more will die in the clash for power King Valdimar initiated, even though they do not stand directly in his way. Such is the world.”
 
   “And were he here I would not hesitate to stab him for this nonsense!”
 
   The man chuckled.
 
   “That is quite the righteous fire you have. If it does not cool in time I suspect it will turn on you and spell your doom. Just as happened to Tovar Savaren.”
 
   “You knew him?” Katja asked.
 
   “Well enough to not be surprised when I learned of his fate.”
 
   “I am the one who killed him, to make that clear.”
 
   “Yes, your friend Vajan told me as much.”
 
   “I thought I had killed him as well.”
 
   “Not quite, but close.” He sounded amused. “He was never truly a part of the Brotherhood. His father got him into our ranks when he was ten years old. He was not raised to our traditions since the cradle and that fact has plagued him ever since.”
 
   “Poor fellow,” Katja said coldly.
 
   “Did you know you killed all his friends in the forests of Amerstan?” the Brotherhood-man asked. “You wiped out the group he had built up around himself, and his coming crawling back after taking part in Arvar’s failed plot did nothing to improve his image.”
 
   “It’s good to know I did a good deed,” Katja said. “Give him my regards.”
 
   “I shall.”
 
   “But you did set up this meeting to discuss Vajan. Tell me what you want!”
 
   “I want to know where you are headed,” the man replied and his tone turned darker. “I want to know why you are on the edge of my territory.”
 
   “I am on my way to Pine City to end your plans!”
 
   “Indeed?” he replied and stroked his chin.
 
   “So are you the one who has declared himself the Dragon in the shape of man?” Katja asked to get some information herself.
 
   “No. That would be Peter Savaren.”
 
   Katja had heard that name.
 
   “Tovar’s son?” she said after a brief hesitation.
 
   “Yes. He has discovered power of some sort. Whether it is the same Zakari Manso did I don’t know, but I don’t know whether he can be considered human anymore. Nevertheless I see much of his father in him. He desires conflict and open power and he wants it now.”
 
   “You all desire power.”
 
   “I already have power,” the man said and his bearing suddenly reminded Katja of an eagle. “I am the master of my surroundings. No one in my domain dares stand against me. All are silent when I expect it, and know where not to stick their noses and no-one is foolish enough to try to assault me in Bag River County. King Valdimar has more than most men in the world, but still seeks more and his greed has cost him an entire army, though he does not know it yet. Myself, I have all I desire and do not wish to see it jeopardised due to the greed of a boy who has picked up a sword that is too big for him.”
 
   “Where is your loyalty to the traditions?” Katja asked mockingly.
 
   “Loyalty is something one earns,” the man replied. “I wish to see proof that Peter Savaren can handle the fire he has lit. So it suits me well that one or more of you will be in Pine City. Peter can prove himself in earnest.”
 
   Katja alternately clenched and relaxed her jaw. The tragedy in Blossoms went though her mind. She truly, deeply wanted to kill this man.
 
   “So you want to be rid of him,” she said stiffly.
 
   “If that is how this turns out, so be it,” the man replied. “But if it does not, if he seizes power while also being tested by our ancient foes...” He looked at Katja. “Then I suppose there is no arguing with that.”
 
   Katja pondered. She had not forgotten to mind her surroundings as they spoke, but stiff felt ever worse the longer he knew her position. But there was something strange, almost fascinating about speaking openly with an enemy. And as for what he was saying...
 
   “So you... do not wish to recreate Vendyha?” she asked. “You do not wish to flock to the Dragon’s banner?”
 
   The man stepped a bit closer to her and Katja braced for combat, but he stayed in the light and clasped his staff tightly in both hands.
 
   “Brash hotheads like the Savarens and my cousin Arvar sow chaos and bring trouble down upon us, ever costing us what patience and secrecy has built up. The Brotherhood has lasted through the centuries due to people like me. We wage the true struggles of the Silent War. We survive. We pass knowledge to the next generation and leave them a good foundation. Perhaps one day, when the wind is right, perhaps after the world withstands the next rising of the Death Lords, then a man like myself will seize the opportunity and make the Brotherhood a mighty pillar with a strong base. Until then I will exercise patience and wage the Silent War in the manner proven to work.”
 
   He pointed at her.
 
   “In the meantime you and yours can cut away the dead branches. It suits me just fine and strengthens us in the long run.”
 
   “Then I shall keep it up,” Katja said and a cold laughter burst out of her for a moment.
 
   He seemed to smile.
 
   “Vajan said you introduced yourself as Anna. Was it true?”
 
   “My name is Bluesocks Cottondrapes, queen of cats. Meow.”
 
   “Well... Bluesocks,” the Brotherhood-man said and pointed north. “We can do battle here and see how that turns out, or you can follow the path to the river. There you will find a small pier and a riverboat the locals make use of. It can bring you most of the way to Pine City.”
 
   Katja stared at him. She did not care for how logical this all was.
 
   “I have a duty to kill you,” she said.
 
   “But a greater duty to stop the Dragon’s plans, do you not?” the man said calmly. “Or do you wish to risk perishing here and letting Pine City face his sorcery with no way to counter it? He travels with Valdimar’s army and if all has gone according to plan he has probably gone through the border fort. The Dragon’s fire is heading for Pine City.”
 
   Katja moved forward herself, one step beyond the trees. She pictured how she could charge him and let the sword be her answer.
 
   But he made sense. Damn it all, but this all made sense.
 
   She sneered but got the words out on her second try.
 
   “Then I will kill you later.”
 
   “In Bag River County? I doubt that. But you are welcome to try, if Peter does not kill you first.”
 
   He took three steps towards her. There were about four metres between them and the monster outside Katja’s field of vision moved as well.
 
   “Keep this in mind, young killer,” the man said and stared into her eyes. “Peter is not wise, but he is cruel and powerful and shares his father’s impatience. The longer his goal is kept just out of his reach the harder he will fight to get it, no matter what it costs him. I can promise you he will never retreat from the city. Not after having it in within his grasp. He will sooner swing that giant sword of his and destroy all in his path.”
 
   The large Brotherhood-man backed away from her and Katja did not follow. He felt about behind him with the staff and soon vanished into the darkness. The demons’ presence faded until it had almost vanished, and Katja looked north.
 
   A riverboat, eh?
 
   


  
 

8.
 
    
 
   “Is it true that you spoke to her?” Vajan asked.
 
   “Yes,” Kolgrimur answered calmly.
 
   Vajan was silent. Their forces had met on a somewhat isolated farmstead loyal to Kolgrimur, and Vajan had gotten him alone.
 
   “So she is...” Vajan swallowed, “on her way to Pine City?”
 
   “Yes,” the large man said again and looked him in the eyes with no sign of shame or discomfort.
 
   “I could have solved a long-term problem right there is you had invited me to join you,” Vajan said and kept his voice under control, but heard how unnaturally still it was.
 
   “But can you solve the Peter problem?” Kolgrimur countered.
 
   Vajan shrugged with a hint of his old insolence.
 
   “Perhaps. Am I to believe that the boy can survive without his head?”
 
   “The last Dragon turned out to not be invincible, it is true,” Kolgrimur said and smiled faintly, but Vajan felt he saw what the man thought of his chances.
 
   “But anyway,” Vajan said to change the subject. “You are rid of the Shades of Blossoms and let the Red girl pass on her way to Peter. What now?”
 
   “Now the battle approaches,” Kolgrimur said. “Peter Savaren does not want a drawn-out siege, especially not if he has given thought to the possibility of Valdimar’s enemies coming to the city’s aid. And the border fort may have fallen already. He might very well achieve his goal, regardless of one single Redcloak.”
 
   “And so have worldly power in addition to sorcery,” Vajan said. “And will not be pleased with your tepid support.”
 
   “Indeed,” Kolgrimur said. “So we best take some precautions. You will head out tonight and join with Peter’s entourage.”
 
   Vajan froze and stared at him.
 
   “You have done well,” Kolgrimur said, ignoring his reaction. “You are truly the finest warrior I command. You are the best option to be our representative in this clash.”
 
   Vajan stared at him for a few more moments before finding his voice.
 
   “And you can more afford to lose me, rather than several qualified men, I take it?” he asked with all the venom he dared.
 
   “I intend to live in times of peace, Vajan,” Kolgrimur said darkly. Vajan remembered hearing that tone when Arvar made his final attempt to get him on board. “Your skills are only of use if Peter brings wartime upon us. Do you understand me?”
 
   They looked one another in the eyes.
 
   “I believe I understand, yes,” Vajan then said with bitter surrender.
 
   “You will get two fresh horses to reach Peter,” Kolgrimur said. “Speak to Mero about that.”
 
   Vajan looked at the ground and put his hands on his hips with a joyless smile.
 
   “I suspect dear Peter Savaren is none too fond of me these days.”
 
   “He is probably less fond of the Redcloaks,” was the reply.
 
   Kolgrimur held out his palm as a polite indication to leave.
 
   “Good luck.”
 
   “Farewell,” Vajan said with forced calm and left to find Mero.
 
   There was no way out of this. He would ride off and stand before Tovar’s unpleasant brat and hope to survive the experience. But he could afford a small side trip.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja lost the path during the final stretch, but she didn’t need it to find the river. After arriving at the bank she just had to follow it to find the pier the man had spoken of.
 
   She was very ill at ease, both due to having let him leave without a fight and due to the Brotherhood knowing her current whereabouts and destination. She had exposed her back to her enemies.
 
   Why did he have to use reason? Couldn’t he just attack me and keep this simple?
 
   She found the pier by bumping her toe on a wooden post. It was, as the man had said, small. Katja squinted and spotted two tethered boats. Or rafts, rather.
 
   One was considerably larger than the other and Katja guessed it was used for moving produce along the river. The other one would perhaps hold four people in relative comfort. The big one was presumably more stable, but also more difficult to steer down the river. And the sooner she reached the city the better.
 
   So Katja stepped onto the small raft and put her provisions bag on the middle of it. She felt a small stake there and tied the bag to it, glad to have had it on her shoulder when the horse threw her.
 
   In place of oars the raft held two long poles, tied to another stake with string. Katja grasped one of the them, untied the boat from the pier and pushed off.
 
   The wind was still and so was the river. The banks seemed to have been widened by human hands, which along with all the irrigation canals made the river shallow and gentle. Once she realized how best to push the raft onwards keeping a steady pace to the east became simple and really rather easy.
 
   Thanks, you Brotherhood bastard, she thought angrily. He deserved to die because of Blossoms, and following his instructions galled her. When all of this was done with she would provide the Shades with a detailed description of the man. It would hopefully be enough to dig up his name, but wouldn’t be as sweet as striking him down herself.
 
   If he truly is so well-defended I might have let a rare opportunity slip through my fingers, Katja thought as the raft floated past trees and hills. Blast it all.
 
   She again reminded herself to prioritize and focus on what lay ahead. Whatever that was. She had no better idea of how to handle things in Pine City.
 
   I will have to speak with Linda and her husband, and so get a clearer picture of the situation. That will have to be the first step. Until then I cannot decide anything.
 
   She probably ought to just focus on the river, but the journey went so smoothly that her attention had little to focus on, and so would drift towards worry and theories and half-formed plans.
 
   It was therefore rather a relief when the trip began to get more interesting. For one thing, she found herself passing through a tiny hamlet. A few houses stood on either side of the river, black and lifeless boxes in the darkness. There was no bridge and Katja was wondering just how this setup worked when the raft scraped against the bottom. Katja jolted and almost fell in face-first. The raft slid on a few metres before coming to a stop, and pushing at the riverbed with the pole did nothing.
 
   What is going on?! she thought and pushed with all her might. These rafts are used on this river!
 
   She was probably too close to the bank. The locals presumably knew the river’s quirks and where to have care.
 
   Katja put the pole down carefully and put her feet into the riverbed. The cold hit her and she gasped while pulling the raft about.
 
   A dog began barking somewhere on the southern bank, and Katja became very aware of her vulnerability. This would be a good spot for an ambush. She summoned her vigour and put her weight into the task, and the raft inched along the rocky bottom. The river opened up beneath it again, and Katja clambered back on board.
 
   She was wet up to the chest and slapped her torso as she left the hamlet and the loud bastard dog behind. She could not move about to any degree and was too tired to warm up by pushing the raft on at full speed. She felt around for a bit of meat in the sack and wolfed it down in the hope that it would help.
 
   I wonder where the horse is? Katja thought as she continued slapping herself in-between pushing the raft on. It seemed Garan would not be returning what he had borrowed. She took a little while to feel bad about that, before reiterating to herself that more important matters were at stake.
 
   The hamlet marked a certain turning point. Shortly after passing it the river grew more narrow and rapid. People probably carried the rafts if they needed to get upriver on this portion, or perhaps they just didn’t take them this far east. She also saw that the hills were finally sloping down to a notable degree, and a moment later she realized that she could tell as much because the sky was brightening. Morning was around the corner, with its warm and revitalizing sunlight.
 
   Katja sat with her legs crossed on the middle of the raft and hugged herself tightly. This night was coming to an end. She would be relatively safe from ambushes and would hopefully have a clearer picture of things. She didn’t even need to push the raft anymore. The current carried her towards the sea, and she ought to be able to step on land and head north to the city before noon.
 
   So she finally allowed herself to relax a bit, for the first time since the assault on Blossoms.
 
   The calm before the storm. Best savour it, she thought and closed her eyes and listened to the babbling of the river.
 
   Her mind emptied at the soothing din, and just then came the warning. Katja opened her eyes.
 
   The raft was almost upon a narrow bridge. Something on top of it moved very quickly.
 
   Katja rolled to the side and something hit the raft. A javelin.
 
   The man on the bridge raised another one and Katja sprang into full wakefulness. The javelin flew down right after another warning sting, just before the raft went under the bridge. Katja, stiff and cold and tired, rolled quickly but clumsily. Her legs went into the water, and she had to grab onto the bag to not fall in completely.
 
   “It’s me!” Vajan shouted, and Katja yanked one of the javelins out of the raft’s wood. He picked up the third one as soon as she came out from the bridge. She managed to pull her legs back onto the raft and rise to one knee with the javelin in her hand.
 
   Vajan hesitated on the third throw and flinched as she held the javelin in a throwing position, but the river was separating them quickly and he let the missile fly. Katja let herself drop to the side, and the weapon flew over her and into the water. She rose up and threw, but the wobbling raft was not conductive to precision and the javelin missed Vajan as he ran towards the southern bank.
 
   Katja picked up the other javelin and readied it, but the man had vanished behind foliage. She hesitated out of fear of further missiles, but then took up the pole. She had to get onto land, and fast!
 
   But then she heard horses.
 
   “You will die in Pine City, Red!” Vajan shouted.
 
   “I have heard such things before!” she replied.
 
   The hoofbeats grew more distant and headed away from Katja rather than down along the river. Katja stood utterly still on the raft for a little while with the pole in her hands, but then let it hang in a loose grip. She could not run horses down.
 
   Katja released her breath slowly and took her eyes off the bank. Then she used the energy the incident had lit in her and began to push the raft on. She had to finish this journey, quickly.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   An area where the river had clearly once been wider was well suited to stopping. She directed the raft into the north bank’s rocky sand, then let the pole drop and sighed as she savoured not having to use it anymore.
 
   She stepped onto land and stretched for a few moments, before dragging it further onto the sand so it wouldn’t float away. Then she scarfed down half of what little food she had left.
 
   Onwards, she thought and pushed herself into action, javelin in hand.
 
   The area between the hills and the ocean was mostly a grassy plain. It was rather windy and given how flat the plants were this was apparently a consistent state of things. There was a great number of mounds but they were broad and flat, poorly suited for hiding behind.
 
   Katja nonetheless did not lower her guard. She constantly scanned her surroundings and minded any noise she heard. She did not allow herself to rest, even if just mentally. She did not allow herself to consider how comfortable it would be to lay down on a grassy knoll beneath the rays of the morning sun, or to let her mind slid into a haze as her body marched on.
 
   A rider could not surprise her in this area and if anyone intended to lie flat behind a knoll they would have to know ahead of time exactly which route she would take. But this was how things were. This was how careful she had to be in hostile territory, when no-one was around to aid her.
 
   As noon approached she saw a village in the distance, but neither headed towards it nor tried to find a road. She squinted and was trying to spot people when her foot snagged on something and she fell forward.
 
   “Oof.”
 
   The body’s needs could be dismissed forever. Katja heard the babbling of a nearby stream and staggered towards it. There she finally sat down, quenched her thirst and ate her very last provisions. She did not lean back, out of fear of nodding off, but rather crossed her arms on her knees and leaned her forehead up against them for a brief while. Then Katja gathered her strength, slapped her thighs and stood up.
 
   She saw more villages as she progressed north and the plain grew more lush. However, she saw very few people and livestock in the distance. She supposed many had fled behind the city walls in fear of Valdimar’s army and brought most of their animals with them. Invading armies weren’t known for being courteous about gathering food, after all.
 
   Finally, about three hours after noon she saw the city and sighed with relief. She had known she had to precede the army, but seeing confirmation was still a great relief.
 
   Pine City stood at the end of an inlet that was apparently one of the best docking areas of the Inner Sea. Little remained of the pines that had given the area its name, but one could see a dark-green colour up in the distant hills.
 
   Katja walked up on a tall knoll for a better view, and now saw the road she hadn’t bothered finding during the walk.
 
   Pine City. From it one could take the north-east road to Farnar, north-west to the Stonefoot-lands, south to to Golden Plain’s other cities, or go east by sea. The Crossroads, this city was often called. Peter Savaren had not chosen the start of his campaign at random.
 
   “Well.”
 
   It seemed safe enough to use the road at this point and she followed it to the north until the city towered over her. Soldiers were quite visible up on the ramparts, as well as the city’s banner; a pine wreath around a cod.
 
   She walked the road until it joined with the northern one, before the gate. She looked to the north-east, at an open plain and the hills she had just finished going around. Valdimar’s and Peter’s army would come along this road. There, outside the range of catapults, they would make camp. It would be quite the sight.
 
   But at this moment the city stood before her, and now plans and ruminations had to become deeds. A group of people had arrived shortly before she did and she saw a few more in the distance who seemed to be heading towards the city. The people who had preceded her were weighted down with the main possessions and valuables of rural folk, and the guards who greeted them went through their belongings and exchanged a few words she did not make out.
 
   Katja knew there was nothing necessarily suspicious about her having a foreign accent. At the very least she sounded nothing like the northerners she had overheard in Amerstan City. On the other hand she had the moonblade, which apparently identified the north’s professional soldiers.
 
   Still, dropping it by the wayside was not an option and she approached the gate with the knife sheathed behind her back. She tried not to look nervous as several armoured men with spears watched her approach. She had something to hide, sure, but nothing criminal.
 
   “Good day,” Katja said and made herself sound even more strained than she truly was.
 
   “Good day,” said the one with the green stripes on his shoulders. “What is your business here?”
 
   “I have come to report an assault,” Katja said and showed him the knife. “Northerners attacked Blossoms. I sought shelter in the nearby fort but they had attacked it as well and triumphed. I found this knife on a dead man.”
 
   She took a breath, but continued speaking before anyone could interject.
 
   “I spoke to a witness. He said that it had been a relatively small force, not large enough to attack the city, and that they had vanished up into the hills. I went the south way around them to... to report this.”
 
   The soldier took the knife from her and examined it. Katja wasn’t pleased but had to keep quiet.
 
   “We know of the attack on the fort,” he said. “You say this was a small force?”
 
   “Well, large enough to take the fort, but no larger than that apparently,” she replied.
 
   “And Blossoms was attacked as well?”
 
   “Yes. I was there collecting inheritance when we were attacked during the night. Many houses were burned and no few people slain.”
 
   “I shall... pass that along.”
 
   The soldier looked at her other knife, the sword and the javelin.
 
   “You are quite well armed,” he pointed out.
 
   “Travelling is always dangerous, and my father believed in teaching his children to defend themselves.”
 
   The soldier nodded.
 
   “News of the fort assault has spread wide and we have been receiving a lot of refugees. The inns are overcrowded but tents have been set up by the harbour.”
 
   “Can a weary traveller get food there?” Katja asked.
 
   “Yes, but I believe you will have to pay if you want something of substance.”
 
   He returned the knife.
 
   “May you find shelter here, as may all of us.”
 
   “Thank you. And yes, may these walls prove strong.”
 
   She rearranged the sheath on her belt and entered the city itself.
 
   The prosperity that had come with declaring independence had quickly expanded the city beyond the original wall. There was still some empty space between the new outer wall and the recent buildings, but given the high quality of the houses Katja suspected that would not last long. At least, not if this war went well.
 
   There was an unusual amount of animal droppings on the direct route to the old gate, and Katja heard a great din of beast noises come from within the city. She had evidently been right about the livestock. If nothing else, starving the city into submission would take a very long time. Not that the Brotherhood was likely to employ such drawn-out methods.
 
   The inner gate was guarded as well, but as the outer one had let her through Katja passed through it unchallenged.
 
   Pine City wasn’t as old or storied as Amerstan City or Baldur’s City, but had nevertheless stood for quite some time and bore the signs of it. The cobblestones had been polished by innumerable feet through the years and wagon wheels had dug grooves. Many houses were reminiscent of the ones in Amerstan’s older city districts and the sturdy, plain-looking castle that had probably been the first building stood up against the wall, to Katja’s left. Given the smaller wall surrounding it and the number of guards it was presumably still the centre of power in the city.
 
   Brjann, Linda’s husband, was an apprentice architect. She could search out the areas where such a man was likely to live, but she was exhausted and famished and did not want to wait an extra moment. She simply accosted people in the street and asked about a young couple name Brjann and Linda.
 
   Seeing the people was interesting. The reactions she got varied but hardly anyone didn’t show clear signs of stress. Most were in a hurry and many were quite inebriated.
 
   But when she asked a swarthy woman with a baby in her arms she got brief but clear instructions, and walked off with excitement in every weary step.
 
   She found the little square the woman had mentioned, and went east from there down a small but pretty street. Most of houses were of the more recent type and all were in good condition. And the dung was clearly kept under control in this area. Katja was glad Linda lived here.
 
   “The ninth house,” she said to herself, and stopped before a handsome house with a goose enclosure.
 
   She knocked on the door, and heard familiar footsteps come from the upper floor before the door was opened.
 
   Linda was petite, with dark-brown hair, dimples and a round, pretty face. The brown eyes flung wide open at seeing the guest.
 
   “Katja! Darling!”
 
   Linda exited and wrapped her in a tight hug before Katja managed to say a word. Katja smiled and hugged back.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” she said into her friend’s hair and meant to break the hug, but Linda maintained it and squeezed harder if anything. She had always tended to express fondness with touch, but Katja sensed a certain stiffness in her. A search for comfort. Linda was afraid.
 
   Finally the young Shade let her go and stepped back. She sighed and put up the warm smile that made it so easy for her to make friends, but Katja saw nervousness in her eyes.
 
   “Come in,” she said and looked over Katja’s shoulder. “Are you alone?”
 
   “Serdra went in the direction of the army,” Katja replied in a low voice and followed her friend into the house.
 
   Linda’s eyes widened at that, but she rerouted the subject slightly.
 
   “We heard that you two might perhaps visit Blossoms, but I did not know whether it was meant to be your new haven or if you would just be passing through. I did know if I would see you. Are you hungry?”
 
   “Yes, famished. But Linda,” Katja leaned up against a wall. “The Brotherhood attacked Blossoms, posing as Valdimar’s men. Patrekur is dead, as is his father, Fjola, Frank and Reon.”
 
   “Oh,” Linda said after a brief silence, there being little else to say. “That is... awful.”
 
   “Is your husband here?” Katja asked and looked around.
 
   “Brjann is away,” Linda said. “I will tell him when he comes back. I did not know them well, but his family is clearly close. But what happened?”
 
   Linda directed Katja to a chair and brought her cold meat, wine and bread as she hurriedly warmed up some porridge. Katja ate with relish, but refrained from groaning with pleasure, in light of the subject.
 
   She described everything in broad strokes. The attack on Blossoms, Vajan’s presence among the assailants, the arrival at the fort and what Katja had seen there, as well as the conclusion she and Serdra had reached. She watched her friend’s face as she received the news that a new Brotherhood member had crowned himself the Dragon and meant to take the city. Little changed in her face, but Katja noticed how very still she became.
 
   She then went over her journey south of the hills, hesitated when she came to the night meeting but told of it too with a foul taste in her mouth. Finally, she mentioned Vajan’s ambush and finished her story.
 
   The porridge was ready around this time and Linda sped off to heat water for Katja to bathe with.
 
   Katja looked around as she ate. This was quite the pretty home. Though it had not been built for the young couple the previous owners had clearly tended it well. This house had a history, in the old but sturdy wooden beams and neatly cut rocks. Linda had already begun putting her mark on it with her crafts, mostly various kinds of leather decorations on walls and in the ceiling.
 
   I hope this turns out all right.
 
   She poured herself more wine and began to sip it slowly and allow herself to enjoy it.  Having a proper meal in her gut made a world of difference.
 
   “The water is ready,” Linda said as she reappeared in the doorway with clean underclothes in her arms. “And you can borrow these.”
 
   “Thank you Linda,” Katja said.
 
   The house had a separate washroom where a bathtub of polished rock had been laid in the floor. They poured the boiling water in along with colder water, Katja undressed, and Linda gave her soap.
 
   “You are bruised,” Linda said as Katja stepped down into the tub. “On your back.”
 
   “From when the horse threw me,” Katja said. “Be calm, I have had far worse than this.”
 
   “Oh, you and this life,” Linda said and shook her head with a smile.
 
   “I quite like this life.”
 
   Katja let herself slide slowly into the steaming water. It was wonderful. She lay down and leaned her head up against the rim.
 
   “So you are finally out from under your mentor’s wing?” Linda said with some curiosity.
 
   “Yes, the time has come,” Katja said and looked up into the ceiling with half-closed eyes. “This is the trial by fire.”
 
   “Yes,” Linda said. “How do you feel about it?”
 
   Katja turned her head and looked at her.
 
   “Well...” She looked for the right response. “I am excited. But this all starts with quite some intensity. I would perhaps have preferred a less fateful starting task.”
 
   She chuckled at herself.
 
   “What about you?” Katja then asked, and clenched and relaxed her toes in the hot water. “How is the married life?”
 
   “The city might fall, so it starts with quite some intensity,” Linda replied, and again flashed that nervous smile. “But aside from that I am happy. Brjann is a fine man and our future looks bright. Or at least it did... I...” Linda stammered, hesitated, and looked to the north even though there was nothing to see but a wall. “I mean that Brjann gets a grant while he is apprenticing, and after that ends there will be plenty for him to do in Pine City. And I sell my crafts at the market, so we will want for nothing.”
 
   Katja smiled warmly, and Linda mirrored the expression.
 
   “That is good to hear. I am happy for you.”
 
   A family life had never been an option for Katja. The Call was too strong in her, quite aside from the infertility. And any faint wish for a normal life that might lie in her soul was buried beneath a lust for adventure. Nonetheless her heart warmed at knowing that at least one of them would enjoy a peaceful life.
 
   If the city prevailed.
 
   Katja clenched her teeth, and reached for the soap before the water could cool.
 
   “I am glad you’re here,” Linda said with sudden severity. “Serdra is the only better warrior I know of. But this situation is rather different from hunting down a monster and slaying it. What do you intend to do?”
 
   Katja was silent for a little while and rubbed the soap on herself.
 
   “I don’t know, Linda,” she then admitted, and felt the tension come over her again. “Serdra just sent me here so that one of us would be around to counter the Brotherhood’s sorcery. But I am no elder. I do not know how I can stop the Dragon by merely being on top of the wall when the army hits it. During the journey I thought to myself that I would figure this out when I got here, but...”
 
   Katja rubbed the soap in her hair, and stroked her head in hope of stimulating something.
 
   “But I have nothing.”
 
   Katja slowly sank beneath the surface of the water. For a few moments she enjoyed being in a world of her own, without sound, sight or worry, and then rose. She looked at Linda.
 
   Linda was no warrior. She had learnt basic self-defence in case she needed it, but her role as a Shade would simply be to keep her eyes open, shelter agents and bring up the next generation and teach them the ways of the secret order. But she took her role seriously, as Katja was reminded at seeing her friend nod. The fear had probably not gone away, but was now overshadowed by determination.
 
   “Well, then you are lucky to have me,” she said. “Now finish your bath and I shall show you the city and describe the situation to you.”
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   Katja finished washing, unplugged the bottom of the bath, dried herself and put on Linda’s underclothes. They fit tolerably, though Katja had far more muscle than her petite friend. They didn’t interfere with her mobility, and that was the most important issue.
 
   Then she put the leather back on and strapped on the sword and knives. The javelin would stay behind. The rest ought to do for a stroll.
 
   Katja asked for a hat or a hood or something that could obscure her face from view without being obvious about it, and Linda brought out a few hooded cloaks. They were quite popular in the city and no-one would be particularly suspicious of Katja for wearing the hood up.
 
   “People have been flooding in for two days,” Linda said once they were outside. “Ever since we heard of the attack on the fort. The latest news speak of further attacks on villages and farmsteads. It may have been this party you said had gone up into the hills.”
 
   “Perhaps. Unless there was more than one.”
 
   Linda led her south along the streets of Pine City and pointed out the more notable locations they passed. She went over what she had learned of her new home since moving, as well as how the lead-up to the war had looked like from the local point of view.
 
   “There are apparently whispers that some wish to be part of Valdimar’s realm,” she said as they approached a choir of bleating and mooing. “But most are very proud of being independent, and those who achieved it through blood and sweat are celebrated. You can see what prosperity it has brought to the city.”
 
   They came to a rather large square which was filled with every kind of livestock. Ropes of varying thickness had been stretched back and forth to cordon off the square and try to keep the beasts under control. Weary-looking people walked among the animals to tend them.
 
   “I heard the word ‘food-square’ yesterday morning and it seems to have entered common usage,” Linda said. “But better that all this feeds us, rather than Valdimar’s men.”
 
   “Aren’t there decent food stocks?” Katja asked as they walked past the loud, foul-smelling spectacle.
 
   “Yes, Hrolfur had a lot of wheat and barley purchased,” Linda said. “But it will not last forever.”
 
   “Nor will all this,” Katja said. “I suspect our enemies will not sit on their asses and starve us into peaceful surrender.”
 
   Linda looked at her and again the fear shone through. Katja felt for her and regretted her own words, even though they were the truth. Katja could defend herself and take part in the struggle with sword in hand. Linda was not so fortunate.
 
   “No, perhaps not,” her friend admitted. “Not if they are at risk of Duke Kjalar coming up behind them.”
 
   They headed towards the harbour, among quite a lot of high-strung people who seemed to be struggling to re-establish some order in their lives.
 
   “Have you heard anything about all that?” Katja asked. “Do you know whether he intends to aid the city?”
 
   “The duke has benefited from trade with Pine City,” Linda replied. “And the city’s independence has enabled him to control his territory without being challenged. But there are some doubts as to whether he can gather enough men for the task, and regardless of pretty words of friendship, much tends to change when danger is afoot.”
 
   “But he is...” Katja fell silent, looked around and waited until they were alone for a moment. “One of you.”
 
   “How much so will have to come to light when your mentor brings him the truth of the situation.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and now felt a strong dread herself. What had become of Serdra after they parted? Had she reached the border fort, or had she swerved off that course and headed towards Kjalar?
 
   Before them lay the harbour area.
 
   The refugees lived in tents, some of which were held up with hastily erected frames. Katja saw no particular organization in the camp, though someone had clearly ensured there was one clear route through. The harbour itself was quite big, but the city wall almost met there, and the opening the ships passed through was rather narrow. That would make it all the easier to defend if Valdimar’s army somehow got its hands on a fleet. As they walked further in among tents, docked boats and buildings she saw additional piers outside of the wall.
 
   “Do you know if there are any plans for this mass of people?”
 
   “All carpenters have been called out to aid in strengthening defences and put war machines together. The chancellor’s people have also been seeking out stout men to add to the militia and blacksmiths are working hard at making spears for them. Other than that, well they are of course being fed, mostly with large soup cauldrons.”
 
   Katja wasn’t all that satisfied.
 
   “Given the prelude to this mess, it seems like more should have been done.”
 
   “Perhaps so,” Linda said and sighed. “But Hrolfur is ill. And I am not familiar with the details, but there were some discussions between him and Valdimar. One hoped, of course, that things wouldn’t reach this stage.”
 
   “How sick is he?”
 
   “Little has been heard about that from the man himself, but he has not been seen much in public lately. I have only seen him once since I arrived here, and he looked terribly drawn.” Linda was silent for a few steps. “It would be bad if he passed now,” she then said. “Hrolfur is well-liked, and his death at this point would be a blow to people’s morale.”
 
   “Yes, most likely,” Katja said. “And that is probably something that,” she glanced around, “that a Brotherhood agent would have given thought to.”
 
   Linda nodded.
 
   “He... does have bodyguards, of course.”
 
   Can they defend him from sorcery? Katja thought to herself, but stayed quiet.
 
   “But as you can see, attacking here would be quite the undertaking,” Linda said and pointed at the harbour as they were leaving it behind.”
 
   “Yes. Look, I know you are no general but have you heard people say anything about how the battle is expected to be waged?”
 
   Linda let out a nervous laughter.
 
   “They hardly speak of anything else! But anyway, there is no point in attacking the northern side,” she said and pointed. “The ocean is only a few steps from the wall, and it’s mostly rocks over which one cannot move war machines, and men with ladders would be terribly exposed.”
 
   “The city was built with defence in mind.”
 
   “Probably. But as for the south side, the terrain is not as difficult there but still hardly ideal. And you can see that one.”
 
   Linda pointed at the tower up against the southern wall, which stood on a cliff and so loomed over everything else in the city.
 
   “It’s hard not to.”
 
   “There are war machines on top of it and an almost infinite supply of ammunition, and the soldiers there have a perfect view of attackers by the wall.”
 
   Katja thought.
 
   “And given all the trade that passes through this city, Valdimar ought to have heard of that fact. So this will all probably revolve around the western side.”
 
   “Yes, that is the consensus.”
 
   “At least that makes things simple.”
 
   Not necessarily easy, but simple.
 
   “Who leads the army, with the chancellor so sick?”
 
   “That would be Captain Jormundur. Hrolfur gave him the position after his father died. The father seems to have been highly thought of and Jormundur has inherited some of that, but there are some divided opinions on him.”
 
   “Oh, how so?
 
   “He has drilled his warriors ferociously lately and is felt to have done a fine job of it, but many feel he doesn’t respect his own title enough.”
 
   “Oh, doesn’t he bow to himself or something?”
 
   Linda smiled and shook her head. Katja suspected that this well-behaved, prim young lady had missed her impudence.
 
   “In short, he is not felt to be dignified enough. He is known for speaking bluntly, dressing casually and visit loud taverns with his friends in the evenings. He is by accounts not fond of formalities.”
 
   “Formalities are a waste of time for self-important people.”
 
   Linda laughed.
 
   “But to get back to the subject, he has been more visible than Hrolfur. It was Jormundur who had all carpenters and smiths summoned, and he is the one organizing the militia.”
 
   “It’s good that he seems to know what he’s doing.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They were heading to the gate, but Serdra had frequently exhorted Katja to mind her surroundings. So she made an effort to get a feeling for the street layout, and asked Linda to take her through all the main streets and at least point out the side streets.
 
   The walk stretched out and it was getting dark by the time they finally arrived at the inner gate. People were not banned from going up on the wall, and they ascended the stone steps. Two soldiers walked their patrols on either side of the gate so they leaned forward on the parapets and waited for privacy.
 
   “And there the killing will begin,” Linda whispered softly, almost as if she were speaking to herself and looked towards the outer gate. Various kinds of war machines were being set up and Katja saw groups going through drills.
 
   She wanted to say that the killing had already begun. It had begun with sorcery and a massacre in the little fort, and had probably continued in the border fort. Thousands of feet were most likely marching their way, singing along with the squeaking of wheels and the bellowing of animals and a constant clinking of metal.
 
   War was headed their way. An ancient beast made up of thousands of individuals forming a whole, except now an unnatural poison was hidden in its heart, making this beast even more dangerous than usual. And once it carried onto the wall the noise would probably be deafening.
 
   Katja stared at the activities by the gate, heard the hammer blows of blacksmiths and could smell boiling tar and freshly cut wood, and felt her own smallness. She kept those thoughts to herself though. She had been sent here to aid, not break down morale.
 
   “There my Brjann has been all day,” Linda said and pointed at the working carpenters. “I hope he will be able to come home soon. Exhausted people should not be doing this kind of work. It invites accidents.”
 
   Katja leaned further onto the parapet to take the weight off her feet somewhat.
 
   “We should probably head back ourselves. I...” she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, “need to sleep on this. All of this. I will see what I think of in the morning.”
 
   “Yes. I shall cook a good dinner.”
 
   “I can help.”
 
   They descended.
 
   “Nonsense, you are a guest. Just relax and I will take care of things.”
 
   They headed home, and Katja sat in deep thought as Linda stoked the fireplace and began preparing a meal. The door opened, and in walked a thin young man with a broad face and blond, shoulder-length hair. He was sweaty and leaned up against the door after closing it. Noticing Katja took him a moment.
 
   “Brjann, dear.”
 
   Linda glided out of the kitchen in her apron and embraced her husband. They kissed and Katja stood up as they turned towards her.
 
   “My friend Katja has come to aid us,” Linda said as Katja walked up to them.
 
   “Katja?” Brjann said with some surprise, and held out his hand. He knew the name but clearly hadn’t been expecting a visiting Redcloak. “It is... an honour to have such a guest beneath my roof. You are welcome.”
 
   Katja shook his hand. It was hard and dry from all the carpentry, and held considerable strength.
 
   “My thanks. I will do my best to be worthy of it.”
 
   She released his hand, and Linda touched Brjann’s cheek and turned him to face her.
 
   “Brjann. Blossoms was attacked.”
 
   They moved into the kitchen and Linda repeated Katja’s story. Brjann showed a certain relief to know that his parents and siblings had survived, but Katja could still tell what a blow the news were. Linda poured wine in mugs before serving dinner.
 
   “Patrekur carried me on his shoulders,” Brjann said quietly, mug in hand.
 
   He drained it in one long gulp.
 
   They dined together without saying much. Afterwards they sat down before the fireplace with more wine. Linda brought out a small harp and began playing a soothing tune.
 
   It suddenly occurred to Katja that things were like this in homes all over the city. Ordinary people who desired peace and a normal life, preparing for the coming blow. This was what she would be defending.
 
   “Let us go over the situation,” she said. “Do you have any allies here in the city?”
 
   “We have friends,” Brjann said. Either the wine was relaxing him or he was not the type to display grief to a great extent. “But no allies or contacts who know the Silent War or our order. That was partly why we settled here, to widen the network.”
 
   Katja tried not to show her disappointment.
 
   “So we cannot seek anyone’s support?”
 
   “Well,” Brjann had a sip and looked at his wife. “Not without risk.”
 
   “How are things going by the gate?” Linda asked as she gently plucked the strings. “How are the defences coming along?”
 
   “They are coming along rather well,” Brjann said. “We have plenty of lumber and the working crews have been organized well, so everything is quite efficient. Given two more days we will be able to greatly strengthen the city’s defences.”
 
   “And have you heard anything on whether that is a realistic deadline?” Katja asked.
 
   “The captain has sent out a chain of riders whose instructions are to scout for the army’s movements and carry messages back. We ought to know for sure tomorrow.”
 
   “So then we will know whether they got through the border fort,” Katja said, and looked at a wall. She suspected this army the Brotherhood had stolen had not met with much difficulty, unless Serdra had made it there in time and managed to influence things somehow.
 
   “Katja,” Linda said and looked at her. “What can we expect? What do you think the Brotherhood will do once they reach the walls?”
 
   Katja sighed.
 
   “I cannot answer that with any certainty,” she admitted. “There are tales of how the Brotherhood of the Pit used to employ their sorcery in battle, but these are different times and we do not fully know what the Dragon is capable of. Aside from the fact that this army doesn’t truly belong to them and we don’t know how strong Peter’s control is.”
 
   She was silent for a little while and looked at the couple. She did not like what she had to say next.
 
   “I am greatly concerned they will employ the devastation spells I have seen in my brief career. I am, for instance, terrified to think what the plague spell I saw this spring will do if directed into a city. And Jormundur’s warriors are preparing to fight men, not demons. I do not know how their nerves will hold up when a living nightmare suddenly rushes at them.”
 
   “On the other hand I must believe that, much like Valdimar, Peter Savaren does not wish to rule over a smoking ruin or a mass grave. This is not a raid. He wishes to establish his own realm, as they always have done. So...” She wrung her hands, “rationally he ought to hold back the very worst spells. I do not believe he will send a mass of demons over the wall. But to send a few up on the wall, that is a different matter.”
 
   “Then you must be there,” Linda said with calm surety, and gazed into her eyes. “You are the only person in this city with experience of battling sorcery and monsters.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said. She could not argue with that simple fact. “But how?” She looked at Brjann. “Do you think anyone will protest if I go up on the wall with the militia?”
 
   “If you do not disrupt a shield wall or get in the way, I can’t see that happening. Jormundur has been loud about the need for everyone to do their part.”
 
   “I still feel... that I cannot just walk up to him and claim to be sent by higher powers to save the city. If the Brotherhood has agents in the city, doing so would put both myself and the two of you in too much danger.”
 
   The young Shades took this in with appropriate seriousness.
 
   “And besides, how well are the old times known here? Back in Baldur’s Coast I had never heard of Redcloaks, at least not by that name.”
 
   The couple looked at one another to determine which one should answer that. Brjann accepted the task.
 
   “Eh, they are known to at least some degree. The whole truth of your people has not endured well, but most have heard at least something relating to you. The horror of Gronovin is still remembered, and most tales of the Death Lords include the fact that ordinary folk could not harm them.”
 
   “A shame people do not think more of those monsters these days,” Katja said wearily.
 
   “True, true, but it is the same with them as with you,” Brjann said. “You have been in hiding for several lifetimes. As I understand it, there are occasional stories of demonic incidents and mysterious wanderers who sort them out, but no more than that.”
 
   “Indeed,” Katja said and clasped her hands. Just what was she to do? “If only a demon attacked the captain and I were around to cut its head off at the last moment. That would presumably earn his trust.”
 
   “That would probably be too convenient,” Linda said.
 
   Katja laughed.
 
   “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “But yes, I will have to... see how things develop. Perhaps I will just have to be at the front when Peter’s sorcery hits, and try to bat it aside.”
 
   Again she saw fear in Linda, but knew that this time it was for her own sake. The young woman’s fingers didn’t lose their rhythm though, and the calm tones continued.
 
   She thought about what the big, bearded Brotherhood-man had said. She hadn’t forgotten that Vajan had ambushed her on the route he had pointed out to her, but why would he have made up what he told her about Peter Savaren?
 
   Impatient, much like his father. Tovar Savaren could have won if he had put his scheme on hold and strengthened his defences when he knew enemies were coming his way. But since his plans were on the verge of becoming reality, he hurriedly pushed everything into action, and paid for it with his life.
 
   If Peter had the same mentality and the defences held out, if the fight dragged on and his goal was continually kept just out of reach, how far would he go to get what he wanted and get it now?
 
   “It really does seem,” she said after a silence, “that Duke Kjalar is our best hope. We will just have to hold out until he arrives.”
 
   “Yes. If the northern army gets caught between the wall and Kjalar’s army this war will be won.”
 
   “Indeed,” Katja said, but thought to herself that just then Peter might resort to extreme measures. Victory might prove terribly costly. “Between the hammer and the anvil.”
 
   “So this is the situation,” Linda said. “You will place yourself upon the wall and be ready to react to the Brotherhood’s tricks, and circumstances will decide what comes after that. I myself will be among the city folk and feel out the atmosphere and news.”
 
   “And I will...” Brjann cleared his throat. “I will keep my ears open at the wall and try to pick up what Jormundur and his advisers are thinking.”
 
   “It would probably also be good,” Katja said slowly, unsure if this was a good idea, “if you stayed alert to Jormundur’s goings. I should perhaps be endeavouring to speak with him in private.”
 
   “A foreigner trying to sneak up on one of the city’s most important men... that can easily be misinterpreted.”
 
   “True,” Katja said. ”But there is probably no harm in at least watching out for the opportunity.”
 
   The couple nodded and so all was said for now. Linda switched to tones Katja knew from evenings on Maron’s homestead. The young woman looked at her with anticipation in her eyes.
 
   Katja hesitated a moment but decided that her friend was right. Worry could be pushed into the background for the moment, while such indulgence was still possible.
 
   Katja cleared her throat and began to sing along with the harp-playing. The lyrics were simple, and told the story of a sparrow’s journey around a forest and all that was to be seen in the realm of birds. Katja’s clear voice and Linda’s nimble fingers did rather elevate the song though, and Brjann participated by turning his mug around and drumming on it with his fingertips.
 
   They took turns picking songs, just as they had before Linda moved, and as the music carried them into its own sweet world, Katja actually managed to forget what awaited them for a moment.
 
   Finally bedtime came, and Katja remembered how weary she was after the journey. They said good night and she lay down in the guest bed with her weapons within reach.
 
   Again she dreamt of fire.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They ate breakfast together but then Brjann had to hurry to the wall.
 
   Katja limbered up and swung her weapons around, and Linda cleaned the kitchen. The plan was for Linda to be out among what acquaintances she had in the city and for Katja to familiarize herself with the situation by the wall, but before they made it out of the house they began to hear a handbell.
 
   “A meeting on Lily Square!” said the crier as he walked down the street. “All citizens are called to a meeting on Lily Square! News from the north!”
 
   He continued ringing and repeating the message as he progressed, and as Katja stepped outside she heard his colleague in the distance.
 
   “This ought to be something interesting,” she muttered to Linda, and put her hood up as they walked side-by-side to the square.
 
   The atmosphere was tense. People conversed in small groups, creating an incomprehensible din. Not that Katja needed to make out words to understand the general mood. The voices were like the faces; passionate and nervous.
 
   In the middle of the square stood a stone platform and, after the two of them found a decent spot in the crowd and waited for a bit, soldiers appeared and cleared a way through to it.
 
   Up onto the platform stepped a well-dressed middle-aged man with grey hair and a haggard face, leaning on a cane. He tried to carry himself well but it was clear to all how much care he had to put in each movement, and how much weight he put on the cane as he positioned himself on the middle of the platform. Next came a black-haired, broad-shouldered man in his thirties, who wore armour, had a sword sheathed at his hip and a helmet under his arm. He took up position next to Hrolfur.
 
   “That’s Jormundur,” Linda said.
 
   Chancellor Hrolfur raised his hand to call for silence and the nervous conversations died down little by little. Finally the man spoke.
 
   “Fellow citizens, neighbours and friends, I have news,” he said. The voice was stronger than the body, which impressed Katja. “Tonight the northern army camped by Spirit Rock.”
 
   The din started up again as people took this in, but Hrolfur raised his hand again.
 
   “That is about two days away!” Linda said quietly before the crowd fell silent.
 
   “It is true this means we have lost the border fort,” the sick man continued, “but many of our kinfolk are probably prisoners at this moment so their release can be negotiated, once all this is over with. As for ourselves, we are in a much better position than the fort was. We have a harbour, and the northerners have no fleet, so Valdimar will not soon starve us. And if he makes the mistake of attacking, he will know how much love of liberty is stronger than greed. For it is mere greed that drives these men to our gates like common thieves!”
 
   The crowd was pleased with these words.
 
   “Our walls are strong and the people are stronger. Now we will show how Pine City earned independence and kept it. Now each will support their neighbour and become a rock in a wall no war machine can break down. And so I say to you, neighbours, friends and relatives, invite refugees to your homes, feed them and remind one another what is at stake here!”
 
   The people shouted in agreement and Katja couldn’t help but feel a certain shiver at standing in the defiant crowd.
 
   “Now we have two or three days to strengthen our defences even further. We will work hard at it, every single one of us, in ways large and small. Do not despair! For the greed of the northerners will bleed out of them on our walls, until they limp back to their master to tell him what it costs to attack one’s betters!”
 
   The local pride broke out in deafening shouts as Hrolfur limped down off the platform.
 
   “Fire!”
 
   Katja looked for the origin of the word and began hearing it on other lips.
 
   “Fire!”
 
   “There!” someone shouted and pointed.
 
   Katja looked and saw smoke rise to the sky. It seemed to originate in the outer city.
 
   “Firefighting, firefighting, firefighting!” several hundred people shouted in unison and the crowd began to scatter out of the square. Many headed straight to the inner gate and Katja decided not to fight the flow. She wanted to see this anyway.
 
   She was already seeing buckets in people’s hands before the gate bottlenecked the people and greatly slow them down. But eventually she made it into Pine City’s outer district and the fire turned out to be in a large storehouse. The flames flirted with two nearby houses but blessedly had made it no further than that.
 
   Loosely organized bucket brigades were already in action, and Katja just shoved herself into one and began to receive buckets full of water one way and empty ones the other.
 
   As more people arrived and the shouted orders became more orderly, lines solely dedicated to passing on the empty buckets were formed, hurrying the process. It did not suffice to save the storehouse. It had been doomed before the first splash hit. But with great effort they prevented the fire from spreading.
 
   Eventually the fire became embers, and Katja and clearly many others felt it safe to abandon the scene while others killed the final sparks.
 
   From what she heard this had been Pine City’s main lumber store, from where the workers tending the defences had gotten their materials. The source of the fire was evidently not clear yet.
 
   What were the odds that such a place burnt down by accident just as it was most needed? Katja mulled that question over as she strolled around the outer city, away from the chaos, and rubbed a weary shoulder blade.
 
   Almost zero, surely.
 
   


  
 

10.
 
    
 
   Katja let some time pass without getting anywhere near the ruins. Instead she made an effort to familiarize herself with the outer city and circumstances by the wall, where the fighting would take place.
 
   The soldiers had of course participated in the firefighting and it took some time for all of them to return, which probably made her more noticeable than she would have been otherwise. Katja did her best to appear casual, asking people standing by finished and half-finished war machines what the news was, and whether they knew anything about the fire.
 
   Many were rather too wound up or busy for conversation, but the word “sabotage” naturally came up a few times.
 
   No-one objected as she walked the steps up on the wall. She wanted to get a better look at the field where the northern army would appear, and stared out of the city.
 
   There they will be. In two days that empty area will be packed with people.
 
   There was a large open space in front of the city. All of the trees had been brought down long ago, after all, and the landscape itself was flat. The little village they would presumably camp in and around wasn’t that far away and the army would be quite visible. This would make for some display.
 
   A soldier of about fifty years was patrolling the wall and greeted her. Katja had seen him before and returned the greeting, and indulged his obvious desire for chat. She steered the conversation towards what was coming, and tried to seem frightened as she asked him whether anything was known about the force Valdimar had dispatched.
 
   The soldier enlightened her a bit about the northern way of war. The ghost battalion was one of the first things he mentioned. Apparently the northerners had a habit of assembling a battalion of criminals, debtors and desperate beggars, and sending them ahead of the regular troops to test the enemy and clear the way. If one of these poor wretches survived for long enough, their crimes or debts would be forgiven. The battle would probably begin with such men.
 
   Katja couldn’t deny that there was a certain cruel efficiency to this tactic.
 
   Aside from that, he mostly spoke of things everyone knew, that siege warfare was a well-honed craft in the Stonefoot lands, and asked whether she intended to fight with the militia. She touched her sword and assured him that she would. Then she made herself scarce before anyone started suspecting her of spying.
 
   Once she felt enough time had gone by and the crowd by the storehouse had mostly dispersed, she strolled back in its general direction. She preferred not to be seen by the ruin. She walked around the main thoroughfares and came up behind the remains of the storehouse.
 
   There was a risk to this. She might say something out loud without knowing she was doing it and reveal herself. And she was loathe to disconnect her senses from the present in a place where anyone could walk up to her. But this was her situation, and with the northern army almost on the horizon she could not afford needless delays. She had to look.
 
   Katja closed her eyes and emptied her mind. This event had not involved a death, but was very recent and powerful. Seeing it was easy.
 
   The man had a brazier. He was thin, of average height, with a large nose, a moustache and short blond hair, and wore dark woollen clothing. He splashed tar on one of the walls, lit it, and one simple spell intensified the fire with dramatic speed. Then he fled.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   “I can’t place him,” Linda said, and the sentence seemed to have a foul taste. Her friend was not pleased with this confirmation that the Brotherhood had placed an agent within the wall.
 
   They were sitting at the table in the couple’s home.
 
   “But we must do something with this information,” Katja said, and stroked the wood grain with her fingertips. She herself wasn’t feeling too good. “I cannot let myself just sit on this and risk the man causing further disaster.”
 
   “But what will happen if you step forth publicly?” Linda said. “There may very well be others in the city.”
 
   “And if Jormundur and Hrolfur don’t listen to me, if I can get at them at all, I will put us all at risk with nothing to show for it.”
 
   Katja picked at the grain. She had to do something. But what?
 
   Linda clasped her hands.
 
   “I do not envy you,” she said. Katja was unaccustomed to pity but appreciated the thought behind it.
 
   She relax a bit, closed her eyes and let her mind work by itself for a little while.
 
   “A rumour,” she then, holding Linda’s gaze. “A rumour that the man I saw was seen setting the fire. That might help. It would at least make things difficult for him.”
 
   Linda livened up at a possible solution.
 
   “I can do that!” she said and stood up. “I can get a rumour started without it drawing attention. A whisper here, a whisper there and the story will be all over by evening.”
 
   “Just be careful,” Katja said, and stood up too.
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   Brjann entered.
 
   “Well, this wasn’t good,” he sighed.
 
   “It was arson,” Linda said right away. “Katja saw it in a vision.”
 
   They elaborated, and Brjann described how the fire would affect the defences. A significant number of catapults and other devices had already been built, but now there was little to use for repairs. There was talk of tearing wood out of houses to keep at the ready.
 
   Brjann too did not recognize Katja’s description of the arsonist but agreed with the rumour idea. He would reach no few ears in his work at the wall. Labourers chatted ceaselessly as they worked, and soldiers were quite similar.
 
   Katja would well imagine that nerves were highly strained, and that people would distract themselves with chat.
 
   “That was a pretty good speech old Hrolfur made,” Brjann said as he crammed down the food Linda had hurriedly prepared for them.
 
   “Yes, a regular Speech of the Pillars,” his wife replied.
 
   Katja nodded and looked at the wall. The original Speech had been made a millennium ago by the Lady herself, Jukiala, on natural rock pillars that had served as a stage. The incident had essentially marked the start of the nation that later came to share the woman’s name, and had long since become legend. Katja had heard different versions of just what she had said but the main theme was always unity, and that in light of the supernatural horrors of the Shattering mankind had to embrace its best and noblest qualities.
 
   “A shame the counterpoint was so swift,” Katja said out loud.
 
   “Yes,” Brjann said, and rubbed his face. “The bastard certainly picked a good moment.”
 
   They all rose and got ready to leave, but Linda said she had forgotten one thing earlier.
 
   “Here,” she said, taking an unstrung bow down off the wall. Katja recognized it from Maron’s homestead. “I can use it, but it will probably do more good in your hands.”
 
   Linda handed her the bow.
 
   “Do you have any other weapons?” Katja asked, feeling hesitant to accept something her friend could defend herself with.
 
   “We have a spear and an axe,” Brjann said, and he too seemed ambivalent about the gift.
 
   “Katja,” Linda said, staring into her eyes. “I feel I will be safest if you are as well-equipped as possible.”
 
   Katja reluctantly took the weapon. Linda also gave her two backup strings and a quiver.
 
   “Whole barrels of arrows are at the ready by the wall,” Brjann said hesitantly. “So if you position yourself with the militia you should have plenty of ammunition.”
 
   “That is not a bad idea,” Katja said, and stroked the wood in search of flaws. “That way I can be up on the wall, ready to react to whatever Peter Savaren means to employ against us.”
 
   “And you are a good shot,” Linda said.
 
   “Well, I am a decent one.”
 
   Katja placed the bow, the strings and the arrows on a small table. She would not be carrying all of it until the battle.
 
   “Well, let us gossip,” she then said.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja did not know what to do with herself for the rest of the day. She continued to get to know the city, practised a bit in the house and tried to do her part in getting the story of the arsonist going. Taverns and the crush by the harbour were probably the best soil for planting those seeds, and towards the end of the day the story seemed to be gaining some traction.
 
   She just hoped it would not bring accusations down on someone who just had the poor luck of sharing the saboteur’s general appearance.
 
   Katja also tried keeping her ears open regarding Captain Jormundur’s comings and goings, but to little success. It seemed the man was usually busy overseeing preparations by the wall and spent little time out of the public eye, where Katja might be able to speak with him in private.
 
   That finally changed when Brjann returned. It was getting dark and Linda had come home some time before and prepared dinner, as Katja sat still and tried to figure out what she was to do.
 
   “Jormundur is on the move,” Brjann said, rather short of breath. He leaned forward with his hands on his knees and looked at Katja. “He went to see the state of things by the harbour with two of his men. You could perhaps meet him.”
 
   Katja hesitated a moment, before springing from her seat. Finally she could do something, try something, no matter how risky it might be.
 
   “Be careful!” Linda said as she ran to the door and stepped out into the cool evening air.
 
   It wasn’t entirely dark yet, but close enough. Katja put her hood up and knew it cast her face into total darkness.
 
   One of the things Serdra had taught her about stealth in a city was that rushing about drew attention, and after the fire guards had become more visible in the streets. Still, Katja had to seize this opportunity while it lasted and made use of the side passages, running along them out of sight. She now knew Pine City well enough to make only one real mistake, but after squinting and spotting a certain familiar tower she got back on track and made it to the harbour without some guardsman asking her business.
 
   Being here in the dark was rather odd. Though a few lights burned here and there, the tent city consisted mostly of shadows, and her ears were more informative than her eyes. She had seen the area in the light but the dark served to underline the state of things. Children cried, and with the area generally quieter it was easier to hear the tension and worry in the voices still speaking.
 
   Some were still outside, mostly just conversing in groups with drinks in hand. Katja walked along the straight route through the camp at her regular walking pace and looked about. She had neglected to ask just what the captain had meant to investigate. Was it the refugees, the defences, or something else?
 
   She tried to be alert to the sound of armour and looked at every group in the hope that perhaps he was mingling with the refugees. When she was nearing the end of the camp she settled for just going up to a man and asking whether it was true that the captain had been seen about. He replied he had heard something of the sort and then continued speaking with his neighbours.
 
   “What? Is he here in the camp?” she asked, and tried to sound excited over seeing a man of import.
 
   “Somewhere over there!” the man answered, tired and drunk. He pointed to the north-east.
 
   Katja hurried out of the camp. The area the man had indicated was between the harbour and the defensive wall and relatively small. If the captain was talking to his men on the wall or by the sea there was only one route he was likely to use on his way back. Assuming he didn’t just make use of the walkway.
 
   There was still a bit of traffic, mostly to and from the camp, but not enough for her to vanish into. Katja made a decision and leaned up against a pillar and sat down. Here she would be all but invisible to bypassers unless they were heading into the camp, but would have a good view herself.
 
   Should I have done this already? she thought. Will the delay have consequences? Cost lives?
 
   There was little to do by the pillar besides tensing and relaxing her muscles so as not to stiffen up too much. She went over what she could say, what would do the most good with the least risk, and came up with and rejected one approach after another.
 
   She heard the footsteps of several men, and soft rattling of mail and weapons. This might be another patrol, but she was both glad and nervous to see that this was indeed Jormundur and two other men. It was time.
 
   She rose carefully as they had passed her and followed them. She recalled evenings in Amerstan City with Serdra, and stayed just far enough away from the trio to not lose them as they left the half-sleeping harbour district and entered the dark, silent guts of the old city.
 
   She minimized the time she spent in their direct line of sight and trusted in her ears and knowledge of the city’s main streets. Normally she tried to keep one corner between them and herself, and when they walked into long streets where there was risk of losing them she darted forth at a quiet run and hid behind whatever was available. At one point they met a patrol that saluted the captain. He asked them the news but the conversation wasn’t very loud and Katja picked up little of it. Nothing dreadful seemed to be going on, at any rate.
 
   Then the groups went their separate ways and Katja huddled behind a barrel as the patrol passed.
 
   At last she was certain that the man was headed back to the castle, and they had arrived at the location she had been waiting for. Jormundur and his men turned right and then left up a rather long street, but Katja went straight on along an alley she had gotten to know. She ran unseen and unheard alongside them and overtook the group before they were halfway down the street.
 
   There another alley led into it, as well as offering four other escape routes. This was the perfect spot. Katja settled in cover where she could peek out at the street without being spotted herself.
 
   And now the moment had arrived. Now she would have to say the words out loud and not be able to take them back. The rattling approached the alley as Katja’s heart hammered away. Then she saw them.
 
   “I need to warn you, Captain Jormundur,” she said quietly, and tried to disguise her own voice.
 
   The men stopped and looked into the alley.
 
   “Warn me?” Jormundur said. “And who are you, may I ask?”
 
   “An enemy of the northern army,” she replied.
 
   “Then step out so I might see you, friend,” the captain said. Katja couldn’t really make out his face but felt she saw wariness in his pose.
 
   “How much do you know about the old times, before the Dissolution?” she said. “What do you know about the forces that were active in those days?”
 
   “That is a strange question,” Jormundur replied and scratched his head rather boyishly. “Given the circumstances.”
 
   “I ask because they have entered this conflict. It is no longer an ordinary army that heads our way to take your city, no more than it was ordinary means that allowed a small party to take the fort by the hills.”
 
   Jormundur was silent. His men looked at their leader. They seemed to wish to enter the alley, but awaited a command.
 
   “Just what are you talking about?” he then asked.
 
   “Demonic sorcery,” Katja said. “A legacy of Vendyha. You must be prepared for anything, and stand as a stone wall against more terrible foes than you suspect.”
 
   “I will need more than vague warnings from a talking alley to make changes,” he said with weary snark.
 
   “You will have confirmation of my words soon enough,” Katja said. “And when that happens we will speak further by the statue of the Lady at sundown. But the reason I do not reveal myself is that our enemies have planned this fight well. It is true what people say. The fire was an act of arson.”
 
   “We have a man in custody,” Jormundur said. “Though he has not confessed to anything yet.”
 
   “But is he the only one?” Katja asked. “I must stay in the shadows for now. Our enemies are more dangerous than you believed.”
 
   “That is all well and good,” Jormundur said casually and began a slow stroll towards the alley. “But I will need some confirmation that you are neither a spy nor a luna-”
 
   Katja cast the Sentinel Flame out into the alley. The glowing rune hung in the air and the men shrank back. Someone gasped.
 
   “The old conflicts never truly stopped, as people believe,” Katja said, letting the Flame go out. “The evils of the past are not a myth, but neither are those who fought them and defend the world of mankind. Be prepared for anything, Captain, and meet me by the statue.”
 
   Katja went back with light, quick steps and then squeezed herself in-between two houses to escape the trio. She heard their footsteps echo in the alleyways as they searched for her. She risked going most of the way down the street before stepping into a doorway and wrapping the cloak around her to hide her silhouette.
 
   Someone ran out into the street, stood there a moment, and then went back.
 
   “What was that?” she heard one of them say, but decided to make herself scarce rather than snoop.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   “I never gave much thought to the possibility that one day I would turn into Serdra!” Katja said as soon as she finished her story, and stood up. Her blood was still flowing too fast for her to relax. “But it seems to be happening. Mystique and partial information, whispers in the dark and revelations about the truth of the world! What might the man be thinking right now?”
 
   She laughed without knowing why, finished her circle around the table and sat back down.
 
   “I think this was the best available option,” Linda said soothingly. “The Sentinel Flame will at the very least have served as proof that something supernatural is going on.”
 
   “True!” Katja said with harshness that did not spring from anger. “And if we both survive the first assault I can hopefully meet him and tell him what to expect. And then I will hopefully have a clearer picture of how Peter Savaren means to wage this war! Then I can hopefully be of some use.”
 
   Brjann handed her a mug filled with their stronger wine and Katja received it gratefully. She took a sip, breathed deeply and made an effort to calm her nerves.
 
   She had begun criticizing herself almost as soon as she had left Jormundur and his men behind, and gone over how she could possibly have handled the introduction better.
 
   But this was how things stood. Such was this difficult situation. Such was responsibility.
 
   “I hope he listens,” she said quietly, and gazed down into the red liquid that was her second-best friend at the moment. “I hope he has some knowledge of the Jukiala-times.”
 
   “Yes,” Linda said. “We can only hope.”
 
   “I will join the militia tomorrow,” Katja said, looking at the bow that awaited her on the little table. “Things are about to heat up.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The atmosphere in the army camp was rather strange. Vajan noticed it as he followed a guide to its centre, where the officer tents stood. From a technical standpoint everything seemed to be in order. The tents stood in straight lines, men stood on guard by what lights still burned and materiel was neatly placed so the army could head out quickly in the morning.
 
   But the people...
 
   Though the night was young there was barely a sound to be heard. Rather than play games or chat as could be expected of people heading into danger together, they seemed to just wish to lie in their tents and sleep away the night. The guards had rigid stares and stiff postures, rather than looking bored or sleepy. The guide who had appeared as Vajan introduced himself and stated he had an important message for Peter Savaren was much the same. Hunched, in spite of not being elderly, weary-looking in spite of walking with brisk steps and silent as the grave ever since asking Vajan to repeat the nature of his business.
 
   Vajan had gotten to know the Stonefoot Lands on his travels and now felt he had absolute confirmation that this wasn’t Valdimar’s army anymore. This machine of war belonged to Peter.
 
   Men who wore no uniforms but carried weapons nonetheless stood outside the largest and fanciest tent in the entire camp.
 
   “A guest,” was all the guide said and raised his lantern to illuminate Vajan’s face.
 
   “I am Vajan,” he said. “And I am to bring a message from my master straight to...” He hesitated before indicating towards the tent. “Him.”
 
   “He is expecting you,” one of the men said. Vajan felt he had seen him once or twice in Mooncape.
 
   The men parted and Vajan approached the tent. He summoned the discipline he had taught himself, the courage necessary for a warrior, and pulled the tent flap aside.
 
   The enormous tent was strangely empty. Inside were two chests, one bed and a single chair and desk on the other end of it, about ten meters away. By the table sat a white, gold-trimmed robe, and presumably a man inside of it as well. He had his back turned to Vajan and his hood up. He was writing something and a single, fat candle burned on the table and made the robe highly visible in the darkness.
 
   “Leave us,” said a voice from within the robe and Vajan heard the men walk away. He was alone with the creature that gave him goosebumps merely by existing. Not that company would have made much difference.
 
   Vajan took two short steps inside but couldn’t bring himself to take the third one. It was like walking towards a large fire. Strength fled his limbs and instinct strongly resisted getting closer.
 
   Vajan cleared his throat to ensure control of his voice. For a moment he thought of Kolgrimur, and Arvar and the Red bitch who had killed him.
 
   “Good evening, Peter. My master Kolgrimur sent me to bring you news, as well as serving as his representative for this undertaking.”
 
   “Good evening, Vajan,” the hood said. The sound was similar to the voice he had gotten to know during his stay at Mooncape, but something had been added to it. “It has been a year and a half since we met.”
 
   “Yes,” Vajan said, and had nothing to add to that. He wanted to avoid that topic, even though it hung in the air between them as clear as daylight.
 
   “And what does your master say?” Peter asked.
 
   “The operation in Blossoms was a success, though there were some casualties. The Shades have been driven off. We stopped by in the fort just after it fell and I can confirm that all went as planned there. All is quiet in Bag River County.”
 
   Vajan hesitated.
 
   “On the other hand, the Red girl is around. She was in Blossoms, presumably as a guest of the Shades, and I ran into her on my way out of the county. She made use of a riverboat and must have been making her way to the city. She will have arrived there by now.”
 
   He cleared his throat again.
 
   “I tried to kill her, but she dodged my javelins and vanished down the river.”
 
   Peter was silent for a few moments and Vajan clenched his teeth. He wasn’t happy about how that incident had turned out, and waited for the man’s reaction.
 
   “This fight was guaranteed to attract the Sentinels, Vanguards, Redcloaks or whatever name one chooses to give them,” Peter then said. “They are a certain threshold that all of our major plans must be tested against sooner or later. That she has made it to the city ahead of us ought to make a fine baptism.”
 
   “I volunteer to tend to that baptism,” Vajan said. “As a representative of the Bag River coven.”
 
   “Let us speak plainly,” Peter said, and a certain growl had entered his voice. “Kolgrimur sent you because he considers you expendable.”
 
   Vajan stiffened but did not dare show anger blatantly.
 
   “He sent me because I am a warrior and you are waging a war. He sent me because I am useful.”
 
   “True,” Peter said, but Vajan still sensed danger in the word. “You are good in a fight, provided you do not flee from it.”
 
   Vajan felt his self-control failing him. Perhaps it was the fatigue. Perhaps it was the fear.
 
   “I abandoned the Nest because it was lost,” he said. “Me dying by your father’s side would have made no difference.”
 
   He turned around and looked outside. There was no-one there.
 
   “Listen!” Peter said into his ear. “In spite of all his flaws my father was a man who loved his people. He died trying to put us back on the peak we have been denied for so long. And meanwhile, you ran off with papers like a common burglar.”
 
   The voice was more than a voice. It was power and Vajan thought he heard an underlying buzz, like the distant din of many voices. It froze his muscles and bones and he had to struggle to get an answer out.
 
   “You say one thing and I say another,” he said in a choked voice. “But nothing changes the fact that I am useful. I am the only one in this camp who has faced a Redcloak, and multiple times at that. More often than your father.”
 
   That last sentence sprang from his lips on its own, born of anger and fear.
 
   “True,” Peter said.
 
   Vajan waited for him to say or do something else, but nothing happened. He felt life in his limbs again and turned around.
 
   Peter sat exactly where he had been.
 
   “I have use for you, Vajan. You will have a role to play in the first assault. And perhaps others, if that one does not work. But you will not abandon this battlefield. Either you die, or the Redcloak.”
 
   “That suits me just fine,” Vajan said with total sincerity.
 
   


  
 

11.
 
    
 
   The death of Chancellor Hrolfur was the news of the day. The details weren’t clear yet, but it had apparently happened during the night, and though people muttered about poison and further sabotage Katja, Brjann and Linda heard no official confirmation of such.
 
   The city was now entirely in the hands of Jormundur, until a successor could be chosen.
 
   “I hope this doesn’t overshadow Hrolfur’s words,” Brjann said as they finished breakfast. “A good message needn’t die with the one who delivered it.”
 
   “No,” Katja said. It was quite true, but she couldn’t help but worry about what this development would do to the city’s morale. Fear and chaos were far more dangerous than a fire and a single death.
 
   Katja took up the bow, strapped on the quiver, nodded to the couple and walked off with the hood on her head. Fighting as an archer had the added bonus of justifying the hood. It shielded her eyes from the sun, after all.
 
   Cities seemed to share the universal custom of neighbours meeting in the street for a morning chat. The current situation hadn’t changed that, but Katja noticed that the groups were larger and more compact than before. People also seemed to speak over one another, but perhaps that was normal behaviour in Pine City.
 
   She caught snippets of conversations on her way to the inner gate, like a person snatching up random flowers while jogging through a field. Some talked about suspicious things they had seen, others about supplies, rumours from the castle or tales of the northerners, all of them negative. People spoke of the possible consequences of conquest, and the Red Day was brought up.
 
   She noticed a few glances her way, but didn’t think she saw actual hostility, and chose to believe it was the bow that caught people’s attention.
 
   The militia, common citizens not trained to be a part of the actual army, had been arranged in an area within sight of the outer gate. There an armoured officer went over the basics of ordered fighting.
 
   Their role was mostly to support the soldiers and fill gaps as needed. There were, however, never too many arrows in a volley and so all who had a bow would stand and shoot together.
 
   A young junior officer saw her coming and approached her.
 
   “Good day, lady,” he said and looked at her weapons.
 
   “Good day,” she replied. “My name is Anna and I mean to aid in the defences. Northerners drove my family from our new home and I want to drive them back in turn.”
 
   Saying this convincingly was easy. She wanted to fight, as always.
 
   The officer made some expression and Katja wondered if it had to do with her being foreign, but she just stared into his eyes and he nodded.
 
   “There is a need for people,” he said, and pointed out a dead end where three archery targets of woven hay had been set up. “Show me what you can do.”
 
   By the street stood a weather-beaten woman close to middle age and a broad-shouldered farm boy. Katja took her place and strung the bow.
 
   She was no master archer. She had done some shooting through childhood and Serdra had included bows in her training, but hitting a target at a distance of twenty meters was easy and even managed to do so quickly, with no fumbling. Three arrows plunged into the hay, one after the other.
 
   “Good,” said the young officer. “Fetch the arrows and follow me.”
 
   He brought her to a group of archers and added her to their ranks with little ceremony. People had been showing up since the chancellor’s speech and Katja was just another face behind a weapon. It suited her purposes just fine.
 
   Another officer began drilling them on how to work as a team. When the enemy was still some way off, or if they attacked at night, they were to loose volleys in unison, as ordered. Once the invaders got closer everyone was free to pick their targets at will. If the northerners made it up onto the wall they were expected to either switch to melee weapons or retreat down to the ground and shoot over the wall. Quick-footed boys would have the task of bringing them more arrows.
 
   Most had probably heard this before, and no few times, but confusion in battle had to be avoided at all costs.
 
   They practised drawing imaginary arrows and waiting for orders to loose. Then draw the next one, wait, and loose. Next, wait, loose.
 
   Katja examined her comrades when she had the chance. They seemed to mostly be country folk with their own hunting bows. They were of all ages, from boys to leathery elders who could still wield a bow. And there were some women too, to Katja’s considerable relief. Anything that helped her blend into the crowd was a good thing.
 
   Shortly before noon the more recent militia members were marched to the wall, and the archers were mixed in with the soldiers and arranged up on the walkway. The catapult crews would begin this battle, then it would be the archers’ turn.
 
   The day before, Katja had imagined the northerners’ camp on the plain. Now she imagined them a few dozen meters away. She imagined screams and drums and trumpets. She had never heard a catapult or the whine of hundreds of arrows, but her mind created its own version and added to the picture.
 
   It is almost time, Katja thought as she stared along her arm and past the bow. Many would die, no matter how this turned out. These people all around her, who only wanted to defend their homes, would suffer. People would die. And yet she knew that the shiver within her stemmed from anticipation.
 
   War, she thought. Real war. Real battle, danger and fear. A true ordeal. And if we fail, the consequences may be dire.
 
   The reminder did not diminish the twisted excitement. For now her performance was perhaps more important than ever before. She must not fail, and so now she had to employ everything she had.
 
   The army was coming. She felt it, now that she stood on the spot where the fighting would take place and looked over the area that would soon be a battlefield. She didn’t need to meditate to activate her precognition. She sensed the clashing of arms, screams and mass deaths. But above all, she sensed unclean sorcery. Katja stared at the horizon. Something terrible was coming. Something similar to a powerful demon, and yet different from everything she was familiar with. The Dragon. The darkest power of the underworld tethered to this world with a human body.
 
   They were some hours off.
 
   The archers were ordered off the wall and the moment of clarity passed. She was back to the present. But she still sensed whatever Peter Savaren had summoned and bound to himself.
 
   Noon arrived, and everything had been covered. People began to go back into the city for lunch. Katja went with the flow and pondered. She gave little thought to her environment and let her feet lead her along familiar streets, as her mind was in the future and the road that was bringing the northern army to Pine City.
 
   The smell of food filled the air as the entered Linda and Brjann’s home. Brjann sat in the kitchen and chatted with his wife as she finished cooking. They looked at her as she entered and leaned the bow up against a wall, and both seemed to see something in her face.
 
   “They are coming,” Katja said quietly and sat down before looking at them. “Probably around sunset. And the Dragon is with them. I can feel it. And I sense sorcery. They will play some trick before daybreak.”
 
   The couple looked at one another, and her, for a few moments.
 
   “It is my understanding,” Brjann then said, clearing his throat. “That setting up a large camp takes time and that men usually choose to wage battles in the daylight. Aside from the fact that soldiers need rest like other men.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said. “But sorcery is most effective at night. And an instant attack backed up with sorcery will probably be the last thing the defenders are expecting.”
 
   Linda put food on the table, looking worried.
 
   “Do you know... anything about what they will attempt?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid not,” Katja admitted. “But they will do something.”
 
   They ate in silence and Katja only looked up from her plate to ask Brjann to pass her a carafe.
 
   The goose, potatoes and fat, along with some wine, made for a fine meal. Katja didn’t notice the flavour much, but filling her stomach greatly restored her energy.
 
   Brjann cleared his throat.
 
   “You could...” He cleared his throat again. “You might have to come out and warn that something will happen sooner than people expect.”
 
   Katja closer her eyes and rested her face in her palms. She did not have enough information.
 
   She looked up and took the first long, slow relaxation breath.
 
   “You need to help me. Both of you. I am going to try to peer ahead in more detail.”
 
   “And... how can we help with that?” Brjann asked, astonished.
 
   “Do you want the house to yourself for a few hours?” Linda asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   Katja pulled a stool out from under the table and positioned it in front of her. She motioned for Linda to sit.
 
   “Brjann, can you give me a beat? Just with your fingers?” She pointed at the table. “A slow, even beat.”
 
   Brjann hesitated, but then began to alternatingly tap his index fingers on the table.
 
   “Slower,” Katja asked him. “Yes, like that, and keep it steady.”
 
   She held her hands out to Linda and her friend grasped them.
 
   “Linda, can you hum for me? Like you sometimes did during song evenings in Amerstan? I need total calm. I need to put my mind on a different plane.”
 
   Linda looked at her husband’s fingers and seemed to go over tones in her mind. Then she opened her mouth and a calm hum came out, not unlike a lullaby with no lyrics.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and closed her eyes. “Continue, both of you.”
 
   The unchanging rhythm and Linda’s soft voice made the meditation easier.
 
   Slowly Katja mostly left behind awareness, emotions and complicated thoughts and all their distractions. She opened herself and peered into what she found.
 
   Predicting the future was probably the world’s most difficult art. The future was constantly in motion. So incredibly malleable and so many large and small things which could direct it in one direction or another. The closer an event was, the easier it was to predict. A blow that would hit her in half a moment if not stopped was as clear as daylight. More distant events were foggy and lay behind a long row of possibilities.
 
   The army was coming. Nothing remained that could possibly slow it down. No officer would change his mind, weather would not delay them and Duke Kjalar would not attack their rear. Serdra would not sneak into the camp and slit Peter Savaren’s throat in the darkness. Whatever the significance of those facts was, this was the truth. They would come.
 
   But then what?
 
   Battles hung in the future, likely, consequential and terrible. The roars of demons sounded through the air as they tainted the world, and steel hit steel and flesh. But it wasn’t certain. This could end sooner, without such commotion.
 
   “Not a major attack,” Katja said in a flat voice. “Not deafening noise. Just conquest and executions. Battles come later, if ever.”
 
   The present returned and Katja had to take a moment to recall her own words.
 
   “It will be something sneaky,” she said to the couple and to herself. “Something born of sorcery.”
 
   “So something small?” Linda asked.
 
   “Small and large,” Katja said without understanding quite what she was saying.
 
   “Then you can do something,” Brjann said, seizing on this. “Perhaps you cannot stop an army by yourself but you can interfere with tricks. And then Jormundur will have proof of your words!”
 
   Eyeing this possibility clearly pleased him. Katja herself was somewhat afraid of this hope. And the responsibility.
 
   “We will see,” she said. “We will see.”
 
   “Yes,” Linda said, took Katja’s hand and patted it. “We will do our best and what we believe right and the results will just have to come.” Linda patted her again. “And I have something for you.”
 
   “Do you have any cinnamon beer remaining?” Katja asked and chuckled.
 
   “I am afraid not,” Linda said, and disappeared into another room. She came back with four pieces of stiff leather with straps on them, which she placed on the table in front of Katja. They were arm-and leg guards.
 
   “I put these together last night and this morning,” Linda said with some pride. “I would have preferred to make them prettier, but that will have to await better times.”
 
   The guards were quite simple, true enough. But Katja tried strapping them on and they seemed perfectly functional.
 
   “Thank you, Linda,” she said. “Thanks, both of you.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Bells were rung all over the city as the northern army appeared on the horizon.
 
   Night was falling and little could be seen of it except for the occasional light, but mounted scouts had recently returned with the news.
 
   Not that Katja herself needed to hear the testimony of the scouts. She felt Peter approach and knew when to return to the gate. Until now she had rested in the guest bed to conserve her strength for the evening.
 
   People ran out on the streets as Katja strode towards the coming fight. Some just looked around as if they wanted to see the sounds and then fled back into their homes. Others called out their neighbours in the hope that they had further information. And others ran about, perhaps to form groups as in the mornings, or to tend to some last detail before the fun began.
 
   Katja paid them no heed. She gazed through the houses and walls blocking her view and stared at her goal.
 
   Things were strangely calm by the outer wall. Everyone had known this was coming, after all, and most possible preparations had already been made. And people were expecting a fight in the morning, or rather a northern nobleman on horseback, bringing his king’s final ultimatum. Katja was one of the very few in the city who knew that the rules had changed.
 
   Officers stood by the poles which held up the bell that had begun the announcement. They were arranging who would stand guard during the night, and who would sleep in the outer city to be ready in case of something unexpected. There was a certain reassurance in that, but it did mean that a large portion of the defenders would spend the night in their homes.
 
   Katja herself intended to move about as she damn well pleased. She could fulfil her duties no other way. So she stared straight ahead and strode purposefully as if she had some place to be, which of course she did. No-one accosted her and she made it up on the wall, taking up position just south of the gate house.
 
   The evening was sliding into true darkness, but the lights the northerners were presumably up in their camp by gave indication of their numbers. Thousands were at work out there.
 
   There you lot are, she thought, and stared at the dots of light which were almost all she could see of her enemies. There YOU are, Peter.
 
   Then she looked around and down onto the street.
 
   Captain Jormundur stood close by, illuminated by a lamp carried by a servant, and seemed to be receiving reports from his closest officers.
 
   Suddenly she felt something start in the camp. Something unclean was growing. Something familiar.
 
   Katja stared out onto the plain and clenched her teeth. Where had she sensed this before? What were the bastards attempting so far from the city? Did Peter Savaren intend to summon monsters and throw them straight onto the wall? Had she mistaken his intentions?
 
   But no, she did not sense hatred or consciousness in this spell. She thought back on the spells she had encountered, and as the sorcery in the camp approached some kind of climax Katja remembered.
 
   Vaantrepfa. The dulling fog. The old, powerful spell Tovar had tried to use on Baldur’s City. This was that sensation. Except now it was happening faster. Much, much faster.
 
   Katja looked around herself at the tense, darkened faces, most of which were looking out at the plain. What could she do? What could she possibly do, besides climb down the wall and spring across the plain to kill Peter before he could finish? Which it was too late for, anyway.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She could do nothing to stop the spell or prepare people for what was coming. And the fact filled her with utter helplessness in the moments before the fog came.
 
   To her human senses Katja felt it start as a faint buzzing in her ears. Then sounds began to fade out and a moment later the fog appeared. It appeared all over as opposed to blowing in from a direction, a grey-white veil that obscured everything. People began to react to this clearly unnatural fog. There were some shouts of “Fire!”, others began to wave their hands in hopes of wafting it away.
 
   But then the numbness came. The fog shut out noise and smell, obscured vision, and the body itself seemed to lose feeling. Katja pulled the collar of her shirt up and put it over her nose, but knew damn well that this wasn’t a poison that went through the lungs. She wobbled and supported herself up against the battlements. Her mind seemed to be slipping away, like fine sand between her fingers.
 
   Her vision was severely limited, and those she could see either lay down or fell.
 
   Katja reminded herself of what was happening, what she needed to do, but the strength slid from her grasp, leaving behind a crushing weight and hopelessness. She wanted to sleep. She wanted to give in to the sweet, seductive power of the fog and surrender to peaceful oblivion.
 
   It’s so easy. I just have to relax. No fear. No need. Just silence.
 
   But though her five senses were fading away her sixth one remained, and it still screamed about terrible danger and sorcery outside the wall. She was in danger. The city, and more, was in danger if the Brotherhood of the Pit seized power again.
 
   Katja raised a weak arm up to her mouth, managed to slip her fingers in between her teeth and bit down. The pain sharpened her a bit and enabled her to bite harder, which then drove the numbness further away.
 
   We have a certain resistance to such things, Serdra’s voice said in her mind. But willpower has to make up the difference.
 
   Power, Katja thought, and recalled the more drawn-out sparring sessions with Serdra. The times her mentor had pressed her mercilessly without breaks or accepting surrender. Just pushed and pushed and pushed until Katja thought her heart would fail if her lungs did not rupture first. The point had been to teach her what she was truly capable of, so she would continue after all but considering herself beaten.
 
   “I am a Redcloak!” she hissed with anger at the forces trying to fell her. She pushed herself away from the battlements and somehow managed to stand without support.
 
   I am a Redcloak and I will not let myself be brought down like this!
 
   She did it. The spell sapped her strength and slowed her thoughts but she resisted the sleep.
 
   The fog began lifting shortly afterwards. Visibility cleared and Katja sensed the sorcery fade away. Her ears still told her nothing, though. Utter silence reigned. Pine City had succumbed to the power of the dulling fog, and its defenders and residents lay like driftwood where they had fallen.
 
   The fog vanished completely and left behind a city with only one waking person.
 
   Katja tried taking one step. Her balance was unreliable but she managed the second and third one with more confidence.
 
   “Wake up,” she croaked weakly and kicked the nearest man. He did not make a sound.
 
   “Wake up!” she said more forcefully and kicked another one.
 
   She looked towards the plain and fully expected to see the army rushing towards them, but the few lights remained where they were. No war cries could be heard as officers urged their men on. No thundering of hooves and squeaking of wheels.
 
   What are they doing? Katja thought, and suspected she had very little time to figure it out. The northerners were no more resistant to the dulling fog than others. Now that it had dissipated, the time to attack had to be at hand.
 
   Katja took one of the torches arranged next to the nearest lamp and lit it. She prodded a soldier at her feet and then pressed the burning end to his unprotected hand.
 
   “Wake up!”
 
   The man groaned weakly and pulled his hand away from the flame, but neither as quickly nor as forcefully as Katja would have thought natural.
 
   A small force, she thought and attempted her remedy on another man. It had to be. They weren’t making an all-out assault out of fear of waking the city. It was the only explanation her mind could come with in a hurry. Assuming that the sorcerous scum understood what they were doing, it had to mean that the victims could be roused in time.
 
   She walked among unconscious bodies and poked with the torch and kicked vigorously. The people began coming to somewhat, but not enough.
 
   Something came up on the parapet with a metallic clang. Katja started and squinted. It was a large hook on a rope. Someone down on the ground yanked and the hook found solid purchase.
 
   Katja drew an arrow and jogged to the hook on silent feet as a weight tightened the rope. Someone was climbing up.
 
   She nocked the arrow, leaned out through one of the embrasures and loosed it. The man on the rope was hit and fell with a scream. He hit the man beneath him but that one maintained his grip.
 
   “There!” someone shouted and Katja heard an arrow whizz her way. It hit the battlements and Katja heard the creaking of another bow and fell back out of sight.
 
   Another hook was thrown up on the wall right by the gatehouse.
 
   Katja retreated south along the wall and leaned back out with an arrow at the ready. They meant to open the gate, send in a stealthy team to open the gate and let a larger force inside.
 
   She released the arrow, went back into cover for a moment and then leaned back out with the next one. Her danger sense pulled her back just before two arrows flew by.
 
   The one she had shot off the rope was still screaming, but she didn’t think she had hit anyone the second time. She could barely see anything down on the ground, but up here she was among burning lights and so they saw her just fine.
 
   The third hook made an entrance almost up against the gatehouse.
 
   Katja put the bow away and took a glaive from a soldier’s limp grip, running with it to the first hook. Too much weight rested on it for her to move it by hand, and so she put the blade to the rope.
 
   But she was not dealing with fools. The rope was thick and the glaive was a sturdy weapon, not a fine-edged razor. Katja heard groans of effort and feet scraping outside the wall as she made fruitless efforts to sever the rope, and then the first one came. 
 
   He knew she was there and drew a short sword as he tried to get himself up on the wall. He made a wonderful target and Katja drove the glaive into him with a powerful strike. He fell backwards into the darkness and Katja quickly peeked out and drove the polearm downwards.
 
   She hit the next man in the head and he went the same way, then she went back into cover before an archer could react. For a moment there was no tension in the rope, which allowed her to snatch the hook off the battlements and throw it back where it had come from.
 
   Men were ascending the other ropes and Katja ran along the wall with the glaive at the ready.
 
   She had known very well that she could not fight an army by herself. Would she now have to do it anyway?!
 
   “WAKE UP, WAKE UP!” she shouted. “ASSAULT!”
 
   The first man on the next rope was clearly akin to a squirrel and had a hand up on the parapet as Katja arrived with the glaive. He let himself drop rather than climb up straight into the blade and caught hold of the rope. Katja leaned forward and thrust at him but didn’t connect. He climbed down a bit as the steel tip hung over his head.
 
   “Shoot her!” he shouted, and an arrow bounced off the stones next to Katja.
 
   The first hook was back up on the wall.
 
   I should have thrown it down onto the street! Katja thought, and felt the mistake was unforgivable.
 
   She heard the fourth hook come up on the other side of the gatehouse.
 
   The third hook produced a man with an axe between his teeth. He leapt down on the walkway as Katja made another attempt to stab the squirrel. The man took the axe out of his mouth and drove it into a sleeping soldier. Katja abandoned the hook and ran at this unwelcome guest.
 
   He threw the axe, forcing her to dodge, and then took a spear from the dead man. He tried to reach for a shield as well, but didn’t have enough time. Katja slashed at him, but he had a long weapon of his own and parried. Then he thrust back at her, as another man began climbing up behind him.
 
   Katja let the shafts meet and pushed the man back. He fell up against the battlements and his comrade hesitated over the situation. Katja seized the chance to look back as she heard a noise. Vajan had come up on the wall with a sword in his hand, hatred in his eyes and a man at his back.
 
   This won’t work!
 
   Katja threw the glaive at them for the sake of a moment’s distraction and then leapt off the wall.
 
   She landed on a storage shed and rolled like Serdra had taught her, going over the edge of the roof. The cobblestones did not receive her gently, but she knew how to ignore pain and sprang up on her feet. She ran towards the bell that had rung at the arrival of the northerners and took every opportunity to step on a sleeping body on her way, in hopes of waking them up.
 
   “Bow!” someone shouted up on the wall. Katja heard footsteps in the stairway. Vajan issued orders and a door opened. They were entering the gatehouse to open the portcullis.
 
   She grasped the bell rope and pulled it with her into cover behind the poles. Then she yanked with both hands and all her strength for maximum noise.
 
   The bell rang and rang and the prone bodies began reacting. Katja sensed danger, peeked at the farther part of the wall from where she could be seen, and spotted an archer.
 
   She leapt to the side to keep the poles between the two of them, and kept pulling the rope. The people had begun groaning, sitting up and trying to get their bearings. But she also heard the portcullis beginning to rise.
 
   Two men who had followed her down came at a run, both wielding swords. Katja had no time to think of anything clever. She drew her own sword and ran towards them. The one in the lead missed as she darted past him, and then slashed him in the back. The other one managed to parry the blow she then directed at him, but she followed it by slashing his leg and then stabbing him in the torso as he fell.
 
   Katja looked for Jormundur where she had seen him last and found him there. She kept her eyes on the wall for fear of the archer and ran to the captain. He was one of those who had begun to move, and had pushed himself up on his elbows. Still, there was little awareness in his eyes as Katja came at a sprint and leaned over him.
 
   Katja grabbed his collar and slapped him again and again.
 
   “Wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up!” she said with the blows. “Your city is about to fall!”
 
   He finally seemed to come to life, and she turned him towards the gate and what was taking place there. His legs found their strength and Katja helped him up.
 
   “To arms!” the captain shouted and drew his sword. “All men, to arms!”
 
   He ran towards the gate and here and there people began to stand up. Some just muttered something, others looked around in confusion, but the captain’s clear and firm commands send some into action.
 
   Katja ran toward the wall herself. The defenders began to fall on the invaders, who tried to protect those who were opening the gate. But they were lightly armoured and had no shields. The fight was highly uneven, and as more roused the outcome became clear.
 
   Katja looked up at the wall, at the spot where she had last seen Vajan. People were waking up on the walkway and Vajan stepped up on the battlements, where a rope still hung. Katja stopped thinking of the gate and headed for the ladder up against the wall.
 
   “Into the gatehouse!” Jormundur shouted over the noise. “Invaders on the wall!”
 
   He ordered groups this way and that, as Katja jumped onto the ladder and rushed up it. The walkway was every bit as chaotic as the street, but she managed to spot the bow where she had left it.
 
   A soldier threw down the hook Vajan had made use of a moment before Katja came running with an arrow on the bow. She leaned over a crenel and thought she saw movement in the dark. She loosed the arrow towards it. If anyone screamed she couldn’t hear it over all the surrounding noise.
 
   “Archers, archers!” shouted an officer who had recovered and wanted to gather them on this part of the wall.
 
   The soldiers Vajan’s group had been meant to open the gate for could not be far away, and Katja waited where she was with an arrow in her hand, as other archers lined up on either side of her.
 
   Amidst the din of armour, stomping feet and shouts of chaos and fear she heard Jormundur organize a systematic search for enemies who had got away. The invaders who had surrendered were led away, and relative order was gradually restored. People stood ready for battle, and after a while all had a rough picture of what was going on. But the fear and confusion was plain to see. The people around her had been touched by the supernatural for the first time, something Katja really had seen little of, and never on this scale. She just had to hope that the defenders would now be better prepared for the next instance.
 
   She herself began to relax as time passed. Nothing came out of the darkness to attack them again and she sensed no further sorcery, aside from the constant aura of the camp. The men who had presumably stood ready to enter the gate had evidently retreated.
 
   Now things would most likely proceed as people had expected. The northern army would settle in, rest and prepare its engines of war. Then the next blow would come.
 
   


  
 

12.
 
    
 
   “The chain has been severed,” Katja said, and sipped her tea. “The portcullis will not be opened without repairs.”
 
   “That is... good,” Brjann said wearily as he rubbed his face.
 
   The pair shared a chair. The dulling fog had alarmed them as much as anyone in the city. Despite being among the very few who knew what was really going on, being brought down so easily with no option of resistance was rather a shock. The incident had clearly shaken their confidence and sense of safety, and Katja was very glad for her resistance to sorcery.
 
   “Construction is taking place in the camp,” she said, rubbing her eyelids. “So the next assault will presumably be more traditional in nature.”
 
   Dawn was approaching, and she was the only person in the city who had not slept at all during the night.
 
   Sneaking away from the wall had been relatively easy, but passing the guards by the inner gate without being questioned was less so. So Katja had waited until Jormundur started believing another attack was not imminent and had allowed a portion of the defenders to leave.
 
   She had kept her distance from the captain and not drawn attention to herself in any way. She had just vanished into the hood and the crowd, and it seemed to have worked. He had not asked around for a young woman with a sword and hard palms. Perhaps he had not been conscious enough to see who was waking him, or maybe he just thought someone had woken up earlier than most, and was indifferent to their identity.
 
   Much remained to be seen. The spell had caused great anxiety. People demanded answers no one had at the ready, and tried to come up with a countermeasure to another such assault. Which of course was not possible. Katja suspected the city badly needed a clear victory in the next round, for the sake of morale.
 
   “What will you do?” Linda asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “Wait,” Katja said. “Wait and hope that Jormundur accepts my invitation.”
 
   She stood up.
 
   “I need rest. Do wake me if something notable happens by the wall.”
 
   She didn’t like going to bed. Peter Savaren might come up with something similar, and putting it into action clearly wouldn’t take him long. But she had to rest at some point, and it was probably safest to do so when sorcery was at its weakest.
 
   Actually falling asleep was difficult. The couple kept quiet, but there was considerable noise out on the streets. Katja heard bells ring and humming songs and other useless measures against evil forces. People got into loud arguments with their neighbours and men ran along the streets, shouting the latest news or rumours. All were high-strung. All were frightened.
 
   Katja briefly wondered whether it was worse to know nothing and so be terrorized by one’s own imagination, or to understand as well as she did what they were faced with. But she blocked those thoughts for the sake of calming her mind.
 
   Be wise, Jormundur, she thought as she finally left her spirit begin to relax. Be wise and meet me by the statue.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Brjann sat by her as she woke up. Katja was not sure whether his presence had roused her.
 
   “Is something wrong?” she asked, and sat up quickly.
 
   “Nothing new,” he replied. “It is noon. Linda is aiding our neighbours.”
 
   Katja stretched, unsure whether or not to be surly at him for waking her. She watched him and awaited further comment.
 
   “This conflict has not yet begun in earnest,” he said softly, “and you have already saved us once.”
 
   He fell silent and just watched her.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said. What else was she to say?
 
   But then, what is he to say? she thought as she woke more fully.
 
   The man fidgeted a bit and was probably asking himself the same question.
 
   “You’ve both already expressed your gratitude,” she said soothingly to let him off the cooking fire.
 
   “That may be,” he said. “But it doesn’t seem adequate.” He cleared his throat. “Not now that you have unquestionably saved the city.”
 
   “It will take more,” Katja said, stood up and arched her back. “Perhaps you’d best save your thanks for when we are victorious.”
 
   The young Shade smiled weakly.
 
   “Perhaps. But...” He gazed off at nothing. “But one never knows what is around the corner, and perhaps it is best if one’s feelings towards people are always clear.”
 
   Katja gave thought to the fact that several of his relatives had been murdered a few days earlier.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Rest assured, I know of your feelings. You needn’t thank me every step of the way.”
 
   These were the right words, the noble words, but she couldn’t deny that it felt good to receive gratitude from someone. No-one else in the city knew her or what she was trying to do. That might change at sunset, perhaps for the worse, but in the meantime it was just Brjann and Linda.
 
   Katja wondered whether there was anything useful she could do right now, and came up with nothing. She had deliberately avoided any fraternisation with the militia fighters and soldiers at the wall and always kept her hood up, so there was little chance of her being missed.
 
   She and Brjann cooked a simple lunch together. The man had nothing to do either. His tasks at the wall were done with, and there was little demand for an apprentice architect right now. So he seemed to have assumed the task of keeping the guest company in his wife’s absence.
 
   They chatted as they ate and Brjann spoke of the siege towers one could see rise in the northern camp. They seemed to have brought materials with them, and clearly could assemble a tower with amazing speed.
 
   Other than that, all was quiet for now.
 
   Katja practised agility, quickness, thrusts, slashes and punches, and swung her moonblade through the air. She even got Brjann to take up a knife and gave him some advice on close combat.
 
   Linda did not appear and the time came when Katja had to leave, both due to evening approaching and because she simply had to get out.
 
   She got Brjann to step outside and watch the traffic. Once he signalled that no-one was watching, she snuck out and walked off without saying farewell out loud.
 
   The time remaining until sunset passed in a daze of sorts. She had nothing to do except keep a low profile, and worry.
 
   The moment was coming. Again. The first conversation had in fact been a warm-up, a preparation for this meeting which could decide the fate of Pine City, the Golden Plain, perhaps the entire Inner Sea.
 
   The statue of the Lady stood in a little decorative garden in a square that bore the signs of being a relic of past times. The surrounding houses were all old, and many in quite a poor state. She and Linda had passed through here, and her friend had explained that some of the houses were now used for storage. The statue was old as well, and, in Katja’s eyes, had never been very grand. Still someone clearly made an effort to keep it clean and to trim the trees, bushes and flowerbeds that surrounded it like light surrounds a campfire.
 
   Katja looked up at her. The statue was like most others she had seen of the woman that had given the name to the Jukiala Union. She had a lantern in one hand and a walking stick in the other, and was striding forward. Small wonder that the square was still tended to. The woman had saved mankind, after all, when she led the great exodus away from the Death Lords after the Shattering. She had united, built up, established order during the worst of crises, and set an example that enabled people to build a new nation and a new world.
 
   And here I am trying to save one city, Katja thought with some self-effacement.
 
   She examined her surroundings more closely. Five streets lead into the square, one of them a dead-end. She couldn’t know for sure which of the other four Jormundur would use, but doubted it would be the narrow alley by a large, single-storey house or the street that lead to the harbour.
 
   The bushes and trees offered decent hiding places, provided one was on the right side, so Katja took up position by a neatly trimmed bush opposite the alley. That route would most likely be clear if she had to make herself scarce and another one was close by if needed. And if both routes were unusable she could make her way onto the roof with little difficulty and escape from there onto other houses or the streets beyond it.
 
   And she waited.
 
   She took care to keep her mind active and stay alert to footsteps and voices, should anyone happen to pass through the square. She went over how to conduct herself; whether she ought to emphasise her mystique or just speak plainly.
 
   The sun began its final rush towards the horizon and the sky darkened. Katja limbered up where she sat and stretched her sensitivity a bit. Nothing had changed. Something was brewing outside of the city, but it would not happen just yet.
 
   Do show up, captain.
 
   The sun sank, the darkness grew deeper and Katja grew uneasy.
 
   Then, through the din of the city, she heard footsteps echo along one of the streets.
 
   Well.
 
   The individual entered the square and stopped. Katja sat up and turned. She tried to peek through the bush, but saw nothing but leaves and trees.
 
   They both waited for a little while, utterly still and silent.
 
   The footsteps started again and headed away from Katja. It sounded like this person was walking around the garden. She quietly separated from the bush and snuck towards the statue in a crouch.
 
   She used the plinth for cover and peeked around it. In the semi-darkness beyond the bushes she saw a man in a cloak and with a sword at his hip, carefully examining his surrounding with each step.
 
   “Here,” she said quietly, and he immediately turned towards her.
 
   The man hesitated and looked around, but then headed her way with his hand near his sword.
 
   Katja went ahead and stepped away from the plinth as a show of good faith. She trusted the hood and the darkness to provide a certain amount of anonymity.
 
   This was indeed the captain.
 
   “Hello again,” she said to let him hear her voice better.
 
   “You were the one who woke me up,” he said.
 
   “I hope that was enough to earn some trust,” Katja replied.
 
   The man looked her over carefully.
 
   “I won’t deny that would have been a very strange move for an enemy,” he then said with some reluctance. “What is your name?”
 
   “You can call me Anna.”
 
   He threw his hands up.
 
   “Why did you want to meet me here? I don’t like going to secret meetings when the city’s fate rests on me.”
 
   “I have enemies,” Katja replied calmly. “And the less is known about me the more easily I can fulfil my role. Secrecy has been our best defence since the fall of Jukiala. For those times never ended. They just changed.”
 
   Jormundur looked at the ground and shook his head slightly. Katja thought of how she had felt when Serdra first started explaining the facts of the world to her. He was afraid.
 
   “What happened?” he then asked.
 
   “It is called Vaantrepfa,” Katja replied. “The dulling fog. A spell the people of Vendyha knew back in their time, and which their heirs have dug up.”
 
   “Vendyha...” the captain muttered as if he did not wish to believe it.
 
   “You did not answer me last night,” Katja said. “What do you know of the old times?”
 
   The man examined her carefully once again, running his eyes up and down as if making doubly sure she was real.
 
   “Just... what people know. What one hears in old songs and poems and sees in old art. I am no historian.” He was silent for a little bit. “I know that that Jukiala fought monsters, sorcery and the Death Lords. And that... some were better suited to it than others.”
 
   He stared at her and Katja let him digest the situation in peace. She needed him on her side.
 
   “Warriors in red, wielding red flames,” he said softly. “Flames that burned away evil.”
 
   Jormundur looked away again, and seemed to find all this rather ridiculous. When he turned back to Katja he clearly expected something from her.
 
   She backed away a few steps and slowly drew her sword, but let the tip face downwards. Then she let the Sentinel Flame into it.
 
   “Yes,” she said and waved the sword slowly through the air as Jormundur stared. “This power cuts monsters better than anything else.” She let the Flame back into herself and sheathed the weapon. “And I have come here to fulfil my role. But I cannot stand against an entire army. We must help one another.”
 
   Again he hesitated.
 
   “Just what is going on?” he finally asked.
 
   “A powerful sorcerer named Peter Savaren has taken control of Valdimar’s army. He means to found his own realm in Pine City, a new Vendyha, and he must not succeed. Bad enough that human sacrifice and demon sorcery are done in secret.”
 
   “But how?” Jormundur asked, and Katja glimpsed the desperation he, as a leader, had to deny himself. “How does one battle sorcery that can subdue an entire city?”
 
   “The northerners are no more resistant to Vaantrepfa than other men,” Katja replied. “That is why they had to send a small group, one that couldn’t strike until the fog dissipated. And while it is true they may try this measure again, I can withstand it. And if a tactic fails utterly, do you immediately try the same one again?”
 
   “No,” Jormundur said.
 
   “Exactly. But you can expect demons. They have typically been the strongest and most common weapon of the Brotherhood of the Pit. I will do my best when they come, but as I said, I cannot battle an army, let alone an army AND demons. Your men will have to do their part.”
 
   “We may not be,” he pointed at her, “Redcloaks. But we are not children in need of hand-holding. I have trained my men well and we mean to defend our homes.”
 
   Katja had evidently poked his pride.
 
   She stepped a bit closer to him. This seemed to be going well and she felt able to afford him seeing her face. She also needed to make it clear just how serious she was.
 
   “I realize that. However, your force is preparing to fight men. But when a monster from the depths of the underworld takes on physical form, when nightmares and madness step into reality, people’s courage tends to falter. Especially if it happens unexpectedly. Demons are terrible foes, but they can be defeated. You will have to prepare Pine City’s defenders for what is to come, or else I am almost certain that the initial reaction will be panic and retreat from the wall, and then this struggle will be all but lost.”
 
   Again the man was briefly silent, but reached some decision, got over some threshold, and then nodded firmly. Katja guessed he was accepting how serious the threat was and how different from what he was accustomed to.
 
   “That is rational. One must know what one is dealing with.”
 
   He crossed his arms.
 
   “Therefore you will have to educate me on sorcery.”
 
   The uncertainty and fear had vanished from his demeanour, leaving behind a leader.
 
   “We do not have the time for thorough lectures, but I can tell you that sorcery is strongest around midnight. So I suspect they will only launch night attacks. And the next one will be tonight. I feel it in the air. You should order all your forces to the wall.”
 
   Jormundur looked to the west.
 
   “You feel it, you say?”
 
   “I sense battle and evil forces in the very near future,” she said.
 
   “What else can you tell me?” he asked and turned back to her. “How does one fight such things?”
 
   “With steadfastness and a strong mind,” she said. “And a strong arm, of course. But fear is our enemy’s greatest weapon. As for demons, arrows, spears and clubs are ineffective against them. They normally do not share our need for organs, and must be cut apart with a sword or an axe.”
 
   “Spears are important for repelling attacks on the wall,” Jormundur said. “But rearranging the lines to include slashing weapons shouldn’t be too difficult. Was there anything else?”
 
   “I am afraid that talismans will be of little use,” she said. “Such things are almost always mere superstition. But in general we must simply be ready and see what they throw at us.”
 
   “Very well,” the captain said and extended his hand. “Then we will work together to save Pine City, Anna.”
 
   “We shall,” Katja said, shaking his hand.
 
   “So... you have joined the militia?” he asked, and headed off to the west. Katja walked with him and pushed her hood back She then took a red scarf Linda had given her from her belt and wrapped it around the lower half of her face, before putting the hood back on.
 
   “Yes, with a bow.”
 
   “The problem with the archers is that they will be shot at in turn, and I would hate to lose the one person who can advice me in all this.” He looked at her. “I want you close to me.”
 
   “I will have to be close to the fighting if I am to counteract sorcery,” she replied.
 
   “And I need to be close to the fighting to have a clear picture of it. Don’t worry.”
 
   Katja thought as they walked along an empty street. She was reluctant to drop her plan to be in the front line. Her responsibility in all this was to counter the Brotherhood. But the man did have a point and she would probably sense supernatural dangers in time to run up onto the walkway.
 
   She hesitated before replying.
 
   “I can assign a runner boy to bring messages between us, if you must move from my side,” he said to win her over.
 
   “All right,” she said reluctantly. Perhaps she would be most useful as this man’s advisor, but her blood called for action.
 
   Well, I will probably have it, no matter what anyone says.
 
   They met five soldiers Jormundur had clearly left within shouting distance. He pointed at two of them before anyone could speak.
 
   “Rouse all our forces. We are expecting a night-time attack. The rest of you follow me.”
 
   The two men acknowledged the order and hurried off, and the others followed their captain. Katja walked by his side and so didn’t see their faces, but detected curiosity about herself.
 
   She just did her best to be casual, and looked straight ahead as they walked out onto a busier street and Jorundur issued further orders. She saw no few glances her way, and their group grew larger as they approached the inner gate.
 
   Lights burned there as always and Katja looked down, so the hood would hide her face even more as they passed the guards.
 
   The outer city received them with its darkness, open spaces and imminent violence. Jormundur issued orders and men began running to the houses the army made use of, and bringing people outside. Behind them the city awoke with a start as bells were rung and the militia was summoned. Jormundur took up position on the same spot he’d used the evening before and began receiving reports.
 
   Katja could lean up against a pillar and be inconspicuous as people flocked to the wall and formed a forest of spear tips above their heads.
 
   I better not be mistaken, she thought somewhat dryly.
 
   But she was not mistaken. Those on the plain were definitely up to something, and just as before she sensed that nothing would prevent it. The next assault was set in stone. Only the outcome was uncertain.
 
   The tempo of Jormundur’s orders began to slow as his lieutenants got a clearer picture of what he expected. The man called over one of the runner boys. The two of them walked up to Katja and she shook free of the light haze she had fallen into.
 
   “This is Omar, and he has quick feet and a brave heart.”
 
   Jormundur patted him companionably on the shoulder, perhaps to shore up his courage.
 
   “Omar, this is Anna and she is aiding me. If we become separated you are to run between us with messages.”
 
   Jormundur turned his attention to his forces and Katja looked Omar over. He was perhaps ten years old, thin and long-legged, with wild blond hair and a round face.
 
   “Greetings,” she said. “I will probably need to go to the wall, just so you know. But it is important that you keep me in contact with the captain.”
 
   “Yes,” Omar replied, and nodded. He carried himself pretty well, Katja thought, but he was still a child in a war zone and she didn’t need to peer closely to see that he was afraid.
 
   Such is war, I suppose, she thought and dearly hoped nothing would happen to him.
 
   Omar looked her over carefully. Katja was far from being the only armed woman here, and he seemed to be searching for something. Perhaps he was trying to figure out just what was going on here.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   “I am a wanderer who decided to provide a little assistance,” she replied. She let that suffice, and the boy seemed content to sit quietly off by himself until needed.
 
   The archers had been lined up, close combat squads waited both on the wall and beneath it, teams stood by the catapults and fires had been lit beneath the cauldrons that would give the northerners a warm welcome. Pine City was ready for war. Jormundur had a small platform dragged over and used it to address the gathered force.
 
   He was not the speaker the late chancellor had been, but did talk with confidence and was clearly accustomed to using his voice. He spoke about how Pine City was no longer clashing with the greed of kings but with unclean magic, foul means unworthy of real people. He spoke about everyone needing to steel their minds against the supernatural, as the ancient warriors of Jukiala. The old times were making themselves known again, but now just as then the bravery and steel of mortal men would repel forces that had no business in their world. He brought up stories of the old clashes and emphasised that mankind had always triumphed.
 
   Eventually, Katja thought. Through great sacrifices. And the fight is ongoing.
 
   She looked around. Though a lot of fires had been lit she couldn’t make out a lot of faces, and didn’t quite know what to think of the people’s resolve. She looked at Omar and the boy was clearly upset. She put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed softly, and looked him in the eyes and smiled before remembering that she had a scarf over her mouth. She settled for squeezing again.
 
   “He is right about all of those things,” she said.
 
   Jormundur finished his speech by emphasising his faith in his people’s courage and reminding every person that they were a link in a chain that defended the city.
 
   The soldiers concurred with the captain by shouting “Hear! Hear!” after he stopped, and the militia joined them after the first shouts.
 
   Katja felt that the time had almost come. The invading army had finished all of its preparations, and now nothing would delay the attack. Now the battle for Pine City would begin in earnest.
 
   “They are coming,” she whispered behind Jormundur.
 
   He and two lieutenants looked over their shoulders. Katja didn’t know whether he had told them anything about her, but their faces registered some confusion.
 
   The captain looked at her in silence for a moment. She stared back and nodded slightly.
 
   He looked away, hesitated, then gave a signal.
 
   “Jars!”
 
   Three of the catapults were loaded with large jars filled with tar, which were then lit and launched out onto the plain.
 
   Katja fixed her eyes on those manning the wall and envied them the view. Having to rely on the reactions and information of others rather than seeing for herself what the flames illuminated annoyed her, but she did not have to wait long.
 
   “Soldiers!” an officer shouted.
 
   Jormundur gave a signal, allowing a man on the walkway to command the archers.
 
   “All catapults! Jars!”
 
   Jormundur was immediately obeyed and lookouts on the wall instructed the catapult crews on how tightly to wind the weapons.
 
   The officer on the wall, whom Katja decided to call the Blue Ribbon, gave the archers an order and the first volley flew out into the night with an eerie whine. A boy came running and brought the captain a brief report from the wall before sprinting back. The catapults launched their deadly cargo, which would hopefully hit something but were primarily meant to illuminate the enemies.
 
   The men began rewinding the catapults with quick, practised motions, another volley vanished into the darkness, and Katja stood still and did nothing.
 
   Every single nerve and vein burned with life and called for battle, and having to deny this basic need of hers was incredibly frustrating. In a way she felt betrayed by circumstances, and for a moment considered just charging up onto the wall.
 
   This is not about you, Katja thought in Serdra’s voice. You have a job to do. Show some maturity.
 
   She contained herself.
 
   Another boy came running and reported that it was the ghost battalion, with ladders.
 
   “They are just shields,” one of Jormundur’s lieutenants said. “The real soldiers are behind them.”
 
   “So I’m told,” the captain replied.
 
   The archers up on the wall stopped shooting upwards and now aimed down. Katja heard the screams of the invaders, and they now began to retaliate with their own volleys. Arrows hit the battlements, flew over it and into the city, and a few hit. The men who had stood at the ready with stretchers reacted and ran to the wounded to get them away from the wall. Boulders began to arc over the wall, launched by small catapults meant for men rather than walls. And always in Katja’s mind sounded the warning that something demonic would make itself felt soon.
 
   What are you up to, you sorcerous slime?
 
   Large ladders with hooks on the end were laid up against the wall in spite of a thick hail of arrows. 
 
   Men began to drop rocks down onto the invaders, and then boiling water was poured out of the cauldrons. It went into purpose-built channels and spewed out of pipes on the outside of the wall.
 
   The northerners continued shooting, and Katja couldn’t help but feel a certain respect. Their losses had to be considerable already.
 
   The first ones began to come up the ladders now that the water was used up, and Katja caught glimpses of men engaged in short but ferocious battles with defenders who greeted them with spears and swords.
 
   Katja fidgeted in her boots and waited for something she could throw herself into.
 
   She saw Blue Ribbon send one of the boys back down. Nothing could be heard over the noise, but their body language made it clear something important was going on.
 
   “Towers!” the boy said as he ran up to Jormundur. “Three siege towers are coming! Painted to be almost invisible in the darkness!”
 
   The captain ordered for the catapults to launch at them, and the crews began adjusting their weapons with great hurry.
 
   Men up on the wall signalled how to face them and how much torsion was needed and then the stones flews.
 
   Those not busy killing invaders shouted, and after a few moments Katja realized that they were cheering. It seemed one tower had taken heavy damage. Still, she started to see the other two from her position, like slow, terrible giants peeking into the city.
 
   The catapult crews worked hard to prepare the next launches and officers on the wall lined their men up to receive the towers’ cargo. And just then Katja felt the divide between worlds tear above their heads.
 
   She drew her sword a moment before terrible shrieks could be heard around the outer city. They clearly did not originate in this world. Animal noises were not so filled with rage and hatred, nor sound like they came from a throat made of metal. This battle had reached the next level.
 
   Katja looked up, like most who were not fighting, and heard some kind of whoosh a moment before something large came down out of the darkness above a catapult. It was like a huge, ragged shadow and from it extended two grasping talons that each seized one man.
 
   A large part of the shadow flapped and she realized it was a pair of wings. The monster lifted the two men up and then dropped them from the air. They screamed for a moment before hitting a roof edge, and then the street.
 
   Flying demons!?
 
   Katja ran towards the wall. More shrieks could be heard from above, and all who had stood near the catapult scattered.
 
   “Monsters!” someone shouted. It was the only word she made out in the noise and chaos.
 
   Another, or perhaps the same, winged shadow dove at the wall. Men threw themselves down on the walkway, but some still got hit with the talons. It flew back up out of sight and almost immediately another one attacked a different part of the wall.
 
   A third one attacked another catapult about a hundred meters away from Katja. Before she could decide whether to attack it or go up on the wall, it had ripped a man to death, and flown back out of the reach of spears.
 
   She made for the stairs.
 
   Some pointed spears at these new foes and Katja heard arrows shoot up into the air, but it was difficult to predict their movements. And they didn’t need to destroy the defenders by themselves. They just had to frighten and distract them as the northerners made their way up.
 
   One demon swooped close to the wall as Katja was halfway up the stairs, and she got a decent look at it in the firelight. It was like an exaggerated, man-sized raptor, except she couldn’t tell whether it had feathers or if its flesh was shaped like that. The beak had certain properties of a snout and there was something disturbingly human about the rest of the head.
 
   Katja made it up onto the wall and quickly went over the situation.
 
   Dead and wounded lay around and arrows still hit the battlements. The two towers inched the final meters towards the wall. The northerners, dressed in thick coats, high helmets and all with bushy moustaches, kept coming up the ladders, and in two places they had gained a foothold that made the ascent easier for their comrades. The defenders were having to both fight them and watch out for the flying demons, and officers tried to get a handle on this development and turn spears towards men and monsters alike.
 
   In general, the defenders seemed to be losing. The raptors caused too much chaos, though the northerners seemed to fear them too.
 
   She saw another glaive in the hands of a dead man and picked it up.
 
   War cries echoed from within the confines of the towers. Men were preparing for the assault that was to come in a few moments. The archers had mostly stopped due to the winged demons, and those pushing the towers could work uninterrupted.
 
   The din was deafening.
 
   Two raptors circled above the streets and ignored the arrows hitting them. One suddenly did a sharp dive and let loose a long, powerful shriek as it flew just above the wall, talons extended. Men from both sides threw themselves down as it passed, like dominoes falling.
 
   Katja knelt, channelled the Sentinel Flame into her weapon and held it high above her head. The blade hit the raptor’s chest as it passed over, and momentum drove it through the entire body with the burning sound that had become familiar to her.
 
   The impact jostled her onto her side, but she saw the winged demon fall and smack into the wall before dropping onto the cobblestones. She peered over the edge to assure herself it was dead and then stood up.
 
   Those closest to her had seen what she had done, and she met with no few stares the moment before the siege towers’ boarding-bridge dropped down on the battlements, and the north’s heavily armoured professional soldiers burst out.
 
   Men reacted to the attack, and Katja looked about for the other demons.
 
   She spotted two, as a fierce fight began fifteen metres away from her. They circled above the battle and shrieked angrily. They saw her, and recognized a natural enemy.
 
   One began a dive from the north and the other circled to the south. They probably meant to come at her from opposite directions, which would probably utterly scatter the defenders’ lines.
 
   Katja took four steps and leapt down onto the stairs from some height. She could not roll and so had to take the full force of the landing. The raptors changed direction to get at her and she readied the glaive.
 
   Four soldiers came running up the stairs, but stopped in shock as they saw what was coming.
 
   As the closer bird began the killing swoop Katja held her palm out and lit the Flame in the air about ten metres away. The demon had no time to turn and sped right into the worst thing that could happen to it.
 
   Its flesh broke apart in a moment with a sound much like water meeting fire, and the demon wailed. It hit the steps almost in pieces.
 
   Katja did not have Serdra’s nimbleness with the Flame, and as she sensed the other one coming in from behind she turned and had to slash with steel alone.
 
   The blade hit the talons and did some damage, but the demon’s momentum knocked her off-balance and almost off the stairs. She slashed again but the demon’s wings bore it out of range for a moment, and then the beak came at her in a powerful strike. Katja had still not recovered her balance and could only save herself by dropping down.
 
   She aimed at a shed roof and hit fairly precisely. She managed to roll enough to soften the landing, but the roof ended and she rolled off and onto the cobblestones. The glaive fell from her grip.
 
   She turned around as quickly as her battered lungs allowed and began summoning the Sentinel Flame, but the raptor leapt down from the stairs and onto the shed.
 
   Katja rolled away and rose dazedly with the sword in her hand as the monster jumped down at her and approached with the beak wide open.
 
   A soldier came running with a desperate cry and drove a spear into the monster’s side with a strong thrust. It shrieked and turned the beak on him, which allowed Katja to slash it in the neck. The wound was deep but the head stayed on and turned back to her.
 
   Three other men came from another direction with swords and struck at the monster. It spread its wings out and stopped all but one, who stabbed it in the torso.
 
   Another shudder went through the badly injured raptor and Katja was able to put the Flame into the sword and swing.
 
   The head hit the ground.
 
   “They can be killed!” she shouted with all her strength, in the hope she would be heard over the noise.
 
   She ran back to the stairs before anyone could speak or get in her way. Jormundur was by the gate and was giving orders and fighting to re-establish order. Men ran up every available ladder and set of stairs to fill the gaps left by the fallen and the wounded.
 
   Battle, battle, battle! Katja’s nerves and veins thought in rhythm with her heartbeat. Men screamed in pain, the sick aura of sorcery filled the air, danger was all around, the future of the city and the Inner Sea was in terrible peril and she was frightened. But she enjoyed it.
 
   The narrow stairs were quite crowded and Katja wasn’t quite wild enough to shove men off them to get up sooner. She glimpsed fire on top of the wall and knew people were trying to set the towers ablaze. She also both felt and saw the fourth raptor dive towards her before she’d taken four steps.
 
   “Spears, spears, it is coming, spears!” someone shouted, and he was heeded. The men around Katja hurriedly raised their spears as the screeching nightmare came at them at great speed.
 
   Again Katja was reminded that she wasn’t Serdra. Casting the Sentinel Flame so far out to destroy the second monster had drained her. So she clutched the sword and waited a moment to see if that power would really be needed.
 
   Every man pointed his spear directly at the demon as it came snapping and clawing, and it took a sharp turn away from the wall to avoid the tips.
 
   Katja saw an opportunity and seized it. She rushed up eight steps in three strides, bumping hard into several men, and then leapt after the monster with the sword glowing red.
 
   The Flame sheared through the left wing and severed it almost completely. The beast shrieked and fell and Katja landed on two men. All three of them hit the ground and the demonic raptor landed on its head close by. Katja had no sooner risen than men rushed at the maimed monster with spears, axes and glaives.
 
   It lashed out and bit and a few men were knocked about, but surrounded and wounded it stood little chance. They slashed and stabbed it to death and Katja left the scene.
 
   She looked about, wondering what to do next, and then spotted Omar. He was pressing himself up against a cart so as not to be born along the flow of people, and stared at her with terrified eyes.
 
   She strode briskly towards him and motioned for him to meet her. Evidently he had indeed followed her about. The boy had pluck.
 
   “Tell the captain that the last one has left!” she said. The final demon’s aura had vanished from the city. “The last raptor is gone!”
 
   She pushed him on his way and then joined with the flow heading up onto the wall. The demon’s carcass was crumbling apart and so the men had finally stopped hacking at it and were heading up. It was slow, crowded going and once up there didn’t seem to be much for her to do.
 
   The order that had been established had done it. Most of the ladders had been felled by breaking apart the hooks, both of the towers were on fire and the archers were back at the battlements. The losses outside of the wall had to be terrible.
 
   Those northerners who had not been able to flee into the towers were cornered and waged a desperate dying stand with war cries on their lips.
 
   Spears and glaives decided the range at which the fighting was done, and she saw no way to get her sword involved. But it seemed she didn’t need to.
 
   She abandoned the final fighting as well as the crush on the walkway allowed and tried to apply her sensitivity through all the distractions. She still did not sense the demon. If it was still in this world it had fled within the overpowering aura of the camp.
 
   The assault seemed to have ceased for now. And as the final northerners died and officers established ever more order, she began to feel it safe to make herself scarce.
 
   Several men gawked at her as she passed them on her way to a narrow wooden ladder, but there was still too much going on for anyone to be able to speak to her. So she made it down without being accosted, and once there getting away from the crowds was a relatively minor matter.
 
   She found herself a dark alley, leaned up against a wall and sighed. For the moment the danger had passed. But the Brotherhood would now know that a Redcloak was in the city.  She would just have to hope they had no more hidden agents.
 
   What might they try next?
 
   The northerners had suffered considerable casualties, but from what she understood, this assault had mostly been the ghost battalion. The real soldiers would be more present in the next fight.
 
   A certain spark lit in her mind.
 
   The ghost battalion?
 
   She gasped, abandoned her spot in the alley and ran back to the wall. The archers had stopped, the towers burned ever brighter, and the noise wasn’t nearly so deafening. Men were mostly moving bodies down from the wall and tending to the wounded.
 
   Finding Jormundur was easy. She just had to spot the largest cluster of officers and head that way. She circled to find a way through it and headed briskly at him. A bodyguard intercepted her, but the captain pushed him aside as he saw her coming.
 
   She stepped up to Jormundur and leaned in.
 
   “The corpses must be beheaded.”
 
   “What?” the man said, appalled.
 
   “The corpses must be beheaded,” she repeated. “Before Peter Savaren sends evil spirits into them. I have seen such a thing done, and it would be a canny trick to play, now that we think the battle is over.”
 
   “That is a funeral for criminals and traitors,” Jormundur said with a sour taste in his mouth. “Not for the honoured dead. We can have incense burned and...”
 
   “It does no good against such things,” she asserted. “And the bodies must be fresh, so in his shoes I would perform the spell soon.”
 
   Jormundur looked away and seemed to be angry with something or someone, but again the leader in him prevailed. He turned to a few of his men and ordered for all the bodies to be gathered in a neat row along the wall.
 
   Katja disliked this, but such was necessity. And decapitation was a lesser desecration than the possession she had witnessed last spring.
 
   She watched them as they were carried down from the wall: northerners and locals, sons, fathers, and a few daughters and mothers who had fallen in this clash. Every single one could potentially become a weapon in the hands of the Dragon. She did not relax until the axes began their task, and considered what a favour to the world it would be to kill the wretch responsible for this.
 
   The heads came off, one by one, to people’s great displeasure, and the cobblestones were soon stained red.
 
   And that’s the second round.
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   Conflicting feelings clashed as things calmed down. There was a certain relief at victory, joy at still being alive and to have repelled the attack. But the demons had been a great shock, and the treatment of the corpses no doubt played a part in how wound-up many were.
 
   Jormundur asked her to wait for him as he spoke to his lieutenants and Katja didn’t see how she could sneak away with so much attention being paid to her, so she figured she’d better stay near the most powerful man in the city.
 
   Not that many had actually seen her employ the Sentinel Flame during the battle, but the story spread quickly and hundreds of eyes watched her. Thankfully, those closest to her were focused on their captain and the common soldiers had no business interrupting that conversation. Occasionally someone in the circle around Jormundur managed to squeeze in a question about what was going on and glanced at Katja, but he would only state that valuable aid had come along.
 
   Katja kept her face as deep inside the hood as she could, made no eye-contact and kept dead silent. Since she could accomplish no more for now, she could at least encourage the mystique around herself.
 
   A tiny chuckle leapt out of her throat, but she changed it into a cough.
 
   Finally, finally, Jormundur finished and walked up to her.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   She walked by his side among lieutenants, advisers and bodyguards, straight through the inner gate and from there to the castle.
 
   The guards still hadn’t heard exactly what had happened by the wall, and them paying her no particular heed was a certain relief as they entered the heart of the city’s defences.
 
   The group grew smaller on their way up to the second floor as people went to their beds or some task, and as they entered an empty dining room only four bodyguards and two lieutenants remained.
 
   The bodyguards split up and took up position by two doorways, and the rest of them sat down by the smallest and fanciest table, right by a fireplace someone had kept burning through the night. A servant with bags under his eyes came almost at a run, with mugs and a pitcher of wine.
 
   “A toast, to victory!” Jormundur said.
 
   The other two cheered and raised their mugs. Katja stayed silent but toasted and took two large gulps. This was probably the best wine in the city.
 
   The men, to whom she had not been introduced yet, sipped the wine but clearly had a greater interest in her. Jormundur drank almost as fast as she did, before leaning back and sighing with satisfaction and clearly no small amount of relief.
 
   The servant returned with several others, and they served cold beef along with bread and freshly melted butter. Katja was hungry after the worrying, the directionless roaming the day’s latter half had been spent on, and of course the fighting. She attacked the food and even the two curious men couldn’t deny themselves a decent meal.
 
   “Anna, this is Finnur and Armon,” the captain said with a piece of meat in his mouth.
 
   They looked at her and she nodded at them before continuing with the meal.
 
   Once little remained on his plate, Jormundur cleared his throat and turned to her.
 
   “People have long tried to ingrain in me formal and elegant ways to state such things, but the simple truth suffices for me: this city owes you doubly, and if we achieve final victory I will see that you get rewarded properly.”
 
   Katja smiled, but made an effort to contain it.
 
   “Well, until then you can express your gratitude by keeping rumours about me to a minimum,” she replied. “Especially about my appearance. My longevity is dependent on being able to go unnoticed.”
 
   Finnur, a white-haired man with a long face and a flat nose, leaned forward in his chair.
 
   “I do not wish to seem ungrateful, but just who are you?” He hesitated and held up his hand to emphasise words he was having difficulty in finding. “What are you?” he then asked cautiously.
 
   Katja looked at the trio. Jormundur knew the most about the situation, and that was quite enough.
 
   “I am... just a traveller, who came to offer aid. Once this is all over I will be on my way.”
 
   She took a sip.
 
   “But you have some kind of power,” Armon said slowly and awkwardly. The man was short, dark and sported an extremely neatly trimmed beard. He had the general bearing of a man interacting with an animal he wasn’t sure was tame. “Like in stories and... and adventures.”
 
   “A certain power, yes,” Katja said and took to focusing on her mug. The servant appeared to fill up, and left the bottle behind. “But I cannot win a war by myself. As I said, I am just here to help.”
 
   “And your name is Anna, you say?” Armon asked.
 
   “Let’s go with that. Do you need another one?”
 
   Jormundur chuckled and his subordinates didn’t seem to quite know what to say. They were probably used to more formal conversations.
 
   Armon was the first to get his bearings and addressed this little meeting.
 
   “We prevailed tonight, but our forces were primarily fighting the ghost battalion. Our strength was being tested. Next we will meet with a more determined assault.”
 
   “And more sorcery,” Katja pointed out, to their displeasure.
 
   “Yes,” Jormundur said, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “And you are probably the only person in the city who knows how to combat such forces.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “So I shall provide you with armour. No few pieces are available after tonight’s battle and we cannot afford losing you.” He leaned back and addressed all three of them. “I have ordered a certain reorganization of our forces. I had polearms spread out to counter the flying beasts. If we face such foes again, some soldiers will have the specific task of watching out for them.” He turned back to Katja. “Didn’t you say slashing weapons were needed to destroy demons?”
 
   “Ideally, yes.”
 
   “In the morning I will create two special squads of brave and strong men with swords and axes. Men who proved their mettle tonight. I will let you order one of them around in the next battle.”
 
   Katja tried not to let her eyes bulge or her jaw drop. Doing so might shake their faith in her. But she had definitely not been expecting this.
 
   “I am not a leader,” she said after a brief moment.
 
   “But you understand monsters,” the captain said. “You... know where they are, do you not?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then you will simply have to lead the squad to the right place and let them help you. It is as simple as that. But all of us really only need to hold out. The northerners cannot starve a port city, and so they can only win with costly assaults. They are probably not provisioned for a lengthy siege, so we will have to bleed them until they have no choice but to return home.”
 
   “True,” Finnur said.
 
   Katja held her tongue. Held back her belief that Peter Savaren would not retreat from the city unless he had thrown all his might against it. Wasn’t he more likely to risk conquering ruins rather than nothing?
 
   The reinforcements Serdra had gone to fetch were probably their only hope.
 
   “Was there anything else?” Jormundur asked.
 
   No-one said anything.
 
   “Can I keep this?” Katja asked, and pointed at the wine bottle.
 
   Jormundur grinned.
 
   “Certainly. I suppose you’ve earned it.”
 
   He stood up.
 
   “And we have all earned some rest. I shall have you shown to sleeping quarters.”
 
   “I would prefer to be by myself,” she replied standing up. “As I said, I would rather my face doesn’t become known.”
 
   “She can have a room in the old tower,” Finnur said. “It is little used, though admittedly rather cold.”
 
   “That’s not a problem for me.”
 
   Jormundur showed her the way and little Omar appeared as they left the hall. He had evidently been designated as her general assistant, and would sleep outside her room.
 
   It felt strange. She had become familiar with the respect the Shades had for her people, but she had never had a servant. But then, seeing demons was presumably strange to him.
 
   The old tower turned out to be a squat building that was probably one of the oldest parts of the castle. The floor meant for her was a bit higher than the rest, and they walked a semicircle upstairs. A small servant’s cot stood opposite a door, next to a small fireplace.
 
   Jormundur told her that two guards would be assigned by the bottom of the stairs, yawned, and said good night.
 
   “Or morning, rather,” he added and walked down with slow, heavy steps.
 
   “Good night, young man,” Katja said to Omar as he curled up beneath a thick blanket, and felt her own fatigue now that rest was so close.
 
   “Good night, lady,” the boy said shyly.
 
   His eyes, visible in the light of the fireplace, were rigid and fearful. Katja doubted he would get much sleep.
 
   The room wasn’t grand, but it was large and that alone made it rather impressive as a single person’s sleeping area.
 
   Katja prepared for bed, checked for a chamber pot beneath the bed, lit a candle, took off her outer clothes and then lay down with the weapons under the blanket with her.
 
   This had certainly been an eventful day.
 
   She dreamt of sorcery.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   A clink of glass yanked her into the waking world. She was up on her feet with the sword at the ready before she remembered having placed the empty wine bottle on the door handle.
 
   The door was thrown open now that stealth was no longer an option, and Katja caught a glint of metal in the hand of the person that ran at her.
 
   The candle still burned and Katja saw a girl probably younger than herself. She wore a nightgown and had messy hair and a wild look in her eyes.
 
   Katja dodged an unskilled thrust and hit her in the arm with the flat of her sword. The blow knocked the girl aside and she made a sound much like a strangled, desperate whimper.
 
   “What is going on?” she hissed breathlessly.
 
   She made another wild, clumsy attack and Katja had little difficulty in grabbing her arm and throwing her down on the floor. She landed roughly, and Katja dropped the sword and fell down on top of her.
 
   The girl wasn’t strong but the madness that was upon her made her grip on the knife surprisingly fierce. Still, the wrist had to yield as Katja twisted it and the weapon hit the floor.
 
   She went limp and began flat-out weeping. Katja saw no anger or hate in her. Just utter confusion and wild terror.
 
   “What is happening what is happening what is happening?” she muttered desperately as Katja held her down.
 
   She thought of the sorcery she had sensed in her dreams and now felt there was something off about the knife.
 
   She looked at the weapon. The blade was as long as Katja’s forearm and clearly meant for stabbing rather than cutting. This was not the working knife of a servant girl.
 
   A spell?
 
   “Who gave you the knife?” she asked.
 
   Katja heard rapid footsteps and the rattling of armour come up the stairs. She glanced at the doorway and saw that the cot was empty.
 
   She grasped the girl’s chin and forced her to meet her gaze.
 
   “Who gave you the knife?” she repeated slowly.
 
   Two guards burst into the room with Omar behind them.
 
   “What goes on here?!” one of them asked sharply.
 
   “Who?” Katja insisted, ignoring them.
 
   “Renea,” the girl whimpered.
 
   The guards stood still, somewhat calmer upon seeing that no-one was in immediate peril. Although one of them looked rather embarrassed.
 
   “She is a servant,” he said defensively. “They are always moving about. She said something about helping you.”
 
   “Who is Renea?” Katja asked, facing them.
 
   “She is another servant,” Omar said hesitantly from the hallway. It seemed he had brought the guards.
 
   “Is she new?” Katja asked, and flipped the girl onto her stomach. She did not resist.
 
   “Yes, she began this spring,” said the other guard. “What is all this?”
 
   Katja finished tying the servant girl’s hands with a piece of string that was a part of the dress and picked up the knife.
 
   “This girl has been bespelled. Watch over her. She is a victim in all of this.”
 
   “Wait-”
 
   Katja strode out of the room and looked at Omar.
 
   “Do you know your way around the castle?”
 
   “Yes, my parents-”
 
   “Take me to Renea, quickly!”
 
   The boy went off with the speed and energy of his age group.
 
   Katja had been told of such spells. They were often put on an object that was then given to a person, enabling the sorcerer to control the victim’s actions.
 
   No wonder the servant girl was upset.
 
   Katja had little trouble in keeping up with the boy and they ran down the stairs, down along a corridor and from there to the servant quarters in this part of the castle.
 
   “There,” Omar said, and pointed at one particular door.
 
   Katja grasped the door handle, but it was locked from the inside. Serdra had taught her how to apply her weight to a kick, and she now put that knowledge to use. The door was not designed to withstand assaults, and her second kick opened it.
 
   It was a small cot, in which a single candle burned. A woman of about thirty years was on her feet with a stool in her hands, and swung it at Katja as she rushed in. Katja dodged the attack, captured her arm and twisted it before slamming the woman up against a wall. She pressed the knife up against her throat and so ended any further resistance.
 
   “Were you playing with sorcery?” Katja asked harshly into her ear. “Letting someone else face the consequences?”
 
   The woman just groaned angrily as Katja pushed the arm a bit further up her back.
 
   “Is this her?” Katja asked Omar, who as before stood outside.
 
   “Y-yes,” he said hesitantly.
 
   “Do you have anything to say?” Katja asked Renea. She heard footsteps out in the hall. “Are there others? Are there others?!”
 
   She pressed the knife closer.
 
   “Hail to the Dragon in the shape of man,” the woman said, and put her free hand up to her face. Katja thought she meant to push at the wall or grab the knife, and so was unprepared when she slipped something into her own mouth.
 
   She yanked Renea away from the wall and pushed her onto the bed, but it was too late. She threw herself on the Brotherhood woman meaning to force her mouth open, but she was already foaming and flapping like a fish on a riverbank.
 
   Katja stood up and let her take her last, ugly gasps as she found a cloth and tied it around her head.
 
   What followed was quite predictable. People from nearby rooms and guards gathered in the hallway in some state of distress. Katja did her best to calm them down and explain the situation briefly, before Finnur was fetched to explain it again.
 
   That an enemy agent had dwelt in the castle caused no small amount of concern, so Finnur made a priority of questioning people that had associated with Renea, and finding out whether she had any kin in the city.
 
   The girl who been the victim of the spell was brought down in near-hysteria and Katja stressed that she bore no responsibility for the incident. She got a full mug of strong drink along with sympathy and soft words from a few other servants, as she sat in a cot and tried to calm herself down. Katja stroked her back and assured her that the spell would have no further effects.
 
   When she finally managed to tear herself away from the mess, Omar came along. The kid had experienced quite a lot in a short time, but clearly took his duties seriously. Katja patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “You are doing well, boy.”
 
   He nodded but his eyes were rather wide.
 
   There were four guards now, and right outside her room this time. Finnur had seen to that.
 
   Yes, I suppose I am important.
 
   She greeted them and walked straight in to get away from their looks. Katja placed the broken bottle back on the door handle and threw herself onto the bed. Perhaps she could finish sleeping.
 
   The eye of the storm, she thought with dark humour.
 
   She was almost relieved. After all the worry and wondering about whether the Brotherhood would try to get to her somehow, it had happened. And she had survived. Perhaps there were others in the city. But perhaps not. And having killed one gave her a certain feeling of safety.
 
   Try harder, you bastards.
 
   Soothing the energy resulting from the incident was difficult, but fatigue eventually won out.
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   To Katja’s considerable surprise, she slept almost until noon.
 
   The four guards had been relieved, so again she got stared at by men who were seeing her for the first time as she exited the room. Omar had woken up before she did and waited, probably with some impatience for something to do, and she asked him to bring her lunch. She asked the guards for news but they had little to say. Nothing had happened by the wall.
 
   One of them said rather awkwardly that they had been aware of considerable curiosity about her, and the stories that were circulating, but they had followed orders and kept everyone away.
 
   Katja waited in her room and did morning exercises as she waited for her food. Omar soon came with warm meat, a mug of wine and carrots. She offered him to eat with her, in light of how well he had been doing, but he had already eaten and shyly asked whether she needed anything else. He clearly wanted to leave, so she let him.
 
   Fine.
 
   After lunch she tried to peer into the future, and nothing seemed to have changed: Peter Savaren meant to make another night-time assault, and things would be quiet until then. The sorcerous aura to the west buzzed ceaselessly, but whether it stemmed from Peter himself or something he was constantly doing she did not know.
 
   Fairly satisfied that she would not be needed right away, she put on the scarf and hooded cloak and exited. She told the guards she was leaving and they went in search of new orders. Then she asked Omar to walk her a bit around the castle, but by little-used routes if possible.
 
   He did as told, but at noon in a populated castle they couldn’t help but pass the occasional guard or servant.
 
   This was all very strange to her. Almost unreal. Secrecy had been such a key issue ever since Serdra entered her life, and now she was breaking that rule to an extent. It was rather thrilling, like doing something forbidden when she was a child. And it had already put her life in danger.
 
   The same could not happen to Linda and Brjann. The fewer people who saw her face, the less the chance of someone connecting her to the two Shades. So she kept on staring directly ahead, regularly retying the scarf and speaking to no-one.
 
   They stopped outside the chancellor’s room. Katja snuck in, entered a trance and saw a familiar sight in the past. Hrolfur had been murdered with a death curse. Once she had shaken off the disgust, they went back to Renea’s room and Katja soon confirmed that the servant had been behind the murder. So it was entirely possible that the Brotherhood was all out of agents within the wall.
 
   She couldn’t help but wonder why the woman hadn’t killed Jormundur as well. Perhaps simple bad luck had somehow prevented her from directing a spell at him. Perhaps her instructions had been to keep a low profile after the chancellor’s death, and to be ready in case Redcloaks got involved in this conflict.
 
   Who knew?
 
   After that she had nothing else to do and let herself be led to the captain.
 
   He was just finishing lunch in his quarters as his bodyguards let her in. Jormundur had a guest she did not know, and as the captain told him to leave with no fanfare she probably didn’t need to change that.
 
   “Good day,” he said once they were alone. He pointed at a wine carafe but she shook her head.
 
   “Good day yourself.”
 
   “Things never seem to be quiet around you,” he said, and leaned back in his chair with half a grin.
 
   “Quiet is overrated,” Katja said, grinning herself.
 
   “Did you get any rest?” he asked and picked a small piece of meat off his plate.
 
   “Yes, actually. Yourself?”
 
   “As... much as can be expected. I cannot afford to relax.”
 
   Now that Katja had examined him for a few moments he did look quite worn.
 
   “Actually, I think you can,” she said, and sat down on the other side of the table. “I peered into the future. Peter means to order another night-time assault.”
 
   Jormundur stared at the bit of meat with a distant look in his eyes. Perhaps he was still trying to come to terms with this new reality he had on his hands.
 
   “And is this... sight of yours entirely dependable?”
 
   “Not perfectly,” she admitted. “But I find it very unlikely that anything will happen before sundown, and then probably not until midnight.”
 
   “Well. But you will forgive me for keeping my men at the ready.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   “This is for you,” he said, and pointed at a small table where various armour pieces lay.
 
   Katja walked to the table and examined them. The main course was a mail hauberk and the side dish was a helmet that hid the face somewhat. The snacks were proper leg guards, arm guards and thick leather gloves.
 
   Katja wasn’t terribly fond of armour. Serdra had taught her to fight while armoured, but still always insisted that it was best to avoid blows altogether. Demons tended to tear through armour with little difficulty, after all. Katja was wary of weighing herself down with metal, but couldn’t deny that armour had saved her several times during the culmination of the spring’s events.
 
   The hauberk itself was undamaged, though Katja spotted a few drops of blood. The previous owner had probably died from a blow to the head. The helmet had a few minor dents, but she took them as proof of its effectiveness.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, and tried on the helmet. It was a bit big for her, but not enough to be a problem.
 
   “As we discussed yesterday, I spent the morning putting together two special squads, each one numbering twenty. One is called the Eagles and the others the Wolves. You will lead the Eagles. They have been arriving at the castle since daybreak and should all be here by now.”
 
   He shoved down the final bits of food.
 
   “Let’s go and meet them,” he said with his mouth full, and stood up.
 
   He led her down and out, and his bodyguards kept a slight distance. Their walk ended in training grounds by the castle, where a group of men waited.
 
   They were armoured, armed and all older than her. She looked at each face as they stopped chatting and lined up at the sight of the approaching captain. She soon concluded that Jormundur had indeed gathered the hardest men within the city wall. Katja thought she saw a certain defiance in some faces as they observed her. She stared back resolutely. She was nervous over having to play a leader, even if only on a small scale, but showing it was out of the question. How many demons had they slain?
 
   “Well!” Jormundur said as they stopped in front of the gathered warriors. “Here she is. The demon killer.”
 
   She looked the group over again without saying a word, hoping that the mystique she had wrapped herself up in would help.
 
   “Yes, here I am,” she eventually said.
 
   “And just who are you?” one in the middle asked. He was swarthy and stout, with a large sword in his belt.
 
   Several men looked at this fellow as if they had been waiting for just that question. Jormundur looked at him, and Katja felt she detected disapproval. Perhaps that matter had been discussed, or rather not discussed in a very clear fashion.
 
   “Call me Anna,” she replied. “And you only need to know what I can do. Did any of you see me by the wall last night?”
 
   “I did,” said a man with brown, curly hair and a nose someone had disliked terribly. “I saw how you dealt with those monsters.”
 
   “So did I,” said a man on the other end.
 
   “I took part in hacking up the last one,” said a thin, one-eyed man.
 
   “You used magic,” the curly one continued. Katja didn’t know whether that was accusation in his voice, but it was something negative. Perhaps it was just fear of the unknown.
 
   “Not quite magic,” Katja said. “I have a gift for destroying monsters. I have already employed them in this city’s defence and I will continue to do so until the task is done. And now I will do so with your help.”
 
   “You don’t need to win them over, I have already given them orders,” Jormundur said with relatively innocuous imperiousness. Some of the men half-smiled.
 
   “Yes yes,” Katja said. “But to further clarify, I can among other things sense the presence of demons, so when our enemies summon more monsters tonight I will be able to direct you right to them so we can give them a proper welcome.”
 
   One of the men looked about to say something, but hesitated. He was fairly tall, and put her in mind of a strip of hard leather.
 
   “But how... how does one battle demons?” he asked. “The rest of us cannot work magic. Are you,” He hesitated again, and clearly felt rather foolish. “Are you going to teach us?”
 
   “What is your name?” Katja asked.
 
   “Borgo of Stifla.”
 
   “Well, Borg of Stifla. No, I cannot pass my gifts to others. But as for fighting demons, they normally do not fly. Demons are strong, ferocious and harming them with steel alone is difficult. But it can be done. I do not expect our friends on the plain to summon lesser beasts, so you can expect to have to hack them apart. And do not count on your armour. A demon will usually tear right through, or at least severely injure the wearer with impact alone. I rely on agility to stay alive, but that may not be an option in the crush on the wall. I suppose it is best for you to stand tightly together and let any advancing demon meet with many weapons. Do not try to duel one. It will not end well.”
 
   She stopped and observed the men as they took this in. To her relief, most seemed to be heeding her words.
 
   “We will receive them as hosts should,” said the swarthy, fist-shaped man. “With passion, full attention and extended gifts.”
 
   He laughed and several others joined him.
 
   “Indeed, anything else would shame our city,” Jormundur said, and grinned. Then the leader surfaced again and he grew serious. “But as you know, you and the Wolves will have the task of countering these dark forces with whom the northerners have allied, so that your comrades in arms will be able to repel the humans. This is an important role, and best you all be thoroughly rested. You will stay in the castle until summoned, when our enemies are spotted. Drink in moderation and have your weapons ready at all times.”
 
   He turned to Katja.
 
   “Well, Anna. Demon killer. Is there anything else you feel needs to be said?” he asked.
 
   What could she say? Should she tell them that there were spells swords and armour could not counter? What would that knowledge to do their fighting spirit? Would Jormundur need to know that there really was no way to protect him from a death curse if another agent lurked in the castle?
 
   “No,” she said. “Just steel your minds and be prepared for anything.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Darkness began to fall, as merciless and inevitable as death itself, and the next battle loomed overhead like an executioner’s axe.
 
   Katja had mostly stayed in her room and focused on gathering her strength and trying to sense changes in the future.
 
   She put on the armour and wrapped a belt around it, then put on the leg guards and summoned Omar to help her with the arm guards. Then finally there was the helmet, and she lowered it slowly onto her head.
 
   The helmet limited her hearing and field of vision, and she was generally less aware of her body. It was strange to feel a certain vulnerability inside all of these defences. But none of this affected her sixth sense and she would just have to rely on it a bit more than usual.
 
   “Do I look fat in this?” she asked, and struck the girliest pose she could.
 
   Omar hesitated a moment before laughing. It unwound him a bit. Only for a few moments, but it still felt like a good deed.
 
   “No lady,” he said. “You look... dangerous.”
 
   I suppose I do, Katja thought, and looked down at her body through the visor. Ready for war, and all can see as much.
 
   She finished strapping on her weapons, wrapped the cloak around herself and was then escorted down to the ground floor, where the Eagles awaited her.
 
   “So, to the wall it is, Anna,” the swarthy fist said. Lukas, was his name.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and took the lead, since that was her role. The helmet made it easier to ignore all the glances her way.
 
   Those by the wall were already beating drums when they stepped out into the darkness. The beat was slow and steady to put steel in people’s spines, without getting everyone worked up before the enemy was even seen.
 
   They walked to Jormundur, who stood and observed things from his usual spot. He nodded at them and told them to be at the ready until they were needed. That is, until Katja sensed something. The Wolves stood nearby and waited for direct orders from the captain.
 
   Katja wasn’t the only woman in armour, but there was nothing as unstoppable as whispers between people and it wasn’t long before she was aware of being stared at.
 
   “You’re popular,” said the one-eyed man.
 
   “Yeah,” she settled for as a reply.
 
   People began singing in tune with the drums. The songs were simple and all directly or indirectly about courage. Katja didn’t know the lyrics, and was fonder of songs where she could really apply her voice. So she kept quiet and focused her attention on the drums. The rhythm focused the mind and made it a bit easier to ignore all the distractions and make use of her sensitivity.
 
   As she had expected, nothing happened for a while. Peter Savaren awaited the right time. She sensed a certain intensifying of the unclean aura emanating from the camp. Something was going on. Something was being prepared and would soon hit them. Perhaps the spells were meant for the northerners, but that still wouldn’t bode well for the defenders.
 
   Katja did some stretches and looked over the men she would fight alongside, and tried to remember their names. Memorizing twenty names in one go was a challenge.
 
   The thin, one-eyed man was called Needle, for obvious reason. The stocky one was Lukas. Borgo of Stifla was the weathered one. Valur was broad-shouldered, with a perfectly chiselled face and blond hair. Kor was the one with the curly brown hair and ruined nose, and a huge axe. Jons had a face so rough it looked more like a fist, and barely said a word.
 
   A few other names swam through Katja’s mind, but she couldn’t reliably connect them to faces. They could very well die by her side, and she didn’t know them.
 
   War, she thought.
 
   Finally she felt the unclean aura intensify, like the opening of a song.
 
   “They are coming,” she said to Jormundur’s back. He looked over his shoulder, met her gaze for a couple of moments, and nodded.
 
   “Ready!” he shouted and the order was repeated by officers along wall. The militia fighters stood a bit straighter, tensed up and mostly fell silent. It was like watching a ripple go through still water.
 
   For a moment Katja felt a strange pride at having had such an effect. Then she focused on the task.
 
   They are coming. They are coming.
 
   The aura was different from the previous night. Katja wasn’t sure in what way, but something sure had changed.
 
   The third attack on Pine City began with a boulder. Katja heard a great smack from the southern end of the wall, and another one came a few moments later. Something had flown into the city, and after a few moments it was clear that catapults had entered the picture.
 
   The third shot came, and the fourth and fifth, all just over the wall and into the city, and Katja pitied the men who had to listen to the missiles pass overhead.
 
   I would not want to die like that. Not by something I couldn’t see.
 
   The sixth rock hit the wall itself, and so did the seventh one.
 
   “I was not expecting it to rain tonight,” Borgo remarked dryly, and earned a bit of a chuckle from those who could hear him.
 
   The blows continued and Katja tried to guess at the number of catapults. Five, perhaps?
 
   Demons would be next. She felt as much with utter certainty, and her empty palm cried out for a weapon.
 
   “Demons. Very soon,” she said quietly to the captain.
 
   He clenched his teeth and nodded again.
 
   “Be ready,” he said to the Wolves and Eagles.
 
   “Towers!” someone on the wall shouted after a few more rocks. “Two of them!”
 
   Pine City began its own launches. Katja squinted and soon saw the towers, in the light of what little fire managed to catch on the wood in spite of the leather coating. They would arrive at the wall on either side of the gatehouse. And they were the source of the demon auras she sensed.
 
   “They are in the towers!” she said.
 
   “Ladders!” someone shouted.
 
   “The demons are in the towers!” she insisted and drew her sword. The Eagles and Jormundur all looked at her and she took her first step towards the wall. Just then she began to feel what she had the previous night, up in the sky.
 
   “Raptors!” she shouted with all her strength. “The raptors are back!”
 
   “Spears!” Jormundur ordered, and was obeyed. The spearmen who had been spread out among the militia began to look up, and the catapult crews were especially wary.
 
   “Come!” Katja said, and ran towards the fight that was about to start.  The Eagles were almost as wound-up from waiting as she was, and followed immediately. She heard Jormundur order the Wolves to the northern siege tower, and so headed for the southern one.
 
   The divide again split open above them and the terrible shrieks of the bird-monsters sounded again, probably throughout the entire city. There seemed to be more of them this time.
 
   Katja looked up and bumped into people and objects in her path, but put up with it. There was too much noise to make out the beating of wings, but judging by the shrieks they were circling overhead instead of attacking immediately. If the plan was to spread fear they were doing a good job of it. All were wary of a sudden dive and the enormous talons, and Katja heard no few men whimper and flinch at every shriek.
 
   She led the Eagles up the stairs and shouted at people to get out of their way. The tower was about to reach the wall, and she heard those standing in front of it shout at their comrades to be at the ready. Arrows flew both ways, rocks still went into and over the wall and men screamed in rage, pain and fear.
 
   Katja came up on the walkway and examined the situation. Those pushing the tower were still being shot at, but on it crawled, over the last three meters. She watched the hatch that would drop down and form a bridge.
 
   One didn’t need to possess supernatural senses to know there was something very wrong with the contents. From within came metallic growls and others strange noises, and there was scratching against the interior. The men awaiting the arrival stood firm, but their faces showed fear. Katja was, however, the only one who sensed just how powerful these beasts were. She had rarely felt anything like it in her short career.
 
   “Let the Eagles through!” she shouted.
 
   The flying demons finally made good on their threats and dove down on the defenders with horrible noises. Katja looked up like most others and saw three attack the wall. She readied her sword and most moved away from the demons, but many of the spearmen did as they were supposed to and held their weapons high.
 
   The closest one flew up away from the spear thrusts, and got hit with two arrows before it could vanish again. But it didn’t go far, and flew in small circles over their heads.
 
   Katja held out her left hand and was about to employ the Sentinel Flame when the tower came up against the battlements. The hatch dropped and opened a window into the horror of the underworld.
 
   The monsters were among the worst she had ever seen, like phantoms from the nightmare-visions of her childhood, and their shapes did not seem to be based on humans.
 
   Many men simply screamed in fear, and most shrank back.
 
   The three closest monsters, with red-glowing eyes, grasping, boneless limbs and sharp teeth in orifices that could hardly be called mouths, screamed at the sight of prey and charged.
 
   Katja cast the Flame out and blocked their exit from the tower. The monsters roared in frenzied rage at meeting this force, but Katja just screamed back.
 
   “Arrow! Spears!” she shouted. “Quick!”
 
   Three spears were thrown into the power and hit the monsters, though not to any great effect. The Eagles filled the space left by the retreating defenders, and she waited for the right moment to release the Flame.
 
   Someone loosed an arrow into the demonic crowd, another spear was thrown and someone shouted for more throwing weapons just before the raptor dove down at them.
 
   Katja couldn’t help but release the Flame and brace for the attack, along with the Eagles. The raptor was hit with three spears but managed to swipe at her with its talons. She slashed at one leg and inflicted a wound, the raptor vanished up into the darkness, and the demons exited the tower.
 
   The first victim was a man who had meant to drive a long spear through the Flame. A demon easily batted the shaft aside and closed a tooth-filled opening around his head, biting through it.
 
   Katja channelled the Flame into her sword and approached them with a war cry. The men followed.
 
   Blood spewed as another man was hit with feelers and claws and flew in two directions. Then the two forces met, with the red-glowing sword in the centre. Everything happened very quickly.
 
   Many of the monsters had a longer reach than swords and axes, and a few shields were shattered almost instantly. Spears hit locations that would have been considered heads and bellies on humans, but did little to slow down these adversaries.
 
   The only way to stand against such a thing was with ferocity and screaming rage at these enemies of the world of mankind. The soldiers slashed and stabbed frenziedly. Inexact facsimiles of earthly flesh were difficult to injure, but fast, repeated blows did slow them down and made retaliation difficult.
 
   Katja struck at some kind of limb that came at her, and then thrust her sword through the demon. It screamed both into her ears and her mind, but fell silent as she yanked the sword upwards and let the Sentinel Flame cut it almost in two. The body crumbled apart.
 
   A man was seized and thrown over the demons and into the tower, where he was torn to pieces.
 
   Katja was struck at, and she had no space to move out of the way. So she ducked, took a mild blow to the helmet and again slashed with the burning blade. The monster fell back onto its siblings with a horrible wound that would have killed a human immediately.
 
   Katja let the Flame back inside herself and threw it back out in the form of the rune, and the demons were stuck on the little space they had taken under control. The men too fell back upon suddenly seeing fire.
 
   “Strike through it!” she demanded. “It only burns demons! Strike through now, now, now!”
 
   She felt the Flame drain her endurance and repeated the order loudly before being obeyed.
 
   The demons could only retreat by climbing onto the battlements and back into the tower, so they had to defend themselves with their strange limbs as they were attacked ferociously by those who dared charge through the Flame.
 
   One demon fell beneath axe blows and began to vanish from this world as the earthly body died. Another one fell, and the third, and the men shouted defiantly with a certain shrill horror in their voices.
 
   A demon recovered from its fear of the Flame and struck back. Jons was thrown to the side and into two of his comrades, and another demon got hold of an Eagle whose name Katja didn’t remember. It swung the man by his leg and knocked down three other soldiers. A militia man drove a spear into the monster and inflicted a significant wound, but it reacted by squeezing its victim’s ankle until it broke.
 
   Katja moved the Flame back into her sword and struck before the monsters could attack again. The fallen men had given her space to swing her weapon properly and make almost full use of her agility, and she slashed one beast in two, dodged the claws of another one and slashed it across the belly, and put the blade in the path of a third, which cost it its limbs.
 
   The man with the broken ankle was hurled off the wall, and Kor wasn’t quick enough when one of his blows didn’t hit as well as he’d intended. A hunched, blackened creature with a beak-like mouth bit off his arm at the elbow. That gave a man with a glaive an opening and he drove the weapon deep into the creature’s head. It fell and vanished from the material world as Kor fell backwards with a horrible scream on his lips.
 
   The raptor dove again, assuming it was the same one, and this time Katja greeted it with the Sentinel Flame and slashed through the legs and a good portion of the torso. The monster fell down among soldiers, who began frenziedly stabbing at it.
 
   The wave that had emerged from the tower was beginning to break, and the Eagles could now attack a single demon from multiple directions. Valur the handsome slashed through a demon’s jaw, and someone thrust a spear into its side before it could retaliate. Borgo drove his shield into a maimed monster’s mouth, and then plunged his sword up into it and out the top of the head. A soldier with a bleeding head wound and broken teeth drove an axe into a leg and brought down a demon, which Katja then stabbed to death.
 
   The rocks kept hitting the wall’s southern part, like a slow beat on the world’s biggest war drum. Men fought to prevent the northerners from ascending their ladders, and the raptors made surprise dives that the spearmen sometimes managed to stop and sometimes not. The noise was overwhelming and the casualties clearly already considerable. This was war.
 
   Katja loved it
 
   She slashed the Sentinel Flame through the last demon that posed any real threat. Then she took a few steps back and went over the situation as the Eagles and others finished off the crippled and surrounded monsters.
 
   She still heard the roars of the demons in the other tower. Her mind was far too busy and there was far too much distraction for her to make full use of her sensitivity, but it seemed clear that the monsters were doing better over there. It was hard to make out actual words in the chaos, but it seemed more men were being sent to the northern tower.
 
   Should I go there?
 
   The losses around the tower closer to her had been considerable, though most of the Eagles still stood. Should she urge them to abandon this tower and pass through the gatehouse to aid in the fight on the other side? Now that they had the option, men were arriving with burning tar to pour into the tower, but that wouldn’t slow demons down if more showed up.
 
   What should I do?! she thought, terrified of her own decisions and their consequences.
 
   The northerners made the choice for her by climbing up near the tower on ladders no-one had paid any heed when there were demons to deal with. They were also making progress in establishing a foothold to the south. Katja didn’t need to be a general to see that it would be bad if they managed to join and form a large group up on the wall.
 
   She turned to the armoured professionals of the north along with her comrades and attacked.
 
   The northerners bore small shields and rather short-bladed swords, presumably so they could climb without difficulty and fight in tight quarters. The size of the shields didn’t matter when they were used skilfully, as the success to the south was fast proving, and they swung with strength and great dexterity.
 
   At first Katja couldn’t get close enough to slash or stab, but when Valur took a blow to the torso and fell backwards, she filled the gap he left and thrust out. The northerner blocked with his shield and struck back. She evaded the attack and her next thrust hit him in the face. He fell down onto the walkway and off her sword, but a man jumped down from the battlements to replace him almost immediately.
 
   What spears remained unbroken offered the defenders a certain advantage, but that was countered by the sheer ferocity of the invaders. Katja saw no fear in them. No-one hesitated up on the battlements in hopes of a better opportunity to leap down. No-one seemed interested in holding their ground and letting a large force gather before trying to take the wall. There were just fierce, immediate attacks.
 
   There was a certain madness in their faces, visible in the firelight. Perhaps this was just how northerners fought. Perhaps it was normal in light of the danger they were in. Perhaps her own eyes looked like that. But she couldn’t help but connect this to the Brotherhood’s sorcery. She doubted they had been a positive influence on their ‘allies’.
 
   They put all their strength into hemming in the northerners and Katja stood among her comrades and slashed, stabbed, parried, stabbed, parried, parried, slashed and stabbed. Blood coloured the walkway and the people and bodies piled up by their feet and got in the way. Katja stopped thinking and let instinct guide her. She felt neither pain nor fear or pity. Her senses gave a hyper-detailed picture of her immediate surroundings and her body reacted.
 
   The latest man up the ladder had a short spear instead of a sword. Katja noticed that, along with everything else that was going on in that instance. The man threw the spear and she caught it, turned it around with one quick movement and threw it back. She hit him in the face, he fell back where he had come from, and hopefully knocked some of his comrades off the ladder.
 
   A bloody northerner seized the opportunity, swung his shield around to make a bit of space and slashed at her. The sword hit her right shoulder. Her mail stopped the blade but the blow shook her arm. The sword dropped from her grasp but she immediately ripped the moonblade from its sheath with her left hand, swung against the man’s next attack and chopped through his hand. The short sword fell down along his fingers and the man screamed before Jons’s axe split his helmet and head.
 
   The strength returned to her arm after two breaths, and after trying and failing to spot the sword among bodies and blood and legs she moved the knife to her right hand and threw herself into the crush.
 
   She made it past shields and armoured bodies and slashed the knife into a man’s knee. She directed his fall into another man and slashed that one in the throat. Her comrades pressed the northerners even harder and made it difficult for them to use their swords, short though they were.
 
   At least one man switched to a moonblade of his own, but Katja was quicker and slashed him in the shoulder. The blade penetrated the armour enough to cripple him, and Katja pressed up against another man so he couldn’t strike at her and cut the back of his knee.
 
   She finally jumped back from a spear thrust from the battlements, and her comrades managed to finish off everyone on the wall and make it to the ladders.
 
   The game changed after that. Keeping them from getting up on the wall became relatively easy, and there was time and room to break the hooks with hammers. Some of the soldiers ran to the southern siege tower to aid their comrades, and that scene began turning around as well.
 
   Katja saw that Needle and another Eagle weren’t engaged in either fight at the moment, and seemed to be trying to decide what to do.
 
   “Here!” she said, and slapped both of them on the arm to be sure of their attention. “Follow me!”
 
   She ran into the gatehouse, past archers making use of the arrow slits, and out to the other tower.
 
   Some of the demons had been slain, to the credit of the defenders of Pine City. But their own casualties were significant. The remaining monsters had driven the soldiers down to the stairs over a thick carpet of corpses and were covered in blood, full of arrows and utterly mad. The northerners could probably already have taken this part of the wall and proceeded down into the city, but Katja suspected they were no keener to get close to the wild monsters than anyone else.
 
   One of them turned around as Katja approached and the sword carried the Sentinel Flame through its face and out the other side. She slashed another one through the middle rather than break her momentum, and destroyed that one as well, but then got backhanded by the third monster. It hit her on the side and threw her up against the battlements.
 
   Needle and the other Eagle struck the demon and wounded it before it could pay further attention to Katja. She lit the Sentinel Flame behind that particular demon and so prevented its fellows from attacking them as well, making it shrink clumsily ahead in blind fear, into more powerful blows from the duo.
 
   On the stairs a man with a big beard and a large axe led a counterattack on the demons as he saw them retreat from the Flame. A team of militia fighters, most wielding similar axes, ran with him before the monsters could recover and swung and swung.
 
   Katja lost control of the Flame and it slipped back into her. She rose, despite having trouble breathing. She slashed the nearest monster in the back with plain steel. It turned around with a hiss and took an axe in the back. Katja strained her endurance even further by pushing the power back into the sword and dealing the killing blow.
 
   In spite of their strength and endurance the remaining two demons were surrounded and cut apart, without Katja even making it close enough to participate.
 
   She looked around for her comrades from the Eagles and found them both alive.
 
   “What is your name?!” she asked the unknown one.
 
   “Björn!” the man replied shrilly, his passions running high at being faced with the horror of the underworld.
 
   The northern soldiers began to press harder on this part of the wall, but had now lost the support of the demons and the defenders had relatively little difficulty in repelling them. Archers lined up again now that the monsters were dealt with, and let arrows rain downwards. The tower was set ablaze and Jormundur’s officers fought to restore order.
 
   Katja wasn’t sure what to do. The inner fatigue that came with heavy use of the Flame was making itself felt. That was no excuse for quitting, but this battle seemed to be winding down.
 
   Needle looked at her with that one eye of his. He was winded and bloody but didn’t seem significantly injured.
 
   “Are...” He took a breath. “Are there... more? Are, are there more monsters?”
 
   Katja entered the gatehouse and the two Eagles followed.
 
   “I think this is ending,” she said. Her voice was terribly raw. Just how much shouting had she done? How long had this battle lasted?
 
   “You think?” Björn asked.
 
   Katja stopped. She didn’t like doing so while the fighting was still going, but she did after all have a particular role to fulfil. The body fought against the mind’s concentration with pains, weariness and a certain intoxication after all that had happened. She tried and tried to stretch out her sixth sense and detect more demons. The winged monsters had probably not been completely wiped out, but their shrieks had ceased. She sensed no demons, just the black, sick aura that had hung in the air ever since the northern army appeared on the horizon.
 
   Bowstrings twanged, stones hit the wall, steel met steel and men screamed. But there was something else. Something that gnawed at Katja, just beyond her sensitivity.
 
   “But... perhaps not?” she admitted out loud.
 
   “They retreat!” someone outside shouted, and a moment later the words were repeated here and there. The archers by the arrow slits shouted with joy.
 
   “Yes! Yes!” one of them said, and wrapped the other one in a hug.
 
   Bjorn smiled wearily, but Needle did not join in the cheer. He was watching Katja.
 
   She walked briskly through the southern door. The occasional arrow was still loosed into the darkness as the northerners fled, but most were celebrating victory by shouting in unison and waving bloody weapons in the air. The heat from the burning tower was scorching, and the air had a heavy odour of blood.
 
   “Let’s gather the team!” she said, and spotted Valur, who was taking part in the cheering.
 
   Then she felt it. The gnawing little feeling became an explosion. As before, she sensed a familiar spell being woven far faster than should have been possible. Peter Savaren brought consciousnesses into this world and they found anchoring points in a few moments.
 
   “The corpses rise!” she shouted, trying to get people’s attention. “The dead rise! To arms!”
 
   A dead, armoured northerner make choked gasps. Katja hurried up to him and stabbed him right in the back of the head. It did the job, but the sound was heard again from an archer with an arrow in his upper chest, a northerner with a smashed face, a woman lying on her stomach in a pool of blood, an armoured defender with an axe wound in his face, and from many other corpses.
 
   People began to notice what was going on, and many screamed as fallen comrades and enemies began to rise with angry groans on their lips and weapons in their hands. These were the more intact corpses, those whom evil spirits could force back into a semblance of life. The travesty from last spring was being repeated, except these ones had armour and weapons.
 
   “Foulness!” shouted Borgo with a terrified look on his face, as a northerner whose jaw hung by a strip of flesh stood up in front of him with a sword and a shield.
 
   Katja came up behind the corpse and beheaded it.
 
   The dead ones attacked, up on the wall and down on the street, behind, in front and at people’s feet. Some were hesitant to strike at their comrades, and it cost them their lives. Katja lit the Sentinel Flame here and there to delay them a bit and give people a chance to react to the situation, but the corpses were not in organized formations or attacking from a single direction. The result was utter chaos.
 
   They did not have the strength of demons, but swung their weapons with a similar ferocity and gave no heed to defence. Enough damage could drive them from the bodies, and people quickly learned the lesson that one or two blows did not necessarily suffice. The corpses often retaliated after being knocked down with deadly strikes.
 
   Soon every downed body was brutally hacked by half-wild warriors with wide eyes.
 
   Katja did what she could, but there was too much chaos for her to accomplish more than other capable fighters. She slashed and stabbed as it seemed she had been doing all night long, and walked into tightly packed fights and slashed at knees with the moonblade to make the defiled corpses easier to handle.
 
   Most of these new foes were up on the wall, but some of the wounded, dead and dying had already been carried down and so there was fighting there as well.
 
   The risen ones were not numerous enough to be victorious, but destroying them cost further casualties. When the last ones fell for a second time and Katja began to hear anguished screams and seeing the faces of her shocked allies, she wondered if perhaps the mental effects would prove the most debilitating.
 
   The third assault was over. Katja leaned up against the battlements, closed her eyes and fell into a cloud of human horror and a certain ecstasy before the fatigue and soreness began to remind her of what she had put her body through. Little space remained for feelings.
 
   She opened her eyes and spotted Needle.
 
   “Now it’s over,” she said numbly. “For now.”
 
   


  
 

15.
 
    
 
   Katja knocked softly on Linda and Brjann’s door for a while. She didn’t want to draw attention, and was starting to worry that she would have to climb in through a second floor window, when she blessedly heard footsteps.
 
   “Who is there?” Brjann asked from behind the door.
 
   “It’s me,” Katja said. “Your friend.”
 
   The man opened the door a crack. He had a hatchet, and his wife stood behind him with a burning candle. Katja hurried inside and Brjann closed the door behind her.
 
   She took off her hood and put what she had with her on a chest before Linda walked up and wrapped her up in a tight hug. It hurt after all the fighting, but Katja grit her teeth and refused to complain or groan. She needed this.
 
   “Are you all right?” Brjann asked just before his wife stopped squeezing her.
 
   “Mostly, yes,” Katja said wearily.
 
   “Mostly?” Linda said and carefully put her hands on her shoulders. “Are you wounded?”
 
   “Just scrapes and bruises. I don’t need stitches,” Katja said.
 
   Linda examined her more closely.
 
   “Where did you get that dress?” she asked.
 
   Katja looked down at the oversized piece of clothing. She had thrown it on as a disguise. She would otherwise have been unable to justify coming here.
 
   “I... pinched it,” she admitted. “In the castle. But I’ll return it as soon as I get back. I needed a disguise. Can we sit down?” she then asked.
 
   “Oh yes, of course! I am sorry,” Linda said awkwardly, and carefully guided Katja as if she was a child learning to walk, as they headed to the fireplace. Katja felt immeasurable gratitude at getting to sit down in a comfortable chair. Linda sat down next to her.
 
   “What happened?” asked Brjann. “The battle was lost on no-one and the city endures, but what exactly took place?”
 
   Katja went over it in broad strokes, and sank ever deeper into the chair and let Linda push in closer.
 
   Her friend stroked her hair as Katja went into the casualties, and the attack of the corpses, and the physical and mental consequences for all involved.
 
   “It must have been terrible,” Linda said, so quietly that it was almost a whisper, and hugged her softly. Her voice had broken slightly, and Katja felt it stemmed from a mixture of fear, gratitude and sympathy.
 
   “Yes,” she replied, and looked at a dark corner rather than at either of them. She took a deep breath and sank a bit deeper into relaxation as she exhaled. “And no.”
 
   Katja hesitated before continuing.
 
   “What’s human in me was aware of the horror,” she said slowly. “And felt for those who suffered and died. But the... other in me enjoyed it. Enjoyed seeing a real battle. Like last spring. I told you about that. It was terrible. It was the kind of event that damages people for life, or at least should. But a few days later I had recovered, and what remained was the satisfaction of victory.”
 
   “Isn’t that... good?” Linda asked, but Katja thought she detected doubt in her friend’s voice.
 
   “Is it?” Katja replied and closed her eyes. She had started to lean fully into Linda. “I have come to understand, accept, that I am not like other people. But it’s like I’m a monster.”
 
   Silence reigned for a little while. Linda kept on stroking her and Katja timed her breaths in rhythm with the soothing touches.
 
   “I suppose you just are what you need to be,” Linda then said.
 
   Katja opened her heavy eyelids. Only then did she notice that Brjann had left. Had Linda signalled him to give them some privacy? If so, she appreciated that it hadn’t been discussed out loud.
 
   “If you are a monster then you are our monster, if you understand me,” the young Shade continued. “You protect us, and have the gifts for it. Mental endurance for fighting seems to just be a part of that.”
 
   “I had such strange dreams as a child,” Katja muttered into her friend’s bosom. “Always violence and darkness and monsters. My mother said I slept poorly as a little one. It pushed me into learning how to fight.”
 
   “Yes. This is just your nature,” Linda said. “And given the circumstances I am very grateful for it.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said, for lack of anything better. She had gotten quite sleepy.
 
   They sat there in silence and Katja lost her sense of time. The inner fire that came with fighting was good, but also wearying.
 
   “So what’s next, darling?” Linda finally asked.
 
   “I need to rest for the next assault,” Katja said.
 
   “What are you expecting?”
 
   “They are out of siege towers and have suffered great casualties. But I suppose that means they will use more powerful sorcery. And we too have many dead and wounded.”
 
   Katja fell silent. She didn’t want to think about how short-lived this costly victory might prove to be.
 
   “Won’t you just sleep here?” Linda asked and rocked her slightly with the arm around her shoulders. It was very sleep-inducing.
 
   “I can’t, Linda,” Katja said softly.
 
   “Sure you can.”
 
   “Dawn is approaching, and I cannot be seen around you.”
 
   “You can leave in the dress and the hood,” Linda said in a somewhat pleading tone. “It will be all right.”
 
   “Jormundur might also want to talk to me,” Katja said, and got up. Linda was reluctant to let her go and Katja did not feel good about having to reject such tenderness, which she was so rarely offered.
 
   “Katja...”
 
   “I came to ask you a favour,” Katja said, and shook of the drowsiness, afraid that Linda might seduce her into resting.
 
   “Oh, what?”
 
   Katja stretched as she walked to the chest and pointed out the material she had brought along.
 
   “It’s quite simple. I just want to ask you to sew something for me.”
 
   She explained what she wanted and Linda gladly seized upon the chance to do something for her.
 
   “I will pick it up when, and if, I get the chance. This is not hugely important, just something I want to do.”
 
   She walked to the door and touched the handle.
 
   “Katja,” Linda said, and Katja turned around.
 
   The candle, which Linda had placed on a shelf, was the only light and Katja couldn’t see her face very clearly. But the young woman’s body language had plenty to say about worry. In fact, she looked quite vulnerable.
 
   “It’s strange to see you in a dress,” Linda then said, and laughed with a need to release tension. Katja smiled at her.
 
   Linda cleared her throat and hesitated.
 
   “Good luck,” she then said. “Don’t die in this fight. If the city loses you can retreat and... and take part in guerilla warfare. Spy. Assassinate this Peter Savaren once he feels safe. We can help with that, as is our duty.”
 
   Katja half-smiled. If the battle would be lost she did not expect to get away.
 
   “I will try.” She nodded by way of farewell. “Thank you for everything.”
 
   She opened the door and left before fear and affection could overpower her.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja dreamt badly.
 
   Something was chasing her. She fled along dark, winding corridors of the mind in search of a hiding place, but the rules were different in the realm of dreams. No cover sufficed, and her enemy always kept up with her. Still, some feeling told her not to turn around and face this opponent. It would be too dangerous.
 
   It was the black cloud that had come with the northern army. Alien consciousnesses that formed a single whole. They, or it, or he, followed her through unconnected memories and images. She was back home in Baldur’s Coast, she was fighting up on the wall, she was running through a dark forest, she was swimming and she was climbing, but always this strange, inhuman force stayed on her heels.
 
   Finally it began to encircle her, and Katja had no way of defending herself. She couldn’t breathe, felt like she was being crushed, and nothing she had learned in the world of flesh could save her.
 
   “There you are,” the darkness said. The voice was deafening, and pressed her down like a mouse in a cat’s claws. “You who have caused so many setbacks. But I expected this. Just as herders must be alert to predators, so must those who wish to wield true power in this world clash with your kind.”
 
   Katja groaned and tried to wake up, to find her body and move to some degree. But she was trapped. Being unable to speak was somehow the worst part.
 
   “You believe you have won victories,” her enemy went on. “The little people you defend cheer and drink, in celebration of still being alive and able to believe that they control their lives. But all you have done is force me to use more extreme methods.”
 
   Katja did not feel physical pain, but still had the sensation that something important was at the breaking point.
 
   “This city will fall tomorrow night, no matter what.” A certain fury had crept into the power that formed words much like a voice. “The world will know that a new power has risen. Step up on the wall, as you have been doing. Fight, so you can lose, and baptise a new era with your blood.”
 
   Katja began to feel intense heat. It hurt, but also gave her something to focus on as the power of the voice intensified along with the fury.
 
   “Fight, and see your accomplishments reduced to nothing. And the better you fight, the more tragedy you will bring down on your allies. Prepare for fire!”
 
   Katja smelled something burning and her skin hurt. It gave her the strength to scream, and she rolled out of the bed and hit the floor. The bed was on fire.
 
   She frantically crawled away on palms slick with cold sweat, and tried to get her bearings with senses that were utterly confused. She seemed to be alone in the room and she no longer felt the overpowering presence, but its effects still echoed in her body and soul.
 
   Her limbs were stiff and weak and didn’t seem to wake up at the same rate as her mind. Katja rose on shaking legs with great difficulty, and stared slack-jawed at the bed. The sheets were already engulfed in fire, and sparks licked the ceiling.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Getting hold of Jormundur was easy. She had earned unrestricted access to the man and he had been injured when the corpses rose and, and so he was still in bed though it was near noon.
 
   They were alone in the room as she explained what had happened.
 
   “Never a dull moment around you,” Jormundur said slowly. “It is almost funny.”
 
   He sat on the edge of his bed, clutching his left arm.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked. “Are you fit for battle?”
 
   Jormundur himself was not, to Katja’s eyes. This man had been under terrible pressure for the last few days, and had to take in many new and surprising things. Now what strength he had left seemed to still leak out of the cut that the city’s best doctor had stitched by candlelight. He had bags under his eyes, and his speech and movements were both rather lethargic.
 
   “Sure, sure,” she said. “Just singed, not burned.”
 
   She had muttered something about having dropped a candle when people came running to put out the fire, but told Jormundur most of the true story. But that was not why she had come. The incident had shaken her badly, but also cleared her vision. She knew what had to be done.
 
   “Good,” the captain said. “But-”
 
   “I need your help to get out of the city so I can assassinate Peter Savaren in his bed.”
 
   Jormundur did not have the energy for a strong reaction, but did sit utterly still and quiet for a few moments.
 
   “I see,” he then said.
 
   “Yes,” Katja said, and didn’t break eye-contact. The determination and clarity the dream-attack had imbued in her gave her strength, and she wondered whether she was a bit similar to Serdra at this moment.
 
   “The man is in an army camp,” the captain pointed out. “Presumably surrounded by bodyguards. And he is a sorcerer.”
 
   “That is why I must be the one to go,” she said steadfastly. “I have been trained for stealth, and no-one in this city is better suited for dealing with sorcery.”
 
   Jormundur hesitated again.
 
   “We need you,” he then said. He took a wine carafe off a table and drank straight from it. “I didn’t like counting on a mysterious, foreign stranger, but you have proven yourself. I think I can safely say that these monsters our enemies have deployed would have beaten us back if not for you, and I will be eternally grateful for that. So we cannot afford you being absent tonight.”
 
   “No,” Katja said, and continued staring. “I intend to leave while we still have daylight.”
 
   This finally caused a visible reaction in the man’s face. It wasn’t much, but his jaw did drop.
 
   “They only attack at night,” she continued. “So they must rest during the day. And the sorcerers will be less powerful. It will be the perfect time to strike.”
 
   Jormundur closed his eyes and shook his head slightly. Then he opened them, and his mouth, but Katja interrupted him.
 
   “This is our best chance,” she said. “They have pressed harder and harder with each attack. Let us not sit and wait to see what they think of next. Let us cut the head off the snake.”
 
   Jormundur was silent. He seemed to want to object, but lack the energy. Then she saw a certain surrender.
 
   “And do you think you can pull it off?” he asked.
 
   If I don’t we will lose, Katja thought to herself. But she didn’t want to say it out loud. She might very well die on this mission.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The captain took a deep breath, and seemed to be mustering his strength.
 
   “Then so be it,” he said. “If there is a way to end this horror it must be attempted. And do you really think you will be better off going alone?”
 
   “Do you have anyone who is specially trained for sneaking?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I must conclude that two people would be twice as likely to be spotted.”
 
   Jormundur chuckled, wearily and bitterly.
 
   “Fine. What did you have in mind?”
 
   “I was hoping that you would let a rope be lowered off the wall, on the north or south side, and that someone would be stationed to throw it back down to me when I return.”
 
   “I think that would be too risky,” the man said and had another sip. “In this Peter fellow’s place I would have men in hiding near the city, keeping an eye on things.”
 
   The captain thought things over.
 
   “I can... have you moved north in a small boat. You can disembark by the knolls, where you won’t be seen.”
 
   “And could a boat be hidden there until I get back?”
 
   “Yes, I believe so,” Jormundur said, and stood up. “I will just have to pick a man with strong nerves.”
 
   Katja nodded.
 
   “Very well. We will play things that way.”
 
   He held out his hand, and a pained flinch passed over his face. Katja shook it.
 
   “Good luck,” he said with a serious face. “And do return.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The boatman was a grim-faced, weather-beaten fellow named Oddur. He seemed to be about fifty years old, and managed the oars with great skill. The little boat wasn’t designed for the open sea, but Oddur nevertheless managed to row some distance from the coast so they would be less likely to be spotted.
 
   He was a quiet man and focused on his task, so Katja could do likewise in peace.
 
   She had her knives and sword, along with a bow and a few arrows in a quiver. She didn’t know what to expect in the camp, but perhaps she would get a shot at Peter without exposing herself too much. She had borrowed a greyish-brown cloak that wasn’t splattered with blood, and that would hopefully aid in hiding.
 
   Her muscles and joints were rather battered and weary after all the recent fighting, but she knew that wouldn’t impede her much once the battle fever hit. All of Serdra’s tough, merciless training had taught Katja much about herself.
 
   Nostalgia hit her for a moment, before she re-focused herself on the present.
 
   This was madness. Plain and simple. She was willingly striding into the lion’s maw. But the situation itself was pure madness, and she saw no sane way of solving it.
 
   Am I prepared to die if need be?
 
   She had asked herself that same question in the spring, but had not had to answer it. But what now? If she got a perfect opportunity to strike at Peter, provided that she leapt out of cover and chopped his head off around twenty bodyguards?
 
   It would be noble. It would be a great affirmation of my role.
 
   As they got further away from the city wall and the security it offered, a tingle of fear took ever further hold in her heart. She didn’t know whether it was due to the danger ahead or fear of the question.
 
   They had done their best to not draw attention to this excursion, but it was still broad daylight and no way to conceal the lowering of the chain that barred the harbour. Whether people would connect that to the stories of a girl who slew monsters with a glowing blade, she didn’t know.
 
   I just hope no-one thinks I’m fleeing.
 
   What if she died without killing Peter first? Then Pine City would be left with no good defence from sorcery.
 
   “There,” Oddur said, and quickly glanced back to indicate what he meant.
 
   The knolls Jormundur had mentioned awaited them, and it was time to cease unhelpful thoughts.
 
   Katja closed her eyes and tried to find calm, to shut out fear and doubt. She tried to become a cold and honed weapon. This was the situation and this was how she had decided to tackle it. She had a job to do, and worry and wondering would only impede her.
 
   She heard waves hit the shore and Oddur stand up. It was time.
 
   She opened her eyes.
 
   Oddur used an oar to push the boat up into the sand before leaping overboard. Katja followed him and they dragged the boat between two large knolls that provided good cover.
 
   “Well,” the man said, and sat down up against a knoll. “You will be heading for the camp.”
 
   “Yes,” Katja said and went over the straps that held her weapons. “And can I rely on you to be here when I return?”
 
   “When am I to assume that you won’t?” Oddur replied curtly, scratching his chin.
 
   “Hm...”
 
   Katja looked in the direction of the camp and tried to estimate her travel time.
 
   “There shouldn’t be any reason for me to take longer than until sunset,” she admitted. “I suppose by then you can head back in good conscience.”
 
   “Very well,” Oddur said quickly by way of farewell, and lay back.
 
   He wasn’t charming but Katja thought she detected a certain integrity in him. He would probably wait for her.
 
   “Enjoy your rest,” she said and then walked a short distance for a bit of privacy among the knolls. She again made sure all her equipment was as it should be, and that nothing would snag on anything else or make a noise. She strung the bow and hung it onto her shoulder.
 
   There was nothing to wait for, and she didn’t allow herself to hesitate and gather fear. She strode onward.
 
   The knolls provided complex and rather effective cover close to the beach. A short distance north of them was a difficult area covered in thorny bushes. But if she made it through, she would arrive at a stream that had through the centuries dug itself deep into the ground, and along it she would almost make it all the way to the village. Jormundur had told her this, and she had no better plan.
 
   In spite of keeping out of sight of the city or other landmarks, she wasn’t worried about getting lost. Peter’s aura would guide her. It strengthened as Katja wove past knolls and rocks and tall bushes, hunched and alert to every single sound. There were hiding place all over, behind every knoll and in every depression. Katja took the bow off her shoulder and walked with it in her left hand, so she could just drop it in case of an attack.
 
   She was entirely on her own, just as she had been on her way to Pine City. There were no Shades, Redcloaks or soldiers to come to her aid. And unlike the journey here, now mortal danger was a certainty. She was equal parts proud and afraid. And that’s how her life would be if she survived all this.
 
   Just me.
 
   A ptarmigan flew out of the heather at great speed and Katja slashed at it before reason could tell her there was no danger.
 
   At least my reflexes are definitely fine, Katja thought as she sheathed the knife and tried to calm her heart and lungs.
 
   She allowed herself to sigh as the knolls she passed gradually became little more than bumps that wouldn’t conceal her for much longer. She crawled to a bush on top of one of them and peeked through it. She saw the enormous field of thorns that awaited her, as well as the rather exposed area she would have to cross first.
 
   She looked around for the spots most likely to contain hidden spies and did her best to plan an approach with those in mind. Then she got down off the knoll and began to crawl.
 
   Katja put the hood up so that her light skin would hopefully be less visible amidst the dark foliage, and crawled slowly even though she wanted to run. People noticed movement. Still, the little rodent within her that just wanted to get into cover would not be silenced, and gnawed on her nerves with every meter that slid by.
 
   The hood limited her field of vision, and she somewhat lost her sense of distance. Keeping the bow in her left hand made her progress slower and clumsier than it would have been, and she began to fear she had taken a turn without meaning to when she finally saw the rocky area that served as a threshold for the thorny horror. Katja resisted the impulse to speed across the final meters, and managed to get into relative cover with relative calm.
 
   Below the rocks was a hollow that could have housed a small group dance, and then there was nothing but dirt and thorns.
 
   The thicket was terrible. Katja had never seen anything like it. Bushes and small trees formed a thick wall of needles that was in many places taller than a person. She thanked her lucky stars that the Brotherhood’s sorcery didn’t give them power over plants, as she searched for an easy way into the awfulness. Finding none, she eventually pulled her hood as far forward as it would go, wrapped the cloak around her and squeezed in between two bushes one could at least see in between.
 
   It wasn’t comfortable, but the cloak and leather clothing did a decent job of protecting her. After a few meters she found a relatively clear space where the trees let a bit of light in.
 
   She stopped a moment and looked around carefully. Things seemed to get no easier ahead. The lower part of a long-dead tree stood in the shade of still-living relatives. The shape was somewhat reminiscent of a person, and Katja thought of an old tale of a shepherd who ventured into the spirit world in search of his lover’s soul. The man had to pass through a thorny hedge on its borders, which was also guarded by a mysterious woman.
 
   “I never expected to meet you,” Katja said quietly, and patted the dead trunk as she passed it. It would make a fine marker on her way back.
 
   There was rarely a proper route through the thorns. She usually had to settle for forcing herself in between two plants, which if nothing else was better than passing through a bush. She did her best to keep her eyes open for more markers, and after snapping a branch while pushing it out of the way she began sticking broken branches into the ground like stakes.
 
   She couldn’t avoid getting cut, and was actually getting used to it when she heard the bubbling of a stream.
 
   She was almost at the edge of this damnably pointy forest, and after crawling under several branches she arrived at the ditch. It was deeper than a man’s height, and by walking in a stoop she would be quite well hidden. Sliding down into it and away from the thorns was a great relief.
 
   The final chapter, Katja thought.
 
   The possibility of enemies being nearby would soon become fact.
 
   She was careful to step on either side of the stream so as not to cause splashing noises, and now walked with an arrow nocked. She might have to loose at a guard at a moment’s notice.
 
   The ditch led in an indirect route towards the village, as Jormundur had said, and she began to hear horses and cattle. The corrupted aura had become intense, and Katja believed she felt a difference with each forward step.
 
   Whatever Peter Savaren had done in the name of power, it was a terrible crime against the natural world. Demons were horrors and had no business in this reality, but they were by their nature alien. This was an integration, a mixture of man and the vileness of the underworld. An abomination.
 
   Killing him will be a good deed, Katja thought, and began to feel better about the earlier question.
 
   The camp was surprisingly quiet. She took it as confirmation of her assumption that they rested during the day, but she still would have expected more life in a camp housing an entire army. Had the battles cost the northerners more dearly than they had realized? One could hope.
 
   She slowed her pace as the animal noises grew louder, but eventually she had to stop. She was as close to the village as the ditch could bring her, and she would have to abandon the cover it provided.
 
   No fear, Katja, she said to herself, and looked up at the edge. Fear is for yourself and this is about others.
 
   Katja climbed the ditch and peeked up.
 
   A mass of tents had been erected around the village. To the north of it she could glimpse the wagons and tents of the camp followers any army needed. Nowhere was there much movement to be seen, and little more to hear.
 
   Still, the occasional cough and indistinct word did convince her that this wasn’t some kind of trap. She saw a few guards by the southern edge of the tent city, but they seemed lethargic, and no-one was looking her way. Best to seize the moment.
 
   She crawled over the edge and began crawling towards the tents on all fours. She was halfway there when she heard footsteps approaching, and lay down in a slight depression. She stared with wide eyes as the sound grew nearer, but saw nothing. The individual exited the village, passed the tents and kept on going, in her general direction.
 
   He’ll see me. This is no proper hiding place. He’ll see me.
 
   She felt the air vibrate with Peter’s power and foulness. That might would be directed at her if she were discovered. She quickly made a decision and re-nocked the arrow. Then she rose up on one knee and time slowed down.
 
   She saw the man and aimed at him. He was rather short and dressed in the manner of a militia fighter. He saw her. Katja loosed the arrow, it flew through the air and buried itself in his forehead.
 
   The man fell without a sound.
 
   Katja again lay down and listened intently. There were no shouts.
 
   She hurriedly crawled towards the body and did her best to drag it into the depression without standing up. Someone was bound to see it if she dragged it all the way to the ditch, and so this would have to do. She would just have to move swiftly.
 
   She crawled to the tents and then finally rose up on her knees. The silence still felt strange to her. The occasional cough or groan could be heard from the tents, but nothing seemed to be going on. Still, there clearly were a few people outside. It would take incredible luck to enter the village without being seen.
 
   She remembered a piece of advice Serdra had once given her about going unnoticed. When many different kinds of people were milling about and no-one was specifically looking for an enemy, the best way to hide was often in plain sight. Why take special note of someone who did nothing to stand out?
 
   Katja retreated as far into the cloak as she could, kept the moonblade in her right hand beneath it, and walked off at an even pace. She didn’t look about much so as not to cause suspicion, and let her ears guide her past people.
 
   Be calm, be calm, be calm, she told herself. No tension. Tension can be seen. You are just walking to your tent.
 
   The camp was in a shockingly poor state. She had known that a military campaign was not about comfort, but it would only have taken a minimal effort to make the place resemble a human habitat.
 
   Some of the tents had fallen and no-one had bothered raising them back up or packing them away. Everything reeked of the filth of people and animals, and outside a hospital tent lay amputated limbs that had clearly been there since the first battle. Everything was in disarray, but the people were the worst.
 
   Katja avoided looking directly at the soldiers, but there was still clearly something wrong with them.
 
   The first man to get somewhat close to her wobbled a bit, as if confused. She glanced at him without turning her head and saw a distant gaze in a slack, dirty face. She passed two men who sat by an extinguished campfire, both facing away from her. One was bent over and made a rhythmic noise that resembled soft groans. The other one looked at his own clenched fists and hyperventilated. She heard sobbing from one tent, and then another. Everything was characterized by strange misery and neglect.
 
   Then there was the blood.
 
   At first Katja thought that the pool was the result of more amputations. It was less than a day old and lay outside of a large tent. But she began to see more spread about the camp. In some places it had been splattered on the tents, and in others the splashes seemed to have come from within and been absorbed into the canvas.
 
   As she walked past poorly organized wagons she passed by the scene of something that had clearly been more than regular murder. This much blood couldn’t be gotten out of a single person without great effort. What in the world had happened?
 
   She suspected the answer had to do with the sorcerous aura that blanketed the area. The divide had been weakened here, and would remain weak for a long time. This place had been corrupted. And she felt a strange buzzing in her forehead. It was slight, but gnawing, ceaseless and uncomfortable. Could it have something to do with how Peter had taken control of this army? Katja saw no northern banners flying. Only a white one, with a red dragon on it.
 
   The Brotherhood’s paradise, Katja thought. A new Vendyha.
 
   Someone issued a quick, childish shriek and then fell silent.
 
   Peter was somewhere in the centre, Katja felt. She was certain her senses could lead her directly to the right house once closer, but first she would need a distraction of some kind. Surely the man had bodyguards, and she wasn’t cocky enough to mean to pass them unnoticed.
 
   She looked around, at the canvas tents that stood so closely together in the chaos. She also saw that embers remained in camp fires and braziers. A large fire was certainly a difficult-to-ignore kind of problem.
 
   Katja glanced about some more but didn’t dare being thorough about it, or to stop walking. She could not afford to draw the eye in any way. Still, she did spot the rope fence that had been put up in the outskirts of the village, among the tents. The horses that the army had brought along had been arranged there in one big crush, and a large bale of hay lay by it.
 
   Katja made a decision and let her feet bring her to the fence. Her ears led her to a campfire, but four men sat there, so she took a turn she hoped wasn’t too sharp and calmly walked to another one close by. No-one sat there, so she quickly bent down as she walked and snatched up a stick poking out of the half-dead fire. Katja did her best to hide it under the cloak without burning herself, and now headed for the hay.
 
   She glanced around, and stuck it into the bale.
 
   YOU prepare for fire, she thought nastily.
 
   She continued to beat down the urge to run, and entered the village at the pace she had been maintaining.
 
   The sick aura grew stronger, and she knew her goal was within reach. Katja stopped between two houses, where a wagon had been placed and provided some cover. She leaned up against a wall and let herself slide down almost to a sitting position.
 
   The horses began to squeal in fear, as Katja began to hear the crackling of fire. The northerners were slow to react, but the horses soon panicked and she saw smoke rise into the air.
 
   Finally, men began to scream about fire.
 
   Katja couldn’t see the results from her hiding place, but her ears told the story. The horses went mad and broke out of the fence, charging through the cramped camp. The northerners started to react, but by then the flames had already reached the tents. It hadn’t rained in days, and the dry canvas welcomed the fire with open arms.
 
   The fire spread and spread, and chaos took hold. It was difficult to establish order when nothing could be heard for screaming, and men and horses fought to escape the flames.
 
   People ran out of the houses and onto the street. Katja saw feet from under the bottom of the wagon, and heads above it. Some of the horses wound up in the village streets, with similar effects as in the camp.
 
   Katja felt the evil energy stir. It was close. So very close. She expected to be able to see the house Peter was in, if she exited the alley. And he seemed to be getting closer.
 
   Katja drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it.
 
   If I pull this off... if I pull this off...
 
   Someone started to do a pretty good job of making himself heard over all the noise, and from the sound he was issuing orders. Then the demonic aura got even closer, and the loud mass out on the street all but fell silent. Peter had stepped out.
 
   Katja broke out in sweat. How best to approach this?
 
   She examined her surroundings and tried to estimate the distance to Peter. Then she took the arrow off the string and put it and the bow between her teeth. She jumped and grabbed the roof edge of one of the houses, and pulled herself up.
 
   Katja felt a mixture of frozen inner stillness and incredible tension as she nocked the arrow a second time. All thought was shut off, and she took the five steps to the house’s front side in a trance.
 
   There he was, completely concealed in a white and gold robe, surrounded by armed bodyguards. Vajan stood next to Peter, looking as dishevelled as most others around him.
 
   Katja pulled the arrow back, and looked down along it at Peter Savaren’s torso.
 
   He looked at her.
 
   The world turned into a black horror and Katja couldn’t feel her own heartbeat. It was as if some terrible force was both crushing and freezing her. The arrow flew off somewhere and Katja fell backwards. The effect let up a bit as Peter’s line of sight broke, and she heard voices shout commands.
 
   “Protect the master! Protect the master!”
 
   The will to live made her roll away from the street and back towards the camp. A group of armed men were already coming her way, and she pushed herself down off the roof, feet-first. She landed clumsily, but she managed to break into a run immediately, into the chaos she had caused.
 
   I failed.
 
   The fire was still spreading between tents, and no organised firefighting efforts had commenced. Some just ran, others yelled at those who were running, and some just seemed to stand in place and blankly observe the flames.
 
   She heard the shouts of those on her heels, but the words drowned in the general din and no-one paid attention to her as she zig-zagged past men, wagons and tents on her way to the ditch.
 
   She looked back once at the edge of the camp, and didn’t immediately spot the pursuers. Perhaps they had lost her.
 
   Katja ran past the body she had left in her wake, and leapt into the ditch. Her life force was back after being almost extinguished by Peter, and she maintained her running pace. Now speed was the issue, not silence. She did not imagine for a second that Peter Savaren and his servants meant to let her get away now that she had exposed herself.
 
   I failed!
 
   The failure hung over her like a black cloud and drained her strength. She hadn’t made good on her big words. Peter lived, and this conflict would continue. The city was still on the chopping block.
 
   Katja hadn’t imagined that seeing the thorn forest again would be such a relief. But she gladly dove into the cover it provided, heedless of the new cuts.
 
   The journey through went relatively quickly. She knew the way this time and didn’t need to go quietly, and so could break down obstacles instead of bending them.
 
   She felt she was about halfway through when she sensed sorcery. That dark, terrible sorcery she associated with Peter Savaren. It seemed to be doing something above her.
 
   Katja glanced up while pushing aside a branch. She didn’t see much of the sky and cut her lip before spotting anything unusual. She turned her attention back to looking ahead and squeezing through as fast as possible. Something was coming. Something the world’s most powerful sorcerer believed could kill her.
 
   She was trying to imagine how she could fight a demon in such tight quarters when a spark fell down through the branches before her eyes.
 
   “What?!”
 
   Katja looked back up and saw a reddish-yellow glow over the net of thorns that almost hid the sky from view. Another spark came down and hit a bush next to her. Then three came at once, then five, and finally they began to drop steadily. This was the beginning of a rain of fire.
 
   Katja growled and charged on as fire fell down from the sky in ever-thicker streams. The branches caught many of the sparks, but no few around and on Katja. It was like being in a swarm of bees, and she grunted with fear and pain at every burning sting. The dry plants began to catch fire, and Katja couldn’t see much as she tried to shield her face. She didn’t recognize her surroundings at first, and didn’t give herself much time to find landmarks. She had to get out now.
 
   “You will not burn me, snowman!” she screamed through the pain.
 
   The fire continued raining, and one couldn’t really speak of individual sparks anymore.
 
   A bush Katja ran straight into turned out to be sturdier than she had expected, and she effectively had to climb over it. The thorns tore her knees and hands, and the heat kept singeing her skin. She made it over the bush and fell forward, but one foot caught on a branch. Katja yanked hard and didn’t even feel the pain. A spark hit the back of her hand, and she sprang up with a scream and kept on going in a stoop.
 
   She spotted the ‘woman’ who guarded the thorny forest, and threw herself at the first crack in the foliage she saw. One final push brought her out of the thorns, and she collapsed into the rocky hollow.
 
   The fiery rain was limited to the forest and Katja could take a moment to snatch her cloak off. It had caught fire in two places. Then she looked back. The thorn-forest was turning into an inferno. She had made it out at the last moment.
 
   This wasn’t quite over yet, but Katja still breathed easier as she stood up. If she was still being pursued, then getting around the forest would take some time, and they wouldn’t know exactly where she exited. She had plenty of time to make it to the beach and...
 
   Branches snapped and Katja took a few steps backwards with the sword at the ready, a moment before a man burst out through the thorns. He was torn and bloody and burned, with a maddened look in his eyes and a glaive in his hands. It was Vajan.
 
   “Found you!” he screamed, and attacked with wild swings.
 
   Space was limited in the hollow and Katja tried to get past him so she wouldn’t be cornered. Vajan chased her with a reckless frenzy that would have made it easy to kill him if she’d had a longer weapon. But she didn’t, and he continued driving her back and trying to get her up against the edge.
 
   Katja parried a thrust and feinted to the left. Vajan took the bait and slashed in that direction, while Katja darted to the right and swung at him.
 
   It almost did the trick, but he was quick enough to save himself and parry with the glaive. He swung the shaft at her before she could attack again, and then the blade. She retreated and he too took a few steps back, and both stopped moving.
 
   Katja waited with her defences up, and he stood with the glaive at the ready. He only had to take a few rushed steps to be able to strike at her.
 
   He was waiting for the next attack, just like she was.
 
   They stared at each other, she and this enemy she had now met nine times. The hatred in his eyes was reflected in Katja’s soul with near equal force. She had seen him participate in two atrocities, and he might very well have more in his past.
 
   “Aren’t you going to run, like usual?” she asked tauntingly to rile him up, but the man seemed to have gained control of himself after almost getting hit.
 
   “No,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   No indeed. Now this would be finished, once and for all. Here, by this burning forest of thorns.
 
   Katja feinted again, but instead of reacting to it directly Vajan hooked his glaive into Katja’s discarded cloak and threw the burning garment at her.
 
   As the attack had been a feint, dodging the cloak was easy, and Katja slashed as she had intended to. Vajan parried with the shaft and Katja pushed up close to him. They struggled ferociously up against one another for a few breaths. Vajan struck at her with both ends of the glaive, and Katja tried to get her sword past it to stab him. Both tried to shove the other one, but both were too good at keeping their balance.
 
   Then Katja drew the moonblade with her left hand and slashed at his side in one quick motion. She couldn’t apply all her strength up close like this, and the man was wearing a thick coat, but she did draw blood and he flinched. She hooked the handle over the shaft, and tried to pull it down a moment so she could stab Vajan in the throat. He headbutted her between the eyes.
 
   Katja was dazed and the moonblade fell from her grasp. Vajan seized the opportunity and charged her like a bull. Katja’s back hit the rocky ground and Vajan raised the glaive for a killing blow. Katja hesitated one instant to seem woozier than she really was, and then surprised him by rolling to the side when the strike came.
 
   The glaive blade struck the ground, and Katja rolled back and grabbed the shaft with her left hand. She thrust at Vajan, but her position was hardly ideal. Vajan took one hand off his weapon, dodged the thrust, and kicked Katja’s torso. She screamed and lost her breath.
 
   Vajan threw himself down on her with his own knife in hand. Katja didn’t manage to put the sword up between them, and he seized her left forearm with his free hand. Then the knife came.
 
   Katja managed to block the thrust with her left arm, and then wrapped her fingers around the blade with an iron grip. She sneered and pushed with all her strength, but Vajan did the same, and he was on top. The knife approached her throat, and Katja wriggled and fought to roll Vajan over like Serdra had taught her. She managed to pull one of her legs out from under him, and flipped them both onto the side.
 
   That evened things out, and gave Katja a chance to sink her teeth into Vajan’s knife-hand. At first he showed no reaction, but Katja clenched her jaw as tightly as she could and tasted blood. Vajan began to grunt and then scream, and Katja kept biting. Once the flesh began to give in he finally lost his grip on the knife and tried to pull his hand free.
 
   Katja finally released the blade and drove her elbow into his face. He replied with a punch that connected with her brow, and she hit him again. She went for her other knife, but Vajan pushed his foot into her belly and shoved her away. He pushed again while she was still on all fours, stepped up behind her and kicked straight up between her legs.
 
   Katja screamed and fell face-down. Vajan drew his sword and raised it. Katja managed to turn around. The pain was paralysing, blinding, but she was engaged in a fight and the reflexes Serdra had seared into her to the point of instinct enabled her to parry.
 
   Vajan struck again with a loud scream, and then a third time.
 
   This couldn’t be allowed to continue and Katja risked thrusting at him before the fourth blow could land. He reacted but she still hit him in the thigh. His leg buckled and the Brotherhood-member staggered a few steps back.
 
   The wound wasn’t mortal and Katja forced herself to sit up. Moving her legs was difficult, but Serdra had punched her there and demanded she continue fighting. And now it was a matter of life and death.
 
   “Guess where I’ll stick you next,” she said in a choked but savage tone as she stood up.
 
   Vajan had supported himself against the edge and managed to stay upright. Then he gnashed his teeth and stepped away from it. Katja walked clumsily too, and couldn’t tell which one of them was more limber at the moment.
 
   “Aren’t your friends coming to help you?” she asked mockingly, and glanced to either side of the forest. “Oh no, that’s right, I butchered them. How silly of me.”
 
   Vajan looked at her with utter hatred.
 
   “Will you sob, like Arvar did?” she added, and took a step in his direction.
 
   She saw the rage explode in his face and the man came at her. He moved fast, making his limp all the more pronounced. She herself was having trouble walking normally and was careful to take slow steps.
 
   Vajan struck with wild force. Katja parried, but her balance suffered. He struck again. Katja parried, countered, and then kicked the wounded thigh. The movement pained her and she almost bowled over, but clearly hurt Vajan even more. The leg buckled and he almost fell down on his knees. He tried to thrust at her, but Katja directed the blade away from herself and drove the crossguard into his face in the same movement.
 
   His cheekbone snapped, the flesh tore, and Vajan was thrown back, the sword flying from his hands. Katja lost her own balance for a moment, and stumbled back.
 
   Vajan lay in a semi-sitting position up against a part of the rocks, unarmed and vulnerable.
 
   Now!
 
   She rushed at him with quick, painful steps. Vajan saw what was coming and sat up. Katja positioned her sword for the thrust that would finally end this.
 
   Vajan stuck his hand into his left sleeve, snatched out a knife, and threw it in a practised motion.
 
   Katja batted the knife to the side with the sword, and took the final two steps. Vajan gaped for a moment. Then she drove the sword into his chest.
 
   All was silent, save for the crackling of the flames, as they both looked at the blade lodged in him. Then she pulled it out and he made a soft hiss. It was over.
 
   “You’ve... killed me,” Vajan said weakly, and stared into her eyes with impotent hate.
 
   Katja let the sword hang by her side. Finally, she began to feel the fatigue.
 
   “Oh, and are you expecting an apology or something?”
 
   Vajan’s laugh was bitter, and ended in a cough. He looked again at his own fatal wound with a strange interest.
 
   “So this... is how it... feels,” he said. Then he looked back at her. “You will... know it yourself some day. After all... it is the only way you can die.”
 
   He managed to squeeze forth a pained, ugly smile.
 
   Katja hesitated a moment.
 
   “True enough,” she then said. “But say, you’ve got something on your neck.”
 
   She raised the sword and then slashed him across the throat, so his head nearly came off. Blood flowed out, and Vajan gurgled as he sank to the side and fell face-down. He was dead.
 
   Katja walked to her moonblade and picked it up with a pained groan. Her body was collecting debts in the form of pain, and everything she had demanded of herself today made itself known. Her face hurt, she felt dizzy, her lungs and heart complained about the strain, the thorns had torn her all over, she had a cut in her palm, hideous pain in her crotch, and something sharp seemed to have struck her back during the struggle. She hadn’t noticed it at the time.
 
   She spotted Vajan’s moonblade, hesitated, and then picked it up as well and stuck it in her belt.
 
   They’ll surely be here soon, she then thought, and looked into the two directions Peter’s men might come out of.
 
   She staggered out of the depression and gave Vajan one last look. Then she headed for the knolls.
 
   


  
 

16.
 
    
 
   The fire was quite visible from the city, and drew great attention. Some shouted triumphantly that Duke Kjalar had come to their rescue.
 
   Katja didn’t feel like bothering to correct people’s hopes. She just strode directly to Jormundur to report. His reaction was subdued. He was pleased to see her alive, but had presumably hoped that she could finish the job. She understood him just fine.
 
   “Good job with the fire,” he said, sitting on the edge of his bed. “Did you see how much damage it caused?”
 
   “No. I did hurry away as fast as I could.”
 
   Jormundur opened his mouth, but Katja interrupted him.
 
   “Still, I’m pretty sure I didn’t wipe them out. We are not as fortunate as that. The next assault is still coming, tonight.”
 
   Jormundur was silent for a few moments.
 
   “Then let them come.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   A doctor was dispatched to her room, and Katja lay on her stomach as she stitched her back. Katja waited in silence and stared sideways at the wall as the woman closed the wound.
 
   There had been no time to think things through during the flight, and in between killing Vajan and getting back inside the city she had been far too wound-up. But now she had time.
 
   She had failed. Yes, she had harmed Peter’s human servants. But that just meant that sorcery would have to make up the difference. Tonight the Dragon would go all-out. Now the moment would arrive when he risked burning the city down rather than lose it. And it was because of her.
 
   Katja closed her eyes.
 
   Or could one really speak of fault? Was he just so powerful that she couldn’t be expected to kill him just like that? Had all of this been a drawn-out death struggle?
 
   “I’m almost finished,” the doctor said soothingly. Apparently she had seen Katja squeeze her eyes shut and misinterpreted it. But Katja was indifferent to the needle. She had never feared pain, and Serdra had hardened her even further.
 
   In fact, she simply felt numb. All the tension, expectation and fear that had gone into the assassination had ended in disappointment rather than satisfaction. Killing Vajan had felt good, and perhaps she would later look back on it with more glee, but at the moment it was in no way sufficient.
 
   The doctor cut the silk-thread, and tied off the end.
 
   “You can put your shirt on,” the woman said.
 
   “Later,” Katja said, sat up and held out her left hand.
 
   The woman cut another silk thread from her roll, and began to stitch the cut in her palm.
 
   Katja continued observing the wall. She had wrapped the scarf around her face again, but the doctor was still being treated to a better and more drawn-out look at her than anyone beside Jormundur. Katja would have to keep that in mind if she stayed in the city much longer. There was always something to keep in mind.
 
   Tonight. This would end tonight in steel, blood and fire. Either the city would fall in some sense of the word, or Peter would be defeated. Katja thought of how he had called fire down from the sky. She could think of no way of defending against something like that. It had been during the day, and so surely he would be able to do even worse during the night.
 
   A final battle.
 
   The numbness lifted a bit, and Katja felt something hard and focused take its place, taking ever-firmer root in her soul.
 
   An awesome final battle.
 
   “I am... I am finished,” the doctor said.
 
   Katja looked at the woman and then at her own palm. The stitches were quite neat. She clenched her fist. It hurt, but she wouldn’t notice it in the heat of combat.
 
   The woman looked spooked. Her own eyes probably held considerable fire.
 
   “Thank you,” she said absent-mindedly. The doctor took her things and left hurriedly.
 
   Katja remained behind, with the cold determination and stillness that was taking hold of her. No doubt remained, nor worries about decision-making. The situation was clear as crystal, and so she could be as well.
 
   She lay down and had no trouble falling asleep.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   She dreamt of combat and sorcery and horses and fire. When Omar woke her up shortly before sunset she was even more focused than she had been.
 
   “The time is coming, lady,” the boy said in a slightly shaky voice.
 
   “Yes,” she said, and looked him in the eyes. She stood up and patted him on the head. “Time to fight.”
 
   She sent Omar away and got dressed.
 
   The castle was busy. Jormundur had given orders for the evening well in advance, but there was no cause not to quadruple-check when so much was at stake. Those who wouldn’t be fighting on the wall due to age, injury or disability would, among other things, be at the ready for city-wide firefighting. Many of those who were wrapping up other duties were on their way to assigned firefighting chiefs.
 
   The hubbub made it relatively easy for her to acquire a hooded cloak and sneak out, to Linda and Brjann’s home.
 
   There were too many people on the streets for anyone to pay her particular attention. The sunlight was running out like sand in an hourglass, and all knew what that meant. The firefighters stood in evenly spaced-out groups, ready with containers of all kinds. She even saw a few being hurriedly constructed.
 
   She felt rather disconnected from all the tension and rush. She imagined herself as a hole in a frozen lake. She knew what lay around the corner and had accepted it. She looked forward to it.
 
   Katja was glad to hear footsteps approach after knocking on the door. The couple would probably be taking part in the firefighting, or something else, but she had caught them at home.
 
   Linda’s face lit up at seeing her, but she took care not to say anything and just let her in quickly before closing the door.
 
   “What happened?” she asked, and grasped Katja’s hand. “Are you-”
 
   “Did you get it done?” Katja asked.
 
   “What? Yes, yes I did,” Linda said hurriedly, and rushed further into the house. She returned with what she had made of the material Katja had brought last night, and handed it over.
 
   “I did my very best,” the young Shade said with pride that for a moment shone through the nervousness.
 
   “Yes, I can see that,” Katja said and looked the garment over. “You only needed to make a few cuts and stitches for my sake.”
 
   “You know that’s not how I operate,” Linda said and managed to smile.
 
   Katja nodded and continued examining the result. Brjann came down from the upper floor, and hugged his wife from behind.
 
   “But... how are you doing? You are, well, different,” Linda said hesitantly.
 
   “I am ready,” Katja said calmly. “This ends tonight and I am ready. I will fight without fear or doubt, with every ounce of strength in me.” She clenched her hands around Linda’s gift. “Tonight I will become a warrior in full.”
 
   The couple looked at her.
 
   “Good,” Brjann then said to break the silence. “One can see as much. You look... fierce.”
 
   Katja turned her head in the direction of the outer city. She mustn’t linger.
 
   “Thank you for everything,” she said. Katja wished she could put more warmth into her words, but her own inner war drum was beating a relentless rhythm and keeping her hard.
 
   She embraced Linda and squeezed until the young woman groaned a bit, and then did the same to Brjann. He was clearly a fine husband to Linda, and that alone was good enough for Katja.
 
   “We will see you!” Linda said as Katja approached the door.
 
   “Yes,” she replied, and glanced back.
 
   Tomorrow, or in the next world.
 
   She went out into the street and closed the door. The only thing she had left to do was complete.
 
    
 
   -------------------
 
    
 
   Katja hurried into her mail, arm guards, leg guards and gloves. Then she took the crimson, hooded cloak Linda had made off the bed and ran her eyes over it. This was what she was. Her people had worn such garments in more open times when there was no need for hiding. It had been their symbol for centuries, and from that had come the name many had forgotten. Tonight she would refresh people’s memories.
 
   Katja put the cloak about her shoulders and closed the clasp. Whether she lived or died tonight, she would do it as herself.
 
   “I am a Redcloak,” she said to the world.
 
   She took a deep breath and then pushed it out in a hiss to excite her blood.
 
   She tied the red scarf around her face, put on the helmet and stepped out.
 
   She drew quite a lot of attention as she strolled through the castle, along the streets and to the gate. Some flat-out shouted that there she was, the mysterious warrior woman with the power out of legend. Others settled for quietly staring, or just peeking at her and whispering something to one another. The effect followed in her wake. At least once in her life she got to be one of the old defenders who had waged the great wars for humanity’s fate. She was headed for a terrible battle that might very well prove to be her last.
 
   She was happy.
 
   Thank you Serdra.
 
   Jormundur leaned on a cane at his usual spot. He wasn’t as shocked as so many others, but still found it rather strange to see her like this. The man did know the old stories, after all. Katja wondered what was going through his mind at seeing them come true.
 
   The captain chuckled.
 
   “I suppose there is no point in secrecy anymore,” he said as she walked up beside him.
 
   “No,” she replied absent-mindedly, and fixed her eyes on the wall.
 
   The remaining Wolves had joined with the Eagles, forming a twenty-one-man group. They had been waiting for Katja, and now gathered around her. Many had bags under their eyes and bore clear signs of the horror they had experiences, but still seemed up for the next fight.
 
   Valur nodded to her, looking grim and firm.
 
   “It won’t be long,” Katja said loud enough for all nearby to hear. “I suppose they are impatient tonight.”
 
   She felt it. Peter did not mean to wait for midnight this time. Soon the din she sensed with her mind would be a reality.
 
   Jormundur glanced at her, but asked no questions.
 
   “All ready!” he commanded. Katja looked at him and saw for a moment the pain the shout caused him, but he kept on going. “They want yet another spanking!”
 
   The defenders shouted defiantly, though Katja felt they didn’t have the same vigour as before. The Brotherhood’s sorcery had left scars.
 
   The arrangements Jormundur had made for the previous battle were still in place, though the defenders were fewer in number this time.
 
   It began with a feeling Katja had come to recognize immediately.
 
   “Demons!” she shouted. “Demons are coming!”
 
   The attention on her doubled. Some visibly braced themselves. Others looked terrified.
 
   “Where?” Jormundur asked quietly, and walked right up to her with the aid of his cane.
 
   Katja signalled for a moment’s peace and closed her eyes. Peter wasn’t mucking about. She clearly sensed the clashing of arms and the screams of men in the very near future, but first demons would be dispatched to weaken them. She focused on finding where they would appear, and sensed the energy the sorcerer commanded call upon entities from the underworld. But he was directing them into the outer city, right among the defenders.
 
   “Here!” she said to Jormundur and opened her eyes. “Among us!”
 
   She swung her arms around.
 
   The captain hesitated. Then he began to shout orders. The companies on the ground turned their backs together and readied their weapons, and Jormundur’s bodyguards clustered even tighter around him. Katja motioned the Eagles to follow her closer to the gate, and they obeyed immediately.
 
   Here it comes.
 
   The demons broke into the world with familiar screams. They appeared here and there, as Katja had foreseen. Most were larger than men, and promptly attacked whoever was closest. People shouted and the reorganization Jormundur had ordered proved its worth when the monsters immediately met with steel.
 
   One particularly big one appeared in the middle of a company and struck before anyone could react. Men flew this way and that, and others fell over one another while fleeing this terrible foe that had literally appeared out of nowhere.
 
   Katja headed towards it with the Eagles in tow. The demon looked her way and recognized its enemy. It stopped swinging at the soldiers and charged at her with ancient hatred. Katja lit the Sentinel Flame in her sword, swerved just before they would have met, and cut its arm off.
 
   The monster roared and almost fell down. The Eagles seized the chance and swarmed it. Some of the men the demon had driven away recovered their wits and attacked it as well, and for all its strength it was covered in deep wounds in moments.
 
   Katja couldn’t see a way to get to it, but was about to turn the rune on it when another demon rushed her. This one was more reminiscent of a snake than a man, and somehow slithered along the cobblestones while many little limbs clawed at them.
 
   Katja held up her hand to put the rune up between them, but the snake circled with lighting speed and was almost upon her. She decided to handle this with steel and slashed, but again it moved with that blinding speed and evaded the blade.
 
   A militia fighter drove an enormous logging axe in the back of the long body. The demon screeched and swatted him with the end of its tail. The man was thrown back, scratched by the sharp, constantly writhing little limbs. Katja hit the snake with a downward slash and a substance that had no name dribbled out. It tried to strike at her, but the wounds were slowing it down and the claws glanced off the mail without penetrating.
 
   Katja cut the head off and turned back towards the big one. The Eagles had brought it down and decapitated it with two axes and a sword.
 
   She lit the rune by another nearby monster, which staggered away from it and straight into the blades of Pine City soldiers.
 
   “Come!” she shouted and the Eagles followed her to two monsters that were scattering a shield wall.
 
   The chaos made getting to these foes somewhat difficult, but through superior numbers, the toughness of the Eagles and the Sentinel Flame, slaying them wasn’t much of a problem.
 
   The fighting on the streets was brutal. Sometimes the demons managed to break through a shield wall, and sometimes they were met with readied weapons and were defeated. Some were caught between two companies and were cut apart without being able to make meaningful use of their strength.
 
   Katja led quick, hard strikes on the demons she and the Eagles could get at, and in between she lit the Sentinel Flame for a moment here and there to give the men an edge.
 
   Peter kept on summoning them, and the defenders kept killing them.
 
   Katja fought like never before. There was no room for thought. She analysed a situation in a flash, and reacted to it as she had been taught. She dodged, slashed, stabbed, lit the Sentinel Flame and chose her next task with near-perfect efficiency. Her body was a weapon. A weapon that buzzed with excitement and a dark joy at this intense experience, and she wielded it with skill. She didn’t even think about the overall situation or how the battle was really faring. All her focus was on finishing one task and then finding the next.
 
   Finally, when the distance between demons to kill had become far wider, she began to feel a strange droning in her forehead that cut through the battle trance. There was no demon within reach and she let enough rationality in to remember that she had felt this before. In the camp, earlier this day.
 
   She also began to see the effect the droning was having on the mortals as it intensified. Many began to groan or shake their head, looking confused. Some stood still where they were, but others took hesitant steps in one direction, and then another.
 
   Katja began to become aware of the casualties they had suffered, and she remembered that three Eagles had died.
 
   The droning grew stronger yet, and had become truly unpleasant. This wasn’t the steady, almost soothing effect that had reigned in the camp. This was an attack.
 
   Men began to fall to their knees, screaming, or tearing off their helmets and clutching or scratching their heads.
 
   “What is happening?!” Lukas hissed through clenched teeth. He stood next to Katja, bloody, sweaty, and now bent over.
 
   “Sorcery,” she replied.
 
   Lukas’s question was repeated all over with variable wording, and for the first time tonight Katja began to feel a touch of fear. This she could not fight.
 
   The occasional person began to fall wailing to the ground. The sounds were full of pain and confusion. She had once seen a madman acting similarly on the streets of Amerstan.
 
   She wasn’t surprised to see a man tackle another and beat him in an insane frenzy. She heard metal hit wood and glanced at a man who was beating an axe into a comrade’s shield, while the latter tried to retreat and reason with him.
 
   “Hold him and bind him!” someone said, and similar incidents seemed to be occurring in other spots.
 
   “What can we do?” asked Needle, being one of those who remained relatively composed in spite of the drone.
 
   He stared at her, his one eye squinting. He wanted a countermeasure.
 
   Katja hesitated.
 
   “Endure!” she then said. It was all she had.
 
   She took her eyes off him and made sure not to look anyone else in the face. She stared at the steps up onto the wall. The rain of demons seemed to have ceased. Did Peter mean to win with this one measure? Was mass-insanity the cause of the battle din she had sensed?
 
   No! she said to herself. I interpreted it correctly!
 
   “Come!” she said to the Eagles, and hurried towards the wall. Needle grunted as if steeling himself and followed her, more upright than he had been. The others followed, in varying conditions.
 
   Order and discipline declined with every moment. The demons had upset everything, and this strange assault seemed to finally break many a man’s morale, aside from having to handle their comrades’ strange fits.
 
   Katja believed she understood Peter’s intentions. The demons would weaken their resistance, and then the northern army would attack and take the city.
 
   They were at the stairs when those up on the wall began shouting about approaching enemies. Some tried to line the archers up properly, but with all the chaos they were having little luck.
 
   “Ladders!” someone shouted, and some on the ground began struggling to get their bearings. Arrows flew out into the night, but that deadly choir wasn’t as loud and comforting as it had been in previous nights.
 
   “Do we go up, or fight here?!” Borgo asked.
 
   Katja closed her eyes, but only had a few moments before there would be dire need for action, and the damned drone would not let her focus. She couldn’t see where they would be most needed.
 
   “Anna!” one of the Eagles implored.
 
   “We go up!” she then said. Anything was better than inaction.
 
   Valur tried to go ahead of her, but she slipped past him and went up, three steps at a time.
 
   Things were not looking good. No few defenders lay up against the battlements with a distant, pained look in their eyes, brought down by Peter’s sorcery. Some tried to pull their comrades to their feet and scream at them that the city was under attack, but most focused on repelling the latest assault.
 
   The ladders were put up against the walls, and the northerners climbed up like squirrels.
 
   The first one Katja saw had fresh burns in his face, and the next one wore scorched clothes. They were even wilder than they had been during the previous battle, and their attacks were reminiscent of drowning men seeking a handhold.
 
   The first ones hit the spears of the defenders almost on their own, and fell. It did nothing to demoralize the ones that followed, or the ones after them. At first it seemed to Katja that she and the Eagles really weren’t needed here, but the trickle quickly became a flood. Northerners rushed up the ladders and threw themselves at the defenders in desperation. The recklessness cost them dearly, but the constant pressure put a severe strain on Katja’s allies.
 
   Katja and the Eagles sounded war cries and spread out to stand opposite two ladders. Katja ducked to avoid the arrow sticking in the arm of a man fleeing the fight, and slashed the leg of a man who stood up on the battlements.
 
   The walkway beneath her feet was already bloody, even in the few places where it was possible to step on something other than bodies.
 
   This was a blood-soaked, screaming massacre. The maddened northerners were more beasts than men, and in spite of the ever-growing pile of corpses the reinforcements were all that enabled the defenders to hold the wall. Katja slashed and stabbed whenever her comrades weren’t in the way, doing the same thing. People fought without any hesitation or fear, as there was no time for such things when holding back such an assault.
 
   Katja began to sink back into the battle trance, and experienced her surroundings in great detail. She became hypersensitive to the movements of her nearest comrades, and how to best coordinate with them, but was only vaguely aware of further reinforcements coming up, or of the fighting being particularly hard to the south.
 
   Hold the wall, hold the wall, hold the wall.
 
   One exceptionally large man in heavy armour came up the ladder and shrugged off a spear-thrust to the shoulder. He threw himself down on the corpse pile with an axe in either hand and swung. One Eagle took an axe to the neck and fell up against his comrades. The large axe-man beat on shields and helmets, ignored two more thrusts and managed to claim more space for himself and the northerners on the wall.
 
   Katja came at him from the right and slashed at his neck. He moved and the blade hit his helmet. The sword Serdra had given her broke.
 
   The bruiser turned on her, but Valur landed a blow on his chest.
 
   Someone grabbed Katja’s head from behind and she heard the choked, desperate groans that came from those who fell victim to the madness. This unexpected enemy pulled her head back with frenzied strength and she fully expected a lethal blow from some direction. She stabbed with the broken sword and hit the man in the belly. He fell off the wall and down into the city, taking her helmet with him.
 
   Katja dropped the broken sword and drew both her moonblades.
 
   The berserker still stood upright and swung, though his movements had slowed. She made it past one of his swings and slashed the back of his knee. His leg buckled and he screamed for a moment or two, before Katja slipped the other knife under the helmet and into his neck.
 
   More allies came up on the walkway with long spears and began to help them restore dominance on the wall.
 
   Katja retreated a bit to let them do their work, and then finally became aware of the sorcery. She looked to the south, where the fighting was the most brutal. The catapults had done the most damage there, and so the northerners had an easier time of getting up. The more intact bodies were beginning to rise, and more demons were entering the world. Men, monsters and mixtures of the two stood in a tight crush and were driving the defenders down into the city. That would mean defeat.
 
   One of the demons, a heavyset beast with three arms, tore itself away from that fight and headed Katja’s way.
 
   Katja put her hood up. Then she ran to meet it, raised her moonblades and channelled the Sentinel Flame into both of them. The curved blades glowed brightly as she drove them into the two arms the demon swung at her. She got up close before it could make use of the third one, and chopped wildly. The Flame burned the monster away.
 
   “Follow her!” Borgo shouted behind her. “Follow the Firemoon!”
 
   She lit the rune in the middle of the crush. The demons and possessed corpses shrank away from it and knocked their human allies off either side of the wall. Then she let the Flame back into the knives and charged with the Eagles at her back.
 
   She turned her short weapons into an advantage and ducked and twirled past attacks and slashed legs, groins, armour gaps, faces and necks. She got right in the thick of her enemies, so they had a hard time of actually attacking her.
 
   The Eagles followed with their spears, axes and swords, and widened the trail she blazed.
 
   Katja stopped when there was no-one within slashing distance, and lit the rune between them and the crush. The demons retreated, but the men charged through without the support of their monstrous comrades and the Eagles cut them down. Katja charged again with the knives. Then she repeated the tactic.
 
   She took claws to the shoulder, a spear to her side, a sword to a leg guard and fangs around her left arm for a moment before she slashed with her right. She ignored the wounds. She had never been so alive.
 
   The defenders who had been driven back by this terrible force began to advance again, and as Katja nearly wiped out the demons, directly or indirectly, the fight became a slaughter. Madness alone could not prevail against spears coming from two different directions, and though they acted like demons the northerners died like humans.
 
   They were driven to the damaged section of the wall and cornered there, then driven to the very edge and finally cut down in a merciless advance.
 
   The northerners again began to struggle up ladders and ropes, and the defenders again began to kill them before they could mount a defence.
 
   Then it stopped. As if a curtain had been drawn over the fighting.
 
   Katja was rather surprised when a few moments passed without a helmeted head coming up out of the darkness. She had almost forgotten that this fight would end. Her muscles twitched with readiness but suddenly she had nothing to strike against. She took a few steps backwards and let the bloody knives hang by her sides.
 
   “They are fleeing!” someone close to her shouted.
 
   “The rats are fleeing!” another one announced, by the gatehouse.
 
   Needle clasped Katja’s shoulders, looked at her with a grin that celebrated being alive, and shook her companionably.
 
   “We did it!” he shouted.
 
   Katja’s heart slowed down enough for her to feel individual beats, and she gradually began to feel pain again.
 
   Jubilation began to break out on the streets and up on the wall, exultant joy and release of tension at having made it through this horror alive.
 
   Katja remained still. In addition to the pain of wounds she began to feel just how far she had pushed her body and soul. She had fought intensely before but never used the Sentinel Flame so much before, and was now paying the price.
 
   She sank down to her knees in exhaustion. She had done all she could to defend the city, as the intention had been since she left Serdra and the burning fort. She had done her part, and neither she nor others could demand any more of her. She could permit herself to collapse.
 
   The cheering continued, in spite of shouts that Captain Jormundur had died.
 
   Now it comes, Katja thought. She didn’t have much energy left for strong feelings. The Flame had burned her almost as much as it had the demons.
 
   “We broke them! We sent them running!” Borgo shouted, as drunk with relief as everyone else. “They cannot possibly launch another assault!”
 
   “No,” Katja whispered, heard only by herself. She stared down at the blood-soaked walkway. “Now it comes.”
 
   She began to sense Peter’s sorcery. It was the same thing she had felt in the thorn forest, except now it was stronger. Much stronger.
 
   “Fathers and mothers!” someone screamed as the sky suddenly brightened.
 
   Katja slowly raised her head and looked up. It was as if cracks were forming in the air in hundreds of places, and fire shone through.
 
   “Now it comes,” she repeated wearily.
 
   She didn’t hear Peter, but still felt how his words shaped the spell. His patience was utterly at an end. The fiery cracks turned into clouds and the first sparks began to rain down. The cheering died and turned into screams.
 
   Those who had shields held them above their heads, and others made do with their hands. The sparks grew larger and more numerous and people fled for cover. Katja just watched the little balls of flame hit corpses and stones and puddles of blood. She could do nothing to stop this.
 
   Valur passed by, but stopped and leaned down to her.
 
   “Get into cover!” he said and took her arm. “Come!”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   A large spark hit Valur, and he screamed and continued running.
 
   Katja looked over her shoulder, at the city she had fought for. The rain of sparks was spreading out, and would grow far more intense. Peter was still applying himself. Now he would show the world what the Dragon was capable of.
 
   This is almost beautiful, she thought.
 
   Something within Katja demanded that she stand up, and she obeyed. She grunted out loud at commanding such a task of her exhausted muscles, but she managed to face the situation upright. A few sparks hit her, but weren’t large enough to do much through the armour.
 
   Panic had taken hold among the defenders, and most had fled into cover. Katja wondered whether to seek Linda out, or if she had a duty to stay here until the end.
 
   A spark hit the hood and she flinched.
 
   Peter fell silent. She stopped feeling his sorcery, and the rain ceased.
 
   “What?”
 
   A few small fires had started here and there, but the effects were still a far cry from terrible. People were singed, not burned. This was in no way enough to destroy the city.
 
   Katja stepped up to the battlements, along with a few stout individuals who emerged from cover.
 
   There was nothing to see except darkness, but as her mind recovered Katja began to understand.
 
   “Duke Kjalar is here,” she said.
 
   Those closest to her heard and understood.
 
   Katja cracked a smile. She had interpreted her own dreams correctly. Kjalar, duke and Shade, had arrived with his army and had now come up behind the spent northerners. They had no choice but to turn their backs on the city and defend themselves.
 
   But this still wasn’t over. Peter was still out there and could turn his sorcery on Kjalar with no inhibitions. The Dragon surely had some limits, but he might still very well be able to burn both this newly arrived army and Pine City in the same night.
 
   Katja finally sheathed her knives as people began cheering again. She leaned out on the battlements, closed her eyes and tried to sharpen her mind. Fatigue weighed her down, but she nevertheless began to sense something familiar. Another Redcloak was nearby, and it could only be Serdra. If Katja wasn’t mistaken the woman was nearby, and approaching fast.
 
   She also began to sense another future, one of sorcery and fire outside of the city. The Dragon had to be brought down, and she and Serdra were the right people for the job. Together.
 
   Katja filled her lungs with air that smelled of blood, faeces and fire, and walked to the damaged section of the wall. A hook that had been thrown up was still there, and she clumsily knelt down by and began to climb down the rope.
 
   “What are you doing?!” shouted a soldier who saw her.
 
   More came and called out to her, but she didn’t bother to listen. She just focused on getting down quickly without losing her grip. She let herself drop once the ground became visible, and landed on a body. She fell down on all fours, but sprang back up.
 
   Katja felt around among all the men that had been cut down off the wall and found a long-handled axe. She took the weapon with her and headed off into the darkness. As she left the city wall behind, she began to hear the din of Peter’s men as they lined up against this new threat. They were some distance away, and the taint she recognized as Peter felt rather closer. Of course he would stay in the back, rather than in the front line against Kjalar’s force.
 
   It was possible that she might get to him if she moved quickly.
 
   Before she could give it any further thought, that strange sensation that marked the presence of a Redcloak strengthened even more. Katja stopped, hesitated, and then beat her axe handle on the ground.
 
   Serdra appeared out of the darkness. She had her sword, bandages around her left hand, and Katja saw signs of fatigue in her manner.
 
   Katja walked up to her mentor and wrapped her up in a hug.
 
   “We must hurry,” Serdra said quickly with that emotionless voice she used when much was at stake, and broke the hug.
 
   “What happened?” Katja asked.
 
   Serdra headed into Peter’s direction. Katja followed.
 
   “I made it to Kjalar in spite of some difficulties,” the woman explained in a clipped tone. “I explained the situation to him and he gathered an army. There were further difficulties on the way here, but now the duke has arrived with a force that should prove sufficient. I decided to circle about and find you. We can hopefully get up behind Peter Savaren and slay him.”
 
   “I’m all for that,” Katja said.
 
   There was much she had thought to say upon seeing her mentor again. Much she had wanted to express gratitude for, ask about, and brag about. But the most dangerous part of this adventure was ahead, and she had to remain a focused warrior.
 
   This time it will work, she thought as they approached Peter’s aura. This time we will kill you!
 
   She snatched the red scarf from her face, and was relieved to be able to breathe cool air again. Then she drew one of the moonblades and licked the blood off it.
 
   Peter began his measure against Kjalar. Katja’s sensitivity wasn’t at its strongest, and she wasn’t sure whether it was the fire, the madness, the fog or something even worse, but the man was calling upon something.
 
   She saw a few burning lights in the distance, all that could be seen of the two armies who presumably now stood lined up against one another.
 
   “If Peter doesn’t mean to kill the remains of his army, then he must mean to keep it back and try to destroy Kjalar before the fighting truly starts,” Serdra said. “Hurry.”
 
   The woman began to jog. The seriousness of the situation and the old desire to do well in front of the older Redcloak enabled Katja to demand yet more of her body, and keep up.
 
   We are coming! she thought as Peter’s sorcery approached a climax and her weariness turned into flat-out pain. We are coming and then this can end!
 
   Peter stopped when Katja felt she was almost as close to him as she had during the failed assassination. Somehow he knew they were there. Kjalar had been given an extension, but now the Dragon’s attention was focused on the two of them.
 
   The reaction was quick and rough, and reminded Katja of a blow that damaged the fist just as much as the target.
 
   The sky began to burn much faster than it had earlier, and in a few moments large balls of fire began to rain down.
 
   “Follow me!” Serdra commanded, and seized Katja’s left hand. The woman was better at letting the sensitivity guide her past danger, and Katja obeyed gladly.
 
   Serdra pulled her along to the right, left, left again, stopped a moment before a fireball landed right before them and darted to the right. Katja kept her hood up and covered her face with her axe-hand. Though they managed to escape direct hits, there was no way to avoid getting burned. Sparks and tongues of flame filled the air all around, as Peter poured all his power into killing them. The area lit up and Katja saw a few vague human silhouettes ahead, near a burning building.
 
   Most were on fire and ran or rolled around blindly in search of some kind of shelter. But on the edge of the fire rain she saw one figure that stood firm, blindingly white in the light cast by the flames.
 
   “Ready!” Serdra said in the stealth language, and let go of her hand. For a moment Katja felt utterly vulnerable, but the rain was letting up and she could dodge the balls on her own. They were almost at their goal when things got worse.
 
   The air came to life. Katja felt she was drowning in sorcery and supernatural evil as the world of mankind and the underworld somehow coalesced around them, and innumerable limbs scratched and grasped at them from every direction.
 
   Though fires burned all around she saw very little, as if she stood in a black flog. The voices of demons sounded in her ears and her soul, nearly deafening both. She couldn’t help but scream.
 
   Serdra channelled the Sentinel Flame into her sword and swung wildly. Katja did the same with the axe, and tried to change her scream into a war cry.
 
   This was like squeezing through the thorn forest, except now the thorns were actively scratching her. Serdra cleared a way for them, and Katja did her best to protect their rear. Their glowing weapons drove the darkness away and lit a path to the foulness that had started all this.
 
   There he was, a few meters away, wearing his white and gold robe.
 
   The living thorns vanished, but in their place a few of the humans charged. The flames had caught in their clothing to varying degrees, but still they attacked with raised weapons.
 
   Serdra went to the left and Katja to the right. Katja drove her axe through the head of a swordsman, dodged a spear thrust and chopped that man in the shoulder and then the chest, and finally drove the weapon into the skull of a man who staggered at her with a hatchet.
 
   Serdra had already slain her opponents and charged at Peter, but he had bought the time he needed.
 
   The world grew even darker, and Katja felt a terrible screech. It was like she was being squeezed on the inside, and the sound blocked out all rational thought.
 
   There was little left other than the sensitivity, and she saw the mighty flame that was Serdra totter before the thing that was killing them. She no longer saw a man in a white robe. She saw the silhouette of many monsters crammed together, as well as the black energy that swirled around the abomination and was driving the life out of them.
 
   Katja let Serdra’s flame guide her in this darkened death-world and took clumsy steps past her. Time did not behave normally and she had trouble remembering what was going on, other than that the terrible amalgamation was an enemy.
 
   She raised the axe for a blow. The monsters stopped focusing on Serdra and aimed one hand at Katja. She swung, and something struck her shoulder. The handle had snapped, and the blade bounced back at her.
 
   But the pressure on Serdra was relieved enough that she could move a step closer and drive her sword into the Peter’s belly, and the shining Sentinel Flame into the cluster of demons.
 
   The world exploded into an awful choir of piercing howls as the Flame and the demons met like fire and water. But this was quite a lot of water, and Katja saw her mentor struggle to keep the weapon in and the Flame active.
 
   Katja lifted the broken handle and drove the jagged end into Peter’s neck. The tip penetrated the flesh, and she added her own Flame to the power Serdra was pumping into their foe, and so the demons succumbed.
 
   The world returned to normal.
 
   Serdra stood stock-still and still held the sword in Peter’s belly. He stood hunched over, but some energy still clung to him.
 
   Katja left the handle in his neck and kicked him in the chest with a shrill scream. He was thrown back, off the sword, and staggered back up to the burning house. Katja followed and kicked him again. Peter Savaren flew back at a door, which shattered and let him in. The fire that had begun to burn on the inside flared up at the influx of air and the Dragon vanished into an inferno.
 
   Katja retreated from the great heat with her hands over her face.
 
   “PREPARE FOR FIRE!” she screamed.
 
   She laughed hysterically with relief and the ecstasy of victory as the sick aura faded away. She held her fists up and shouted at the sky. She could still hear the battle, but with Peter out of the picture it could only turn out one way.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   “We did it! We slew the Dragon!”
 
   “Katja,” Serdra repeated.
 
   Katja looked back and now saw that Serdra was clutching a fast-growing spot of blood on her shirt.
 
   “He pointed at me.”
 
   Serdra looked up and met her gaze. Then she collapsed onto her knees.
 
   “Serdra,” Katja said, and felt a certain calm come over herself. A calm that was a hair-thin layer of ice over a fast-flowing river.
 
   She staggered up to her mentor.
 
   “I will get you into the city,” she heard herself say, from within the fragile sanctuary her mind was trying to arrange for itself.
 
   She wrapped her arms around Serdra and picked her up with a groan.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   “They have good doctors there,” she said quickly, feeling cracks form in the ice. “They can...”
 
   “Katja, put me down.”
 
   “They can fix you up, they are good at it, they have been doing nothing else for...”
 
   Serdra tensed herself up and broke Katja’s hold. The older Redcloak fell to the ground. The spot had continued growing. The woman looked up at her with a weary calm.
 
   “This is a fatal wound, Katja.”
 
   “No,” she replied, and the ice cracked even more. She knelt down and arranged Serdra more comfortably. “Let me...”
 
   “I know a fatal wound when I see one, Katja,” Serdra said, and pulled her shirt up. She was bleeding from an ugly stab wound in her abdomen.
 
   “No!” Katja said, and felt tears break out. “It doesn’t end this way!”
 
   “Katja dear, we have discussed this, this possibility,” Serdra said, still with that resigned calm. She pulled her shirt back down with a hand that had begun to shake. “I always told you that I’m not invincible.”
 
   She cracked a little smile.
 
   Katja leaned over her.
 
   “I can carry you!”
 
   “No doctor can save me, Katja.”
 
   Serdra grew more relaxed, and leaned her pale head back. She preparing for the rest. “But this isn’t so bad.”
 
   She clasped Katja’s hand with weak fingers, and Katja squeezed back as tears ran down her cheeks and onto Serdra.
 
   “This was a good deed,” she continued. “Destroying the Dragon, saving a city, preventing the rise of the Brotherhood. And I have...”
 
   She hesitated. Serdra had grown short of breath.
 
   “I feel I have... lived my life well. I have fulfilled our duties, to the best of my abilities.”
 
   “You wanted... to teach,” Katja said in a broken voice.
 
   “I did, Katja.”
 
   Serdra opened her eyes and managed to squeeze her hand a bit tighter.
 
   “You are... my greatest source of pride. A strong... young... Redcloak.”
 
   She touched Katja’s cloak with her free hand and smiled again.
 
   “You have done... wonderfully. You have graduated in full. Thank you for being so wonderful. And dutiful.”
 
   Katja clenched her teeth with all her strength, and stared at this woman who kept her cool as her life drained away. Katja herself felt like something within her was tearing apart. It wasn’t supposed to end this way.
 
   She leaned down and kissed Serdra’s bloody cheek with all the affection she possessed.
 
   “Thank you, Serdra,” she whispered, to keep her voice under some control. “Thank you for appearing and teaching me about myself.” She hesitated, to her own great horror. She had so much to say, so much to make clear, but time was running out with Serdra’s blood. “Thank you for understanding me and giving me a role. You... made me... myself. You might as well be my mother.”
 
   Katja kissed her again, and as she sat up she saw the most sincere smile she had ever seen on Serdra’s lips. The old, wise warrior vanished, leaving behind a person. That one smile spoke loudly.
 
   “Katja,” Serdra said softly. “I need to teach you your final lesson.”
 
   “To... meet with death?” Katja asked, and felt more tears run.
 
   “You will learn that on your own,” Serdra replied. “Bring me the sword.”
 
   She inclined her head towards the sword. She had let it fall on the ground. Katja crawled to it and placed it on Serda’s chest.
 
   The woman took as deep a breath as she could.
 
   “When one of us is dying, that person can channel the Sentinel Flame into a weapon. They can pour all their energy and all their life force into it, and so make the effects permanent. That way, once in our lifetimes, a mighty weapon against the darkness can be created.”
 
   She clutched the sword with both hands.
 
   “Use this weapon,” she said, and closed her eyes. “Use it in my memory.”
 
   The sword began to glow.
 
   Katja reacted and ripped the weapon from Serdra’s hands. The Flame died and she threw the sword away.
 
   Serdra opened her eyes.
 
   “Katja, what...”
 
   “I can save you!” Katja said and straddled her mentor. “With the Sentinel Flame! Like you did for me in Baldur’s Coast!”
 
   “You are too young, Katja,” Serdra said. There was little vigour left in her, but Katja still saw signs of concern. “I told you not to attempt that!”
 
   “I have graduated,” Katja said, and closed her eyes. She searched within herself for whatever energy she might have left. “I don’t have to obey you anymore.”
 
   “You will die, Katja!” Serdra did not have the strength to speak loudly and coughed after the attempt.
 
   “You are older and more important,” Katja replied.
 
   “I don’t care,” the woman said weakly.
 
   “I can do this!”
 
   Serdra seized her wrist and tried to throw her off. But finally, this one time, Katja managed to overpower her and push her down.
 
   The woman coughed again and went limp.
 
   “I can do this,” Katja whispered.
 
   She closed her eyes again and sought out inner calm and focus. She did what she could to shut out the fatigue, pain, fear and the battle raging not that far from them. Then she gathered the embers that remained in her soul.
 
   She held her hand up with the palm out. She let the Flame light by her fingertips and then carefully brought her hand down to Serdra’s wound. Then she poured all her power into magnifying the Flame as she put it into Serdra, and let it mix with her mentor’s vitality.
 
   Katja felt her own life seep out of her, leaving behind an empty coldness. She kept her eyes closed and concentrated utterly on the task. She didn’t hear Serdra’s protests, didn’t feel her wounds nor smell the fire. Her heart began to slow down and Katja no longer knew whether she was upright. She kept on giving Serdra of her strength until she could do no more. Katja collapsed in more than one way and lost all sense of herself and the environment.
 
   Some time passed. Katja wondered whether she had finished herself and if this was the anteroom of death. But then she felt a weak thud in her chest. And then another one. And another one. Her heart was beating, either still or again.
 
   Katja opened her eyes. She was alive. They were both alive.
 
   She turned her head enough to look Serdra in the face, and saw another look she hadn’t seen before. Her mentor was surprised.
 
   Serdra smiled wearily.
 
   “And I thought nothing surprised me anymore.”
 
   


  
 

17.
 
    
 
   The days after the death of Peter Savaren were far from uneventful, but Katja and Serdra were in no way involved. Some of the Shades that had survived Blossoms resettled in a small forest village, and gave them shelter as they were recovering.
 
   Regaining the energy she had put into saving Serdra was a slow process. The little wounds she had received took longer to heal, and she felt a strange emptiness within herself. She had never come as close to death.
 
   The Shades wasted no time in reorganizing their communications network in light of the new circumstances, and so the two of them got a visit from Linda, who brought reliable news from the city.
 
   Jormundur had indeed died. There was some confusion about the exact circumstances, but given Linda’s description, Katja felt he had probably been cut down by a bodyguard in the grips of the madness Peter had inflicted.
 
   The captain was the battle’s fallen hero, but Duke Kjalar was the living and visible one, who had shown up in the nick of time. Almost no-one had argued against him taking over leadership of Pine City. And so Kjalar’s domain and that of the city had been joined, and once things settled down he would be one of the most powerful Shades in the world. It was sure to be useful in many different ways.
 
   And finally, the third hero was the mysterious woman who had stepped out of old adventure stories with fire in her hands, and done great deeds against monsters. And then vanished as soon as her task was done. The only person who had spoken to her extensively was dead, and so all that was left was the mystery. The legend. The Firemoon.
 
   The nickname Borgo had given her in the heat of the battle seemed to have stuck. ‘Anna’ was sometimes attached to it, but the single word was more dramatic.
 
   Linda and Katja had then repeated and reiterated most of the things they had said to each other in the city, and the Shade vowed to name her first daughter in Katja’s honour. She had been moved, and made no attempt to hide it.
 
   But Linda had duties to tend to, especially now that a Shade had settled in the castle, so after a few days they parted, possibly for the last time. Though Linda had been quick to point out that this made three times they had done so.
 
   Early in the morning, a month after the battle, Katja and Serdra walked side-by-side out of the village. It was time.
 
   Katja had gotten new clothes and a new sword, and the moonblades that had proven so useful were in their place at her hips. In addition, the horse she had been given carried an axe, a bow, a quiver, and travelling equipment.
 
   They walked along a little-used path into the forest until the village vanished from sight, and kept on going for a while for complete privacy. Then they stopped by an old and impressive oak that was sporting the autumn colours.
 
   They stared at one another. Serdra hadn’t suddenly turned sentimental, but Katja still felt she detected a certain change in her former mentor since the battle. Most who laid eyes on her would no doubt consider her cold and utterly focused, but Katja saw a satisfaction that had previously only appeared in brief moments. It was a gladdening sight.
 
   “Well,” the older woman said after a stretch of silence. “You have certainly come into your own, Katja Firemoon.”
 
   Katja smiled, and stroked one of the moonblades. She had gotten Linda, Serdra, and the Shades to promise to refer to her by that name to those involved in the Silent War.
 
   “I had good guidance,” Katja said, and kept on smiling, pleased at the compliment.
 
   “Certainly. But you were eager to learn.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Serdra nodded and put her hands on her hips. She took a deep breath, looking thoughtful.
 
   “My, what a battering the Brotherhood of the Pit has taken in such a short period. Two major plots are foiled, and then their greatest venture in recent generations is stopped and even the Dragon himself killed.”
 
   “That has to be quite the bitter draught for them,” Katja said, and smiled maliciously.
 
   “Indeed. Aside from the casualties. I suspect the Brotherhood will stay quiet for a long time.”
 
   Katja thought of the large, bearded man she had encountered in the forest.
 
   “Yes,” she said more seriously. “Until they feel they have gathered enough strength.” She shrugged. “This conflict won’t end this century. Or the next one.”
 
   Serdra nodded. She had emphasised as much no few times.
 
   “We will never be short on tasks,” she said. “And one mustn’t forget that since Peter Savaren managed to dig up the old secrets there is no reason to assume they will be forgotten again.”
 
   Katja looked off into the distance as she contemplated the meaning of Serdra’s words. She was right. Quite a lot could change once the Brotherhood recovered.
 
   “The war for the world has its fluctuations,” Serdra said. “That is how it has always been.”
 
   “Yes,” was all Katja could say.
 
   Serdra looked over her pupil’s shoulder, along the path that awaited. Then she looked back into Katja’s eyes.
 
   “Walk our road, Katja. From here on the world will be your mentor, and you must ever be willing to learn. And always be mindful of the first rule.”
 
   “I will,” Katja promised.
 
   Again, they stared at one another. They had arrived at the end of the journey that had begun two years ago, when Serdra brought her out into the world, and now another one would start. Serdra would remain by the Inner Sea for a while, and Katja would wander.
 
   During the last month they had said all that needed to be said, and nothing remained except the farewell itself.
 
   Katja saw no reason to draw things out further. She stepped up to Serdra and wrapped her arms around the woman. Serdra hugged her back.
 
   Katja closed her eyes. This moment would not repeat itself, and she wanted to embed it in her memory. This woman had given her so much and made her so strong. And she had recently begun to understand that she had given Serdra some things in return.
 
   “I hope we will meet again,” the woman said softly.
 
   “So do I.”
 
   They broke the hug. Serdra looked at her.
 
   “I was expecting one last attempt at beating me,” she said with a flicker of a smile.
 
   Katja laughed.
 
   “Next time.”
 
   “So be it.”
 
   Katja took a deep breath.
 
   “Farewell, Serdra.”
 
   “Farewell, Katja.”
 
   Katja turned around and led the horse along the path. She glanced back a few times and always saw Serdra stand perfectly still. Then the big oak blocked her view, and that was that.
 
   It had begun. Her private life as a fully-fledged and independent Redcloak had begun. The excitement over it mixed with nostalgia, and the result was quite bittersweet.
 
   “It finally happened,” she whispered to herself.
 
   The birds had woken up, and filled the forest air with their songs.
 
   Soon she arrived at a crossroads. Another little-used path led from the dark depths of the forest and crossed the one she stood on. Katja stopped and looked at the three available directions.
 
   She patted the horse and sighed with a smile.
 
   “What do you think? Where to?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Afterword
 
   Hey there, dear reader. I’m glad you made it this far. I know there are a looot of other reading options out there. If you have a couple of minutes, I would very much appreciate an online review.
 
   -Eli Freysson
 
    
 
   About the author
 
   Born in 1982 in north Iceland, I published one novel a year between 2011-2015, before moving full-time into writing and translating in English. My hobbies include weight lifting, swimming, tabletop games, video games, and wishing that writing books didn’t take so much longer than coming up with concepts.
 
    
 
   Author page
 
   Twitter: 
 
   Facebook
 
   Goodreads page
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
ELI FREYSSON





