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Chapter 1.
 
    
 
   The year 299 Post Dissolution.
 
   There came a point where Katja was glad for the anger and fear, as they distracted from her physical difficulties. The fall weather was early this year and a cold wind blew down from the highlands, which was one reason she hadn't stopped since the journey began. She was quite cold enough, despite having marched from sunset to close to midnight. And though she'd always been proud of her stamina she knew a lengthy rest could be fatal if the temperature kept dropping.
 
   She cursed her haste in leaving the village. She'd brought nothing except her father's axe and the wool blanket she now held around herself like a cloak. She had been both upset over the events of two days ago and unwilling to risk waking anyone. Because how could she have answered if someone asked why in the world she was heading for an area everyone avoided, and after dark at that?
 
   People Katja had known all her life had looked at her strangely enough the day before and if she'd answered truthfully the looks would probably never, ever stop.
 
   Even she herself wasn't that far from considering herself insane and the feeling intensified every time her bruised leg buckled in the rocky landscape or she did something which strained the cuts on her back. The village healer had been surprised at how well she'd come away but still told her to take it easy for at least a week. Yet here she was, out in the waste, without a lamp.
 
   Just damnable haste. But the voice had been too clear to be a dream, and Katja hungered for immediate answers. She was angry with her kinfolk and neighbours over the looks, angry with herself for rushing off like this, angry with her cousin Maria for dying, angry at the creature that had killed her and two others and angry with the voice for denying her sleep after all that had happened.
 
   I have the answers you yearn for. Walk up the slope until you see a fire. Come alone. This is between the two of us.
 
   The voice had been calm but firm, utterly certain that Katja would obey. It had practically been a command and so on top of everything else Katja was angry with herself for giving in. But she had to know what was going on. She would go mad otherwise.
 
   If I haven't already, she thought to herself as something moved in the darkness. It could very well have been some small beast, but the fear that gripped her thought otherwise. She let the blanket drop on the ground and the cold cut deeper as she raised the axe. She assumed the pose that had served her so well the other day and heard more scraping of pebbles. The miserable howl of the wind prevented her from telling whether the noise was moving closer or farther away.
 
   “Come on!” she shouted and shook the axe. She heard the quiver in her voice and tried to convince herself it was due to fatigue and cold rather than fear.
 
   The noise ceased and Katja had no idea whether to consider that a good sign or what. She slowly turned in a circle and balanced between hope and fear. Fear of finding that, yes, there was something coming for her and hope of then being able to cut it down and quell the fear with violence.
 
   She didn't see any movement, but did finally spot the light of a campfire. Katja's heart lurched, filled her with renewed strength, and she jogged towards it.
 
   Her footsteps echoed a bit among the small cliffs which dotted the slope and she smacked into two of them on her way, but she didn't care about pain any more. No one crossed the slope this time of year. No one. This fire could only belong to the one who had promised her answers.
 
   “Hello!” she shouted but only echoes replied. She sped up and felt a strange tension grip her as she scrambled up a rocky bank to reach the cliffs the fire illuminated. She stumbled but crossed the final metres on all fours and finally beheld the campfire.
 
   It seemed to have been burning for a while and some fresh kindling had recently been added. A blanket lay between Katja and the fire, as well as a thick cloak with a hood. Beyond the fire sat a woman wearing frayed but well made travelling clothes. She was tall, probably a bit taller than Katja, with her hair in a stiff ponytail, a big knife in her belt and a sheathed sword within reach on the ground. Katja rose and took a hesitant step towards the stranger.
 
   “Well, you're tough, girl,” the woman said with the same calm but firm tone as before. “Which is good. It will make what comes next simpler. Your name is... Katja, correct?”
 
   “I... yes. Who in the world are you?”
 
   “You can call me Serdra, and in a way we are kin, even though we do not share blood.”
 
   Katja didn't know how to respond to that.
 
   „I,“ she said and stuttered. „I... are you a sorceress? I heard your voice though you were nowhere near. You promised me answers.”
 
   “Yes, it falls to me to explain the situation to you.” Serdra pointed at the blanket. “Have a seat. We have much to discuss.”
 
   Katja wanted to object to the authoritative tone simply on principle, but fatigue drove her to obey. She slumped down on the blanket and wrapped the cloak about herself. The warmth of the fire was wonderful and she noticed a water bottle and some smoked meat next to the blanket. Hunger and thirst made themselves known and she glanced at Serdra, before picking both up.
 
   “You sure were certain that I would come,” she said a bit testily in between chewing.
 
   “Of course,” the woman answered. Up close Katja noticed that her hair was brown with white streaks, but she showed no other signs of age. Just how old was she? She spoke and in some ways carried herself much like the elders of the village, but the face was... well, perhaps not youthful but somehow untouched. It was the only description she could think of.
 
   “Of course?”
 
   “You yearn to know what happened the other day and how I know all about it, and what it is that makes you different from other people. It was the same way with me back in the day, and all like us.”
 
   “Those being who?”
 
   “Let's talk about you first. As well as what happened two day ago.”
 
   Katja scarfed down a few more bites and pondered before speaking. She was also halfway hoping to try Serdra's patience but the woman just sat stoically.
 
   “It was an entirely normal day,” she finally said. “Most people were coming back from the quarry or preparing food when some... monstrosity came out of the forest and charged through the gate. All our warriors were working, so people just screamed and scattered before it. No one did anything.”
 
   That was another source of the anger. If only someone had steeled themselves and met the creature with a spear or something, things might have gone very differently.
 
   “Except you,” Serdra said. “You alone took a weapon in hand and fought back. Because of what you are.”
 
   “That monster killed my cousin,” Katja said stiffly. She was afraid of what all this meant. And a bit excited as well.
 
   “And were you the only one related to her? Or to the other two who fell before you destroyed the beast?”
 
   “No. I was just... furious.”
 
   Serdra gazed at her and Katja felt strangely uncomfortable. They were chasms, those eyes. Deep and hard.
 
   “But it wasn't just that,” Serdra said slowly and with utter surety.
 
   Katja pushed the discomfort down and stared back. She didn't care for how well this stranger seemed to know her inner thoughts, which she told no one. At the same time there was a certain relief in meeting someone who seemed to understand.
 
   “Yes,” she said harshly. “There was more.”
 
   “Fighting has always been in your blood, for as long as you can remember, and the other day you finally got to satisfy that urge. You got to do battle with a dangerous foe.”
 
   Katja felt a chill at hearing her feelings being described. She hadn't enjoyed the fight exactly, but something had indeed always lain within her. Something different. Something which made her bold and fearless in the face of pain and violence, and was the reason every boy in the village had feared her since she was twelve years old.
 
   And as the creature stubbornly refused to die and the fight dragged, on this force within Katja had finally gotten satisfaction. She'd been furious and scared and anguished over Maria's death. But as the creature finally lay dead at her feet it was all briefly overshadowed by an incredible satisfaction.
 
   Could something like that be considered sane?
 
   “Am I insane?” she asked in a whisper and gazed into the darkness.
 
   “No, Katja,” Serdra answered and leaned in closer. “You are different. You are young and unhardened, but nonetheless stronger than the people around you. And they sense it, and fear you.”
 
   Katja meant to protest, to speak in defence of her neighbours and relatives. But the words stalled.
 
   “You are sixteen years of age,” Serdra said. “But are you engaged to someone in that little village of yours?”
 
   “No,” Katja said through clenched teeth. “I suppose I've established a reputation. And besides,” she hesitated and looked down in her lap. “I still haven't started bleeding.”
 
   “You never will,” Serdra said. “We are all infertile.”
 
   Katja felt strange. She'd begun to suspect as much, but it was still a bit of a blow to receive confirmation that she was forever barred from having children.
 
   “But it is for the best that you don't have a man.”
 
   Katja gave her a harsh look.
 
   “And what do you mean by that?”
 
   “Our kind has no business settling down. And it's about time for you to leave the nest, little raptor. Or would you rather your enemies catch you in bed? Around those you hold dear?”
 
   “I don't have any enemies!” Katja hissed. But the certainty in Serdra's voice made her even more nervous than before.
 
   “Yes you do. And they are terrible. Or do you deny the feeling that has always been within you, growing stronger with each passing year? Or the dreams?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “The need for conflict?”
 
   “Stop!”
 
   “The Call?”
 
   Fear and anger sent Katja springing to her feet and into the pose she'd learned from all the tussles with the boys of the village. Serdra half-smiled with a frightening gleam in her eyes.
 
   “We can fight if you wish. It would be educational, in several ways.”
 
   Katja wanted to fight. Everything was so simple and manageable in the heat of combat. Just pain and excitement and blood pulsing in her ears. But something about that gleam held her back.
 
   “What am I?” she asked after a few quick breaths and tried not to let her fear show.
 
   “You are the same as I. And you are gifted with great power and terrible duties. That is what calls you. That is the certainty within you, whether you acknowledge it or not, that you will be called to war.”
 
   Serdra was silent for a few moments and gazed at her with those deep, dark eyes. Katja tried to imagine what might be going on behind them but came up empty. There was no seeing to the bottom of those pits.
 
   “Haven't you prepared for battle all your life?” the woman then asked. “Wielded twigs against imaginary foes? Learned to throw things with accuracy? Nagged warriors into teaching you what they know? Hopped to and fro on imaginary battlefields and-”
 
   “YES!” Katja shouted and didn't know how to feel. “Yes,” she said with less force. “What-” It was all true. But she had never spoken of these strange feelings with anyone and so had always been able to dismiss them to a certain degree - and now this strange woman was shoving them in her face.
 
   “Who are those enemies you mentioned? W-what war are you talking about?”
 
   “I could sit here till sunrise discussing the enemies you might possibly encounter in your life,” Serdra answered. “But you should know half the answer already, especially in light of what happened the other day.”
 
   Katja looked at her in silence for a moment.
 
   “Monsters, you mean? Are all the monsters of the world my enemies?”
 
   “Most of them, anyway. There is a dire need for protectors these days. Cities and wildernesses alike conceal forces which have no place in this world but have nonetheless slid into it. They take many shapes and have many different names, but all prey on mankind, be it due to hunger, lust for power or sheer hatred. And regardless of how many horror stories you may have heard, I can promise you that things would be worse the world over if not for us. It is our role, our duty, to resist otherworldly forces and protect the world of men.”
 
   Katja threw up her hands. This was all so very strange, yet fit perfectly with what she saw and heard when she closed her eyes in the evenings.
 
   “Why us? Why me? Who assigns these duties?”
 
   Serdra half-smiled again. It was as brief as before, like a hare darting between bushes.
 
   “Well, there are far dumber questions than those. But isn't it enough to know that they ARE assigned? You can't run away from them Katja, believe me. Some of our younger siblings try to refuse the Call, but it always finds them in the end. Or assassins sent by our foes do. Some of them are far smarter and more influential than that wretched beast you cut down.”
 
   “It wasn't the least bit wretched,” Katja said, rather harshly. She didn't like having her victory disparaged, and still limped after being thrown like she weighed nothing.
 
   “Not to regular people, no. But you are far from regular, Katja. Now that you are maturing and becoming aware you can start to learn our arts,” Serdra leaned a bit forward and gave Katja a piercing look. “Until you become capable of facing real monsters.”
 
   Her hard tone sent a fresh dose of fear through Katja's veins. Along with a spark of excitement.
 
   “Just how unusual am I?” she asked. “Since I am to fight dragons and devils? Because I have never uprooted trees, or caught lightning or any of those things myths speak of.”
 
   “Dragons do not exist, silly girl,” Serdra said calmly. “As for your question, we do get certain gifts in order to perform our duties.”
 
   “Such as... what?”
 
   “Didn't you feel a certain tingling before the creature appeared?”
 
   Yes, there had been some unpleasant sensation that had begun in the morning and gradually grown more powerful. Serdra clearly saw the answer in her face.
 
   “Our sensitivity varies between individuals. Some grow up with an incredible ability to sense upcoming events. To others it is little more than a hunch. A whisper. Whichever one it is with you, in time you'll learn to sharpen your sensitivity. It is your most valuable gift, and will aid you in finding where you are needed and whether danger is afoot. You can even learn to predict an enemy's movements in the middle of a fight.”
 
   Katja pondered. Had something like that made all her victories easier? She wasn't sure. She had always been quick, but just chalked it up to good reflexes.
 
   “And it's not just your mind that will serve you well,” Serdra continued. “Your body is a well-designed weapon. Not only are you quick and stronger than one would expect, but your wounds heal better than with any normal man. Any wound that doesn't kill you will heal perfectly and you'll never be crippled.”
 
   “I have never been ill,” Katja mumbled, halfway to herself.
 
   “And you never will. Nor age.”
 
   Katja gaped and stared at her.
 
   “What?!”
 
   Serdra watched her with a strange smile on her lips. It didn't really seem to stem from mirth but Katja didn't understand what else could lie behind it. She was having no luck in reading this woman.
 
   “You are eternal, Katja,” she said quietly but intensely. “Your face will continue maturing for a few years but you will never degenerate. We live until we fall in combat.”
 
   Katja shook her head slowly and sighed. She could think of no other reaction. Eternal youth?              
 
   “Wait, what about your hair?”
 
   Serdra ran her right hand through that white and brown hair. The smile now had a slightly different feel, though Katja couldn't understand it any better. It didn't last long enough for analysis.
 
   “This is not degeneration. The hair just starts to lighten after a while. Mine will be totally white in about twenty or thirty years. The elders call it a mark of wisdom. A sign that one has withstood the test of time and is finally properly skilled and learned.” She hesitated a bit. “They can be rather stodgy.”
 
   “Just how old are you?”
 
   “This winter will be my one hundred and thirty-second.”
 
   Katja felt an urge to accuse her of lying, but refrained.
 
   “And are you still not considered old?!”
 
   “According to the elders I am taking my first steps into adulthood,” Serdra said with a sardonic smile. “Some of them are walking history books. And since our power grows over time then, well, later I can tell you tales of deeds. Absolutely incredible stories.”
 
   “But I'll start with something smaller, I take it?”
 
   “You'll start by learning, Katja. We are too few to afford losing a new warrior due to inexperience or haste.”
 
   “And were you assigned to teaching me?”
 
   “I was closest to you around this time and the least busy. So it became my task. We usually operate alone, but still have certain traditions and customs. You will need to learn those, along with everything else.”
 
   “If respect for my elders is among those, then no one has managed to teach me that one yet. Just so you know.”
 
   Serdra smiled and that unnerving gleam appeared in her eyes again. It occurred to Katja that the attitude would cost her when it came to combat training.
 
   “Is there anything else I should know about you... us... myself, and these... gifts?”
 
   “Plenty. But we will have time to discuss that in detail later. You won't be free of me until I consider you ready to walk your own path. I have never mentored before.” Serdra reached for the spear and threw it over the fire. “I look forward to seeing how you do.”
 
   Katja caught the spear automatically. Reason told her she should find this all ridiculous madness, but this short meeting with Serdra had answered so many things she had never understood about herself. As if some missing part of her had been found. Though she feared the future this woman promised her, she also felt relieved at not having to live with her strange urges without ever getting to satisfy them.
 
   “But what do you mean by later? What happens now?” She put up her best cocky grin. “Are you going to beat the attitude out of me?”
 
   “No, I will clearly need to start by honing your sensitivity. Can't you feel that?”
 
   “Feel wh-”
 
   Then she did feel it. It was a cold tingle of fear, just as she had felt shortly before the monster attacked her village. Except this one was stronger. Much stronger.
 
   She sprang to her feet and pointed the spear into the darkness. She heard an approaching noise and the sounds of Serdra getting to her feet and drawing the sword.
 
   “They know what I am,” the woman said calmly, “And have been hesitant to approach. But they have been gathering numbers and so their courage.”
 
   “Numbers?! What numbers?!”
 
   Katja didn't look away from the direction of the noise, but heard the smile in Serdra's voice.
 
   “You will need to learn to detect such things yourself. Why do you think I chose this hill as our meeting place? There is a good reason why people avoid this area.” She took a flaming stick out of the fire and slowly walked up to Katja's side. “This is a good place to give you a proper test.”
 
   Katja looked at the tall woman with fear. Fear and excitement. And she felt she saw a hint of mirth in Serdra's eyes.
 
   “Let us see what you can do, little raptor.”
 
   She tossed the stick and the flame illuminated the approaching creatures.
 
   Katja heard herself scream just as the monsters erupted into a horrible choir of shrieks. Serdra raised her sword with a slow and steady hand.
 
   One of the blocky, hairless freaks snorted and sped up. The one closest to it did the same an instant later and then the next one, and in moments the entire group was charging towards them.
 
   Fear poured over Katja like that time Maria had woken her with a bucket of ice cold water. But as before something else came to life, some inner flame which kept her from turning and fleeing and kept her grip on the spear firm.
 
   Mothers and fathers! she thought with terrified thrill.
 
   “Aim high!” Serdra said in that familiar commanding tone and assumed a fighting pose. “Go for the neck! And dodge to the side rather than backwards!”
 
   Crazy woman!
 
   The first one came at Serdra and Katja expected to see her swing the sword but instead she sidestepped quickly. The freak couldn't slow the charge quickly enough to follow and so headed straight for Katja.
 
   She had been bracing for attack from another direction and was barely able to leap to the side and thrust. The beast snapped its teeth where she'd stood a moment earlier, and Katja drove the spear with all her strength into what would have been the chest on a human.
 
   The tip only pierced the tough flesh a bit and when Katja pulled it out she didn't see a drop of blood in the fire light. The monster managed to stop the charge and whipped around for another assault.
 
   “Into the neck!” Serdra shouted and then looked in front of herself again, slashing the next one across the throat.
 
   The monster fell with a gurgling whine. Katja found the noise familiar; as if she'd heard a distant echo of it at night. Or had those just been dreams?
 
   The first monster attacked her again with its maw gaping, and the twisted arms and the claws they ended in held out in front. Katja thrust right under the jaw and connected. The spear tip slid in easily this time and something oozed out of the wound.
 
   The creature gave a death scream but its momentum wasn't as easily slain and it slammed into Katja. She lost her grip on the spear as well as her balance and landed on her back. Another beast immediately came at her, but then fell as Serdra turned and cut the legs out from under it. Katja hadn't even seen her approach.
 
   The legless monster almost fell on top of Katja, but she rolled to the side and leapt to her feet. Another one bit at her and she retreated. She slid her foot under the spear and kicked it upwards and caught it. She'd no time to stab so she smacked the shaft into the monster's face.
 
   It shook from the blow and swung its claws at her. Katja expected the attack but couldn't react in time and got a scrape on her arm.
 
   She didn't feel it in the heat of battle and leapt backwards and drove the spear at the monster's neck. It screamed at the hit but there was no oozing so she stabbed again and apparently hit the right spot that time.
 
   The legless one grabbed her ankle and she cursed herself for forgetting about it. She stabbed it in the head, but it maintained the grip. Another one approached and Katja roughly tried to shake her leg loose, but the crippled monster just tightened the hold and seemed to be trying to rise on the stumps.
 
   Katja grimaced from the pressure on her ankle and thrust at the approaching one, but the monster dodged the attack and beat the spear aside. Just then the one on the ground yanked and she lost her balance.
 
   The monster came at her with the claws of one hand aloft, and Katja pictured them sinking into her throat. Then the arm fell on ground as Serdra darted between them. Before Katja could get her bearings the leg was free and the monster on the ground shrieked as its hand flew off.
 
   Katja stabbed the one before her to death. Serdra cut down two more with a flash of movement and danced away from the strikes of two more. Katja could think of no other description. It was as if the woman had choreographed these movements ahead of time.
 
   She cut the head off yet another creature and then the rest of them finally seemed to lose heart. The surviving one stayed at the edge of light and the shrieks had died down.
 
   Katja seized the opportunity to finish the one on the ground.
 
   Serdra took a quick look at Katja before turning back to the monsters and standing ready with her sword. She was utterly calm, not even winded, but her gaze was pure steel.
 
   The creatures looked at her for a few moments and Katja thought she saw a few peeks towards herself as well. Then they staggered off into the darkness. The clumsy footsteps gradually went silent.
 
   The fight was over.
 
   Relief at being alive, horror, accumulated fear, pain and the deranged ecstasy of victory all poured into Katja at once and she started to shake. It was just like the other day. Except now no-one else had died.
 
   Serdra took a rag from her belt and cleaned a bit of dark liquid off her blade.
 
   “This was a fine job,” she said. “Such wretches are easily broken by adversity. They will vanish into the shadows and cause no trouble for some years.”
 
   She sheathed the sword and looked at Katja with hands on her hips. Katja thought she saw a hint of a smile on her lips.
 
   “Did you like it?”
 
   The words instantly turned all of Katja's emotions into rage and she turned the spear in her hands and rushed at the woman with the blunt end first.
 
   She screamed and struck. Serdra caught the shaft with one hand and smacked it back into Katja's forehead before throwing the spear aside. The blow dazed her and Serdra tackled her onto the ground.
 
   Katja landed on her back, and before she knew it the woman had sat on her chest and held her wrists down with an iron grip.
 
   Katja growled and tried to kick, tried to yank her hands loose, head butt, bite, but nothing worked. This damned madwoman held her like an infant.
 
   “Easy,” Serdra said in the same tone as before. “As I said this was a test and you did alright.”
 
   “Get off me!”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You almost got me killed!”
 
   Serdra smiled.
 
   “Hardly. I would have killed more if I hadn't had to babysit you. Your sensitivity will need to improve, like I said. Spirit alone does not suffice.”
 
   Again Katja furiously tried to break free with no results. Serdra twisted her left arm slightly and examined the cut she'd received.
 
   “Hm. That is nothing to worry about. It just needs bandages so filth won't slow down recovery, and then you can travel and train.”
 
   “With you?!”
 
   Serdra leaned in closer, though not within head-butting range.
 
   “You saw how I did in that fight,” she said and gazed so hard in Katja's eyes it felt like she was examining her soul. “This was nothing to me. You can learn this. You can become stronger and more terrible than any warrior in that little village of yours, IF you have someone to guide you and keep you alive until you can stand on your own. Are you really going to tell me the thought doesn't appeal to you?”
 
   Katja wanted to punch her airs out, or flee into the darkness and run home; but she could do neither, any more than she could lie with those deep eyes locked on her.
 
   “N... no,” she reluctantly whispered. She did want to be strong. She didn't want to have to fear the darkness or people.
 
   “It is difficult to deny the Call,” Serdra said and her eyes became less piercing. “Calm down. Soon enough you will consider this a minor event.”
 
   Serdra finally released her and stood up. Katja watched her from the ground and then stood up herself. Her temper had cooled and fatigue from the walk and the fight and the fear weighed her down like clothes made from lead. Her pride still stung though.
 
   “What do you have in mind?” she asked stiffly after a brief silence.
 
   “I didn't bring my horse to this nasty hill. I will fetch it and then I can pick you up in the village tomorrow.”
 
   “And bring me where?”
 
   “I know of an isolated place where I can teach you the basics in peace.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “Then we obey the Call, Katja. Experience is the best teacher.”
 
   Katja looked in the direction of the village, though of course she couldn't see it. She thought of the desire that had built within her, little by little, to go out into the wide world, and how everyone had gradually come to sense that she was different from them. She also thought of the good times. Of berry picking trips, spring celebrations, snowball fights and songs.
 
   “So I just leave home?” she said quietly. “Just like that?”
 
   Serdra looked at her a moment before answering.
 
   “I wasn't exaggerating earlier: There are some very dangerous people who have a great interest in seeing our kind dead, especially when we are young and inexperienced. I'm quite certain word of your battle with the monster will get around. Perhaps an assassin will arrive at your bed one night. Or perhaps a company of mounted warriors with torches and spears.”
 
   The woman looked at her in that hard way which made her so uneasy.
 
   “Then your options will be to die with the death rattles of your kin in your ears, or to crawl out of burning ruins set on vengeance.” She put her hands on her hips. “I feel that has happened quite often enough.”
 
   Katja didn't know what to say.
 
   “Do you care for them?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Yes. Yes... I-” She sighed. “What do I tell them?”
 
   “Not the truth, at any rate.”
 
   “I can't just vanish without a word!”
 
   Serdra was silent for a little while.
 
   “I can claim to be a bodyguard for some wealthy lady in Amerstan, and that I need an apprentice.”
 
   “Don't men usually handle such things?”
 
   “Not always. It is not always considered appropriate to have a man in the room. Do you have any better ideas? Because I don't want to waste time on a complex web of deception.”
 
   Katja looked at the ground and shook her head.
 
   Serdra suddenly grabbed her coal-black hair. Katja recoiled but Serdra just threw it over her eyes.
 
   “You'll need to either shorten it or tie it securely. You don't want it blocking your vision in battle, or give a foe something to grab on to.”
 
   “I came straight out of bed,” Katja said defensively.
 
   “And got into an unexpected fight. A bit of preparation can save your life.”
 
   Serdra took the spear, cleaned the head, hung the water bottle across her chest and wrapped the blanket around herself like a cloak.
 
   “You can keep the cloak,” she said and was clearly about to leave.
 
   Katja suddenly remembered that the cloak had fallen off her in the battle looked around until she spotted it. She also suddenly remembered that she needed to get back home. Down the hill. And apparently alone.
 
   She put the cloak on, picked up the axe and looked towards home. She didn't want to ask Serdra for help, but she had undeniably needed help in the fight.
 
   “Don't worry,” Serdra said. “I told you they lack courage. They'll hardly come near you again, and if they do just scream at them.”
 
   Katja nodded limply.
 
   “I will see you tomorrow,” the woman said by way of farewell and walked into the darkness. Her soft footsteps vanished only moments after her silhouette did.
 
   Katja stared after her; the woman who had answered her lifelong questions to a certain degree and triggered something else in their place. Some intense anticipation  Katja was too confused to define. Was it fear?
 
   She took a deep breath and felt it shake.
 
   I'll have to sleep on this...
 
   She rubbed her chest to get more warmth in her body and then strode into the darkness herself with the axe in both hands.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2.
 
    
 
   Katja pinched herself between the eyes. It had been very late when she snuck back into her bed and she'd been too riled up to sleep until the break of morning. And then of course she'd had to get up along with everyone else.
 
   Thankfully she was excused from working in the quarry and had only minimal  household chores due to the healer's pronouncement that she should take it easy. It was a bit funny, given the night's events.
 
   In any case, no one had protested when she strolled beyond the fields and grazing areas to the village's cemetary.
 
   They had all been buried in a single ceremony and the burial mounds were like brown scars in the earth, an ugly reminder of the carnage of three days before. Maria's parents had wept as their daughter vanished under the dirt. She had been their only child, and there would be no more.
 
   Katja knelt by her grave. She wasn't sure why she hadn't wept as well. She'd been disgusted by her own coldness. But perhaps she had just cried enough when the body still lay in the dust and gore. Perhaps she had just been dazed. She didn't know.
 
   Katja put her hand on the cold dirt and tried to organize her thoughts. It felt like she'd lost more than just a childhood friend and a relative. In a way Maria had been more dear to her than her parents and brothers. It was she more than anything who kept her at home.
 
   Maria hadn't cared about Katja's oddities. Not because Katja had confided her strange urges or because Maria had understood her, or at least so Katja thought, but because she just never cared. Not only that, but sometimes it seemed Maria considered them her most positive attribute. Her cousin had always been such an oddball, going alone on long walks which served no clear purpose or just sitting on top of hills, listening to the wind.
 
   She had sometimes dragged Katja along with her. The two of them had gone off into the forest and talked, played, let their minds and conversations wander, talked about the wide world, life and what various objects in their environment resembled. She had gotten Katja to consider things that normally never occurred to her.
 
   Katja dragged her fingertips along the dirt mound.
 
   Songs had been sung and fragrant plants burned during the wake, which supposedly soothed the souls of those who died violently and sped their journey, but Katja doubted such things had any effect on Maria. She had always been so vibrant, so free, and done things her own way. She would vanish into the spirit world when she wanted to, and no sooner.
 
   “Are you watching me, Dove?” Katja mumbled. “Are you rolling your eyes at my moodiness? Or are you just impatient to see what comes next for me?”
 
   She felt a brief smile touch her lips and shook her head. Serdra would come some time today and Katja would finally leave home, as she had desired so much. Maria's spirit would almost certainly float about in the wind like a bird rather than amble about as a ghost.
 
   They had gone their separate ways, until Katja died herself. Which, according to Serdra, could be extremely far off.
 
   “Oh, what am I going to do without you?”
 
   She took a grey pebble from the mound and rubbed the dirt off it. Maria had encouraged her to touch things now and then, to remember that they are real.
 
   Katja put the pebble in her pocket and walked back home.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Serdra appeared shortly before noon and handled everything very smoothly. She didn't so much as glance at Katja, but introduced herself to the village elders as was custom. She introduced herself as Olga Fransis, servant and bodyguard to a merchant in Amerstan, on her way home from an errand.
 
   A weary traveller was always well received and she was invited to lunch when the people returned from the quarry.
 
   Katja stayed away since Serdra clearly meant to make it seem like they'd never met, and Katja didn't have a lot of faith in her acting skills. One could surmise however that Serdra, as all travellers, would be asked about news and in turn told of local events. The most notable one, of course, being the monster and all that came with it.
 
   Katja sat outside on a boulder now that the sun was peeking through the clouds and ate the egg bread she and her mother had made.
 
   The thought that it would be the last thing the two of them would do together shot through her mind, and she tried to push it down.
 
   She imagined the surprise Serdra would feign at being told the bloodthirsty monster had been slain by a wild, young girl, and how natural it would be to then ask further questions about that person.
 
   And what would she be told? Probably not much indicating that she would be sorely missed. Which would give Serdra an opportunity to make her suggestion without arousing any suspicion.
 
   At least that was how Katja played events out in her head. She was still digesting when Long-Alma, one of the elders, came to her and said an opportunity had arrived: An opportunity to earn money, go out into the world and perhaps find a husband in a great city.
 
   Katja had been going on about her desire to travel for two years, and driven away every boy she'd been introduced to when people gathered, sometimes on purpose and sometimes not. So there probably was nothing suspicious about how quickly she said yes.
 
   Her mother was in the kitchen and her father and brothers were eating out in the fields when she found them. The news came as a surprise but Katja thought she also detected some relief that she'd gotten such an opportunity, and perhaps at the chance to get rid of her.
 
   They gave her the backpack the men of the family carried food in when going to work. In it she stuffed a blanket and the cloak Serdra had given her, hidden among clothes. Serdra claimed to be in a hurry and assured everyone that her mistress would see to all the girl's needs when she entered into service.
 
   The woman produced a purse and counted thirty silver crowns into her palm. Tradition didn't require one to pay parents for employing a girl who was technically a woman but no one objected. Serdra insisted it wasn't a lot of money to her.
 
   Her father gave her a good knife in a sheath, hugged her and said that now she could perhaps benefit from being a crude thug. She couldn't help but grin at the words. Her mother gave her soap and a jar full of dried tealeaves, and asked her to visit if she ever happened to journey this way.
 
   Katja said she would, but gave no real thought to when that might happen. Something she had wanted for so long was finally coming true, and everything was happening so quickly she couldn't really concentrate. She half expected to wake up at any moment. But then she felt the pebble in her pocket, and reminded herself that this was real.
 
   She bid her four brothers farewell, the fifth one having moved to a neighbouring village upon marrying a year ago, and put on the backpack.
 
   And that was it. She looked at them, her family which she'd sometimes quietly cursed for standing in the way of her desires, and was surprised by how much she suddenly loved them. Pain had never been a part of her fantasies about running off.
 
   She wanted to say something. Something profound, or something that would explain how she felt.
 
   But she didn't understand it herself. So she just thanked them, bid them have good lives and repeated her promise to visit given the chance.
 
   Then she turned around and drifted over the packed dirt towards the gate where Serdra awaited. The elders and those who had taken a break from work stood in a row and watched her leave. Most nodded and wished her good fortune, but as before she saw suspicion in the faces of many, as well as relief now that she was leaving.
 
   How would they feel if they knew the whole truth?
 
   She looked away from the row of faces at Serdra and her horse.
 
   Whatever the truth actually is.
 
   Serdra watched her approach with those deep eyes, and for some reason looked over her shoulder as she walked the final metres. Just what was she watching for?
 
   “Well, have you bid childhood goodbye?” she asked quietly so others wouldn't hear.
 
   “Didn't you say you were still a child, in this 'family' of ours?” Katja replied bitingly.
 
   Serdra flashed her half-smile and mounted.
 
   The horse was a gigantic, hideous monstrosity and Katja needed help from Serdra to get into the saddle. It was just big enough for her to fit behind Serdra, but the journey wouldn't be comfortable.
 
   Oof, she thought and wrapped her arms tightly around the older woman's waist.
 
   Serdra kicked the horse on and the monstrosity started off with long, rough steps.
 
   The horizon approached faster and faster with each unpleasant bump, and Katja turned in the saddle. The defensive wall and roofs visible above it faded into the distance faster than she'd ever seen. As the village gradually became a little spot in the distance, all the rest started disappearing as well: The river, the forest where children played hide and seek, the hills which became playgrounds during mid-winter and the flower hillock.
 
   The feeling of freedom was still there and growing as her hair blew in the wind, but she nonetheless finally felt a lump in her throat.
 
   The horse carried them downhill, and the little spot in the distance vanished entirely.
 
   Katja turned forwards and squeezed Serdra's waist a bit more tightly.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They initially traveled east along the road, through an area Katja knew from trips to festivals, but then Serdra steered the horse off into wilder territory. She still always managed to find routes that didn't give the horse too much trouble and the beast was rather nimble for his size.
 
   Not that the journey could be considered pleasant. The horse seemed to have amazing stamina, given how rarely Serdra need to stop to rest and water him. Though Katja had ridden before, her backside was soon smarting badly and Serdra's back wasn't exactly a soft pillow. The woman was rock hard with thin but honed muscles.
 
   Still, Katja had never made a habit of whining, and as the landscape climbed and climbed she felt free like never before and forgot all else for a while. She had never been this high up before and the view was impressive. To the south she saw farms and fields, the little scrub forests which still grew in areas not yet cultivated, hills in magnificent fall colours and later in the day she could glimpse Pepple Creek and the ocean. To the north the Animal Mounts towered over them; Horse, Cat and Dog. The snow line had creeped quite low and Katja shrugged as she thought about last night's northern wind.
 
   Late in the afternoon Serdra suddenly stopped, tied the horse and walked up a cliff that provided a good view.
 
   Katja slid to the ground. She was as stiff as a board but tried to carry herself well as she joined the woman.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “I haven't taken this exact route before,” Serdra replied with her eyes on the horizon. Then she pointed at something in the distance. “That area is too neat and orderly. It is cultivated. We will pass north of it. I don't want people seeing us together.”
 
   “Are you ashamed of me?” Katja asked with a smirk. “Or are you just shy?”
 
   Serdra was neither angered nor amused.
 
   “I don't want to leave witnesses to our journey. It could cause trouble later on, when word gets out about your monster-slaying.”
 
   Serdra turned on her heel and started making her way down.
 
   “Are you ever going to tell me what fearsome enemies you are expecting?” Katja asked as she followed.
 
   Serdra stopped, but didn't turn.
 
   “Well, that is the issue. Around here it could be anyone.”
 
   She continued on to the horse and untied it.
 
   “Now hold on, what kind of answer is that?” Katja asked. “Just what are you on about?”
 
   “Weed. It's a very persistent problem in these parts.”
 
   Katja crossed her arms and looked on as Serdra climbed into the saddle.
 
   “That's no answer and you know it!”
 
   Serdra met her gaze for a few moments.
 
   “What do you think of Baldur's Coast? What do you think of your homeland?”
 
   Katja hadn't been expecting that and hesitated while searching for an answer.
 
   “It's a simple question, girl.”
 
   “I... well, I don't have experience with other lands. I know the Outskirts are...” she threw up her hands, “savage, and there are endless wars in the Stone Foot lands so I'd say we have it rather good here. Why?”
 
   Serdra leaned a bit closer.
 
   “Old evil dwells in this land, Katja. Deeply rooted, and far worse than conflicts driven by greed, pride or old grievances. And if we are not careful it will swallow both of us.”
 
   Katja didn't know what to say. This woman was annoyingly adept at causing such a reaction.
 
   “I'm not going to discuss the details now,” Serdra continued, “because you need to learn many things in the coming days and I think it's best to portion information. Besides, it's just good for you to wonder a bit, and think.”
 
   “The old people were constantly telling me similar nonsense,” Katja murmured. “I didn't heed them either.”
 
   “Well,” Serdra said, unbothered. “How do you plan to make me talk?”
 
   “Well - what if I just stay here?” Katja asked with attitude though she intended no such thing.
 
   “Then I'll tie you up and toss you across the saddle.
 
   She didn't say it threateningly, or angrily or jokingly. Just with the same calm security she said everything else.
 
   “And would you enjoy it?” Katja fired back with an insolent grin.
 
   “Perhaps. What about you?”
 
   Katja laughed a bit, took a few steps back and did a running jump into the saddle.
 
   She wiggled her ass a bit to fit and again hugged Serdra's waist.
 
   “What are we waiting for? Go.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   As the second day passed Katja started to wonder if she would be better off stuffing rocks down her pants to cushion her rear. They occasionally dismounted to rest the horse but it was a cold comfort knowing that the reprieve wouldn't last long.
 
   The wind started blowing in from the north again the previous evening, bringing the cold mountain air with it. Serdra had minded the horse and examined his hooves, then they wolfed down supplies and lay up against one another under two blankets to keep warm. 
 
   The wind wasn't letting up. Katja had dug a wool cap out of the backpack but was still almost glad when Serdra mounted the horse. Her rock-hard back was at least warm.
 
   “Where are we heading anyway?” Katja asked.
 
   They hadn't talked much. During the evening she had just wanted to fall asleep as fast as possible and on the journey she'd been wary of distracting Serdra while she was steering the horse through the more treacherous areas.
 
   “To Flat Top. Do you know of it?”
 
   Katja had seen it once, from a distance, and been told to never go there as long as she lived.
 
   “Ah, yes. But I was told it was haunted by a sorcerer. I was told the fell is dangerous.”
 
   “Not any more. But it's good that people are still scared of it. We will have privacy.”
 
   Katja didn't doubt it. People were terrified of the fell, there was no habitation near it and in any case the way there was difficult.
 
   They had started to see Flat Top in the early twilight. Serdra considered going through the boundaries of some fields to spare the horse a bit, but decided against it when Katja mentioned having cousins in the area.
 
   Their environment had become ever more overgrown throughout the day, and they camped in some dense scrubs. The night was a good deal more comfortable with cover from the wind, but Katja couldn't help but wonder what staying up on the fell would be like.
 
   Serdra needed to tend the horse a bit more this time and Katja had always needed quiet to sleep. So as the older woman examined the horseshoes in great detail and picked little annoyances out of them Katja took out a long, thin strip of leather she'd brought from home and fished the pebble from her pocket.
 
   It was almond shaped and reached from the tip of her little finger to the second  knuckle. She had never been considered much of a craftsman but she did have nimble fingers and it was a small matter to tie the strip tightly around the pebble until it was barely visible. Katja then put on her new necklace, tied it securely and put it under her shirt.
 
   Serdra finished her work on the hooves, gave the horse grain from a bag and then lay down.
 
   “We'll hopefully reach the top of Flat Top tomorrow,” she said. “There are only three routes fit for a horse, and if there is some problem with the one we are heading for we'll have to circle around.”
 
   “And then will you teach me.”
 
   “Yes. Then I will teach you.”
 
   Katja lay quiet and still after that and rubbed the necklace. She had trouble stilling her mind. She suddenly wanted to ask Serdra how they would survive on top of an uninhabited fell, how long they would stay there and so many other things. But it sounded like the woman had fallen asleep and in any case she didn't seem to give out any information unless she wanted to.
 
   Finally her body slackened and the mind gradually followed. She faded into the dreamworld and thought of combat, monsters and travel, and thought she heard the beating of wings.
 
   In the morning they ate the last eggs and two grain cakes each, leaving them with four. Serdra had some dried fish but it would keep better than the bread so they left it for now.
 
   Katja said she wanted to bathe in the nearby stream and was somewhat expecting a refusal, but Serdra approved. She said cleanliness was important even though they couldn't get sick, as various creatures had a sharp nose for the smell of man.
 
   “That is, as long as you don't use those damned scented soaps,” she added. “One should smell less, not more.”
 
   Katja smiled.
 
   “We don't have such things around here.”
 
   “Then I'll borrow some of yours.”
 
   The cold wind lessened her enjoyment of the bath, but once she warmed up again on the journey she could savour feeling clean.
 
   The scrub became older, denser and taller later in the day and stretched up the western slopes of Flat Top. It took several turnarounds and some cleverness to get the  horse through the growth and Katja found the going agonizingly slow.
 
   Am I actually excited about going up Flat Top? she suddenly thought, as she caught herself cursing the uneven landscape. A place feared by all? Should I be smug or shocked?
 
   “So just,” she hesitated, “what is the truth about the fell?” she asked as the slopes were finally filling her field of vision.
 
   “There was a dark sorcerer there,” Serdra answered. “He created monsters and caused deaths. The stories have exaggerated his deeds a bit. He was quite mortal and is now quite dead.”
 
   “So he actually stayed dead?” Katja asked and again thought of the stories of corpses rising after sundown to bite the living and drain their blood.
 
   “Yes, we made sure of it.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They reached the base of the fell in the middle of the afternoon and the climb began. The way up was steep and difficult and hard to see unless one was standing on it. Katja would probably only have found it herself by total chance.
 
   Serdra was usually in the front and led the horse, except for brief portions which were easier for him. Katja wasn't exactly in top shape after two days as a passenger in the saddle, but she put up with the pains in her muscles and cuts. She wanted to learn, she wanted answers, and she didn't want to wait a moment longer than she needed to.
 
   She didn't like her own stiff walk and audible breathlessness, given how easy this seemed to be for Serdra, but didn't know how to interpret the look Serdra gave her now and then. Was it disapproval over the exhaustion or approval that she nonetheless fought on in spite of it?
 
   Whichever it was Katja started pushing herself harder and her walk improved a bit. She also managed to not sigh with relief when they finally walked the final metres up to the edge. Then, at last, she saw the top.
 
   “Wait, this isn't flat!” she shouted.
 
   “No, but it seems to be, from the south and west. I suppose that's how the name came about.”
 
   Katja beheld a plain with quite a lot of low bushes and scrubs which after about two kilometres began to rise again, in just such a way that it couldn't be seen from the lowlands.
 
   “Come,” Serdra said and mounted nimbly. “We're almost there.”
 
   The excitement enabled Katja to ignore the pain of the final ride and her heart almost skipped a beat when before them lay a large depression in the ground and a cabin at the bottom of it.
 
   The cabin was long and narrow, made from turf, rocks and probably the only large trees ever to grow here, as Katja could see no others. It clearly wasn't new and sported no artistic carvings as she was used to seeing on homes. It looked like a hunting cabin, and even had small attached stables.
 
   “Do you live here?” Katja asked as she helped unload luggage from the horse.
 
   “No, I haven't been to Baldur's Coast in a long time. We, and our allies, have used this as a hiding place since the passing of the previous owner. We started stories that he'd slept under the open sky, so no one would suspect anything.”
 
   Serdra assigned Katja to carry the luggage inside and air out while she herself minded the horse.
 
   The thick door creaked loudly as Katja opened it wide and the inner door did the same. Stale air hit her like a wall, but it was at least good to know there were no big holes in the walls or roof. She hurriedly opened the shutters on either side of the door, and with more air and light she began to evaluate the place.
 
   It was very plain. There was a fireplace in the middle of the floor, and now that Katja looked up she saw a hatch in the roof above it. The chests of different sizes stood in a row opposite the door. Cooking tools and clay jars sat on a small shelf, as well the tools needed to maintain a place like this, along with a logging axe. To Katja's left stood a frame for stretching hides on, and a few goat hides lay on the rough wooden floor. Some spears and an unstrung bow stood up against the western wall, and a bed and two buckets completed the picture.
 
   Serdra entered with the saddle and placed it next to the bed.
 
   “Well, it's good to see the place has been maintained.”
 
   “By who?” Katja asked, while Serdra approached the chests. She opened the smallest one and took out some blankets, a candlestick and a bundle of candles.
 
   “Allies, as I said. They occasionally make trips to maintain places such as this.  I'll introduce you to them when the opportunity arrives.”
 
   “Are they... like us?”
 
   “No. But they are very useful sometimes.”
 
   Serdra opened the largest pack and brought out one of several wrapped bundles.  She unwound a thick layer of linen until she held a sword. She drew it out of the sheath to reveal a spotless metal blade.
 
   Serdra held it in both hands, tested the balance and struck at the air a few times.
 
   “Aren't you used to seeing shorter swords?”
 
   “Yes. Fuzzy Hjalmar has one of these, but he fought Kossus for Amerstan twenty years ago.”
 
   “Did you ever get him to show you how to use it?”
 
   “A bit.” Katja smiled at the memory. “It took a lot of nagging and help with chores.”
 
   “Good,” Serdra said and sheathed the blade. “Swords like this one suit our purposes well. The handle is long enough to grasp with both hands but it's also light enough for one hand in an emergency.”
 
   She put the sword on the bed and opened another bundle. It contained two wooden practice swords of the same size as the metal one.
 
   “We'll need to settle in,” the woman said. “We'll need firewood, fresh grass for the bed, water from the lake, fresh meat and sweeping wouldn't be a bad idea. But first I want to see what you can do.”
 
   She threw Katja one of the wooden swords and walked outside with the other one in her hand.
 
   Katja hesitated a moment before following with a familiar, and yet slightly different, tingling in her stomach. She'd known it from her childhood, when it became clear that one of the boys wouldn't put up with being taunted by a girl and a fight was upcoming.
 
   Except then she'd usually been almost certain of winning.
 
   Serdra stood a few steps from the doorway and Katja positioned herself against her. There were about ten steps between them.
 
   “Aren't you going to complain about having just scaled a fell, being dead tired and unfit to fight?” Serdra asked.
 
   “No,” Katja said and couldn't help but smile at her own expense. She figured she knew what she was in for.
 
   She expected an attack but Serdra let the wooden sword hang by her side and stared at her intently. She was silent for a bit and Katja got the feeling she was about to say something important. She held back the comments which popped up in her mind and stared back.
 
   “There is one thing you must learn,” Serdra said with gravity. “Probably the most important lesson I can impart on you and one you must keep in mind throughout your life, no matter how old and powerful you might become. Something which applies to us all.”
 
    “And what's that?”
 
   “We aren't invincible.”
 
   Silence reigned for a moment and Serdra kept staring with the same intensity.
 
   “Well, no, I didn't assume so,” Katja said.
 
   “Not now, but it's an easy trap to slip into. We're quick, we're strong, we have superhuman awareness and we can accumulate more combat experience than any mortal. We are born to fight. But,” Serdra held her index finger up for emphasis, “we only have two hands, only two eyes and our organs are no tougher than those of other people. We can recover from a severed hamstring or a shattered knee, but in the meantime we are as disabled as anyone.”
 
   “We are more powerful than mortals but they can still destroy us, and not just through overwhelming numbers. If you don't fine-tune your awareness an assassin can sneak up on you in your sleep, as I mentioned before. We are perfectly capable of making mistakes and in a battle a single wrong step or bungled parry can prove fatal. Even an elder can be felled by an ordinary warrior, if they are careless and unlucky. It's unlikely, but possible.”
 
   Serdra watched her a bit longer as if assuring herself that her words were being heeded.
 
   “Do you understand?”
 
   Katja nodded. She would keep this in mind.
 
   Then she felt her mouth come to life and grinned.
 
   “So you're saying I might beat you?”
 
   Serdra didn't answer. At least not with words. But her own smile said plenty. It put Katja in mind of a predator.
 
   Serdra put both hands on the wooden sword and brandished it.
 
   “Let's see what you can do.”
 
   “I'll try not to hurt you, old woman,” Katja said with entirely false confidence. She saw how skilfully the woman handled the stick, and thought about how she'd slaughtered the monsters when they first met and how those rock-hard muscles felt to the touch.
 
   “That's nice of you,” Serdra said and attacked.
 
   She crossed the distance in an instant and Katja narrowly managed to deflect the blow Serdra aimed at her head, and the next one... except that turned out to be a feint. The wooden blade hit her in the gut and Katja lost her breath but struck back. Serdra dodged it, moved to Katja's side before she could react and smacked her in the back.
 
   Katja fell forward, turned around on the ground and tried to stand up.
 
   Serdra kicked her in the chest, and Katja fell on her back. Serdra's next blow landed on Katja's fingers so she lost her grip on the stick. Then the woman pressed the tip of her own weapon against her throat.
 
   Katja lay on the ground, limp and breathless with the 'sword point' over an artery, and tried to put together what had just happened and how it had happened so quickly.
 
   “Well, what do you say now?” Serdra asked.
 
   “I'll... get you... one day,” Katja gasped, and managed to smile through the pain.
 
   Serdra smiled.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3.
 
    
 
   Katja gathered firewood and grass while Serdra took a throwing stick from her luggage and headed north in search of food. She had filled the bed, lit the fireplace and recovered from the beating when Serdra returned with five dead ptarmigans and a bucket full of water. The clay jars turned out to contain rye, so they could fry themselves some wafers.
 
   The older woman plucked and gutted the birds and Katja tied thin twigs to one of the spears and used it as a broom.
 
   She thought to herself that she could have done chores at home, but didn't bother saying it out loud. She did prefer a relatively clean home if she was to stay here.
 
   “For how long are you planning to stay here anyway?” Katja asked as she swept the gathered dust and dirt out the door.
 
   “That depends on you and the Call,” Serdra answered. “But I'm hoping to spend the winter months here and leave as soon as it thaws.” She put a pot of water over the fire. “Do you have someplace you need to be?”
 
   Katja looked for the right answer for a few moments before realizing the woman had been teasing her.
 
   Serdra starting cutting meat from the ptarmigans and dropped it into the pot. Katja leaned the spear-broom up against a wall and picked up the sword Serdra had unpacked.
 
   She tested the weight in her hands and then slowly unsheathed it. The blade truly showed no sign of having been used and Katja realized this was the first time she had seen a brand new sword.
 
   “Do I get to keep this?” she asked distractedly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Katja assumed a pose with the sword as Hjalmar had shown her and felt a thrill course though her. She would be the first person to truly wield it.
 
   She had always been fascinated by swords above all other weapons. Perhaps because they only had one purpose. They hadn't been invented to cut bread, or hunt animals or use in competitions or felling trees. They were for fighting. Fighting men. And monsters too, apparently. The fact evoked a certain awe within her, as towards a large fire.
 
   And now she owned one for herself. Owned it.
 
   The ceiling was low but Katja could still take some swings and quickly developed a great fondness for her new weapon.
 
   She both felt and saw from the corner of her eye how Serdra observed her and  suspected the woman was further assessing her abilities.
 
   “Do lions still roam Baldur's Coast?” Serdra asked after dropping the last of the meat into the pot.
 
   Katja looked at her and sheathed the sword.
 
   “Well, the occasional beast, I'm told. But farmers mostly complain about wolves these days. Why?”
 
   “I was merely wondering about our competition. We should be able to find wild goats here in these hills. They will make for bigger meals than birds.”
 
   “Entire goats? Just how much salt do you have?” Katja asked and reverentially placed the sword up against the wall.
 
   “There is a smokehouse behind the cabin,” Serdra said and was suddenly standing behind Katja. She grabbed her shoulder and triggered Katja's reflexes. Serdra caught the elbow that shot at her in the iron grip from the other day and yanked the girl up against her. Then she quickly moved her grip to the upper arm and squeezed.
 
   “What are you-!?”
 
   Serdra released her.
 
   “You have decent working muscles,” she said calmly and went back to the cooking pot. “But you can improve them with some effort.” She stirred in a bit of salt. “None of us is a weakling but there is always room for improvement.”
 
   “Do you have to sneak up on me?!”
 
   “How else can I teach you alertness?”
 
   “Aler-!”
 
   Katja fell silent but grumbled on the inside. Was she to watch everything all the day always?
 
   “I will make you as dangerous as you can be,” Serdra said with one of those brief little smiles of hers. “But being a good fighter is of little use if it's easy to stab you in the back.”
 
   Katja wanted to say something but couldn't think of any good counter points.
 
   “And speaking of your back, let me see the cuts,” Serdra added.
 
   “And so turn my back on you?” Katja asked snarkily.
 
   Serdra just watched her stoically and Katja gave in. She lifted her jacket and shirt and took off the breast wraps.
 
   Serdra examined the wounds for a bit and Katja was entirely unprepared for the woman touching them. She jerked away but Serdra's fingers just followed until they'd stroked all the way across her back.
 
   “What did the healer tell you?” she asked.
 
   “That I,” Katja hesitated a moment to stifle a pained gasp, “should take it easy for a few days, would be good after maybe ten days but could expect scarring.”
 
   “No. We do not scar. I told you all our wounds heal perfectly and I meant it. Bad wounds do leave marks but those fade away in time.”
 
   Katja put the wraps back on and thought of the ugly scars in Hjalmar's face and those of the hunters who had been mauled by lions or boars. Scars were mementoes of experiences, but the vain portion of her soul rejoiced at these news.
 
   They sat on the bed and ate boiled ptarmigan and drank water from cups which Serdra took from one of the chests.
 
   It was good to have warm food within her, and Katja felt a sudden assault of weariness.
 
   “Did you mean to... do... anything tonight?” she asked.
 
   “One little thing, but it doesn't involve you,” Serdra replied. “Get some sleep. We will start early tomorrow.”
 
   Serdra stepped outside without further explanation and Katja gratefully let herself melt into the bed. She quickly fell asleep with the crackling of the fire in her ears and didn't wake up when Serdra returned.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They awoke and ate leftover ptarmigan at the break of dawn and then washed with the remaining water.
 
   Katja couldn't wait and the feeling got stronger every time she saw Serdra look her way. They were both rested, sated and were alone up on a fell with plenty of time. The day would be interesting.
 
   “I need to tend the horse a bit,” Serdra announced as she adjusted her white and brown ponytail. “Go fetch more water.” She indicated her head towards the two buckets. “The horse needs watering. As will you, soon enough.”
 
   “Are you going to ride me a few circles?” Katja asked with her grin and finished with her own coal-black hair. She had shortened it the other day so it only reached her shoulder blades and now tied it in a bun.
 
   “Would it teach you manners?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I won't bother.”
 
   Katja poured the very last of the water in a trough for the horse and walked off with a bucket on each shoulder. She used the trip to ponder why the cabin had been built some distance from the lake. Perhaps sorcerers just enjoyed walks. She also spotted berries among the scrubs and wondered how Serdra would take a suggestion to gather berries before the first freeze. She didn't plan to subsist entire on meat and rye, did she?
 
   She arrived at the little lake, filled the buckets and drank straight from the source since she was there. She dried her lips with the back of her hand and looked up the slopes. She now saw just how tall they really were, and was surprised at how they could be hidden from people. She once again thought of her first conversation with Serdra.
 
   Perhaps I shouldn't be surprised at where things can lie hidden, she thought. Given my situation.
 
   She wobbled back with the buckets. She managed to keep splashing to a minimum, but the buckets were annoyingly big. At least it would mean fewer trips for refills.
 
   When she returned Serdra had laid one of the blankets in front of the cabin and arranged weapons on it. She stood over them with her arms crossed and her gaze on Katja.
 
   Katja watered the horse, put the buckets inside and walked to the blanket.
 
   She recognised her sword, the bow as well as some arrows, the throwing stick and a knife which had been in Serdra's luggage, but the rest seemed to have come from the chests: A shorter sword, a battle axe, a throwing axe and an iron-rimmed shield.
 
   “Is there anything here you haven't handled before?” Serdra asked after a brief silence.
 
   “That,” Katja said and pointed at the throwing axe. She had only seen such weapons in the belts of travellers. “But I am good at throwing knives and javelins. I won every throwing contest for the last two years. I'm not quite as good with bows, but still pretty good. I also do alright with those,” she said and pointed at the throwing stick. “But are they used for anything besides birds?”
 
   “Not usually. But they can still be effective against people if you hit a head, a hand or a knee. Of course it's usually better to use something with an edge, but... well, there is another universal lesson you must keep in mind.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Anything in the world can be a weapon. Anything. It just depends on how clever you are about making use of your environment. I mean to teach you traditional methods of killing men and devils, but you must also know how to react to unexpected situations with something unexpected. I once killed a man with a bucket after losing my weapon, and then overcame another one with a frozen arm.”
 
   She reached behind herself and took four linen strips from her belt.
 
   “Training will sharpen your reaction and precision, but don't chain yourself utterly to what you get taught. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, I think I do.”
 
   Serdra nodded and tossed two strips to Katja. She then began tying one of them around her own hand.
 
   “I'll start by teaching you the basics: What's always available to you, regardless of weapons.”
 
   She wrapped her other hand so her fingers stuck out and punched herself in the palm.
 
   Katja smiled a bit and began wrapping her own hands.
 
   “Do fists harm monsters?”
 
   “Normally not. You'll of course have to ensure you always have a weapon within reach, but sometimes it may be beyond your control. But you know very well they harm humans.”
 
   “So do weapons,” Katja said, though she wasn't protesting.
 
   “Yes, but you might have to defeat someone you don't want to kill, or not have time to draw a weapon. Women with swords are also not as common as before, and some men won't take you seriously until you've knocked them about a bit.”
 
   “The boys took me seriously,” Katja said and smiled at various memories. “I gave them no alternative.”
 
   “Were you a total thug?” Katja asked and limbered up.
 
   “A thug? It's not my fault if someone is too proud to stick their tail between their legs when they ought to.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   Katja finished wrapping her hands and looked up. Serdra immediately punched her between the eyes. Katja landed hard on her back.
 
   “You must listen,” Serdra said and took steps back. “You perception warns you of such things. Let it guide you.”
 
   Katja whipped herself up and attacked.
 
   Serdra kicked her in the chest. It was a hard blow and she staggered backwards, but managed to stay upright. Serdra came after her. Katja tried to throw a punch, but Serdra caught her arm, twisted it and kicked the legs out from under her.
 
   Katja hit the ground again, now face down. She saw Serdra aim a kick her way, rolled to side and sprang to her feet.
 
   She went back on the offensive and already felt the pain begin to move into the background where it wouldn't distract her. She hadn't brawled for three months and it felt so good to let herself loose.
 
   Serdra took a defensive pose with her fists up and alternatively dodged or blocked Katja's punches. Katja grumbled with frustration over never connecting and Serdra began hitting back with quick, light jabs which usually hit their mark. Katja was getting dazed but kept on going.
 
   She tried to kick Serdra in the shin, but the woman kicked back and the bones met with full force. Katja's leg buckled and she couldn't react to the jaw punch Serdra followed with.
 
   Katja lost her balance and Serdra kept attacking. Katja tried to create space with a wide swing but Serdra caught her arm again and used the momentum to throw Katja back onto the ground.
 
   Katja landed on her stomach and Serdra wrenched the arm behind her.
 
   “Having fun?” the woman asked quietly.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Katja got her legs around the arm holding her. She yanked and was able to free herself. She got up once again.
 
   “Good!” Serdra said and Katja got the feeling she had allowed the escape.
 
   Katja charged at her again despite the dizziness and tried to get a hold of her. Serdra punched her in the ribs and the ear.
 
   Katja staggered and Serdra relaxed her stance.
 
   “Well, this will do for now. I can see what I need to teach you.”
 
   Katja attacked and Serdra kicked her in the stomach. She fell to her knees.
 
   “Enough, I said,” Serdra said with a bit of strictness and Katja saw she wasn't even winded.
 
   “No,” Katja said through the haze. The fire still burned within her and drove her to her feet and towards the woman.
 
   Serdra caught the blow as before, twisted Katja around and wrapped her own arm around Katja's neck. She squeezed hard, but the crook of her elbow was over the throat so Katja could still breathe. She couldn't see the point of this trick and tried both kicking out and jabbing her elbow backwards.
 
   “This is called a sleeper hold,” Serdra said in her ear and Katja felt her strength suddenly wane. “It squeezes the veins in the neck.” Katja tried to tear loose but just got weaker the more she exerted. “Cuts off the blood to the brain.”
 
   Serdra's voice became a sort of buzz and Katja tried to pull at the arm around her neck but the fingers were like wet dough.
 
   Finally she just hung limp.
 
   Next time.
 
   She passed out.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Serdra had her display her throwing skills, with spears, knives and the stick, and said they were good enough for now. She was also pleased with her archery, but did point out that she needed to become quicker: An enemy wouldn't have the consideration to allow careful aiming.
 
   She then showed Katja how to make the best use of a spear, both two-handed and with the spear in one hand and a shield in the other. She did however caution against using shields except in certain circumstances.
 
   “You have far more power and precision with both hands,” Serdra said. “And that's what we need. Many devils do not have organs like we do, and must be defeated by hacking them apart. Most of them can also smash a shield easily enough. Quick feet are a better defence against monsters.”
 
   She showed Katja how to stand so as to be ready to dart in any direction at any moment.
 
   “Soldiers were taught this in days gone by,” she said, as she swung at the air and hopped about. “Nowadays they only learn how to battle men.”
 
   She had Katja draw her sword and imitate.
 
   “Unfortunately I cannot attack you exactly like a gigantic monster with claws and fangs, so you can only learn this fully through experience.”
 
   She instructed Katja to dance around in this loose pose, get accustomed to striking and retreating in it, and occasionally threw pebbles so she'd had something to dodge. The beating had greatly sapped her stamina and shortly before noon she felt like her muscles were made of jam.
 
   Katja tried not to sigh out loud with relief when Serdra announced a break. She sheathed the sword, put it on the blanket and followed Serdra inside where she quaffed water.
 
   Serdra brought out the dried fish and tore one in two and threw one piece to Katja, who was barely able to catch it. She dried the water from her lips and realized she had completely forgotten the nosebleed from before. The smell of the fish penetrated the congealed blood though and she realized she'd also forgotten her own hunger.
 
   She ate like a starving dog. Her mother's lecture on table manners felt like the ancient past. As soon as the fish was where she wanted it Katja took out one of the two remaining grain cakes, glanced at Serdra, and hesitated.
 
   Well, she did give me fish and ptarmigan.
 
   Katja snapped the cake in two and threw one half to Serdra, who caught it between two fingers and nodded.
 
   Katja bit a big piece from her half, but then hesitated and started chewing slowly and methodically. It could be months before she got good bread again, so perhaps she'd best enjoy this.
 
   The meal passed far too quickly and Katja washed the last crumbs down with water and lay down on the bed. She sighed and felt her strength return by increments. She looked to her side at Serdra, who sat on a chair and ate slower than Katja.
 
   “Say, what are we called?” Katja asked after some silence.
 
   “Didn't we already introduce ourselves?” the woman asked with a hint of humour in her eyes.
 
   “You know what I mean,” Katja said and gesticulated with her hands. “Us. This... demon-slaying... family. Thing.”
 
   Serdra swallowed a bit of fish.
 
   “It depends on who you ask.”
 
   “I'm asking you.”
 
   Serdra seemed to ponder for a bit. At any rate she fell silent and looked away from Katja.
 
   “We didn't always need to hide,” she eventually said. “Our enemies were more obvious at one point and we had more allies.” She sipped water and still kept her gaze off Katja. “Before the dissolution of Jukiala we went about openly, in red cloaks so all would recognize us: a sign that creatures of darkness would be beaten back and people needn't fear them anymore, and a warning to all not to trouble us. That's why in later eras of the Jukiala union we were known as Redcloaks.”
 
   “Jukiala,” Katja repeated. She had heard it before of course: The power that The Lady created from the ashes of the old world and which gradually spread across almost the entire known world. “But that was three centuries ago.”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and finally looked at her. “I didn't see those times. But there are still elders around who did.”
 
   Katja lay back and mulled on the word. She heard it before, in tales and poems of great warriors of bygone times, but never given it much thought. How did that song which Uncle Atli liked so much go again? She hadn't put much effort into learning it. The man was such a terrible singer.
 
   “What about now? What are we called now?”
 
   Serdra half-smiled.
 
   “You and I live in different times. I think it's wisest to use no names at all, so as to draw the least attention. Some of those who know we still exist as more than legends called us Nightcloaks, since we mostly do our work at night. Or Graycloaks, since we try not to get noticed.”
 
   Serdra fell silent and Katja gazed at the ceiling and tried to decide between the three words. It was a strange but pleasant feeling to be able to attach some name, or description, to what she was and had, to some degree, always sensed that she was. After all the unease and restlessness and sometimes suppressed doubts about her own sanity, she could call herself something.
 
   Redcloak, she thought. It was a very strong colour, after all. I am a Redcloak.
 
   The thought brought her a certain peace and she smiled faintly.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   After a bit of rest they went back to using bare fists, except now Serdra started pointing out how she could improve. The woman showed how best to apply one's body in delivering powerful blows, had her defend from an unexpected attack from behind and showed how to defend from attacks on the ground.
 
   She went over the sensitive spots and joints on the human body and how best to assault them, usually by assaulting Katja. Katja was slightly unnerved by Serdra's descriptions of just how easy it really was to break a joint if one did it right. She herself had broken noses and sometimes fingers in her brawls, but usually by accident.
 
   Serdra allowed a short break after a rough lesson in blows and kicks, and then went into grapples and throws. She showed her how to ground people with slight yanks, how to use an opponent's weight and strength against them and how to control people by twisting a leg, finger, arm - or even big toe.
 
   Katja growled with pain as Serdra forced her to her knees and twisted her arm to the very edge of its breaking point. She said knowing such things could be useful when asking questions.
 
   “Is the answer: 'This hurts?!'” she asked and tried to sound angry, but the pain and a recent punch in the jaw made it difficult.
 
   Of course Serdra allowed Katja to do those same things to herself so she could learn them, but there was never much satisfaction in it. The woman showed no signs  of pain and Katja could never overpower her unless allowed to.
 
   Late in the afternoon Serdra declared they'd done enough and brought the horse out of the stable. She said she was off searching for food and told Katja to practice archery while she was away.
 
   Katja sighed as she watched the woman ride off to the east, and when she'd vanished from sight she finally staggered into the cabin as though her legs were made from wood and fetched the bow.
 
   Counting the shots she fired into a knoll didn't occur to her until they'd become too many to bother starting. The woman probably had a point. She would need to be able to draw and aim faster if her archery was to be useful for something other than target shooting.
 
   She snatched an arrow from the quiver, put it on the string as quickly as she could, fired and snatched the next one. When all fifteen were in the knoll or the surrounding grass she fetched them and started over.
 
   The results weren't fantastic. Her arms quivered with fatigue and her fingers had a hard time with precision. She occasionally managed to shoot faster than usual, but most attempts either took too long due to fumbling or simply missing.
 
   She got fed up with the annoyance and eventually switched over to knife throwing. She could at least still do that right and was almost in a good mood again when Serdra and the four legged monstrosity returned.
 
   The woman had felled four more ptarmigans. They weren't quite as fat as the previous ones but she'd also found wild onions and filled a bag with them.
 
   “We can sun-dry them when the weather allows and keep in reserve. I also spotted goat droppings and tracks. I will go hunting tomorrow afternoon and see if I don't catch something.”
 
   Serdra plucked and gutted the birds and chatted with Katja about weapon maintenance. Katja prepared the fire and cut two onions for them. They went into the pot with the ptarmigans and made up for the somewhat tough meat.
 
   Katja washed her hair, armpits and groin, and looked forward to bathing in the lake in the morning, no matter how cold it might be. She couldn't remember ever having sweated as much in one day in her life.
 
   Maybe that's why she wants me to bathe a lot, she thought with a smirk on her lips. Seeing as we have to share a bed.
 
   She hurt everywhere. Everywhere. In addition her face was swollen and she had a hard time accepting one loss after another. But in spite of all that she felt a strange satisfaction deep inside: She was getting to fight, with almost as much ferocity as against the monsters, except now she was in no danger. She could go all out, had to in fact, against such a powerful opponent.
 
   She lay down in the bed and let out a long breath. She tried to go over everything Serdra had shown her over the course of the day. It wasn't exactly easy. They had covered so many things, and she was so very tired. But she had to try if she was ever to prevail against Serdra. The woman had admitted to being beatable.
 
   After a while she gave up and sat on the edge of the bed. She was too tired to think clearly and too agitated to sleep.
 
   Serdra sat perfectly still on a chair and focused on nothing, as if she were deep in thought.
 
   “Are there any more weapons you're going to teach me to use?” Katja asked after tiring on rubbing sore muscles and waiting for a sign of life from her.
 
   “Slashing spears,” the woman answered in a rather distant voice. “They are better against monsters than stabbing spears, but also hard to get around here. I will teach you the basics with one of the spears we have, and more when we get a slashing spear.”
 
   Katja had only seen those on a finely carved chest, which apparently showed some bygone battle. Spears with a big, curved blade. It sounded exciting.
 
   “What are you doing anyway?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   “Going over the future.”
 
   “Do you mean you're thinking or,” she hesitated again, “looking?”
 
   “A little bit of both.”
 
   “Are you going to teach me... that, too?”
 
   Serdra's eyes focused on Katja. Now that neither of them was busy with some task Katja remembered how odd meeting that gaze was. It also occurred to her that the woman was almost always like that.
 
   “Don't you feel you have enough to do as it is?”
 
   “Do? I-” She tried to calm her mind and describe her thoughts clearly, but the eyes didn't make it easy. “Yes, but I want... just want to know how... ugh... just what it is that we do!”
 
   Katja was a bit relieved when Serdra closed her eyes and leaned her head back a bit.
 
   “Yes, of course,” the woman said, even more serenely than usual. “But it is far more difficult to learn to use the sight correctly than to learn sword fighting, and even more dangerous to wield it incorrectly. The future is ever changing, Katja.” Serdra was silent for a few moments. “The actions of people, animals and monsters are constantly reshaping it, and it can take such a small deviation to utterly alter the consequences. The farther ahead one tries to look, the less clear the sight becomes. Mention an example from your past.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Some incident where an event didn't surprise you.”
 
   Katja hesitated.
 
   “It must have happened,” Serdra said with that calm conviction which made it so hard to argue with her. “Whispers, feelings or dreams, which you may have dismissed at the time but now you know better. Tell me about one.”
 
   “I-” Katja thought. It was uncomfortable to dig back into time in search of incidents which she'd tried to bury, partly out of fears of what they meant and partly due to doubts that she'd interpreted them correctly. “YOU tell me about one.” It came out more sulkily than she'd intended, but Katja suddenly felt defensive.
 
   “We're talking about you, not me,” Serdra replied.
 
   “I-” Katja grimaced and threw up her hands. “When I was a little girl I was playing outside,” she said hurriedly. “And, and suddenly I got so afraid.” The memory of the fear of an eight-year old wasn't pleasant. “Afraid for my home. Afraid of fire. I had heard of a recent house fire. So I sprinted home and found a burning candle which had fallen on the floor, into some straw. The fire hadn't caught yet, but I put the candle out and placed it back on the shelf.”
 
   Serdra briefly digested this.
 
   “Yes, plain but typical. The candle was already on the floor and would probably have started a fire if no-one intervened. The most reliable visions are along those lines. Or of the very immediate future.”
 
   “Such as in a fight?”
 
   “Yes. Don't try to predict an opponent's next ten moves. Your own actions will greatly affect those, and so much could happen in the meantime that it's almost impossible to analyse that far. Just look to the next step, and react to it.”
 
   “But how?!” Katja shouted. “How do I scry ahead? You tell me to, but don't tell me how!”
 
   “I am teaching it to you,” Serdra said and one corner of her mouth twitched upwards. “With every swing and blow that lands. You have been raised to only employ five senses and to rely on them entirely. You just need to break the habit.”
 
   Serdra took her shoes off, still with her eyes closed.
 
   “You did passably against the hill monsters. Fear pushed rational thinking to the side and you were free to simply react. I can imagine the earlier fight in the village was similar.”
 
   Katja opened her mouth, but then closed it again. This woman was frustratingly good at reading her. She wasn't accustomed to it, after growing up as the village weirdo.
 
   One of two, she thought and touched her necklace.
 
   The memory took some of the tension out of her and her thoughts slowed. She squeezed the pebble softly, got lost in memories and was vaguely aware of Serdra disrobing and slipping into bed.
 
   The fire gradually went out and Katja pulled the blanket tighter around herself. She kind of wanted to complain about her wakefulness but worried that Serdra would just show the sleeper hold again. If she wasn't already asleep, that is. Her breathing was almost always even, so it was difficult to tell.
 
   She satisfied herself with gazing up into the darkness and quietly cursing her own thoughts, until weariness blessedly overcame everything else and dreams took over.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Tovar Savaren sat in the saddle and gazed ahead like an eagle on a branch. His men stood in formations on either side, on guard for the sake of safety as well as secrecy.
 
   An agreement had been reached about a meeting place far from main roads and witnesses. The only one who didn't belong here was the guide they'd acquired. He had led them the easiest way across hills and wetlands and straight to the ravine that few knew existed.
 
   The task was done and now the guide stood stock still and shook slightly, occasionally groaning as if he was trying to speak. The noises were marked by fear.
 
   He didn't know who they were or why he had aided them or why he could neither speak nor leave. He was, after all, just some farmer and had already served his purpose.
 
   The arrivals didn't try to approach quietly, which was a good sign. They came along the ravine with a few donkeys. Tovar thought he saw about twenty men.
 
   “Good evening,” he called out authoritatively. “Peace be on this meeting, by those who came before and the cousins.”
 
   “Good evening,” said the one in the lead and approached the light. “So you are Tovar Savaren?”
 
   “Yes. And you are Vajan the kinless.”
 
   “I have been called that, but worse things as well,” the leader of the arrivals replied and smiled at his father's shame.
 
   He motioned for one of his men to step forth, and that one opened a book case he'd been holding.
 
   One of Tovar's men met them, received it and brought it to his leader.
 
   Tovar felt a certain awe at touching the carved wood. The contents had, after all, been a part of their history, and that of the world, and would hopefully be again. He carefully loosened the band and looked in. The old sheets were there, along with all of their promises and dangers. He couldn't help but smile. This was the missing piece.
 
   “I take it you're satisfied,” Vajan said, and something about this casualness irritated Tovar.
 
   “Certainly,” he said and closed the case. “As the leader of my coven I welcome you.”
 
   He signalled and the guests in turn were given a gift in a case. The oldest of them received it and would go back home with half of the team as agreed. Vajan and his closest men would follow Tovar home and participate in the task ahead.
 
   The farmer groaned again. Tovar had almost forgotten about him. He motioned to Lars and the tall, bald man with the intimidating face and precise hands drew a knife and skilfully slit the man's throat. 
 
   The spell which had held the farmer was no longer relevant and he could finally make noises. Briefly.
 
   The gathering was silent as the man made his last gasps. It felt proper to Tovar. The killing had been a mere formality, but he still felt it appropriate to seal this event in such a way. Special occasions should be marked, and this alliance would change a great deal in this land and others.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4.
 
    
 
   Katja's foot slipped in the light snow which had fallen on the fell during the night. The blow she'd aimed at Serdra's leg missed badly, and Katja took yet another blow to the head with the wooden sword.
 
   “Kill,” Serdra said calmly and took a few steps backwards. Katja took a few moments to recover her breath with one knee on the ground. She knew she mustn't dawdle too long. Serdra would attack her to teach her grit. They had been at it all day like most days, and Katja had little strength left.
 
   They had covered much during the month they'd spent on Flat Top. They had gone hunting together, Serdra had woven a target out of twigs and thrown it to give Katja's something mobile to shoot at, they'd gone over the basics of all the weapons and today Serdra had added sneaking up behind people and killing them quietly to the roster.
 
   Katja had found the last one eerie. She enjoyed fighting and feeling herself grow more dangerous under Serdra's tutelage. But silent murder? Few battle poems were told of such things, and there was something so ice-cold about Serdra's descriptions of how to stifle the victim's last rattles.
 
   Her feelings couldn't be lost on the woman. It was impossible to keep anything from her, and Katja had expected some speech about sentiment. But Serdra had said nothing of the sort, just briefly looked her in the face when the lesson was over and then gone back to swordfighting.
 
   Katja stood up and attacked with the practice sword. She tried to do as Serdra constantly told her to and sense her opponent's reaction before it happened. She had started to succeed at it more times than not.
 
   Serdra parried the strike and pushed Katja backwards.
 
   What she still lacked was the quickness to use the knowledge for the moment it was relevant. Except of course when Serdra allowed it.
 
   So she tried to go one step further, to see Serdra's immediate reaction and control the second one through her own actions. It was like trying to look forwards and backwards at the same time, but she tried. Tried to stretch out this indescribable feeling, like a mix of all five senses, which told her of events before they happened.
 
   Serdra parried the attack, and the next and the next. She struck back and hit Katja hard on the arm. She ground her teeth and kept on going. She was now finally able to use the sensitivity as something more than reflex and it had to do some good!
 
   She listened to her feelings and made a slight change to her next attack, which caused Serdra to parry in a slightly different way than otherwise, and so was in a perfect position for-
 
   Serdra whipped up to her and kicked her in the shin.
 
   Katja lost her balance and Serdra easily caught her right arm and threw her down on her back.
 
   Katja tried to resist, but the fall had knocked the air from her lungs and she couldn't apply any force. So she just lay in the snow with Serdra on top her. Yet again.
 
   It took all her willpower to not growl with rage and thrash about hopelessly. She didn't want to show defeat in such an obvious way. It probably mattered little though, given how Serdra seemed to see straight through her.
 
   I feel sorry for the next regular person who tries to fight me!
 
   “I know what you were trying,” the older woman said. Her voice was always calm, but now had a slightly softer tone than usually.
 
   “It didn't work,” Katja said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Of course not, you are just a child. I warned you about peering too far. You have nevertheless made progress since you're even attempting such a thing.”
 
   Serdra stood up and extended her hand. Katja hesitated a moment but then took it and let the woman help her up.
 
   “So is that it? Are you about done here?”
 
   “Are you eager to get started in earnest?”
 
   “Yes,” Katja answered and reached for the sword. She was impatient. She had finally escaped from home and wanted to test these skills Serdra was imparting on her.
 
   Serdra was silent and Katja wondered whether she was contemplating something or preparing yet another surprise attack to sharpen her reflexes. She could never look past the power in those eyes to see what was going on behind them.
 
   Katja tensed up involuntarily, though experience told her Serdra's surprise attacks only came when they were genuinely surprising.
 
   “Do you know why?” Serdra finally asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why we fight. The Call is strong in you, I saw the moment I laid eyes on you. But have you thought beyond that?”
 
   The question surprised her.
 
   “Well,” Katja sighed and shrugged. “We... repel monsters, like you said. That's apparently what we do, given all the dreams. Or what?”
 
   Serdra just nodded her head slightly as if Katja had given half an answer. She looked around a bit and then walked towards the cabin.
 
   “That's enough for today,” she said. “Let us rest.”
 
   Katja was relieved. Darkness was descending and the last three nights had largely been spent on fighting so she wouldn't come to rely too much on eyesight.
 
   Cold seeped into her muscles now that she wasn't exerting herself anymore, and she hurried inside.
 
   Serdra added wood to the fire and they took of their sweat-and snow-soaked clothes.
 
   Katja sighed silently and knelt by the fire and rubbed her chest while Serdra put water in a pot. Only a week ago she could practice outside wearing only her pants and breast wraps. But there was no arguing with the elements, the snow was here and wouldn't leave for two months. Or perhaps more, given their altitude.
 
   They heated water and washed themselves and their clothes, took down the clothes they'd hung up to dry yesterday and hung up the wet ones.
 
   Finally they cut pieces from the smoked goat meat hanging from the rafters, took some rye bread which they'd made in the morning and sat down for dinner. Katja took the bed as usual and Serdra sat opposite her on a chair.
 
   There wasn't much meat left, to Katja's delight. Another hunting trip would be a nice change, and she'd been immensely pleased to only have to share the best parts with one person, as opposed to six.
 
   “Have you thought about what I said to you?” Serdra asked as they were each finishing their strip of meat.
 
   “You've said a lot to me.”
 
   “I meant my question about dreams and visions. Have you recalled something?”
 
   Ah yes, that.
 
   She looked up at Serdra, and quickly back down on the meat she had left. She wished she had more appetite so as to distract her mind with something.
 
   “I, ugh, my mother told me I'd described my grandfather with perfect accuracy when I was only five years old. Except he died when I was less than a year old. And I...” She bit into the smoked meat and chewed it slowly as she thought. She didn't understand why this bothered her so much. She just found something unnerving about having senses she didn't understand, and which could apparently decide on their own what to reveal to her.
 
   “When I was nine,” she finally said, “we, me, my brothers and some other children were playing hide and seek in the woods. I hid in a depression, and...”
 
   The memory was crystal clear now that she had dug it up, and the discomfort writhed within her as if she'd swallowed a live snake.
 
   “They couldn't find me, and I got bored and let my mind wander and suddenly I couldn't breathe.” Katja stroked her throat. “I felt like someone was there with me, though I neither saw nor heard anyone and... and I felt piercing agony in my gut. I heard a scream that came from nowhere. I-” She shook her head and rushed the rest of the story out of her mouth. “I ran home screaming and lay in bed until the next day. I was later told the spot was called Murder Hollow, and a young man had been murdered there for his jacket, and..”
 
   She threw up her hands and looked at Serdra. This would suffice, no matter what the woman had to say about it.
 
   “How long had it been since the murder?” Serdra asked.
 
   “About thirty years, I think. My mother was a small child.
 
   Serdra nodded a bit, and Katja thought she saw a hit of approval in her demeanour. Approval of what?
 
   “Hm, thirty years,” she said. “Was there suspicion of anything supernatural about the murder?”
 
   “What? No. Or, at least I think not. The murderer was caught, confessed and was drowned. And I heard no stories of hauntings.”
 
   Serdra thought for a little bit.
 
   “Seeing past events is very different from seeing upcoming ones. It is easier in many ways, but also carries certain dangers and is more difficult to make use of.”
 
   She stood up, put water in the little pot they used to brew tea and put it over the fireplace.
 
   “Let's try it now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Let's try to make you see the past of this place.”
 
   “I...” Katja got a bit flustered. She knew from experience that Serdra wouldn't heed objections, but she was scared.
 
   Serdra pushed her chair up against the bed and sat right opposite Katja.
 
   “Listen to me: There are certain rules when it comes to sensing past events,” she said in her mentor voice and her eyes held Katja firmly. “All depends on the sensitivity of the one looking, but it usually gets harder to see events the older they get.”
 
   “Usually?”
 
   “It matters how strong the event is. Violence, murder, sorrow, births, suicides, disasters and especially dark sorcery. Such things leave a...” Serdra hesitated. “Let's call it a mark. The more fateful the event, the longer it lives to those who can see such things. That was how I knew what happened in your village. I snuck in at night and looked. It doesn't have to be something so extreme. Peaceful events which carry great consequences can also be quite clear, if one knows how to see them.”
 
   “And what am I to see here?”
 
   Serdra stood up and nimbly stepped behind the chair. She put her hands on the back of it.
 
   “Have a seat.”
 
   Katja looked at her for a few moments and then stood up herself. She had almost forgotten about Flat Top's nasty reputation and didn't like the tingle of fear which took the strength from her legs and made her thump into the seat.
 
   Why is it so hard to argue with her?
 
   Serdra put her hands on Katja's shoulders and leaned her into the chair's back.
 
   “There are dangers inherent in peering far,” Serdra said calmly, behind Katja. “Especially forward. As you know by now the future is constantly in motion, and the more divergences that enter the picture the more complex it becomes and more difficult for a mind to grasp. One of our sisters, Mia, is called The Seer by many. I don't know whether she was born with abnormally sharp sensitivity or whether she just honed it too well, but in any case she sees the future better than any of us and only the future. All of its possibilities.”
 
   “That sounds overwhelming,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. Even the elders wouldn't be able to handle it and she is younger than me. And the sight costs her dearly. She cannot examine the past, isn't as powerful a warrior as one her age should be and most who meet her think her mad. And in a certain way she is. She wanders the Outskirts and obeys the Call by pulling on the various strings which bind the future together; trying to steer it in the best channel.”
 
   “And what's the danger in seeing past events?”
 
   “Well, then you aren't seeing possibilities. You are seeing events which happened and left marks. If those events were bad it can be risky to immerse oneself too deeply. One must maintain a balance between seeing the event clearly and yet keeping a certain distance between it and you. Do you understand?”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   “Then let's get started.”
 
   “But... but...”
 
   “Just do as I say. This shouldn't be too difficult for you and I'll pull you back if you gaze too deeply.”
 
   Katja attempted to calm herself with a deep breath. Fights were a simple matter. One just had to attack and defend from attacks. But this? How was she to do this safely?
 
   “Keep breathing deeply,” Serdra said softly and Katja felt the tone was meant to be soothing. “Relax and try to empty your mind. This takes concentration.”
 
   Katja breathed slowly and deeply and tried to release the tension in her body. Serdra started to gently rub her shoulders, which felt rather strange. She hadn't touched people with any tenderness for a while, except for Maria.
 
   It took a while, but eventually she managed to calm herself. It took yet more time to stop the mind wandering, but Serdra seemed to sense it immediately.
 
   “Now listen,” she whispered. “Strong events took place here. The marks endure still. The threads. Close your eyes and feel for them.”
 
   Katja closed her eyes. She sat in darkness and heard nothing except the crackling of the fire and her own breathing and heartbeat. It was difficult to think of nothing. Something always sought to bubble to the surface. Worries, contemplations and memories.
 
   Somehow she nonetheless managed to keep herself in this mental void and she started to feel it.
 
   The sensation was strange. As if something was happening around her which she could almost see, almost hear, almost smell. As if she only needed to rip a blanket off her head to experience it.
 
   She heard Serdra's voice somewhere in the distance muttering quietly and guiding her along. She tried to understand the words but they were so indistinct. Yet there was nothing else to feel. Not breathing, not a heartbeat nor the chair beneath her butt cheeks.
 
   The whispers showed the way despite her lack of understanding, and she saw the cabin without opening her eyes. Saw it within herself, from no particular angle.
 
   She saw it empty.
 
   She saw herself and Serdra practice outside.
 
   She saw herself and Serdra arrive on the first day.
 
   And she saw a man.
 
   He was angry, terrible and powerful. He desired something he couldn't get and sank deeper and deeper in search of it.
 
   She saw the first victim. A boy on the cusp of adulthood. He was numb with sorcery when the man pushed him into the cabin and tied him down.
 
   The man cut him.
 
   The spell wore off and the boy felt every cut, every stab, while the man pried the ribs apart and examined the organs. He screamed, twitched and then gurgled until he finally died.
 
   The man was dissatisfied. He hadn't seen enough, hadn't found what he wanted. He sewed the chest back together and recited words over the corpse. The day after it stood up and obeyed the man's commands. He sent it down the fell to fetch another experiment.
 
   That's how it began. The man tried new approaches, new spells in search for the secret and each time he was left with only a new monster. They got stronger with each 'generation', but also more savage and more frequently came back from missions splattered with blood.
 
   Katja watched this, felt this, and wanted to scream. She didn't understand the cruelty. What did he want? How could he torment people so terribly? They couldn't defend themselves, hadn't wronged him in any way and when they finally escaped into death their remains were desecrated and misused.
 
   Why?
 
   This went on for a while. She couldn't sense time well, but eventually the stitched-up monsters numbered about twenty.
 
   Then came the assault, just before dawn.
 
   Serdra, wearing different clothes, with different weapons and entirely brown hair, approached the depression the cabin stood in along with five men. Two of them carried long axes, two more had chopping spears and the fifth had a sword just like Serdra's.
 
   Serdra went ahead of them and ran first to the west and then north, heading past the cabin. The men carefully walked straight towards it, holding their weapons with the familiarity of trained warriors. Serdra came to the first sentry hidden in the scrub, surprised it and cut it down before an alarm could be raised.
 
   She kept going with fast but silent strides and felled another sentry just west of the cabin.
 
   The men kept on going and the one with the sword, a blond youth with graceful movements, split from the group, stealthily moved ahead of them and struck down a sentry.
 
   Serdra kept on moving in a circle and met another one north-east of the depression. It died with a quiet gurgle. At the same time the men were almost to the edge of the depression. They were focused and alert, but still started when a sentry monster rose from a bush they'd just passed and screamed.
 
   The scream was answered. Some of the calls came from other places on the fell, but most came up from the depression.
 
   The monster attacked. One the spearmen stepped forth and tried to slash at its legs. It dodged to the side and attacked the one with the sword. He cut its arm off but it still struck at him with the other arm. His cheek was badly torn, he screamed and blood flowed.
 
   A man of about fifty years in leather armour and a hood came up behind the beast and buried an axe in its back. It whined and tried to pull off the weapon, but the swordsman recovered and clove its head.
 
   But the damage was done. Footsteps approached from the cabin, accompanied by shrieks from stitched lungs.
 
   Serdra sprinted clear across the plain and towards the depression. She was delayed by encountering yet another sentry, which attacked her with a staff. Meanwhile the men took up a position on the edge and braced for the group which assaulted them.
 
   The monsters were stronger and the more recent ones were also terribly quick, but the long reach of the spears and axes made up for it to a certain degree, as most of the reanimated monsters were totally unarmed.
 
   The swordsman was in fact in the greatest peril with his relatively short weapon, and they also seemed to go for him more than his companions. Perhaps it was the smell of blood.
 
   Serdra had slain her foe and resumed the sprinting when the men killed the first of the grouped monsters and three limbs lay in the grass.
 
   Meanwhile the man responsible for all of this stood outside of his cabin and watched. He had a fighting staff in one hand and waved the other one in the air as he intoned something incomprehensible.
 
   One of the axemen took a nasty bite in the leg from a monster he'd struck down, and the swordsman stabbed it. Another monster seized the opportunity to attack him and a spearman protected him by chopping it in the chest. It fell, but he couldn't turn his spear back to the throng of horrors quickly enough and one of them got a grip on the shaft.
 
   The spear shaft was snapped in two with one blow of a fist and the monster tackled him to the ground. He tried to pull a knife out of his belt but the monster sank its teeth into his throat.
 
   Katja felt energy gather around the man with the staff, but either it wasn't sufficient or he didn't manage to finish, because Serdra came up behind him and cut him almost in two.
 
   Something passed through the group of monsters. They reacted as if startled. The men took advantage by decapitating one of them and running through the one which had torn out the spearman's throat.
 
   Serdra kept running, which was good as the monsters recovered and attacked the men again, now with utter frenzy. The teamwork they'd used before was no more, though. They jostled and got in each other's way in search of victims. The recklessness caused more injuries to both groups, but when Serdra joined the fray, the monsters fell swiftly. She hit the back of the throng like a scythe hitting grass, and when they realized a new foe had arrived it was too late.
 
   In a few moments Serdra and the men had given the final death blows and then turned their attention to healing.
 
   Serdra bandaged the swordsman's cheek, who held up pretty well in spite of the nasty wound, and the rest tended one another. There were no life-threatening wounds, as the one with the throat-bite had expired before the battle ended.
 
   They burnt the monster corpses, buried their comrade, inspected the cabin and then left. The cabin stood empty for a while but the events stayed behind. The anguish, fear and suffering and unclean magic had seeped into the earth and air and stayed there like a bad smell. A smell Katja hadn't noticed until now.
 
   The smell faded far too slowly. She gradually became aware of the smell of meat and grass, the crackling of the fire, the seat beneath her ass and Serdra's hands on her shoulders. It was nonetheless startling when everything snapped back to the way it was and she sensed only the present.
 
   She sprang from the chair, staggered for a few moments as her equilibrium returned and then strode back and forth with quick, jerky movements.
 
   “Easy,” Serdra said, still by the chair.
 
   Katja walked around hunched with her hands on her head. The vision haunted her. She looked at the spot where the sorcerer had kept his cutting table. She heard piercing screams in her mind. She wanted to flee this horrible place, but where could she go?
 
   “Easy Katja!” Serdra said more loudly and Katja looked at her. She didn't know what to say or do.
 
   “Have a seat,” the woman said more gently and pointed at the chair. “I know such things are trying. Take a deep breath and relax.”
 
   “I... felt it!”
 
   “I know,” Serdra said, still in that tone Katja hadn't come to expect from her. “I know exactly what you experienced. Sit.”
 
   Katja staggered back to the chair, mostly due to a lack of other ideas, and fell onto it limply. She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, and tried to breathe deeply as her mentor had instructed.
 
   It worked briefly, but then her breaths became more shallow and jerky, and she felt herself begin to cry.
 
   “He... hurt them so much!”
 
   “Yes.
 
   “They were so afraid!”
 
   One of the women had broken loose and fled. She had almost escaped, before one of the monsters caught her and dragged her back to the cutting table.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why did he do that?” Katja growled and tried to control herself, but the vision had sapped her strength.
 
   “He was a dark sorcerer. He acquired power through dealings with demons, evil spirits and other entities from the Underworld. But in time, as tends to happen, he began to fear the consequences of such connections and sought ways of cheating death.”
 
   “Cheating death?”
 
   “Mortals do manage it sometimes, but with various side effects. He studied the workings of the human body in hopes of avoiding them, and at the same time created protectors and servants. I and a few of our allies tracked him down when it became clear how much of a menace he was.”
 
   “He was a monster!”
 
   “Yes, for a human.”
 
   Katja resumed her battle for deep breaths. The vision had been more than just sounds and sights. It had been the unnatural horror which had made it so easy for her to see those events so clearly, and she felt like they'd slid through her skin and tainted her.
 
   “Is it this...” She cleared her throat and sniffed. “Is it this kind of stuff you, we,  battle?”
 
   “Amongst other things. Dark forces can cause plenty of harm on their own, but sometimes act through mortal men.”
 
   “I wanted to kill him,” Katja muttered. Silence reigned for a period after that, while Katja gathered her strength and Serdra for some reason said nothing. Katja expected a lecture about not letting such things affect her, or some such. Instead she felt Serdra's hand tenderly stroke her hair and shoulders.
 
   It surprised her. She wasn't accustomed to such gestures from the woman. But Katja was too exhausted to make some snarky comment, so she just allowed herself to sit there and enjoy it. As the fire crackled and evening gradually became night she started to feel better.
 
   Katja cleared her throat again and rubbed her face. The vile sensation was still there, but at least the breakdown had passed.
 
   She turned and looked at Serdra with the corner of her eye, who now stood with her hands on the chair back, and felt she saw something new in the woman's eyes. Something softer, which she could almost call human.
 
   She wasn't sure what it was or whether it could really be called warmth, but at least for a moment the woman didn't seem to be considering her next step or to have all the answers.
 
   Their eyes met before Katja turned away. She suspected she wouldn't see that again for a while.
 
   And here I thought I was starting to understand her.
 
   “Was that... did you show me that as an answer to my question?” she asked to fill in the silence. “About reasons for fighting? To stop that kind of cruelty?”
 
   “You need to learn to use your abilities,” Serdra replied with her familiar mentor voice. “And this is a good location for it. But it's good that you ponder a bit.” She hesitated. “So do you want to prevent such things?”
 
   “Yes,” Katja answered and surprised herself. This lust for combat, the Call, had always been within her, but she'd never given thought to how she might put it to use. She had wanted to stop the sorcerer in the vision and if she encountered something similar in the modern day she would want to stop that as well.
 
   Then she went over Serdra's question again in her mind and felt the tone had been a bit strange.
 
   “Wasn't that the reason you set out on that expedition?” Katja asked. “You and the others?”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “I, Arnar, Ulfur, Maron, Kasidi and Otto gathered together forty-four years ago in outrage at the murder spree and vowed to put a stop to it.”
 
   Katja looked back at Serdra, but found the woman gazing up into the air with a distant look.
 
   “And stop it we did, but it cost us.”
 
   “The one who died.”
 
   “That was Ulfur, but he wasn't the only one. The battle drew the attention of our other enemies, as we suspected it might. It caused us considerable difficulties and Otto and Arnar died later that year in the following conflicts. One of the elders criticized me harshly for rashness.”
 
   “Rashness? In saving people from such horror?” Katja asked, outraged.
 
   “Well it was, from a totally logical viewpoint.” She still hadn't looked at Katja.
 
   “A logical viewpoint? And what is your viewpoint?”
 
   Serdra finally looked at her and was silent for a moment.
 
   “I want to see you forge your own,” she then replied. “I am curious to see what it will be.”
 
   Katja pondered in silence as Serdra added tea leaves to the boiled water. Growing up she had never considered herself some savior, and since meeting Serdra she'd been too busy with training to contemplate the situation much.
 
   But she hadn't been lying. The vision had cut her deeply and she had difficulty believing Serdra had meant for just that.
 
   “So when are you going to teach me to see the future?” she asked when Serdra handed her a mug of hot tea and sat on the bed. Katja sipped the tea and felt herself relax a bit more as the warmth spread out from her stomach.
 
   “That depends on you, as I've said,” was the answer. “In addition I don't think it will be as easy for you to learn.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Most of us have a speciality. Some aspect of the power we are better in than the rest. It looks like we have found yours.”
 
   “To see past events?”
 
   Serdra drank tea.
 
   “As a child you could sense an old, utterly normal murder without trying. And you sensed the history of this cabin on the first try. That's good, Katja. Very good.”
 
   Katja sipped more of the tea. It felt good to be complimented for something other than not losing a fight too badly.
 
   “What, you're not going to teach me humility?” she asked with a smirk.
 
   “Humility? It's humility to admit inability in something, not arrogance to know what one is capable of. I am very good with knives, swords and bows and can handle animals, to name a few skills, but I cannot... say, sail, sing or sew.”
 
   “I can sing,” Katja said with a joking grin. Or at least mostly joking.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Serdra's tone and look were an invitation to prove her words, and Katja was a bit surprised. Tea drinking was the only thing she'd seen this woman do for pleasure.
 
   She took a sip and cleared her throat, took a deep breath and sang.
 
   She chose the song about Greypaw, the lost wolf trudging through a snowstorm in search for his mate. Her voice had always been pure and clear as spring water and was well suited to sad, emotional songs. The villagers usually preferred something more cheerful, so Katja had learned to appreciate any opportunity to sing to her full potential.
 
   The song ended as Greypaw gave his final howl, which echoed down into civilization. The tea was starting to cool and Katja stirred it a bit with her eyes on the mug.
 
   “Yes, you can sing,” Serdra admitted quietly. Katja had almost forgotten about her. She liked zoning out a bit in song. The woman still sat on the bed, as relaxed as Katja had ever seen her.
 
   “Thank you,” Katja said with a smile.
 
   “Do you know, The Long Road?”
 
   “About the farmer who became a mercenary?”
 
   Serdra nodded. Katja cleared her throat, briefly went over the lyrics in her mind and began. It wasn't too dissimilar to the song of Greypaw, but with a somewhat more lighter tone and a spark of hope in the last lines. It was also much longer and gave Katja a better opportunity to forget the time and place and float on the notes.
 
   Serdra sat on the bed with her legs crossed, her chin in her palm and a distant look in her eyes, and the evening passed.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Tovar Savaren stared into the air while he stirred the cup with his finger. Reason told him such a thing made no difference: The spell was rooted in the runes he'd painstakingly carved in each wooden disk rolling about in the cup and the chant he knew by heart. But with such great things at stake there was no room for error and he couldn't help but hope for a bit of luck.
 
   Familiar footsteps approached the door to his private chamber and Tovar sneered a bit.
 
   The door swung in without a knock and Vajan entered.
 
   “Well, I heard we had news,” he said with that insolent casualness of his.
 
   “Indeed, if this turns out to be true,” Tovar responded. “But we must have confirmation before we resort to anything drastic.
 
   “Yup,” Vajan said and closed the door with his heel. “And so you are interrogating your blocks on the matter?” He inclined his head towards the cub.
 
   “I am using a question spell,” Tovar said. “The tradition has followed our order since the beginning. You are to respect it and all the others if you are ever to earn our respect.”
 
   “I earned respect in Fornos,” Vajan responded immediately. “Earned it, through deeds. But look on bright side!” he added with exaggerated cheer. “If the stories turn out to be true you can do the same to prove yourself.”
 
   “I have nothing to prove,” answered Tovar. “My worth is in my blood and in what I have created here.” He knew the foreigner didn't have proper respect for the first issue. It probably wasn't to be expected, given his origin, but Tovar wasn't about to ignore facts in their conversations
 
   “What you are trying to create here,” Vajan said. “And I suspect my blood is exactly the same colour as yours.”
 
   Tovar stood up with the cup in his hand. The foreigner annoyed him in many different ways and he tried to calm himself by walking slowly around the room. There were plenty of expensive ornaments he could pretend to be admiring.
 
   “Water is colourless, it's true,” he said. “One can add anything to it.”
 
   The foreigner's expression didn't change, but he did change the subject.
 
   “Are you afraid this news will foul your plans?”
 
   “There is too much at stake to risk being taken by surprise. Far too much.”
 
   “Others have tried what you are doing. It hasn't succeeded for more than a generation.”
 
   “And yet your coven was eager to take part,” Tovar said. “Unless they considered you and your men and the sheets you brought to be an unworthy offering.”
 
   “You need us, Savaren,” Vajan said and didn't let the words faze him. He tapped the sword which was ever at his hip. “These wooden soldiers of yours have never known combat. Not like we have. And the sheets are genuine. Are you making no progress with them?”
 
   “My son is going over them.”
 
   “Ah yes. I spoke to him a bit. A real charmer you have there,” Vajan said with sarcasm. “Is it true he was conceived in the middle of a ceremony?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You pervert,” Vajan said with a dirty grin.
 
   “Did that unfaithful father of yours teach you anything about our legacy?”
 
   Vajan shrugged.
 
   “He did teach me that question spells are unreliable, and not something to depend on when making big decisions.”
 
   “True,” Tovar said and sat back at his table. “But it's better than guessing.”
 
   He closed his eyes, put his palm over the cup and slowly moved it to and fro. The words sprang from his lips. These complex, unearthly words a human tongue could only handle with great practice. He felt the power inherent in them flow about him like invisible smoke and tried to direct it to the runes.
 
   “Are Redcloaks in the country?” he asked out loud and let the seventeen disks fall on the table. Vajan stepped closer to get a look at them.
 
   Thirteen of the positive runes faced up. Tovar squirmed on the inside. If he'd gotten a straight up yes he would have known how to react and feel. Instead he was still left with doubt.
 
   “Close though,” Vajan muttered.
 
   “Not close enough,” Tovar said. “Take a message to the city. It seems we will need to resort to more drastic measures.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5.
 
    
 
   Weeks passed. The snow got a bit deeper and the air colder than Katja was used to, but not to a severe degree. She just enjoyed the warm tea all the more.
 
   They practiced, went hunting, gathered firewood, practiced, patched up their clothes, maintained the cabin, practiced, tended the horse, smoked meat, climbed the slopes and practiced.
 
   It was straining, but oh how she enjoyed the results. She liked feeling how much more toned the muscles became and how much easier it was to swing a sword or carry a dead goat. She threw farther, faster and with more precision, blows were stronger and she got better at predicting her mentor's attacks.
 
   It was still far from enough to outdo her, but the woman had to put a bit effort into winning. That, at least, was a sign of progress.
 
   In addition, Serdra began to teach her the stealth language. She wouldn't say much about it, other than it was a legacy of Jukiala and only the right people knew it.
 
   It wasn't a language as such, but rather words and short phrases used to get a message across when others mustn't understand what was being said. Some words changed meaning depending on circumstances, or on how a question had been presented and Katja quickly started liking the idea of being able to say things others couldn't understand.
 
   When the most important words had started taking root in her head, Serdra started training her in using them at any opportunity, even in the middle of a fight. When she'd mostly stopped fumbling over responses she started learning the signs.
 
   According to Serdra they'd been developed near the same time as the stealth language and were used in a similar way; to mark a place or leave behind messages enemies wouldn't understand. Serdra wrote the signs in snow, ash and dust and taught the most common ones first before moving slowly into more complex messages.
 
   A circle with two vertical bars through it meant supernatural danger.
 
   A circle with two horizontal bars through it marked a site of supernatural events which might repeat.
 
   A triangle with a half-circle to the left of it marked a safe haven for Redcloaks and their allies. Serdra pointed at one such which had been carved into the door, and Katja was rather embarrassed at not having noticed it sooner.
 
   Two horizontal bars with a sloping bar through them marked a plea for aid. If there were two sloping bars it meant that aid was coming.
 
   Two triangles side by side with a line through both of them meant enemy spies lived in the area. TWO lines through them meant they were on their way.
 
   And so on. Katja had never thought of reading as terribly useful to anyone except merchants and officials, and had been intolerably bored with the mandatory studying imposed by the authorities in Amerstan. But as with the spoken language she was excited about understanding something few did. The feeling wasn't too dissimilar to doing something banned and fun.
 
   During the seventh week Serdra started showing her how to roll to reduce the impact of a fall. At first Katja just had to make a running leap, but soon they were making use of increasingly large hills and even the cabin roof.
 
   “Why in the world are we doing this?” Katja asked as she rubbed her back after a nasty landing.
 
   “Well, one may have to get off of tall places in a hurry. Whether the point is to flee or surprise enemies.”
 
   Serdra hadn't demanded another peek into the past, and Katja hadn't tried it on her own. The discomfort left by the vision took a long time to fade and she was always rather ill at ease in the cabin when she had nothing to occupy her mind. She was in fact rather pleased that Serdra had delayed that particular part of her mentoring for so long.
 
   Instead she tried to look forward. She didn't have much free time to experiment, except at bedtime. By then she was usually exhausted enough to fall asleep as soon as she relaxed her mind, and her few attempts at predictions met with little success.
 
   Nothing clearly indicated that Serdra knew of her attempts, but Katja felt she had to. Didn't the damn woman know everything?
 
   As their time on Flat Top stretched on something did start happening however. At first she thought the after-effects of the vision were making a return, but over time she started to feel a difference. This wasn't a shadow of past misdeeds.
 
   This was something distant, faint but menacing. Some strange tension hung in the air when she was relaxed enough to notice, as if a storm was brewing.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   She finally asked Serdra about the sensation after thirteen weeks in the cabin.
 
   It was evening, she was dead tired from the day's efforts, had a stomach full of smoked ptarmigan meat and Serdra was torturing her. Or massaging. One of the two.
 
   Getting so much stronger so quickly evidently came at a price and she had terrible muscle stiffness in her back. She lay on her stomach in the bed. Serdra straddled her and drove her elbow hard into the stiff spots and moved it around.
 
   Katja suppressed a gasp and tensed up involuntarily.
 
   “Relax,” Serdra said and kept on tormenting her. “I feel you're quite stiff enough as it is.”
 
   “Oh, you think so? Don't you... mm!... want to push me a bit harder?”
 
   She knew from experience that complaining would get her nowhere. Serdra's kindness was absolutely merciless.
 
   “If you feel up to it. And now lie still.”
 
   Katja did her best to lie still like a lump of dough as Serdra kneaded her. She tried to move her mind away somewhere quiet, but always wound up back to the eerie sensation. It was like poking her tongue into a mouth sore. She just couldn't refrain.
 
   “Can you feel that?” she asked weakly and jerked as the woman moved her elbow to another knot.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra answered after a slight hesitation, and didn't ask what she meant.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “What do you feel, Katja?”
 
   “I... don't know. Tension. It's not like when I've been in immediate peril, but still feels like bad news. It's as if something is brewing. What do you feel?”
 
   “I sense danger. Small but growing, like a pebble which starts a rock slide.” Serdra hesitated again. “There is something wrong in this country. Something big is brewing.”
 
   “So we're needed?” Katja asked and felt a gulf open in her stomach.
 
   “Probably, yes. I expected we would have work to do here, but wasn't expecting a premonition like this. Only momentous events echo back in time like this.”
 
   “Are we pressed for time?”
 
   “We could be,” Serdra said.
 
   “But you would still like to have more time to train me, I take it? Given your tone?”
 
   “It's impossible to know exactly what will happen,” Serdra said and moved to the last knotted muscle. “I feel we aren't in an immediate hurry, but it would be best to get started. But if we get separated, or if I fall, I want you to be able to manage.”
 
   “And how... MM! How am I to manage if I don't know anything about these enemies you keep scaring me with? Just tell me the story already.”
 
   “Well, that story isn't a simple one, girl.”
 
   Serdra finally dismounted and Katja sat up and stretched her back. This was the second time the woman kneaded her and no more comfortable when she'd known what to expect. But she immediately felt better.
 
   Serdra sat in the chair. She watched Katja and stretched out the silence as she always did when about to say something important. Katja arranged herself in a comfortable position on the bed and waited.
 
   “How much do you know about the past?” the woman then asked.
 
   Katja hesitated.
 
   “What past?”
 
   “The world's past.”
 
   “Wellll, that's quite a question,” Katja said slowly. But Serdra was clearly serious. “The Shattering laid everything to ruin,” Katja then said. “The Jukiala-union rose after that, fought wars against the Death Lords,” she threw up her hands, “and then broke apart after the Dusk War. What... do you mean something besides that? Do these things matter now?”
 
   “Today is a result of yesterday, and to understand our situation you must understand how it came about.”
 
   “Well then, how did it come about?”
 
   Serdra was silent again.
 
   “If I tell you the whole story you will have all the information you need to get started, and we will heed the Call and leave this place. And for that you need to be ready.
 
   “And when will I be ready?
 
   “I must test you.”
 
   “Test me? You've been fighting me for more than two months. Don't you know everything you need to know?”
 
   “I have been teaching you, Katja. There is a big difference. I need to know how you do in actual combat.”
 
   Katja watched her. She knew her mentor had almost always held back in their fights, except for when she wanted to take out some of Katja's airs. And would she now go all out? Would Katja have to stand against her full strength?
 
   “When?” Katja asked with a defiant look and a tingle of fear in her gut.
 
   Serdra looked at her, and Katja wondered whether she was contemplating or playing some game with her.
 
   “In two days,” the woman then said with severity. “At noon. Be ready.”
 
   There was a certain amount of menace in the words and eyes. Just how seriously would Serdra take that fight?
 
   “And what do we do until then?” Katja asked.
 
   “Try to find out yourself,” Serdra said. “Try to see the future, and be prepared.”
 
   With that the woman stood up and walked outside. She did that on occasions. Katja sometimes heard her in the distance practising her swordsmanship against imaginary foes, but other days heard nothing. She had followed stealthily a few times, but always either found nothing or simply Serdra practising.
 
   Tonight Katja didn't feel up to much mischief.
 
   So the hour is approaching, she thought. I finally get to answer the Call: Test myself as a Redcloak. If I pass, that is.
 
   Various feelings battled for supremacy within her: Glee at having made so much progress, fear and tension at the prospect of all-out fighting, excitement at leaving this nest and travelling, fear of her mentor and the coming fight.
 
   She stood up and walked around the cabin.
 
   Am I ready? How dangerous are these enemies compared to Serdra? Am I being overconfident in wanting to rush off? Or wouldn't I be more confident if that were the case?
 
   She sighed and leaned forward on the table. She tried to do as Serdra had said and sense the future. She hadn't gotten any further information on just how to do that so she again tried to empty her mind and feel forward. Tried to see and feel.
 
   Just what had Serdra meant?
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja sprang from the bed before she was even really awake. The blow smacked into the bed where she'd lain.
 
   Serdra was barely visible in the tiny light still coming from the fireplace. She attacked again with the practice sword and the reflexes she'd been beating into Katja for weeks saved her again. She snatched her own practice sword up as she retreated and held it up.
 
   The third blow smacked into the sword with power and pushed Katja back. She regained her balance as the training had taught her and counterattacked. She had to rely more on her feelings than sight in the dark, and felt Serdra dodging the swing and making for her left.
 
   Katja reacted with a wide swing but accidentally hit a beam. Serdra took advantage and thrust at her. Katja narrowly managed to react and took the hit in the arm rather than the gut.
 
   It was around that time she even began understanding the situation.
 
   Serdra came at her with hard attacks and the whooshes of her swings were almost a single ongoing noise as Katja sprang about the cabin interior to escape them. She leapt over the bed, circled the fireplace, kicked the table out of the way and hopped over a chair. There was no time to wake up or orient herself or think. She just had to react and let the training and sensitivity control her actions.
 
   So she did.
 
   Serdra drove her on mercilessly and tried to corner her, but Katja managed to stop one of the blows and push against it. It gave her a bit of space and time to swing at her mentor. The woman dodged, of course, and wound up by the pots.
 
    Katja sensed what would happen next, and was able to bat aside the pot that flew at her like an arrow. Serdra was right behind it and struck with greater force than ever before. Katja parried and was rattled hard.
 
   Her mentor wasn't playing any more.
 
   It was like standing in a storm and trying to evade everything it blew at her. Strikes and kicks flashed out of the dark and Katja defended herself in desperation.
 
   She got hit with swings and thrusts and knees and elbows but had no time to feel pain. It would come later. She kicked the pot Serdra had thrown. It flew at Serdra's shin, but the woman just sidestepped and kicked Katja in the chest before she could recover.
 
   This isn't working.
 
   Katja's back met the door and Serdra closed in before she had a chance to get out of the doorframe. She thrust with the stick, Katja forced the attack slightly to the side and the thrust wound up going under her armpit. Serdra was too close for Katja to swing the sword, and held her own weapon across her chest with both hands.
 
   The woman pushed the sword up, towards Katja's neck. She knew it would mean a loss and pushed back.
 
   This isn't working!
 
   Serdra drove her knee brutally into Katja's side, but she could take it better than before. Katja dropped her stick-sword suddenly and grasped Serdra's weapon. She gave a battle cry and drove her elbow down with all her force. The wooden blade snapped in two.
 
   Serdra punched her in the face but Katja had been expecting it and got a grip on her mentor's left wrist.
 
   She reached behind for the latch and yanked and twisted Serdra's arm to the side. The woman kicked her in the gut, but Katja had braced for such a hit.
 
   The latch opened a moment before Katja was thrown backwards and outside. She landed in the snow but twisted and used the momentum to propel herself into a reverse roll and back up on her feet. Serdra followed her out into the cold night and jabbed at her with the broken end of the stick.
 
   Katja got a cut on her arm but finally had enough space to manoeuvre and retreated from her mentor. The snow reached above her bare ankles and slowed her down, but of course affected Serdra in the same way. They circled one another, barely dressed in the snow and winter darkness.
 
   Katja avoided close combat. She both feared the broken stick and didn't want to get into a grapple with her mentor. It would all be over then. So she waited for Serdra's attacks, tried to slip blows past them and then retreat. She took some more hits and scrapes but evaded Serdra's attempts to bring her down or pull her closer.
 
   Fatigue was mounting as Serdra took more glancing blows and Katja took solid ones, and the cold wasn't helping.
 
   I need a good hit! I need one good hit to stagger her and then I can-
 
   Serdra threw the broken sword. Katja sensed it and sidestepped. Serdra had, of course, foreseen that and reached for her. Katja had herself expected that and batted the hand away with all the strength needed against Serdra. She then took a step closer and punched the woman in the gut. Her fist sank in right between the ribs and hip and the air burst out of Serdra.
 
   Katja sent the other fist into a powerful swing and roared as it smacked into Serdra's face.
 
   Her mentor lost her balance and staggered back two steps. Katja knew she would recover quickly and charged at her with a kick to take advantage of this brief window.
 
   A trap!
 
   Serdra ducked faster than the eye could see, the kick went over her head and she kicked the leg out from under Katja.
 
   Katja landed on her hands and knees and began to get up, but Serdra sprang back up with her knee leading the way. Katja tried to dodge, but just succeeded in taking it by the temple rather than between the eyes.
 
   The night exploded and she fell limply backwards into the snow.
 
   Serdra was on top of her almost immediately. She sat on Katja's chest and caught the right-handed blow Katja attempted. The woman pressed the hand down left of Katja's head and leaned down so her weight went on the upper arm and pressed it on Katja's throat.
 
   Katja felt she was choking under her own arm and tried to get her knees up between them but had no room. She tried to jerk about like Serdra taught her, but the woman was too strong and agile for it to work. She tried to punch with her left hand, but Serdra caught that hand as well, a hair's breadth from her own temple and pressed it into the snow.
 
   I will not lose!
 
   She strained. She let fear and excitement and battle rage flow through herself and pull out every stopper. She pushed up with everything, everything, she had and Serdra's grip on the left hand wavered. Katja was able to breathe a bit as Serdra reacted to this. The air gave her an extra smidgeon of strength and the arm moved a bit more.
 
   A bit further and then...
 
   Her strength gave out completely, and Serdra had plenty left. The chokehold resumed with full force and she could do nothing to fight back. Her body was out of energy, her head was rattled from the blows, she was freezing in the snow, she couldn't breathe and Serdra was so very strong.
 
   She gave up. She relaxed what little tension remained in her body as a mark of defeat.
 
   Serdra released her immediately and sat up.
 
   Katja coughed air down into her lungs.
 
   So much for that.
 
   “You have improved,” Serdra said calmly.
 
   “I... lost,” Katja croaked.
 
   “Of course. But you did as well as I hoped. You have gained the necessary skills and the reflexes to use them. Congratulations. You are now ready to learn from experience.”
 
   Her tone couldn't really be called tender; not for a normal person. But perhaps coming from Serdra it was.
 
   The woman gently held the back of her neck and lifted her into a sitting position. She used her other hand to wipe melting snow from her back. It was good to get rid of it. She was quite cold enough.
 
   “I will tell you the history of the world,” Serdra continued in that relatively gentle tone. Katja thought she sensed satisfaction in her demeanour - unseen since the first time Katja sang. “And after that we will be done here. Let's go and obey the Call, little raptor.”
 
   “Don't you... want to hit me one last time?” Katja mumbled with all the sarcasm numb lips and air-starved lungs would allow.
 
   Serdra head butted her between the eyes, though not very hard.
 
   “Was that your sense of humour?”
 
   Katja almost managed to laugh, and Serdra lifted the girl up in her arms and carried her inside.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6.
 
    
 
   Katja rose early in the morning as usual after passing the test, but Serdra seemed to wish to take things rather easy. It was so unusual as to be almost spooky but she was nonetheless glad. She didn't know how in the world she'd avoided breaking bones in the fight, but she was more bruised and weary than she'd been for a month. She'd fallen asleep before Serdra placed her in the bed.
 
   Katja had fought as never before. She'd often thought she was doing her best, but she'd never maintained such speed, ferocity and power for so long. She'd been pounded into the ground as usual, but Serdra had also never been so brutal towards her except to bring her down immediately. The woman had been more dangerous than anyone or anything Katja had ever met.
 
   And she'd held her own for a good long while. She had discovered the outermost limits of her capabilities, and lost. The feeling was rather bittersweet, but she was excited about what was to come.
 
   Her mentor walked to one of the chests. She took a big paper scroll out of one of them, unfurled it and turned towards Katja. It was a map of the entire known world. From the ice sea of Northrim to the southern coast and from the Outskirts to the east to the westernmost shorelines. It was also divided into the nations of the world, each one of which was marked by name, except for the wild Outskirts and the northernmost spits of Northrim.
 
   “This map is outdated,” she said. “It looks to be about fifteen years old. But it will suffice.”
 
   She put it on a stool and sat down. Katja sat on the bed and waited with anticipation for this ending to the beginning of her training, or just what exactly was coming.
 
   “What do you know of the old world?” Serdra asked. “Before the Shattering?”
 
   Katja gaped a bit. It felt quite strange enough to be asked about the Jukiala-era, rarely mentioned outside of song evenings, let alone the far distant past.
 
   “Um,” she thought and tried to dig some information from her memories. “It...” She threw up her hands and shook her head. “You know, we never thought of such things back home. I only know that the world was different before the Shattering and the Lady. I've never wondered about the details.”
 
   “I don't know all the details myself, they hardly matter anymore,” Serdra said. “But by all accounts things were different then. Simpler for our people, fewer enemies and mankind's knowledge is said to have been amazing. Buildings, weapons and medicine were far ahead of what has been achieved since. Vastly different. At least in this world.”
 
   “This world?” Katja asked.
 
   “There are others. Differing in their distance and incomprehensibility to mankind. The spirit world, to which the souls of men vanish, is an example of an existence a step above ours. But there are also underworlds, corners of existence where terrible entities dwell: Dark spirits and the creatures men call demons. They are not like you and me. Thought and existence are different from what mortal men know, and they hate us. They hate lingering in the darkest corners of the universe and wish to climb upwards.”
 
   “Between these worlds are divides. Walls which prevent people, spirits and entities wandering where they don't belong. During the peak of the old world a hole was torn into the wall between our world and the lower one. Incredible energies burst in all directions and all sorts of creatures flowed in.”
 
   “Some wandered about in a mad frenzy and have long since been slain. Others took up a shadow existence, like the wretches on the hill by your village. And those who were here before changed.”
 
   “In short, the world was changed for the worse, and not only regarding monsters. The cities collapsed, people died in droves, lands rose and sank, mountains moved from place. The face of the earth itself changed, and out of all this chaos rose the Death Lords; terrible abominations with power over the walking dead. They established their own order far to the east and harried what remained of mankind.”
 
   “Where were the Redcloaks while all this was going on?” Katja asked.
 
   Serdra smiled.
 
   “That name didn't exist then. Much of our kind fell during those times, both in the cataclysm and the ensuing battles with the demon hordes and servants of the Death Lords. In addition the Lords commanded entire armies. It was hard for our kin to do much about the situation alone.”
 
   “But then Jukiala arrived on the scene, the woman later known as the Lady, and as you know she led an exodus out of the ruins, out of the grasp of the Death Lords and to the west.”
 
   “The journey took years and was slow going through ruins and wastelands. But our siblings did their part to defend the people, and more and more joined the horde until a great portion of the people who hadn't gone mad in the cataclysm were marching west under the Lady's banner.”
 
   “Many old historians praise this. They called it proof that humanity deserved to survive, a time of unity and brotherhood when the old matters of contention were dropped to the wayside one by one.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Jukiala changed the world. All modern nations have in common to have once been part of Jukiala, with a similar past, and to speak the High Tongue to at least some degree. Many states of the old world had nothing in common. Most had their own language, naming conventions, customs and history. Even people's appearance depended on their origin.”
 
   “Their appearance?”
 
   “Height, skin colour, facial features, hair colour, eye colour and body type. All of these could mark where a person was from.”
 
   Katja found it a strange thought and stroked her face absent mindedly. Her parents looked nothing alike but both were Baldur's Coast folk. She had inherited her mother's flat face, pitch black hair and almond-shaped eyes. What would that have meant in that old, bygone world?
 
   “But in any case,” Serdra said and pointed at the map's westernmost portion. “In time the horde arrived at the white beaches of the west and settled there. What had been preserved of old knowledge went into building houses, forging weapons, seeding fields and breeding animals.”
 
   “But the Death Lords did not accept their herd founding something which might stand up to them. They gave chase and assaulted the new nation. Humanity gathered an army and met this menace on the Blue Plain and won a victory through great sacrifice, our power and the magic which only the Lady could command.”
 
   “After the loss the Death Lords retreated over the Tooth Mounts and all the way north to Kreven, where they built their stronghold and planned. Jukiala still had to battle mad humans, corrupted by contact with evil forces and dark spirits in the wilds; the people who later became the Vegraine tribes. But those wars were a lesser problem, and as the years passed the nation began to flourish.”
 
   “As people multiplied it became both possible and necessary to seek new territory, so we and Jukiala's soldiers invaded the wilds and beat away anything we encountered. The nation expanded greatly and assimilated some small communities which had formed. Generals led searches for good farming areas, woods, mines and rivers. Lands were named after those who founded the first colonies, and we guarded the borders.”
 
   “The Death Lords returned of course, as you know. They were more cautious this time and were aided by the Prelain-people which they'd subjected.”
 
   “Prelain?” Katja asked.
 
   “It's doubtful they are ever mentioned by the public these days. They have long since stopped existing as a nation. But back then the Death Lords saw the advantage of commanding agents which could travel among mortals and spy without being noticed. The next wars were far longer and more difficult, thanks to the spying and sabotage of these traitors. The rulers of Jukiala responded to this as well as other subtle dangers by founding and training a special order whose role it was to gather information on supernatural foes and spy on them. They've acquired the name Shades, and weren't too dissimilar from us, except they were more hidden and used different methods. The stealth language and the signs were developed for them and us.”
 
   “This order often worked with the Redcloaks. They benefited from our second sight and knowledge of the otherworldly, and we benefited from having allies which could cover more ground than we and hide among ordinary folk.”
 
   “So it's they who maintain this cabin?”
 
   “Yes, among other things. They also sometimes maintain the evil reputation of places where monsters have been slain, so we can use them as havens. But as I am saying the One Nation was threatened by more than the Death Lords. Vegraine-men were pushed farther and farther into the east until they could only be found in the Outskirts, but each generation still carried out raids. And the larger Jukiala grew, the harder it became to hold it all together.”
 
   “States quarrelled with their neighbours on various matters, or complained about them getting special treatment from the senate. Others demanded independence after the Vegraine were driven far enough from their borders and some suffered under the rule of corrupt and greedy governors, which then caused widespread dissent.”
 
   “Then there were the demons. Dark sorcerers always existed but became more powerful after the Shattering. The divide between worlds never recovered, which made it easier for them to contact demons and malevolent spirits, which gave power in exchange for service and sacrifice. These men formed a secret alliance, to share secrets and better serve the will of their masters.”
 
   “The sorcerers caused havoc now and then but on the whole weren't as much of a threat as the Vegraine or revenants. That changed during the third century of the old calendar when along came a man named Zakari Manso, who was both a brilliant sorcerer and a clever leader. He and his followers established greater order and discipline among their brethren.”
 
   “This new implementation of ancient customs was given several names: The Brotherhood of the Pit, Zakari's Heirs, and the Black Blood. They wrote many tomes on sorcery and evil spirits, and turned the Brotherhood into a real threat capable of far more than install the occasional person into powerful, or perform sacrificial rituals in basements and clearings.”
 
   “They even went so far as to openly seize a territory they named Vendyha and more than a century passed before that nation was destroyed by force. Have you heard of the Night of Fire?”
 
   “Yes,” Katja answered. There were a few poems about it. All about death and devilry and a day as dark as night.
 
   “It marked the fall of Vendyha. Most of their leaders were slain, their library was burned and Zakari's Heirs were scattered to the winds. Redcloaks and Shades were more alert to their kind after that and the Brotherhood has never regained full strength since then. They still managed to preserve various tomes and kept on teaching their children Zakari's art in even greater secrecy than before, and dreamt of the realm they'd been denied.”
 
   “So was everything just a total mess?” Katja asked.
 
   “I wouldn't say that. Jukiala preserved mankind, maintained order and rebuilt what remained of the world. If the One Nation hadn't lasted for as long as it did you would live in a much darker and uglier world, I can assure you.”
 
   “But difficulties nonetheless existed. Their severity waxed and waned, but about three hundred years ago the Death Lords made their greatest offensive yet. It came at the worst possible time regarding internal stability for Jukiala. The Vegraine had been pushed up into mountains long ago and droughts had ravaged several states, which put strain on relations.”
 
   “The destruction left by the Death Lords and their servants was terrible. Umer, Balos and Ermen were levelled, The Black River states lost their glory and the Skymounts... well, they have become an evil place where the living have no business.”
 
   “They lost though.”
 
   “Did they?”
 
   Katja's eyes went wide.
 
   “Ah... yes. At least that's how every tale and song I've heard goes; that Jukiala and the Death Lords destroyed one another.”
 
   “I'm afraid we aren't so fortunate,” Serdra said. “It is true that the Death Lords didn't manage to conquer the world and lost many of their mightiest servants. But the Lords themselves only went into hiding. And Jukiala, the union which held them back for so long, fell apart. Too many states lay in ruins for trade to continue as before and the armies were too busy protecting their own lands against desperate refugees and bandits to support their neighbours.”
 
   “The years after the Dusk War were very dark and difficult, and the unity of old was forgotten. And so we have the current situation, Katja.”
 
   Serdra held the map up.
 
   “Borders flit back and forth like drunken snakes. Upper-Breth and Lower-Breth were a single realm in my youth. Orkan has changed hands four times in my life. The Stonefoot lands are locked in constant conflict between ruling families. And I could go on.”
 
   She let the map fall on the table.
 
   “But that is none of our concern. What is our concern is that the new way of things in many ways makes things easier for our enemies. The Night Hand, human servants of the Death Lords, still do their bidding, hidden among ordinary citizens in most if not all lands. Possibly except for the Outskirts.”
 
   “That's eerie,” Katja muttered. She didn't know what else to say to something like that.
 
   “The Brotherhood did not fare quite as well,” Serdra continued. “At first they kept many of their secret territories, where they could perform their ceremonies in peace and dispose of people likely to cause trouble, but time has worn those away.”
 
   “By which you mean blades, I take it?”
 
   Serdra flashed one of those little smiles of hers.
 
   “Yes. We and the remains of the Shades have had plenty to do for the last few centuries, but by now there are few areas left where they have great influence. The espionage of the Shades and our sensitivity occasionally reveal a community concealing demonic rituals, or a dark magic grimoire or people like that sorcerer you saw in your vision.”
 
   “Was he one of them?”
 
   “We never found out for sure. I suspect he was in disfavour among his brethren, given how crudely he did his deeds. It is possible he was unconnected to the Black Blood and learned dark magic on his own, but given the location it would be quite a coincidence.”
 
   “But back to history. The Brotherhood tried to seize power in Kampara in the chaos following the Dusk War. It was really the last time they willingly revealed themselves to the world, and ever since they had stayed in the shadows. Their new policy seems to be to marry into powerful families, influence things in secret and try to tame the old magics their ancestors commanded.”
 
   “Centuries later?” Katja said with a bit a smile. “They don't give up, do they?”
 
   “Since Zakari managed it others can as well,” Serdra said and didn't smile back. “I'm told some have even gotten quite close to it. Fortunately the covens seem to be ever more divided with each generation. Each one sits on their own secrets and magic and they don't seem to share. We have even known them to come into conflict.”
 
   “But anyway, their secret influence often made it difficult to get to them. Have you heard of the Rakasia family?”
 
   “The blood court? Who ruled in Miralua?” Katja answered.
 
   “The Brotherhood had great influence within that powerful clan. The tales have been exaggerated, but they were still a menace. Until-”
 
   “Until...” Katja interrupted, and thought for a moment. “Torgeir Stonefoot wiped them out, correct?” Serdra's face told her she was correct, and Katja felt rather pleased at being able to follow the lecture a bit.
 
   “Yes. The Spring War. He led his army out of what is now the Stone Seat and conquered Miralua. So the Brotherhood moved south.”
 
   Serdra dragged her finger down along the map, and stopped north of Amerstan, in the Inner Sea.
 
   “Here. To the lands around the Inner Sea: Kossus, Amerstan, Farnar, the Golden Plain, Rodon and your Baldur's Coast. THAT was the evil I mentioned the day we set out.”
 
   Katja bounced up and leaned forward.
 
   “Hold on! We... we aren't some demon... scum, around here!”
 
   Serdra looked her in the eyes.
 
   “Do you care for your nation?”
 
   “Of course. I-” It suddenly occurred to Katja that she'd never won an argument with her mentor, be it due to a lack of counter-arguments or because the woman simply never changed her mind.
 
   “Well, that may be fine,” Serdra said. “But you are also young and ignorant. And if you want to survive what is coming you must accept that dark sorcerers hide among your countrymen.”
 
   “I haven't heard of anything like what you're describing! Not here!”
 
   “I am positive you must have heard of things you simply didn't know were related to them. As I said, the Brotherhood keeps a low profile. Of course not all your countrymen have connections to Zakari's heirs. Or even most. BUT,” she held her index finger up, “They are still numerous enough to spread messages around quickly and gather a death squad if they have cause to. And how are you going to tell who are Heirs and who aren't? Of all the people you know, and have met?”
 
   “I...” Katja shook her head with irritation and wanted to tear this whole thing apart, but the counters were slow in coming to her mind. “I know farmers! And merchants and blacksmiths and potters and healers and quarry workers!”
 
   “And do you know what those people do in their homes, when no one can see them? Or what they discuss with their friends and relatives, at evening get-togethers or in forest clearings? One's inner nature isn't visible on the outside.”
 
   Katja sneered in her search for words and felt a very unpleasant sensation begin to settle within. Faceless enemies? Could anyone be doing the same things as the sorcerer in the vision?
 
   “One should keep one's eyes and mind open when enemies are unknown, Katja. That is yet another thing for you to keep in mind.”
 
   Katja said nothing.
 
   “This whole thing is known as the Silent War; us and the Shades against the Night Hand and the Brotherhood, and they against one another. And all done in secret, without official support of kings or chancellors.”
 
   She stood up and put the map back in the chest.
 
   “That was the history of the world, Katja. Admittedly in highly simplified form, but you can figure out the details over time. For now it is time for you to take part in it and shape the future to the best of your ability.”
 
   She turned and looked into Katja's eyes.
 
   “I can see that appeals to you,” she said.
 
   “Yes,” she responded with quiet intensity. She buzzed with tension, as before a thunderstorm. Something monumental was beginning. She still couldn't quite wrap her head around this rapid change in her life, self-image and world view but sensed that now it would begin in earnest. She would get to satisfy her urges and it was terrifying and wonderful.
 
   Serdra nodded slightly.
 
   “Let's examine the past,” she said after a brief silence and took a small leather pouch from the chest. Katja had seen her put it there on the first day, but forgotten about it.
 
   The woman put a bit of water in the small pot and placed it on the fire. She opened the pouch and poured dried leaves into her palm. They were small, blackish green and round.
 
   “These are the leaves of the skyplant. Are you familiar with it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I didn't expect so. It didn't grow wild here when last I knew and there are few good reasons for cultivating it. Mortals sometimes use it as an intoxicant. Some believe it grants them visions, but usually they get nothing out of it except madness and addiction. It is a stupid habit and a large dose can be dangerous. But we are more resistant to such than most and under the right circumstances a small dose, such as this one, can aid us in using the sight.”
 
   Katja looked at the dry, cracked leaves in her mentor's palm. She'd heard what certain plants could do to people.
 
   “Can leaves really do that?”
 
   “Receiving a future vision requires discipline. A degree of mental strength and neutrality which you are simply too young to possess. Especially considering that past visions seem to be your true strength. These leaves can loosen your mind up a bit and help you see the future on purpose for the first time.”
 
   She ground the leaves between her fingers and let them fall into the pot.
 
   “But I have a new rule for you: Don't try something like this on your own. Careless experimenting can have negative effects. And you will be left vulnerable while the effects last. Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Serdra stirred the pot slowly for a bit and then poured the brew into a mug.
 
   “Sit in the chair.”
 
   She tapped the chair's back.
 
   Katja sighed and reluctantly got to her feet.
 
   “The last time you said that I didn't enjoy the results.”
 
   “Oh?” Serdra wagged the mug a bit. “So you're planning to thicken your skin by avoiding discomfort?”
 
   Katja restrained her own mouth and sat down. There had never been a choice.
 
   Serdra handed the mug over her shoulder and Katja took it. The smell of the brew was bitter and less than tempting.
 
   “Now breathe calmly as before, but look forward. Concentrate. Don't open yourself to what was; try to see what will be.”
 
   “And,” Katja sniffed the brew again. It was no more appetising a second time. “Just how do I do that?”
 
   “I can't describe it any better than that. Just try. It's in your nature.”
 
   “That's helpful,” Katja mumbled. She closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind. The same doubts and worries as the last time rushed in from every direction and she fought the same battle for silencing them.
 
   Eventually she didn't think herself capable of being any more relaxed and sipped the 'tea'. The taste was stronger than the smell and lingered far too long. She shivered.
 
   “Finish it,” Serdra commanded and Katja braced herself and poured the entire thing down in one gulp.
 
   And now what?
 
   “Look ahead.”
 
   Katja waited and tried to obey.
 
   She slowly started to feel a strange numbness. Unlike the previous instance, when she sensed indistinct but close shadows of the past, now it was as if there was nothing around her. Or at least nothing that mattered. But it also made it possible for her to apply her mind differently.
 
   “What do you sense, Katja?”
 
   It took her a little while to understand the question. Her thoughts were so clear. Crystal clear but distant. Like a ball made of glass, hidden somewhere in darkness.
 
   She tried. She kept her eyes closed and tried to understand this level her mind was operating on. Tried to feel about for the future.
 
   But what is the future? It hasn't happened yet, and in times becomes the past. A past clear and stable as a tree trunk which actions branch out of. Farther and farther, branching into ever smaller possibilities.
 
   “Like a tree of light,” muttered a distant voice. Her own.
 
   “What do you sense, Katja?”
 
   We leave the fell. Follow a branch off the tree. The Call. But there are so many.
 
   She walked through a fog in a darkened forest. There she found a tub filled with various fruits. Some of them were under-ripe and some rotten but on the whole they looked very appetising. She reached for an orange but was startled when a serpent rose from beneath the fruits. It bit her hand and her blood made it stronger. It grew and stretched itself high in the air as she staggered backwards. Venom dripped from the sword-like fangs and down onto the fruits. The fog and the darkness began to hiss and growl and the serpent circled the tub.
 
   Katja fell on her knees as the venom coursed through her veins. She looked down into the grass and saw it change into paving stones, fire and water and finally blood.
 
   “This will do.”
 
   Serdra shook her gently and put a finger on each of her eyebrows and manually opened her eyes.
 
   “The bird.”
 
   “Katja!”
 
   She slowly returned to reality. She was dazed and confused, as if she had a tingling inside her head.
 
   What did I say?
 
   “Whaaaa?”
 
   “Easy,” Serdra said and the world span a circle as the woman lay her in bed.
 
   “Whaat?”
 
   “Relax. Get your bearings.”
 
   Katja kept her breathing calm and rubbed her face as reality pieced itself back together. Was it the vision or the leaves doing this to her?
 
   The numbness in her head lingered for longer but faded away at an even pace, until the only things remaining were the vision and feelings she didn't quite understand.
 
   “Wow,” she finally said and looked up at Serdra. “You sure know how to confuse me, old woman.”
 
   Serdra flashed her smile.
 
   “What did you see?” she asked.
 
   “I-” Katja closed her eyes and tried to remember. The whole thing had started to fade and vanish from memory when she returned, like a dream in the morning. “I saw something about the rise of a hidden threat, which then spreads its venom about and grows and grows. Fire. Killings. Danger. Could it be in a city? I thought I saw paving stones.”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said and looked to the east even though they were indoors. “I think we should turn our attention to Baldur's City. If some hidden evil is growing in strength in this country odds are overwhelming that the Brotherhood is responsible, and the city is the centre of power around here. And if they aren't up to something there then at least it's the best place to get news.”
 
   “And you know nothing more?”
 
   Serdra watched her silently. Katja composed the reply in her mind.
 
   “How am I to learn something if I'm told what to expect?” she recited and waved her hands melodramatically with a sigh. “Is that the answer?”
 
   “Maybe,” said Serdra. “But how are you to learn something if you know exactly what I'm up to?”
 
   The woman turned around and began rinsing the pot and mug. Katja sat up in the bed and looked around the cabin. There was almost nothing they needed to do before leaving. They just had to pack what little food and luggage they had and close the shutters carefully.
 
   “So is that it?” she asked. The words were almost a whisper and she felt a different kind of excitement grip her.
 
   “Yes.” Serdra looked up from her work. “It's time for you to leave the nest, little raptor. I have fed you for weeks. Now you must learn to fly.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja turned in the saddle and looked back. The cabin where she had learned the basics of a Redcloak's life grew smaller and smaller with each step the horse took. She suspected the sight of it would live long in her memory.
 
   When they approached the edge of the fell she could see across Baldur's Coast. The snow to the east was already vanishing.
 
   A new beginning.
 
   She breathed in the cool air. Her thoughts turned to the future vision. She'd sensed something strong there. Something far more dangerous than the monsters she'd seen so far. Fear mixed with the excitement.
 
   But the excitement was stronger.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7.
 
    
 
   The journey to Rapids progressed slowly at first. Serdra was still concerned with not running into anyone who might recognize Katja even though Katja insisted the chances of that happening so far east were remote. Additionally the winter's stay on the fell had drained the horse's stamina and the snow covering the isolated trails slowed him considerably.
 
   Still, the landscape got steadily more flat as they went east, the snow melted quickly and Serdra started inching closer to civilization.
 
   Hjalmar had always leapt at any opportunity to remind people how comfortable the Baldur's Coast climate was compared to the countries he'd visited. Short winters with light snow and reliable summers. Katja wasn't sure whether the point had been to silence complaints or to remind everyone how far he'd travelled.
 
   They spent the nights in hollows Serdra knew from old and ate sparingly of the little meat and bread they had left.
 
   Rapids was one of the larger settlements of Baldur's Coast and the centre of all trade in the county. It was the perfect place to shop for the journey and get information. Serdra wanted to trade the Dale coin for Amerstan-crowns and was eager to know what was going on to the south, as well as north in Amerstan. Katja herself was eager to see places she'd been denied for so long.
 
   Only once in her life had she been so far east; eight years earlier, when her father and others of the village had gone on a trade journey to Rapids. She's been allowed to tag along in the hope that the discomforts of travel would quench her thirst for adventure. The man had wound up disappointed, to say the least.
 
   Katja smiled a bit at the memory, despite a sudden sting of homesickness. She touched the necklace and reminded herself that she had no business going back home.
 
   The snow had mostly vanished by the morning of the fifth day. They had just set out again when they started to hear the din, and Katja knew they didn't have far to go.
 
   The Din River could be glimpsed through the foliage. It rushed down from the highlands and to the sea, fat and fast due to the spring thaw. When Hnut carried them past the foliage the town spread out before them.
 
   It was strange to see it again after all this time and awoke a hint of the old childish excitement at seeing the homes of over a thousand people in one place. The place even seemed to have grown if memory wasn't failing her, and more tracts turned into farmland.
 
   They finally crossed into the road, which was already muddy with traffic and covered with animal dung, across the old wooden bridge and moss-covered rocks the town was named after. 
 
   Katja gazed in every direction as the town started to encircle them and compared what she saw to her recollections. The first trading groups were already here and the air sang with conversations, animal noises, work sounds, laughter and someone was playing a fiddle and telling the tale of Arnaldur the Grey and Eirikur Cliff invading the Outskirts.
 
   Oh, how she loved this.
 
   Serdra asked a guardsman for directions and then headed directly to the sheriff's office. There she entered with her purse in hand and came back out with considerably less in it.
 
   “Do you remember what we need?” she asked.
 
   Katja took a deep breath.
 
   “Oats, new horseshoes, well-lasting food, a sharpening stone, needle and thread, materials for patches, skin socks, a purse for myself... and... oil for our blades.”
 
   “And news, don't forget about that.”
 
   “No, I know.”
 
   Katja looked around at all the activity, as well as the variety which made her wish to be rich.
 
   “Won't we hear more if we split up?” she asked slowly and got irritated at her own inability to keep excitement out of her voice.
 
   “So, you want to run around,” Serdra answered with that iron gaze of hers.
 
   “Well, yes,” Katja said after slight hesitation and shrugged. “I've been up on a fell for three months. With you.”
 
   “We need to keep a low profile,” Serdra said and flicked the headscarf she wore. She'd put it on when they approached settlements to hide that strange white and brown hair of hers.
 
   “So you're going to tackle me if I start to walk away?” Katja asked and felt the grin creep to life.
 
   “If you get into a brawl I will do just that,” Serdra said in her customarily calm fashion and handed her a few crowns. “Find us some oil.”
 
   Katja took the money and Serdra leaned in a bit.
 
   “You will have plenty of opportunities to test what I have taught you. Do show that I've taught you some discipline.”
 
   With that she turned around and led Hnut towards a farrier.
 
   Katja let the coins slip into the pocket on the front of her shirt and went off on a casual walk.
 
   It was a bit odd to be around so many people and not see a single acquaintance. No one struck up a conversation with her as she passed camps and booths, tents and animal fences, except to offer her some product. Everyone was busy with their own business and she could float around without notice, like a phantom.
 
   Or almost. She got some glances because of the sword. Serdra had told her to wear it on her hip at all times so she would learn to not let the scabbard cause her any problems. After three months of that Katja had almost stopped thinking about it, but now she was reminded that a woman with a war sword was a somewhat odd sight.
 
   People didn't stare, and she doubted this would be newsworthy enough to carry west to her kinfolk, but the thought occurred that perhaps she should buy a headscarf herself, for future use.
 
   I wonder how tightly the woman wants to hold onto the money, Katja thought. She stuck her hand in the pocket and rooted the coins around a bit. And where do Redcloaks get money from anyway, if we're always traveling? Does she mean to do work as a milkmaid when the opportunity rises?
 
   The mental image of Serdra chasing an uncooperative cow with an empty bucket in hand made her laugh.
 
   She pushed through a group watching a man offer copper jewellery, and finally spotted a small house where a man offered various kinds of greases, oils and spices out of a large window sill.
 
   “Good day, young lady,” the sinewy man of about forty said as he saw her interest and smiled amiably. “Can I offer you something?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Katja answered. She walked to the sill and examined his selection. She picked up one jar after the other and peeked under the lid as she went over the details of the story she and Serdra had put together for the last few days.
 
   “You look newly arrived,” the man asked conversationally.
 
   “I am, actually,” Katja said and was relieved at him taking the first step. “We meant to spend the winter here, on our way to Baldur's City, but I got sick on the way and we had to accept hospitality in Threshwood while I recovered.”
 
   “Well, it is better to owe a favour than risk one's health in winter weather,” the man said and sipped some berry wine. “You seem to have made good recovery.”
 
   “Yeah, no fever is going to bring me down,” Katja said and smirked, but suddenly realised she didn't know how to feign illness and hoped he'd leave that subject be. “I feel worse about having been away from the main tracks. What news of the mid-coast?”
 
   The man became ill at ease and tapped his heart slightly, which was supposedly good when speaking of evil things.
 
   “Ah, monsters roam our country, judging by the tales,” he said quietly. “Did you hear of the incident to the west?”
 
   “N-no,” Katja replied and tried to convince herself there was nothing noteworthy about her appearance.
 
   “Some horror came out of the woods by Brown Slope in broad daylight, and attacked everything in its path. It tore five people apart before being felled!”
 
   Three, Katja thought.
 
   “Is this a true story?” she asked and was acutely aware of the necklace.
 
   “As true as any story, I would say. It arrived in our town from various directions shortly before the snow. Supposedly some girl cut the beast down and vanished shortly after. This led to no few ghost stories during drunken evenings, let me tell you.”
 
   “I'll bet,” Katja muttered and wondered what her relatives and neighbours said about the incident these days. “But it sounds like this monster isn't a problem anymore.”
 
   “Isn't it?” the man said and was no more at ease. “Then what happened to the girl? And we now have stories from the east of similar happenings.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A group came here to sell sheepskin over a week ago. They live close to Longwater, in Shaken County, and apparently two people have been dragged into the water by... something.”
 
   “Clumsiness?” Katja joked half-heartedly, but the unease resurfaced. She'd forgotten about it for a little bit. Was this what she and Serdra had sensed?
 
   “No,” the man said and wasn't amused. “They swore that something had come out of the water in the night and snatched men before witnesses.”
 
   “No kidding,” Katja said and rolled a jar back and forth between her fingers.
 
   “Do you still want to go east?” the man said in total earnestness.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I do want to go east.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should buy this,” the man said and held up a particular jar. “Horsefat mixed with ground leeks. It is supposed to defend against unnatural beasts, even harm them. It might be wise to smear it on your forehead. Or your sword.”
 
   I've been informed otherwise.
 
   “I think it would be wiser to just run,” Katja said and put up a smile.
 
   The man smiled back but the subject was clearly making him ill at ease.
 
   “I'll have this,” Katja said and held up a piece of tallow in a small wooden box. It wouldn't break easily, and the tallow wouldn't leak out.
 
   She paid and left with the box in her shirt pocket along with eight crowns.
 
   As Katja walked further along the streets she noticed that a large portion of the people weren't even making purchases. Many relatives were meeting for the first time since fall and now stood in groups and traded messages, regards, memories of bygone times and news.
 
   She heard the monster story from the east three more times as she walked slowly and innocently past groups and heard at least one mention of herself.
 
   It was rather fun.
 
   The houses were quite similar to what she was accustomed to, except usually bigger and often older. Almost every single window frame, roof edge and beam were decorated with carvings, and a wooden disc above the doors showed the number of occupants. It seemed like each house usually held fewer people than back home, whatever that meant.
 
   Quite a few housewives took advantage of the traffic by offering light, cheap meals in the street. Despite all the people and animals the air smelled of soups, porridges and breads and when Katja spotted a young woman offering buns with meat in them she couldn't help but stop.
 
   She had eight crowns left. Serdra had far more than that, but also had to spend it for-
 
   An old man greedily bit into one of the buns and steaming meat and grease burst out the side of it.
 
   Oh never mind!
 
   She darted for the table before anyone else could get at it, let two crowns fall into a pouch and snatched the largest one.
 
   She bit into the bun as she walked and groaned with pleasure. It was a wonderful change after the cabin diet.
 
   A crowd had gathered on a square ahead. It was mostly comprised of men, who were clearly watching something exciting in process. As she drew nearer and started hearing grunts of effort she understood.
 
   She slipped into the crowd and squeezed her way to the rope which had been strung between four stakes as a simple fence. The wrestlers were caked in mud and one of them had a gushing nosebleed, but their competitive spirit was clearly visible. Currently they stood upright in a grapple and tried anything and everything to bring the other down.
 
   She'd always enjoyed watching matches, but now she did so with a slightly different mindset. After Serdra's training she now observed the details of how they moved and the mistakes they made, and imagined what she herself would do if she were within the fence; how she would make use of those mistakes and turn their efforts against them.
 
   She imagined what it would be like to have all this attention on her and hear the calls being directed at herself.
 
   This wouldn't count as a brawl, would it? she thought. It's just a competition. Would it be so bad to...
 
   Something hard and sharp was poked into her lower back.
 
   Katja whirled around in the confines of the crowd and grabbed the hand. It belonged to Serdra, who let a pointed pebble drop to the ground and pulled Katja in close.
 
   “You're not being alert,” she whispered into her student's ear.
 
   “Are you comp-”
 
   Serdra pressed a finger to her lips.
 
   “Come.”
 
   Serdra started to slip out of the crowd while Katja tried to stare holes into the back of her head and breathe out the sudden fear. Then she followed.
 
   “I found good tallow,” she said quietly but sharply. Getting excited around all these people wouldn't do. “Where's the horse?”
 
   “I asked the farrier to look after him for a bit.” Serdra stopped in a rather empty area. “Have you noticed anything?”
 
   “There's... there's apparently another monster loose. By Longwater.”
 
   “Yes, that's not hard to find out. That story seems to be overshadowing yours.”
 
   “Is this,” Katja looked around. “Is this what's been calling us?” she whispered.
 
   Serdra closed her eyes and stood utterly still.
 
   “No,” she said after a brief silence, in a slightly distant voice. “I doubt it. I feel something hidden, approaching, and more dangerous than a minor demon who snatches the occasional person.”
 
   She opened her eyes.
 
   “Whatever is going on to the northeast is too small to cause what we've been feeling. Try to remember this, so you'll learn to tell the different aspects of the Call apart.”
 
   Katja nodded a bit.
 
   “So shouldn't we, well, do something?” she asked.
 
   “Let's deal with something else first,” Serdra said. “What else have you noticed?”
 
   “What else?”
 
   Katja squirmed beneath her mentor's gaze and tried to think. What was worth mentioning?
 
   “I've seen surprisingly few guardsmen,” she then said. “I've seen a lot of lucky charms, in windows, doorframes and belts. And I heard someone mention fresh hostilities between Amerstan and Kossus.”
 
   Serdra looked slowly to the side and up. Katja followed her gaze to the doorframe of a carpenter's workshop.
 
   “Careful not to stare for too long,” Serdra said quietly and looked away herself.
 
   Katja ran her eyes quickly over the frame, again and again, and saw nothing. She looked away.
 
   “What is it?” she whispered.
 
   “On the top left,” Serdra clarified after looking around a bit.
 
   Katja looked again and finally spotted something. Farmer Robert had been carved there. The chubby fellow was something of a good luck charm for homes, and was always shown with four wheat cobs in hand. This one however only had two.
 
   “This has long been a symbol of our friends here in this land,” Serdra whispered into her ear.
 
   Katja examined the carving better and now noticed that Robert was right between a carved circle and diamond shape. A diamond on top of a ring signalled a Shade dwelling.
 
   Katja looked away again and felt a surprise surge of excitement. Then she once again looked around in case anyone was paying attention to them.
 
   “Don't be too secretive,” Serdra warned her. “People notice that.” She leaned up against a wall and crossed her arms. “It's rather risky to put something like this up in the middle of a town. We best proceed carefully.”
 
   “So we'll talk to the residents?” Katja asked. She was curious to meet these allies of the Redcloaks.
 
   “Yes. We could use more information before we travel further.”
 
   “What... do I do... anything... special?”
 
   “You can ask anything you like,” Serdra answered. “But if you have no questions just pay attention.”
 
   She knocked strongly on the door and walked in.
 
   The insides were those of any other workshop Katja had seen. Tools hung on every wall, half-finished items stood on notched workbenches and sawdust and splinters covered the floor. In addition, skilfully carved and thoroughly used wooden men lay here and there, along with a dented toy sword.
 
   A man in his twenties came walking down from the upper floor and was cleaning his face with a wet rag.
 
   “Good day, ladies,” he said with good humour. “I am Markus Arelus, carpenter. What can I do for you? I am afraid it is difficult for me to accept more commissions.”
 
   “Good day. We just came here to talk,” Serdra answered, and closed the door behind them. “Vorsam uri tovaren hubra hjoma,” she added and stared intently at the carpenter while she took the headscarf off.
 
   'We are Redcloaks, Shade, here to talk. There is no immediate danger', Katja interpreted in her mind.
 
   The man was stunned for a few moments.
 
   “Domi, fal obra,” he then said quickly and didn't use the words as nimbly as Serdra. He stood stock still on the stairs and alternated his gaze between them, until it fastened on Katja.
 
   “A young girl, with flint-black hair, narrow eyes and a hard build,” he said quietly, as if to himself. “So there truly was a Graycloak, by Brown Slope.”
 
   “Yes. Apparently I'm... famous,” Katja said and half-smiled.
 
   The carpenter nodded almost imperceptibly and still seemed taken aback.
 
   Is he worried we'll eat him?
 
   “I have never met one of you,” he said and finally walked down with slow steps. He looked away from them just long enough to take the lid off a wine carafe and pour into three mugs which he took down from pegs.
 
   “We have been half-expecting a visit, after the stories began,” he said and felt for another carafe and added water to the wine. “But time passed and I started thinking it was just nonsense. You haven't been seen here on the Coast in years.”
 
   “Not since I was here last,” Serdra said and looked around. “I once stayed a night in this house. As a guest of Peter.”
 
   “My grandfather,” Markus said and smiled a moment. “He passed away a quarter century ago.”
 
   Serdra walked up to him and received a wine mug and Katja was right behind her and accepted the third one. She found their effect on the man both uncomfortable and amusing.
 
   “How have you fared around here since those days?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Well, this is the Inner Sea area,” the man said awkwardly. “It is difficult for us to carry out investigations or get reinforcements from other lands without risking the Brotherhood's attention.” He sipped the wine slightly. “We had a sheriff among our ranks in Shaken County, and two of his guardsmen, but they were found murdered by a logging cabin. It was thought to be the work of bandits, but it could also have been the Brotherhood.”
 
   “Hm. So how is your situation on the Coast?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Poor, to tell the truth,” Markus said, and looked like he'd bitten into something sour. “We are four families here and around the town and we have men to the west, by the border, and several in Baldur's City. But we can't do much more than keep our eyes and ears open and send reports to the leader in Amerstan.”
 
   “And who is that these days?”
 
   “An old champion,” Markus said with respect. “He was a great warrior and traveller in his time. Maron Kalman.”
 
   Katja saw some reaction in Serdra and felt she herself had heard the name before.
 
   “And where is his seat?” the woman asked without anything unusual in her voice.
 
   “On the Flint homestead, in the east of Amerstan. There he oversees the training of young Sh... of young members. I will send my son there next year.”
 
   “The same old place,” Serdra said. “I know the way.”
 
   She sipped the wine, and Katja realized she had forgotten her own mug and took a good gulp. It was sweet apple wine, and a welcome change from water and tea.
 
   “What news from the east?” she then asked. “We just came into town, but I've heard of trouble with Kossus.”
 
   The carpenter nodded.
 
   “Kossus men have apparently been making raids across the strait. At first they were thought to be outlaws, from either land, but then witnesses started speaking up. We are headed for a war.”
 
   “I hadn't heard that,” Katja said. She had heard curses directed at Kossus, but that was nothing new. And she had heard something about raids, but those did happen from time to time.
 
   “The truth tends to get obscured as it moves away from its origin,” the carpenter said. “I was careful to seek news from people coming from the eastern reaches.”
 
   War.
 
   Katja looked to her side at Serdra in search of some kind of confirmation. Could this have something to do with the premonition? It was hardly supernatural or mysterious. Not a war between the Amerstan-lands and Kossus. But what could be going on that would be more important?
 
   “What about the monster?” Katja asked aloud. “Do you know anything of it?”
 
   “Yes, of course. I asked around about it as well as I could without arousing suspicion,” Markus said. “It has killed three. The first attack was eight days ago, and the latest was two days ago. People either didn't believe tales of the first one or thought it an isolated incident, but after the second one a search party was dispatched. They found nothing and after that people grouped tightly together, with weapons ever at the ready. It didn't save the third victim.”
 
   He took a short break and looked at them alternately.
 
   “I think it's some sort of mist demon,” he said, rather hesitantly. “The first victims weren't found, but the third one was the morning after the attack. I spoke to a man who took part in the search. The victim had been torn apart, but not eaten. And people saw tracks leading into the forest, which grew more shallow with each step until they simply vanished. The man I spoke to said the blood which had dripped from the monster continued for a while after that. A trail of blood but no footprints. It reminded me of the tales of Artur the wise, of mist demons.”
 
   Katja looked at Serdra. She seemed to be giving his suggestion due thought.
 
   “What about the attacks themselves?”
 
   “The first was on an isolated farm, where lived a widower with three children. The facts don't seem to be entirely clear. The children were the only witnesses and they were too distraught to tell a coherent tale. But the door had been smashed open and the father killed in his bed, judging by the blood.” 
 
   “The second was at the lake itself, just after sunset. Two men were passing on horseback, and the horses were suddenly startled. Terrified. When the demon came out of the foliage one was thrown from the saddle and tried to flee out onto the water. But the ice wasn't strong enough to bear his weight and the demon chased and caught him. The other man fled on horseback and said both had vanished under the ice.”
 
   “What did it look like?” Katja asked in a hushed voice and thought of the demon she had felled back home.
 
   “The man's description was by accounts rather vague. He claimed he couldn't focus at the time, or think clearly. It was two-legged. Big, with enormous paws. But quiet. The third attack was just before sunrise, the victim a man driving an ox-cart. A group of people heard the noise and came running just in time to see him being dragged away, into the forest.”
 
   “Has the sheriff done nothing?” Katja asked.
 
   “He led a big hunt after the second killing. But he did a clumsy job of it and wound up complicating matters more than helping. He also received his position immediately after a previous sheriff was murdered. I find it suspicious.”
 
   “And the governor is presumably calling fighting men to the east,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes. Sheriffs have fewer men to call on and people fear banditry. I would advise you to take care while travelling, but... well...” He looked at them and their swords and smiled a bit awkwardly.
 
   “We'll manage,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “What news of the Brotherhood around the Inner Sea?” Serdra asked.
 
   “They are still divided, from what we can tell. Maron sent a team straight into a showdown between two covens three years ago, and they slew the winners. Since then things have been quiet, from what I've heard. But, well, you know what they are like.”
 
   Well not really, Katja thought but kept it to herself.
 
   “Indeed,” Serdra said. “But can you tell us how to find these brethren of yours in Baldur's City?”
 
   “You should seek out Baldur Marks by Slab Square, or Oram Ingstad across from the hospital. They are the ones I communicate with.”
 
   “Do you know of any other useful people?” Katja asked.
 
   He thought for a bit before shaking his head.
 
   “No. Can you tell me what is going on? Why are you here?”
 
   “Conflict is coming,” Serdra said. “It may be that the Brotherhood is leaderless, but they are nonetheless putting something into motion. Something big. And that is all I know at the moment. Thank you, Markus Arelus,” she said formally, inclined her head and walked out. Katja waved at him a bit and followed.
 
   “Well,” Katja whispered as they walked. “He seemed quite struck at meeting us.”
 
   “They don't all have adventures,” Serdra said. “Some have the task of observing society around them and bringing up the next generation. Which is of course important, but not terribly exciting.”
 
   “And just what is a mist demon?” Katja asked.
 
   “It's a name this Artur the wise attached to those demons who don't quite enter the world of man. Those who can take on a physical existence to attack, but in between drift about as fleshless spirits. I feel his approach of cataloguing such things overly simplistic, but the name is used quite a bit. In any case, demons who behave in this manner aren't as strong as more 'solid' ones, but this feature also makes it especially difficult for mortals to deal with them.”
 
   “So it's up to us,” Katja said and smirked evilly. She'd faced demons twice, but then she hadn't possessed the skills she did now.
 
   “Hm.”
 
   Serdra's neutral tone caught Katja's attention and she looked at her mentor.
 
   “Wait, what did that mean? Shouldn't we-”
 
   “I find the timing and location rather suspicious.”
 
   Katja hesitated while searching for an answer and then Serdra gave her a subtle sign to keep quiet while a group passed by.
 
   “Just what do you mean?” she then whispered.
 
   “The attack on your village was a coincidence,” Serdra said quietly and carefully observed their surroundings. “Just a typical case of of something slipping through the divide. I don't sense that the divide is particularly weak here these days so another random attack in such a short time is rather unlikely.”
 
   “But not impossible, I take it?”
 
   “No. But I still have an ill feeling about this.”
 
   “And what will happen if nothing is done about this demon?”
 
   “Strong demons contaminate by their existence. They weaken the divide between worlds if they stay for long in man's world. And besides that the killings will continue,” Serdra said, still in that neutral tone. “The flight from the area which has no doubt begun will continue, some may try to band together and kill it but probably fail. Perhaps someone will eventually send a large enough party of warriors to destroy it, but demons don't wish to be cut down any more than men do and it will just hide. Eventually none will reside by Longwater and the demon shall either hibernate or seek out other hunting grounds.”
 
   They walked for a bit and Katja watched her expressionless mentor. The attack which had cost Maria her life once again entered her mind.
 
   “And, what, are you not going to prevent all that?”
 
   Serdra looked at her.
 
   “Do you remember the story I told you? Of Flat Top and all that followed the battle there?”
 
   Katja tried to gaze steadfastly into those deep eyes. She didn't intend to drop this.
 
   “Yes. What about it?”
 
   Serdra looked ahead and hesitated before answering.
 
   “Keep it in mind as we travel. Being discovered is always bad, but especially fateful around here.”
 
   “So you are going to intervene?” Katja asked and the pit of excitement opened a bit more.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Yes!
 
   “Then let us finish shopping and get going, old hag,” Katja said through her grin.
 
   “Yes. I just need to buy food.”
 
   “Let's find something nice. And since you mentioned not being discovered, I thought of buying a hat or a hood or something. To make my face less visible.”
 
   “Good thinking. And be quick. I want to know what is going on.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8.
 
    
 
   Three days after the shopping trip a filthy man suddenly burst out of the thicket by the road and ran up to them. Katja tried to whip the sword from the scabbard but Serdra's back was in the way. She slid down from the horse, but by then the man was up to them and frantically waved his palms at them.
 
   “Do not continue!” he said in a quavering voice as Serdra brought the startled horse under control.
 
   Katja took her hand off the sword. The man was unarmed and on closer inspection she caught a glimpse of bandages beneath his shirt and blood splatters on his pants.
 
   “Do not continue!” he said again and was clearly greatly upset. “The lake area is lost! An evil fiend has taken up residence there! It takes people in their homes, in roads and in open fields!”
 
   Katja had seen such mad, panicked fear before, in the people present when the monsters attack Brown Slope. Serdra calmed the horse and serenely looked at the man and the direction he'd come out of.
 
   “Are you speaking from personal experience?” Katja asked and pointed at his chest. She wasn't worried about the beast chasing him here. She had started to feel something the day before, but it was still far from as strong as when the hill beasts had attacked her and Serdra.
 
   “It-” The man carefully stroked his chest. “It tore two men apart and took a third one's arm. I tried to help, we all did, but to no avail. It just swiped at me and strode into the darkness with two arrows in its flesh.”
 
   “What happened?” Serdra asked.
 
   Her voice caught the man's attention and her gaze held it. He was clearly uneasy, and Katja was reminded of what meeting her for the first time had been like.
 
   “What happened?” she repeated with a bit more force, and the man recovered his wits.
 
   “P-people have started to abandon Longwater,” he said with difficulty. “We tried to find some sort of lair in the forest. We tried to lay bait. But it made no difference. Farmer Jorundur gathered hardy men with axes, bows and spears in Pinehollow. People flocked to us, in hopes of protection. But...”
 
   The man hesitated. The memories were clearly hard for him and he touched his wounded chest again.
 
   “Keep going,” Serdra said and the man obeyed.
 
   “It just appeared. In spite of all the guards and burning lights. Animals became uneasy and then it suddenly stood among us and struck and scratched and tore. We tried to battle it, but it is too big. Too fast.”
 
   Katja adjusted the hood she'd bought in Rapids a bit. Serdra said it obscured her face rather well.
 
   “We are Jormund's cousins,” Katja said and so added a bit to the story they'd agreed upon. “Just where is Pinehollow?”
 
   The man finally looked away from Serdra and didn't seem to believe his own ears.
 
   “It was Jormundur who lost his arm! He won't live for much longer.”
 
   “Then give us a chance to say farewell,” Serdra said. Katja was glad when the man looked away from her, as she didn't trust in her acting abilities to react to her 'cousin's' maiming. Not that Serdra's tone had changed greatly, but the man didn't seem to be in any state to notice.
 
   “It... I...” He shook his head over the state of himself put pointed along the road. “Th-third side road on your left. On horseback you will be there by nightfall. Just as it will be roaming.”
 
   The man wearily staggered off as if weights hung on his clothes.
 
   “Turn around,” he sighed. “And mourn your cousin at home. The forefathers do not listen to prayers at Longwater.”
 
   He continued west without further comment, and the energy which had propelled him out of the bushes seemed to have utterly evaporated.
 
   Katja watched him go for a little bit. Then she looked at Serdra and clambered back into the saddle.
 
   “Well there we have it,” she said quietly into her mentor's hair.
 
   “Yes. Directions and the location of the latest attack. It will save us time.”
 
   She set Hnut going again.
 
   “So you haven't been to Longwater before?” Katja asked.
 
   “No. My predecessor had business there, but I didn't. And Katja, if we do need to fight on horseback reach for the axe,” Serdra said and tapped the battle axe which hung from a leather strap in the saddle.
 
   Of course, Katja thought and wanted to kick herself in the ass.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “And I'll... pay more attention.”
 
   She was glad the woman didn't answer, and tried to consider the situation without lowering her guard.
 
   It had been months since she last saw a demon. Months which had gone into preparing her for the next time and all the times after it. But just how ready was she?
 
   She thought back on the horror of the first demon. How strangely it had moved, how the flesh writhed and the sounds hadn't resembled anything else. Everything about it had clearly not fit into this world, and seemed to have sprung right from the dreams and nightmares which had challenged her all her life.
 
   Yes, she could understand the terror of the injured man as well as her relatives. It had been the urge, the Call, which drove her on, but she experienced exactly the same things as the others. Or almost.
 
   Maybe that's why the Call haunts Redcloaks before they are old enough to obey it. Mental preparation.
 
   She kept silent about this theory of hers. She rather liked it, and didn't want to hear any refutations. Besides she liked having realized something without her mentor's guidance.
 
   “Do you know anything about Longwater?” she asked.
 
   “I'm told there are magnificent cliffs north of the lake. Most of the settlements are to the south and east of it. The forest is quite old. As I said, my mentor had some minor business there. He put a stop to sacrificial rites, hidden among the trees, when the area was more sparsely settled than it is now.”
 
   “Do you think this demon has anything to do with that?”
 
   “It's possible. You remember what I told you about the effects demons have on their surroundings. Evil can slumber for a long time and slip through when no one expects. But he considered it unlikely in this instance.”
 
   “Who was this predecessor?”
 
   “A brother of ours who guarded this land before I did. Gavin Bloodhand.”
 
   “How does one acquire such colourful nicknames?” Katja asked. She smiled and forgot about demons for a little bit.
 
   “Mentors assign them. I think I'll name you Shiver, since you were so cold the first time I saw you.”
 
   Katja stared at the back of her head as Hnut bounced along the road.
 
   “I'm teasing you.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The new sensation intensified as the day passed and got ever more urgent, especially after they passed a road sign and the sun finished its descent.
 
   Something was very much wrong here. All of Katja's instincts agreed on that. It was as if the air carried some subtle stench one could only barely feel. As if malicious eyes stared at one from among the trees on either side of the road.
 
   Like the slope. Where I met Serdra. Something demonic lies in wait. I best memorize this feeling.
 
   Serdra suddenly slowed the horse and stopped by the third path on the left.
 
   The trees were rather old in this area and Katja peered into the long, dark corridor they formed around the path.
 
   “Are you going to talk to the people?” Katja asked after a brief silence.
 
   “I would perhaps try to, under other circumstances and in another land. But this is Baldur's Coast, and we must use caution.” She slid down off the horse and looked into the forest. “Such events leave anger, nervousness and paranoia in their wake. 'Innocent' people can be as dangerous to you as anything. Which might be a good lesson for you, but it can wait.”
 
   She pulled on the reins and Hnut followed her towards the trees.
 
   “You will, after all, learn much else tonight.”
 
   I'll bet.
 
   Katja took a deep breath and followed.
 
   Their way lay north and a bit to the east. As the path lay north and slightly to the west it soon vanished from their sight - just as they vanished from the sight of the wider world. The forest had swallowed them.
 
   The sun's last rays shone through the trees, the birds sang their evening songs in branches almost in full foliage, and the wonderful scent of spring filled the air. She had always enjoyed such walks, especially with Maria.
 
   If not for the constant, gnawing unease the trip would at first have been quite pleasant. But the sun vanished, the sky darkened, the birds fell silent and the feeling got ever stronger.
 
   Hnut showed signs of unease which Katja hadn't seen in him before, and occasionally resisted. Serdra calmed him with strokes and gentle words. It worked for a while but the next attack was never far off.
 
   The worst one came as they entered a large clearing. Katja was startled by the horse's frenzy and so didn't immediately notice the small mounds sticking out of the ground. Most had grass growing on them, but there was just enough light left to see the rock on top of each one.
 
   This was the area's burial site.
 
   A shiver crawled up Katja's back. Serdra had told her early on that demons and phantoms usually had little to do with graves. Risen corpses were another matter though.
 
   They made their way between the graves. Katja noticed two new ones and one which lay empty. A pile of earth and the two shovels which stood out of it made it clear what tomorrow's task would be.
 
   “It seems our cousin has passed,” she muttered.
 
   “Don't get distracted.”
 
   They reached the other side of the clearing and Serdra hesitated.
 
   “What is it?” Katja asked.
 
   The woman stepped back into the forest, but stopped while the burial site would still have been visible in daylight. A small brook trickled by, presumably on its way to Longwater, and Katja seized the opportunity to quench her thirst.
 
   Serdra whispered something in the horse's ears and then tethered it to a tree. She left the saddle on, and kept heading north.
 
   “Wait, what-”
 
   “I have seen no signs of lions or wolves. He will be safer here for one evening than with us. Also, animals react even worse to demons than men do, and can easily make a dangerous situation more dangerous. Two donkeys almost got me killed when I was a few years older than you.”
 
   “What about the demon? Couldn't he go for the horse?”
 
   “Not when people are available. Let alone us.”
 
   They walked on in silence for a while, and Katja caught the occasional glimmer of moonlight on water to the west. It had to be Longwater itself.
 
   Katja tried to analyse the feeling which warned of a demonic presence, but it had stopped intensifying after they entered the forest. On the other hand it didn't weaken either. It was simply static, as if he was everywhere.
 
   “How do we find him?” Katja finally asked, after giving up on sniffing it out by herself. “I don't sense any direction to head into!”
 
   “That's just it,” Serdra said and stopped. She turned on her heel and looked into her student's face in the dark. “Strictly speaking it is nowhere. It is between worlds and only takes on solid form to attack. I also doubt there will be another assault so quickly after the last one.”
 
   “Well, then what do we do?”
 
   “We could make camp in the forest, listen to the future and try to be in the right place at the right time. But I want to get east as soon as possible. We could therefore try luring it out with blood and summonings, but...”
 
   Serdra closed her eyes and slowly filled her lungs, and emptied them even slower. She stood perfectly still and silent for a few moments.
 
   “I suspect a better way is available to us. This is not an old evil arisen from lengthy slumber. This,” the woman's voice got a bit distant, her bearing slackened and the eyes watched nothing. “This is new. Captured. Harnessed. And angry.”
 
   She returned, glanced at Katja and turned around.
 
   “And I sense more than a demon in this forest.”
 
   She walked to the northwest with slow, deliberate steps as if listening for something.
 
   Katja was about to ask what she meant, but refrained and followed.
 
   The glimmer on the water on the left became ever more visible, and the cliffs which Serdra had mentioned towered above. Katja silently cursed every time she took a branch to the face or tripped on a root. The foliage was constantly getting more dense and troublesome. And familiar.
 
   “We've been here before,” Katja said quietly. “We are going in circles.”
 
   “Are we?”
 
   “At least it feels that way.”
 
   “And do you know why?”
 
   Serdra stopped, hesitated, took a few steps to the east and then slowly reached down into the grass and picked something up.
 
   “Take a look.”
 
   She threw the little object. Katja didn't see it in the dark, but still caught it.
 
   “A bone splinter?”
 
   “Magic,” Serdra said. Katja felt the polished splinter a bit better, and noticed a rune of some sort which had been carved into it. “Listen to it,” the woman added. “This is minor magic, but you should still be able to detect it. Don't just sense the demon.”
 
   Katja closed her eyes and stroked the bone between her fingers. She tried to sharpen her sensitivity and thought she felt a little hint of something. But it was so weak it might just as well have been her imagination.
 
   She supposed this was another thing that would have to come with experience.
 
   “What is this thing?”
 
   Serdra took the bone back.
 
   “A hiding bone. They divert people. Confuse them, and make it easier to hide in the wild.”
 
   A small crack echoed off the trees as Serdra snapped the bone in two.
 
   “At least from people who cannot sense magic.”
 
   “Do demons use things like that?”
 
   “Not demons like this one.
 
   Serdra turned and strode quickly and determinedly towards the cliffs. Katja had seen this demeanour before, when Serdra meant to bring her student down fast and decisively. She had succeeded without fail, except for the last fight. 
 
   “So that was left by Brotherhood-people?”
 
   “Almost definitely. And they may know of us. Let us hurry.”
 
   They exited the forest and faced the cliffs. They stood out of the ground like crooked teeth, and when they drew nearer Katja saw a way between two of them.
 
   “I sense more magic,” Serdra said and headed straight for the corridor. A few moments after she spoke Katja herself detected something. A sting, which slid through the oppressive sensations. It wasn't as abnormal as what she sensed from the demon, but still made her uneasy.
 
   They walked in between the two cliffs, and Serdra's step became lighter so as to echo less. The moonlight sufficed to see the walls, the earth and the way ahead, but little else. Katja touched the wall on her right. It was smooth and leaned towards her a bit. She wouldn't be able to climb it. But Serdra might.
 
   “Do we split up?” she whispered.
 
   “No,” Serdra answered. “Let us not waste time. It is being summoned.”
 
   Katja asked no questions. The sensitivity was very clear. The sting of sorcery was getting stronger, louder, reaching some sort of climax, and the menace which hung around Longwater was growing more acute. Awaking. At exactly the same pace as Katja's excitement.
 
   The space between the cliffs widened quickly after the entrance vanished into the darkness, and when Katja started smelling smoke they exited on the other side. From what she could make out in the moonlight they were in a large hollow in between the U-shaped row of cliffs, full of tiny trees, bushes and lava formations. At the end of the hollow one could see the glow of a camp fire, and sense the origin of the Call.
 
   Katja unsheathed her sword and groped the hilt as if she were touching it for the first time. Because this would be the first time she used it for real.
 
   Let's see how well the old lady did with me.
 
   Serdra let her own sword stay where it was and went ahead into the growth. She did a good job of finding a way past most of the bushes and rocks, but their speed made it impossible to avoid the occasional snap. They felt loud in the darkness, but how well would one hear them close to the crackling of a camp fire? And would this sorcerer flee or fight when attacked?
 
   Come now, don't be shy!
 
   They entered a depression similar to a ditch in the lava rock, and Katja stopped in her tracks. The sorcery had stopped and the menace now emanated from one direction only.
 
   The darkness opposite them moved, took shape and issued a long screech. The screech then changed into a deep grunt and a long, misshapen leg stepped into the depression. Another one like it came right after, and a head towered to the sky as the demon squared off against them. Split horns crowned the elongated head and the legs ended in a mix of human feet and cloven hooves. The monster was like a mix of man and animal.
 
   Terrified horses whinnied on the other side of the hollow, and the demon opened its maw and gave a short, high-pitched scream filled with hate
 
   It knows what we are.
 
   “They mean to flee while we deal with this!” Serdra said. “Stop them!” The demon charged and the long legs sped it across the depression while Serdra drew her sword. “I will handle this!”
 
   The demon swiped at Katja with an arm longer than her legs. She retreated from the attack and swung back. The blade hit the claws on the hand. The leathery flesh yielded surprisingly little and the demon took a step closer to strike again, but Serdra slashed it in the back,
 
   “Go, I said!”
 
   The horses shrieked again, the demon turned towards Serdra and there was no time to think or argue. Katja turned and ran towards the glow. The demon struck at Serdra, but then suddenly disengaged and chased after Katja.
 
   She saw it from the corner of her eye. Katja halted roughly and raised the sword.
 
   Those arms are huge!
 
   Serdra held one palm out and a dark red flame came to life in the air between Katja and the demon. An instant later it formed a large, complex symbol which hung between them.
 
   Katja shrieked and jumped backwards, but the demon's reaction was far stronger. It wailed and staggered back several steps. Serdra came up behind it before it could recover and slashed the back of both knees in one swing. The demon fell forward. It hit the flame as if it were a wall and smoked and sizzled at the points of contact.
 
   “Wha, what!?” Katja shouted in shock, but the demon turned towards Serdra, the woman gave it yet another slash and Katja continued on her way. There was too much going on to think and she didn't intend to stand still and let her jaw hang.
 
   She rushed along the hollow and swerved past one lava formation and bush after another, and saw the camp waiting slightly below.
 
   Two small sleeping tents stood side by side, cooking utensils lay next to the blazing fire and a cow hide had been laid on a flat area. Symbols of some kind had been drawn on it, but Katja had no time to examine them. Just to the north she glimpsed a man at a hard run, with a burning torch in one hand and a saddle in the other. He was heading straight for the horse shrieks.
 
   Katja took a deep breath, held the sword out to the side so as not to fall on it and went wide past the fire so it wouldn't spoil her night vision.
 
   One. Unarmoured. Not prepared for a fight. I'll take him.
 
   There was no way to move silently across the dry heather beneath her feet and the man looked around when a few metres remained between them. She felt a strange satisfaction at the fear in his face, and grasped the sword in both hands.
 
   He threw the torch so it landed between them.
 
   The man shouted something and the torch's flame suddenly exploded into an inferno. The fire spread into the vegetation, went left and right and formed a burning wall between them.
 
   Katja stopped and shielded her face from the heat with her arm. She glimpsed the man as he continued his flight, among the lava stacks.
 
   No no no!
 
   She hastily sheathed the sword and ran to the stack on her right. They were bigger in this area, not unlike thick walls, and she did a running jump at this one. She hit the rock hard but managed to dig her fingers into the moss growing on it. She began to claw her way up slightly faster than the moss could tear apart in her hands.
 
   She reached the top and stood up. The light from the flames made it easy to see where to put her feet down, but she still strode carefully north-eastwards along the wall-like formation.
 
   The fire turned like a living entity and stretched towards her. It licked the formation and started to catch onto the moss, and followed her as she went. Katja meant to jump down on the left side, but the fire reached in front of the formation and headed along the other side as well. By the time she'd assessed her chances of getting past the flames it was too late.
 
   “Ow! Ow! Ow!”
 
   Sparks blew up to her and the heat stung her legs. She was initially hesitant to run out of fear of slipping and falling, but the flames reached ever higher and there was no other choice if her pants were not to catch fire.
 
   She gritted her teeth, ran to the edge with long clumsy steps and jumped onto the next formation. Her foot slipped a bit on the loose moss, but she managed to stay on and keep going. She continued at a brisk pace and left the fire behind.
 
   The light had burned away her night vision and she no longer heard the man or the horses, but felt she'd retained her sense of where he'd been heading. The formation got lower and she jumped down into the grass and ran.
 
   Her reflexes saved her from smashing into boulders in the dark again and again. Her night vision was taking far too long to return and the clouds weren't in a hurry to let down more moonlight. So it was a great relief to hear a horse whinny ahead, behind a relatively small formation.
 
   She stopped in an instant so the footsteps wouldn't give her away, listened and heard nothing more except footsteps coming from the south west. Somehow she'd overtaken him.
 
   He doesn't see any more than I do, Katja thought as she carefully made her way to the formation.
 
   “Thorir, it's me!” the man who'd thrown the torch called and was clearly coming at a hard run.
 
   “Hannes? Don't frighten the horses, man!” this Thorir replied. Katja peered beyond the formation and saw two horses and the man who stood and held their reins.
 
   “Never mind the horses! These ARE Reds, Vajan must know of this!”
 
   “We can handle this ourselves! We don't need an outside-”
 
   “We'll discuss it in the city!” Hannes hissed with nervous tension. “I'm not going to argue with you now.”
 
   Hannes ran towards the horses, which would take him right past Katja. She drew the sword and leapt out of hiding.
 
   The man screamed, reached for his sword and tried to stop nimbly. Katja slashed him in the chest and then the head before he hit the ground.
 
   “Hannes!” the other man yelled, and the horses were startled.
 
   Katja roared and ran towards him, burning with battle lust. Thorir dropped the reins of the unsaddled horse, which sped off, and tried to control his own horse while he took a javelin from a saddle sheath.
 
   The horse resisted and reared. Katja slipped past the fore hooves and into range of Thorir. He jabbed at her but the horse moved and Katja didn't even need to dodge before she struck back.
 
   The sword cut a deep gash in the man's thigh. He screamed and threw the javelin just as the horse threw off all control. Katja spun and the javelin flew past her, but she got in the way of the animal's wild flight. She was quick enough to not get trampled, but still got hit with the horse's side and fell.
 
   “You'll die in Baldur's Coast, Red!” the man yelled, his words shrill and choked with pain.
 
   Katja leapt to her feet, pulled the javelin out of the ground and threw it after him.
 
   He screamed again as the missile grazed him, but stayed in the saddle. Katja sprinted after him in the hope that the horse would stumble or the man fall, but the beast sped into the darkness with its master.
 
   When the hoofbeats finally died out into the distance she gave up, stopped, and leaned forwards on her knees and wheezed.
 
   The demon was dealt with, she could sense as much now that the fight was passing out of her system and her hands began to shake. The terror had passed from the Longwater area. She had killed a human being for the first time. And the other one had escaped.
 
   “He escaped.”
 
   It rather dampened the feeling of victory, along with the missed opportunity to fight the demon.
 
   Serdra jogged up behind her and Katja slowly and wearily turned around.
 
   “He escaped,” she repeated. Disappointment hung from the words, and her shoulders, and she couldn't sort out her feelings. Too much was happening.
 
   “Well, that complicates matters,” the woman said, and sheathed her sword. “Because it seems to me the Brotherhood did this to find out whether our people were in the area. Now they know.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9.
 
    
 
   The walk back felt rather weird. It was the same environment, but without the demon's aura. There was no oppressive dread, no fear without a source. This was just a regular forest and the trip should have been easy now that she knew the area and the magic-enhanced fire had almost completely burned out.
 
   But Katja's legs shivered with nervous tension and she had trouble focusing on the details or her surroundings.
 
   “They... they said they were headed for the city,” she said as they walked, and stumbled over yet another tussock. “That presumably means Baldur's City, correct?”
 
   “Almost definitely. And whether or not they have a nearby haven will probably decide whether he goes there and sends a message or tries to reach the city despite his injuries.”
 
   “If he doesn't bleed to death before getting far. I think I cut him pretty badly, and I don't know what the javelin did to him AND ARE YOU GOING TO TELL ME WHAT YOU DID BACK THERE?!”
 
   Katja couldn't see Serdra's face but imagined a little smile on her lips.
 
   “That was the Sentinel Flame. It repels supernatural beings.”
 
   “And can we all ignite one of those?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And why didn't you tell me I... have magic.”
 
   “It doesn't quite count as m-”
 
   “You know what I mean!”
 
   “Didn't you have enough to think about on the fell?”
 
   “Didn't it occur to you that something like that might save my life when we ran into a demon?”
 
   “It was never the plan to let you face it alone, Katja. Besides,” she turned and poked the girl's chest, “it is difficult to use the Flame correctly. It drains you. You are young and unhardened. It was more important for you to learn basic fighting. It solves far more problems than mystical tricks.”
 
   She wiggled her fingers pretentiously, as if to badly imitate the movement she's used to light the Flame, and kept walking.
 
   “Is there anything else you've hidden from me?” Katja muttered angrily.
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not.”
 
   Katja glared at her back but couldn't think of a retort. She had had to face the fact that nothing moved the woman. Serdra seemed to detect it.
 
   “My, have I already tamed you?” she asked with a smile in her voice.
 
   Katja stretched the corners of her mouth upwards.
 
   “Keep dreaming, old woman.”
 
   They walked through the cliff area again and into the forest. The frustration Serdra had aroused seemed to have put fresh energy into Katja's limbs and she started doing better.
 
   “We need to reach Baldur's City as fast as possible, regardless of what it does to the horse,” Serdra said. “Our injured friend will try to set up an ambush. I don't know if we'll get ahead of him, but we can at least not give his comrades much time to give us trouble.”
 
   “What do you think we'll find in the city?”
 
   “Hopefully more information on the situation.”
 
   The woman was silent for the next few steps.
 
   “Did he see your face?” she then asked.
 
   “Not the one who got away. He didn't have a fire and I wore the hood.”
 
   “Then they won't try to find us by our faces. But they probably know there are two of us. Keep that in mind.”
 
   The horse was where they'd left it. He was rather nervous but Serdra's gentle words and strokes calmed him, and they led him to the road.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The journey was trying. Serdra was determined to make a six-day ride to the capital into a four-day one and drove Hnut on mercilessly. The stops were brief and just barely enough to keep Katja and the horse going.
 
   The discomfort and weariness left Katja no space to work out her thoughts, and she spent the day in a pained haze up against Serdra's back and fell fast asleep as soon as they lay down for the evening. They rose early in the morning, scarfed down spiced sausages, fed the horse oats and continued.
 
   The night's sleep did her good though, and she felt better on the next evening. They camped by the side of the road, by an ancient stone bridge across a stream. Katja used the opportunity to wash her feet and hair a bit, and then settled by the campfire.
 
   Well, my wish for travel has certainly been granted, she thought and tried to find a position which would spare her sore spots.
 
   She went over the events of Longwater in her head.
 
   The demon had been terrible. Both in appearance and the aura it had radiated. Serdra hadn't been speaking nonsense. This one had been far more powerful than what Katja had experienced so far. And she'd missed the opportunity to face it.
 
   She felt a hint of relief, but was mostly disappointed. To defeat something like that, by herself... that ecstasy of victory would dwarf all others.
 
   Still, at least she could be proud of the two blows which had felled the sorcerer. Granted he hadn't had any time to fight, but she had landed them exactly as taught. The one to the chest would almost certainly have killed him, and the head blow that followed had completely finished him off. He'd probably been dead before he hit the ground.
 
   Katja thought to the choked cry which he'd issued at the chest slash. She hadn't seen his face then, but when their eyes met at the lava formations his face had filled with fear.
 
   She turned over on her other side, in search of a comfortable position.
 
   Yes, he had been scared and died brutally. But she also thought about the attack on her village. The people's fear of the demon had been far worse and their death rattles much longer and uglier.
 
   “How long do you think that operation of theirs would have lasted?” she asked Serdra through the fire between them. “If we hadn't intervened?”
 
   “It's impossible to say,” the woman said. “Probably until they considered their suspicion about us disproven. Or if we were detected some other place and someone delivered the news to those two. It wouldn't have surprised me if this had gone on for at least another month.”
 
   A month. A whole month more of this horror, purely to substantiate a rumor.
 
   But it wouldn't happen. This Hannes was now birdfeed north of the lake and wouldn't cause further harm.
 
   And that's nothing but good, she thought. If someone human had been responsible for Maria's death she absolutely would have wanted retaliation, and she couldn't imagine the friends and family of the mist-demon's victim's would disagree.
 
   A shame I couldn't let the people of Longwater catch a glimpse of me with the hood up and vanish into the night. Legends probably start from less.
 
   She smiled a bit at herself and tried to fall asleep.
 
   “Katja?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We are now probably heading towards circumstances where I can't control what you'll face. Though I don't recommend you use the Sentinel Flame yet, I had still better explain it to you.”
 
   Katja woke right up at that. She turned again and faced her mentor.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “You may not have noticed it in the hollow, but it has no heat. The Flame only burns the unnatural, but the effects vary depending on just how unnatural the subject is. The Sentinel Flame is very effective against mist demons for instance, but less so against revenants as they are earthly in part, or against demons who manage to take on a more solid form. There is also the matter of the skill of the one igniting the Flame and the power of whatever it is meant to hold back.”
 
   Katja put her chin in her palm.
 
   “And how is your skill at this?”
 
   “Very good.” Serdra's face went in and out of visibility as the fire danced between them, but Katja thought she detected pride in her mentor's eyes. “The Sentinel Flame is my speciality. My feats with it surpass most of my equals. Even some elders.”
 
   Katja smiled.
 
   “And do you use that to aggravate them?”
 
   “The elders are rather difficult to aggravate.”
 
   “You just aren't trying hard enough,” Katja said teasingly and let her smile stretch out into a grin.
 
   “Then you can show me how during the next assembly,” the woman answered with a hint of playfulness.
 
   “I will. But does the Flame work against sorcery?”
 
   “Quick reactions and a strong mind are your best protection against sorcery.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The sorcerers of the Brotherhood do not possess the power they did in the old days. Their knowledge is spread between covens and they don't do much sharing. They usually apply their spells indirectly, by conjuring demons or casting curses from a distance, and we have a certain resistance to such things. Still, you may also have to withstand mind attacks.”
 
   “And just what is a mind attack?” Katja asked.
 
   “A spell directed at your mind rather than body: Hallucinations, panic, rage, confusion. Some can even control people.”
 
   Katja's mirth died away. That was a rather uncomfortable thought.
 
   “And how does one battle such things?”
 
   “With willpower. It's as simple as that.”
 
   Not skill at arms or speed or luck. Just will. How would such a test fare?
 
   “Alright. But how do I use the Flame?”
 
   “It's not easy to explain. It is a part of you. A part of what makes you different. You need to sort of 'push' it out of you and hold it there. It takes concentration, which is another good reason to not use the Flame until you are more seasoned.”
 
   “I'll keep it in mind,” Katja said quietly, though she burned with a desire to try this new ability. “Does it have uses besides pushing back demons?”
 
   Serdra was silent for a bit. It may have been Katja's imagination, but she thought she saw another smile surface like a fish catching a fly.
 
   “You're going to let me find out on my own,” Katja said with frustration, through a smile.
 
   “Maybe,” the woman said. “Or maybe I just wish to keep your mind active through contemplation and questioning. You mustn't forget that possibility.”
 
   “Or the one that you're just amusing yourself at my expense with this constant dance around the facts.”
 
   “Katja dear,” Serdra said softly, “once you stop being surprised, you will miss it.”
 
   Katja didn't quite know what to say to that. She looked away and contemplated what her mentor had said about this 'Sentinel Flame'.
 
   She had never felt anything that could be 'pushed out', but would she even realise such a thing? She had apparently been a Redcloak since birth and didn't know how ordinary people felt.
 
   She sat up and began experimenting.
 
   “Aim for the fire,” Serdra said quietly. “So no one will see.”
 
   Katja obeyed and turned her attention to the campfire. She extended her hand like Serdra had in the hollow.
 
   Out, Katja thought and tried to push. She imagined a demon and a dire need for stopping it, and pushed.
 
   Something slid out of her. She felt it go through her like a cold shiver, and suspend itself within the fire. She felt it, more clearly than she glimpsed the red symbol among the yellow flames.
 
   Oh my! she thought with almost childish glee.
 
   She lost her concentration. The Sentinel Flame went out and re-entered her, but the sudden weariness the movement had caused lay on her like a leaden blanket. She leaned back on her elbows.
 
   “Oof.”
 
   Katja didn't understand the source of the fatigue. There was nothing wrong with her muscles which hadn't been wrong a moment ago, and she was neither hungry nor thirsty. But somehow she was spent.
 
   “Only use that in an emergency,” Serdra said, where she lay and looked up into the sky. “And do go to sleep. Stamina and focus are more vital than most other things.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They got back onto the main road early on the third day. It took them past uncountable farms and through many small villages, and there was ever more traffic as they approached the coast and the city.
 
   Reserve soldiers were especially prominent. They marched in groups to the east, called to duty by the governor's messengers which sped this way and that on horseback.
 
   “War is in the air,” Serdra commented.
 
   Katja kept the hood on her head and tried to look up as little as possible as she responded to greetings. She knew no-one from these parts and knew the sorcery-scum didn't know her face, but it still made her feel better. Plus, there was hardly a cloud in the sky and no-one would find it suspicious that she would want the sun out of her eyes.
 
   She was a bit sad at having to rush through all these places without getting to know them at all but comforted herself with the knowledge that the capital would probably be more interesting than all the villages put together.
 
   “Are those the Pyremounts?” she asked into Serdra's ear in the middle of the fourth day.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Katja stared excitedly at the dark peaks visible on the horizon. She knew what they meant; the Pyremounts were the westernmost part of Kossus and the highest point over the channel which separated the two countries. Baldur's City lay ahead of them.
 
   “Do you remember what we discussed?” Serdra asked, loudly enough to be heard over Hnut's wheezing and hoofbeats.
 
   “I am Rakel Palme, you are Olga Vikus. We are cousins from Rapids searching for passage to the north to fetch inheritance from our grandfather Josef Palme. The inheritance is mostly money, but also some silver ornaments we mean to sell in Amerstan City. We are as armed as we are out of fear of thieves, I am sixteen, you are twenty five. We mean to hurry the task and be back home before a war starts in earnest. And you suffer from incontinence.”
 
   “We didn't discuss that last one.”
 
   “No, but if I say it out loud to someone who asks you'll have to play along.”
 
   They followed the road over a small ridge and the Kalman Channel came into view. It stretched into the open sea some distance to the south, and farther north than the eye could see, into the Inner Sea.
 
   And there was the capital itself, a few kilometres to the northeast. An enormous collection of houses of wood and stone, much, much bigger than Rapids. How often had she dreamt of coming here?
 
   Serdra pulled on the reins and brought Hnut to a stop.
 
   “What are you-”
 
   “Let us trade places. You talk to the guards. Is my headscarf in order?”
 
   “Yes, there's nothing visible.”
 
   Katja sat into the front of the saddle and patted the horse a bit while Serdra arranged herself. The poor beast was exhausted.
 
   The camp around the city walls turned out to be even bigger than it had seemed from a distance. Hundreds of reserves awaited further instructions. They passed a group standing in a perfect line before an officer as they practised lunges. Another one was practising grapples.
 
   Yet another group was clearly resting, and the men traded rhymes about the abnormal sex lives of Kossus men, to great mirth.
 
   “When was the last war again?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Eleven years ago,” Katja answered. She'd always taken great interest in those stories. “It was by accounts a very narrow victory. If it hadn't been for support from Amerstan the Coast would have fallen.”
 
   “And do your countrymen still nag about accepting Amerstan rule back in the day?”
 
   Katja smiled sardonically.
 
   “Well, some of the old people. They do need something to complain about. I think whining keeps their hearts going.”
 
   The stone walls towered over them and men in the red and yellow uniforms of Baldur's City guards stood by the gate and watched the traffic with spears in hand.
 
   “Congratulations Katja, you have reached the end of Baldur's Road,” Serdra said and Katja felt a surge of satisfaction.
 
   “The man sure liked naming things after himself,” she replied.
 
   The gate was made from dark, thick wood and clearly designed to withstand savage attacks. Katja also saw faded carvings on it; some sort of rodents, it seemed, but the passing of time had worn them badly.
 
   “It looks like Baldur's Gate has seen better days.”
 
   “Sure, but it was impressive in its time.”
 
   The guards greeted them, asked their names and Katja did most of the talking. They took a quick peek into their luggage and then motioned them to continue.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   It was the smell which bothered Thorir the most. Not the fever and accompanying shivering or the gnawing pain in the thigh which moved ever further up, but that sickly sweet smell of the pus. It was the smell of a slow, miserable death nothing could halt. It was too late for amputation. He could do nothing except wait for the delirium, which would only end in death.
 
   Or so the doctor had thought.
 
   Thorir pulled the corner of his blanket to his face yet again and dried the cold sweat. Then he stretched a heavy arm out of the bed and clamped trembling fingers around the water pitcher which stood on a stool. He gathered his strength and moved the spout to his lips. More water went into his face than his mouth, but at least he managed to quench his thirst.
 
   His strength ran out when he tried to put the pitcher back on the stool, and it clattered on the floor.
 
   This is a wretched end! he thought bitterly. He had worked for years to earn the respect of his compatriots. Not just anyone would have been sent to Longwater. Finding out the truth had been vital and if the task had been completed neatly he and Hannes would have been held in high esteem.
 
   Instead he was now confined to bed like a feeble old man while his blood turned to poison.
 
   I deserved better!
 
   He could at least take comfort in one thing, and perhaps his name would be esteemed after all. Just in a rather different way.
 
   It was a sign of the sickness that Thorir didn't hear the footsteps until just before the door opened and his cousin Mugi walked in.
 
   “What... did the wanderer say?” Thorir gasped. He hated how difficult it was to speak. It made it seem like his mind was more hazy than it really was.
 
   Mugi put the pitcher up on the chair.
 
   “Vajan has the news,” he said. “It has been decided to expedite the plan.”
 
   “It will take... more than speed... if all is to go smoothly.”
 
   “Yes.” Mugi watched him with sympathy Thorir didn't care for. “Are you sure-”
 
   “Can you... perform Lojhan, or not?” he asked as harshly as he could. Still, Mugi's unease pleased him. It strengthened his hope that the Brotherhood would remember his final deed.
 
   Mugi sighed.
 
   “We are gathering people. It shouldn't be a problem.” He hesitated. “Thorir, are you sure you want to do this? You are sick, and-”
 
   “Yes, I am sick.” He gazed sternly at his cousin. “But the fever hasn't robbed me of my wits. Not yet. I know what I am... am doing.”
 
   He again dried his face with the blanket. He was thirsty again.
 
   “I want revenge. And I mean... to have it, no matter the cost. We will... all... have it. And perhaps I'll manage to... outdo that foreign bastard while I'm at it. There are worse... ends than that.”
 
   Mugi nodded, and Thorir felt he saw more respect in that one motion than ever before. His cousin then took the pitcher and went to refill it.
 
   Revenge.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10.
 
    
 
   The bustle was equal parts fascinating and bizarre. It wasn't long before Katja had passed more people than had lived in all of Rapids, which was rather overwhelming. People's demeanour was also rather different from what she was accustomed to. Greetings between people were surprisingly rare, and ones she did see were quick and unemotional. Guardsmen were stationed at every major street. Beggars sat in the busier streets with their begging signs around their necks. Most were crippled, aged or sick.
 
   Perhaps the looming war was partially to blame, but when Katja walked alone towards the harbour, through streets where endless chatter and footsteps echoed between ancient stone walls it was as if she'd stepped into a world she simply didn't know.
 
   Again.
 
   Serdra had gone straight to an inn she knew from the old days, rented a room and left the horse in the stable while they went out into the city. The woman had gone to find the Shades the carpenter had told them of and sent Katja to see about getting a ship passage north. She said it would probably be valuable to speak directly to Maron about the matters of the Inner Sea area, assuming they had the time.
 
   Seeing the harbour area was interesting. Baldur's City had after all once been the easternmost outpost of the Jukiala union, and the harbour was one of the oldest parts of the city. It had also always been one of the most important ports in the Inner Sea area. Time and uncountable feet and wagon wheels had marked the houses, paving stones and the watchtower which dominated the area and had clearly been added to multiple times. This place had a history, and Katja allowed herself to close her eyes for a few moments and try to imagine it.
 
   The ships were arranged by the docks depending on size and home port. Katja didn't recognize the flags except those belonging to Baldur's Coast and Amerstan but saw five others at a glance. Katja's love of this place got even stronger.
 
   From here one could go anywhere, she thought. North along the channel or out onto the sea itself. Jump from port to port and see the entire world from a deck.
 
   Her childhood dreams of travel had taken various forms, and this was one of them. But they had work to do, so she held back a childish urge to run from ship to ship and ask about each crew's home and started tending to her task. A dry, middle-aged accountant who walked around the docks along with a servant explained to her that all ships had been barred from leaving for now.
 
   “Why in the world?” she asked and the man was clearly annoyed at being kept from fussing over registering arrivals and numbers. He'd probably heard no few complaints from captains and merchants.
 
   “That is a state matter, girl. Argue with the governor if you feel he has wronged you.”
 
   He walked off.
 
   “Well, do you know how long this will last?” she asked.
 
   “'Yes. Until the governor withdraws the order.”
 
   She made a face towards his back and looked around, at a loss as to what to do. This had to have something to do with the war, right? Unless they'd gotten wind of a major smuggling operation. This at least explained why there were so many soldiers around the harbour and why the sailors looked rather sour.
 
   Serdra had meant to meet up again at the inn where they would decide the next step in light of fresh information.
 
   Well, I have to bring information beside 'We can't get north'.
 
   Every single ship was guarded by at least two men. Her war sword caused a few looks, but no-one objected to her walking to the boarding ramp and talking to the crew.
 
   She picked the ships where the crew was still at work above deck, in the hope that greater numbers would mean more information.
 
   Her first pick turned out to be all the way from the Blue Isles. Those crewmen who had light skin were already quite tanned, and all talked with a harsh accent Katja had never heard before.
 
   The governor's order had come four days before, and opinions were divided on the reason. They knew little about this fresh tension between Kossus and Amerstan, but the ship's cooper said he'd heard soldiers say something about spying. They knew nothing about when the ban would be lifted, but meant to go straight back home when the moment came.
 
   “You are new in town, young lady,” a stranger's voice said.
 
   Katja looked down. It was yet another beggar sitting in the roadside. He was younger than most of them but no less filthy and his clothes were heavily patched rags. According to his sign his name was Jamon and he was crippled.
 
   “Yes, I know,” she said. There were quite a lot of crowns and even some bits of food in his bowl. He didn't need alms from a woman with little to spare.
 
   Jamon smiled at that.
 
   “Yes, but given your expression you don't know where to find what you need.”
 
   “Am I so transparent?” Katja asked.
 
   “For those who pay attention, yes.”
 
   “And what do I need?”
 
   “Well that you'll have to tell me yourself. If I am to help you.”
 
   Katja tried to recall the proverb about the eyes of those at the bottom. One of her grandfathers had been very fond of it. How had it gone again?
 
   “My cousin and I need to get north,” she said after thinking a bit. “Why aren't the ships being allowed to leave?”
 
   Jamon just smiled companionably and held out his bowl.
 
   Katja groaned inwardly and took a palm-sized piece of bread from her things and let it drop into the bowl. Jamon bowed his head.
 
   “May your kindness be heard of in the next world.” He clearly said it many times a day.
 
   Katja crossed her arms and gave him an impatient look.
 
   “There was word that agents from Kossus meant to smuggle themselves into the city on a ship. The lieutenant governor ordered all ships be stopped and searched thoroughly and not let out of the harbour without his permission.”
 
   “One doesn't fit an army into one merchant vessel,” Katja pointed out.
 
   Jamon shrugged.
 
   “Eh, sabotage doesn't take an army. Nor does the murder of a leader.”
 
   Katja scratched the back of her head. She and Serdra probably wouldn't get anything out of finding the lieutenant governor and saying they needed to fetch inheritance.
 
   She amused herself for a moment by imagining Serdra say 'Pleeeaaase' in a girlish voice but then turned her attention back to the beggar.
 
   “Do you know anything about how long this will last? I want to get north before the war starts.”
 
   “It may have started already, given what one hears. But to answer you no-one seems to know anything. The lieutenant governor is busy managing war preparations and arguing with the other ministers and doesn't seem to take the time for anything else.”
 
   “The lieutenant governor? What about governor Jirik?”
 
   “You've been walking around with your fingers in your ears I see,” Jamon said and laughed a bit. “Governor Jirik, long may he live, has taken ill. Lieutenant governor Leroi took his place, but isn't as respected by the ministers.”
 
   “And they're embroiled in conflict while the country is headed for war?” Katja asked appalled.
 
   “War is just the time for conflict,” Jamon said with a weary smile.
 
   “True,” Katja muttered. She had never given any thought to politics. The sheriff's men had visited her village now and then to collect taxes and issue decrees, but chancellors and governors had no other effects on her life.
 
   But then she had grown up in times of peace. If Kossus defeated Amerstan they would almost certainly head south after that to take the Coast. So the decisions of rulers suddenly mattered to her.
 
   She vacillated for a moment.
 
   “Do you know anything about the war?” Katja asked hesitantly. Not much news reached Brown Slope, but by accounts Kossus had been doing a lot of military build-up in recent years.
 
   “Only what soldiers whisper between them when they think no-one can hear,” Jamon said quietly and looked around a bit. “An invasion of Amerstan is expected within the month, and the chancellor doesn't have a large enough fleet to meet them on the sea. He is calling all available reserves north to the eastern shore to strengthen defences.”
 
   “Literally all?” Katja asked. She had a few relatives in the reserves.
 
   “Well, just about. People are at any rate worried there won't be enough left to maintain law and order.
 
   It just keeps getting better.
 
   Bells rang in the afternoon somewhere in the distance. Jamon looked towards the sound and his eyes lit up.
 
   “Uh, if you really want to know more this may be your chance. An announcer will read out public proclamations after a few moments.”
 
   “Oh? Where?”
 
   Jamon clumsily got to his feet and staggered a few steps until he could look around a certain building. The walk reminded Katja of a duck. There clearly was something wrong with his knees.
 
   “You can glimpse the town hall over there. There is a platform just south of it. Just follow the broadest street with all of the lamp fittings.”
 
   “Thank you!” Katja said and ran off.
 
   The street the beggar had pointed out was slightly less busy and she could pass and dart by people without trouble. Some were startled and threw invectives after her as she shot through a narrow opening between them, but she didn't care.
 
   Soon she went through a gate and into the area outside the town hall.
 
   It was a big, ugly lump of rock which had originally been built as a fort against Vegraine hordes and revenant armies. The added structures within the defensive wall and administrative buildings outside of it had been built with far more thought of aesthetics. A sign of the times, people said, but the fact was that if a foreign army attacked the city, the ugly old lump would once again be the last line of defence. Though the city folk were now far too numerous for all to fit inside.
 
   The announcer was easily identified by his orange cloak and hat. He stood on top of an old wooden platform in front of a large audience.
 
   “... will be brought before a judge today,” he said in a clear, resonant voice. “And I remind you all of the curfew. All honest citizens are to stay indoors after the ringing in of night, unless to report crimes or suspicious behaviour. And here end the day's announcements.”
 
   Damn it!
 
   The orange man stepped down from the platform and into the crowd. Katja tried to follow him, but the audience now started to go their separate ways and it was harder to get through this mass of people than the streets. She earned a few more outraged cries as she made her way to the middle of the square and then finally spotted the announcer as he was let through the town hall's gate. It was shut behind him.
 
   “Shit and shame.”
 
   She turned to nearby people.
 
   “What did I miss?” People either didn't hear her through the noise or just ignored her. “Hello? What did he say? I just arrived here. Hello?”
 
   “Only what one has been hearing lately.” A man around thirty had stopped next to her.
 
   “And what would that be?” She was on the verge of saying she'd just come from the west but then remembered she'd better keep it to herself in light of the events of Longwater.
 
   “More soldiers to the north, stricter security measures, some arrests for minor violations and an ongoing port ban.”
 
   “Did he predict how long it would last?”
 
   “Nope,” the man said and smiled a bit. “That orange only says what the higher-ups allow him to.”
 
   Kajta looked back at the gate. It was her understanding that men in power didn't make a habit of addressing just any person who came knocking.
 
   “Are you on one of the merchant ships?” he asked conversationally.
 
   “I need to get on a ship,” she said. “To the north. Just when will they have searched away their suspicions?”
 
   The man grinned as if he'd heard a dark joke.
 
   “Impossible to say. One can always rely on authority being suspicious enough to get into its own way.”
 
   “Just authority in general?” she said and managed to smile a bit.
 
   “Everywhere,” the man responded and was clearly amused. “I've travel widely and seen much. It's the same all over. People lucky enough to get into power or live a long time are invariably confident they know better than the rest of us. A girl your age must have experienced as much.”
 
   “Oh indeed,” Katja said with exaggerated emphasis and was herself amused. It was a nice change to talk to someone other than Serdra.
 
   “ 'Stand up straighter',” she said pretentiously and wagged in rhythm to the words. “ 'Watch your language.' 'You will agree with me when you mature.' 'Show respect'. 'Stop hitting him'.”
 
   The man raised his eyebrows at that last one.
 
   “I'm unusual,” Katja said and grinned.
 
   “It sounds that way.”
 
   “At least it's fun to see people's faces when their wisdom is revealed to be overstated.”
 
   A gleam came into the man's eyes. He seemed to reliving a good memory.
 
   “That is true.”
 
   He wasn't very tall, but had a strong build with a torn ear and a broken nose. His eyes were intelligent and he spoke with a slight accent. It wasn't hard to believe he had indeed travelled widely and seen much.
 
   “Did you arrive on the ships yourself?” she asked. “It sounds like it from your accent.”
 
   “I still haven't covered it up?” the man said and shrugged with an awkward smile on his lips. “No, I've been here a few months. I got work here through some relatives. I didn't expect to get caught up in a war because of it. I feel I should demand better wages.”
 
   “The fighting will be to the north.”
 
   “At first, yes. But if Kossus wins decisively you can bet they will rush south to subjugate this land once and for all.”
 
   She must have made some expression because the man seemed to regret his blunt words.
 
   “But the situation hasn't reached that point yet. It's no use agonizing over the future.” He hesitated. “Are you in some trouble?”
 
   “W-why do you ask?”
 
   “It looks like that wretch over there is watching you. The one with the brown hat.”
 
   The man indicated by nodding his head and Katja looked around. Jamon stood close to the gate into the square and looked off at something.
 
   How does a man with ruined knees get around so fast?
 
   Someone waved to the man Katja had been speaking to and he waved back.
 
   “Say, I need to leave. Good lucking getting north.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you,” Katja said and walked casually towards the gate. She took care to look straight ahead without peeking at the beggar.
 
   Perhaps the foreigner had been wrong about Jamon looking at her, but why had he feigned being crippled? Surely beggars didn't earn enough to make such a charade better than actual work?
 
   Serdra's warning of Brotherhood spying sounded in Katja's ears. She felt eyes were on her as she strolled calmly southwest along the main street. It may have been her imagination, but she felt she couldn't risk returning to the inn with a spy in tow.
 
   What do I do? I can't just kill him out in the street. And if he finds out I'm onto him, then what? Will he make himself scarce and resort to something else? Will he tell his friends of me?
 
   Her palms were sweating. This was a different kind of unease from the one caused by the demons. They at least were straightforward, and the encounters with them had been very simple in their nature. She had admitted to herself that this whole thing would probably be far simpler for her and Serdra if she hadn't let the Brotherhood man escape by Longwater. She didn't want to risk exposing them twice in a row.
 
   Katja stroked the knife in her belt. Something had to be done.
 
   She looked to the left. The side street was empty of people at the moment and led to several narrow, dark alleys. She pretended to see something and reacted. She hesitated a moment and then ran into the street.
 
   The houses were all rather tall, the windows shuttered and the alleys she peered into were all empty. No witnesses. Or so she hoped anyway. The guardsmen would arrive soon if someone called them.
 
   Fleeing from the guardsmen? It would be just fantastic of me to make a bad situation ten times worse.
 
   She let her feet hit the paving stones hard, so this real or imagined pursuer would definitely hear her. She didn't like this, but what was she to do?
 
   No fumbling, she thought. No botches. I have to do this right.
 
   She entered an alley and halted. There was no-one there either and all the windows were on the upper floors. This was probably the best place available.
 
   The only hiding places were a barrel beneath a rain gutter and a doorway. She heard no sounds from within the surrounding houses and would have to kneel to hide behind the barrel, so she chose the doorway. It was deep enough for her to hide by pressing her back against the door. She readied herself.
 
   A few moments later she heard soft footsteps stop by the alley. She had heard nothing until the individual was a few metres away. This was no coincidence. Someone was indeed trying to sneak up on her.
 
   She carefully breathed in and then held it.
 
   The person hesitated by the entrance to the alley but then walked in, slower and more cautiously than before.
 
   Katja did a quick review of a particular battle with Serdra, just before Jamon arrived at the doorway.
 
   Katja kicked him in the stomach. The man gasped and stumbled back and into the wall. She charged in to bring him down but he struck at her. After all the training with Serdra, defending herself from a clumsy attack of a breathless man was easy. She punched him in the face before he could try anything else and then drove her other fist into his solar plexus.
 
   Jamon collapsed completely and hit the ground like a bag of flour. Katja ripped the knife from its sheath and stood over him with the weapon at the ready.
 
   “I see the bread did you good!” she hissed. “What do you want?”
 
   He groaned, coughed and fought to breathe. She knew exactly how painful it was, so it surprised her when he laughed as he lay with a hand on his stomach.
 
   “You are...” He coughed. “You are... quick,” he squeezed out. “Quicker than most. I suspected this.” He sat up. “Fal obra, uri tovaren.”
 
   Katja stood still. Then she took a single step backwards and lowered the knife slightly. Jamon watched her and waited. Finally she remembered the words.
 
   “Domi, fasan.”
 
   The 'beggar' nodded.
 
   “You are the girl from the west, aren't you?” he asked quietly. “The stories only reached us recently, but...” He looked her over thoughtfully. It felt to Katja like he was examining an animal species he'd heard of, and comparing the reality to the tales.
 
   “You are new, aren't you?” he asked after a bit. “As young as you seem to be?”
 
   “She is, yes,” Serdra said. “But she is still one of us.”
 
   Katja's mouth hung open when her mentor entered the alley.
 
   “Wha-”
 
   “I said you wouldn't be free of me until I consider you ready,” Serdra said calmly.
 
   Yet another test?
 
   Jamon had recovered and now stood up. He alternated his gaze between them for a bit before fastening his eyes on Serdra.
 
   “You are the instructor, correct? Come to teach a new Sentinel.”
 
   “Yes, among other things.”
 
   Katja sheathed the knife.
 
   “And it is my understanding you are to bow to us,” she said in her strictest tone.
 
   “You understand no such thing,” Serdra said.
 
   Katja threw up her hands.
 
   “Let me have a little fun,” she sighed.
 
   “Are you really in search of passage north or are you here to investigate the situation?” Jamon asked and ignored their exchange.
 
   “Just what is the situation?” Katja asked. “What do you know-”
 
   Serdra shushed quietly. She looked at both of them and pointed at the door. Katja heard nothing from the inside, but it was still probably best to have care. Serdra motioned for them to come and they walked around the corner together.
 
   “Can you take us to your comrades?” Serdra whispered as they walked towards the main street. “We received instructions in Rapids but it's always better to have a presenter and guide.”
 
   The Shade nodded. He had resumed his clumsy walk now that they were in public.
 
   “We have all been instructed to be on the lookout for you,” he said. “Bringing them together won't take long.
 
   “Go with him Katja,” Serdra said. “I will follow from a distance. It's better we aren't seen together much.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11.
 
    
 
   Katja sipped her wine and tried to enjoy the music. She and Serdra sat in the lounge of a large residential house shared by three families; all of them Shades. Serdra had lit the Sentinel Flame for a moment to prove their identities and Jamon had gone out again to gather the people. In the meanwhile the lady of the house entertained them. She was a decent harpist but Katja still didn't like the wait.
 
   The trip to the house had taken some time as Jamon, whose real name turned out to be Frank, had to maintain his guise and Katja had kept some distance from the Shade spy so it wouldn't be obvious she was following him.
 
   She glanced at him occasionally as they walked and considered apologizing for the beating, but soon dismissed the notion. She had had a good reason to react poorly to being chased. And he'd recovered quickly anyway.
 
   Serdra had followed them like a ghost. Katja occasionally looked over her shoulder but only glimpsed her twice. Just how did the woman do that? The thought of learning these skills tickled her greatly.
 
   Maybe she'll take the time to teach me this in a less dangerous city, Katja thought and had another small sip of the wine. She wanted to gulp it down. It was good and it took a lot for her to feel tipsy. It was apparently a shared trait of Redcloaks. But she wanted to be a good guest when she got such a good reception, and some part of her didn't want to embarrass Serdra. At least not in such a place, which smelled of old meals, dust, fires, cats and people. It was the scent of home, and it was nice to feel it again.
 
   Not that she would have admitted it out loud.
 
   The lady of the house shifted from one calm song to another. Katja watched her. She was a completely ordinary woman of child-bearing age in a nice dress. Katja would never have suspected her of anything unusual. But there she sat and entertained two immortal monster slayers while a spy fetched her family, and was charged with raising the next generation of spies. These Shades knew how to keep a low profile.
 
   The woman looked up and into Katja's eyes. Katja nodded with a smile on her lips. She appreciated good music.
 
   Finally Jamon/Frank returned. With him were two women and five men, two of whom were clearly father and son.
 
   The group lined up in front of the doorway into the lounge and the oldest man spoke.
 
   “Welcome, honoured guests,” he said rather formally with his hands in front of him. “I am Baldur Marks and speak for us here in the city.”
 
   “Greetings, Baldur Marks.”
 
   “Is this the whole band?” Katja asked for the sake of participating.
 
   “Everyone who needs to be here for this meeting,” Baldur replied. “We will tell our comrades about everything that transpires.”
 
   “Very well. Let us get to the subject,” Serdra said and leaned forward in her seat. “We sensed supernatural disturbances in this area, as well as a premonition. I am fairly certain it pertains to the Brotherhood of the Pit. What do you know?”
 
   Baldur thought for a bit.
 
   “Do you know of the conflict which took place here forty years ago?”
 
   “Yes. I took part in it.”
 
   Baldur's eyes widened.
 
   “Oh? That was you?”
 
   The man seemed to be about forty years old. His parents and probably raised him on stories of Serdra's stay in the country, and now she sat before him in the flesh. How did something like that feel?
 
   Out of the corner of her eye she saw the smaller children peeking in from the next room. She smiled at them a bit and waved. What stories would they hear?
 
   “Well, the Brotherhood kept its head down after the losses they suffered. We did suffer the occasional mysterious death among our ranks, but they didn't try anything big.”
 
   “What was that conflict about?” Katja asked. She may have been violating some etiquette rule, but then Serdra should have told her the whole story ahead of time. The Shades didn't take the question badly though.
 
   “Brotherhood covens had achieved a certain degree of secret influence around the Inner Sea,” one of the men said. “They established a net by getting their people into various positions. These were dangerous times, and they harried us and each other in secret. My parents had a direct hand in opposing them.”
 
   His voice was tinged with pride.
 
   “Yes, it was a difficult fight,” Serdra said to Katja. “The Brotherhood threw almost everything into it, and the Silent War almost carried out into the streets. But we unraveled their net with ambushes and night-time assassinations, and finally felled the one who seemed to lead the operation. At least in Baldur's Coast.”
 
   “Johim Savaren,” Baldur said and nodded slowly. “Was he as powerful as claimed?”
 
   “He was a strong sorcerer,” Serdra replied. “Nothing compared to his ancestors from Jukiala times, but still one of the most dangerous ones I have encountered. He was almost definitely the leader. And a skilled leader, considering how organised the whole thing was.”
 
   Baldur nodded.
 
   “The Brotherhood kept quiet in my youth, but we believe they have recovered. We have lost a considerable number of people in suspicious circumstances in recent years, and families who were suspected back in the day have gained various influences. There have also been steadily more unexplained disappearances and... nightmares. Marks of their sorcery.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “Families who were suspected?” Katja asked.
 
   “Suspected of being connected to the Brotherhood,” Serdra said and turned towards her. “Most of them trace their ancestry to Vendyha but it's not an absolute rule. Not everyone knows what their kinfolk get up to. And they sometimes let outsiders into their ranks, but it is rare and often frowned upon. So it pays to keep an eye on certain families.”
 
   “Just like now,” Baldur said. “It can't be a coincidence that so many suspected men have gotten into the government or the army lately. Nor that the governor, whom we have never suspected of anything, falls ill just now that war is breaking out. And the lieutenant governor seems determined to tie everything into knots while Jirik is incapable of tending his duties.”
 
   “So you suspect the lieutenant governor of poisoning him or some such?” Katja asked.
 
   “Yes. Especially since he is brother-in-law to a certain merchant. A merchant who inherited considerable land and money and has turned those into wealth and influence.”
 
   “Tovar Savaren,” one of the women said and looked at Serdra. “Johim's grandchild.”
 
   “Hm,” Serdra said. “That certainly is a shady connection. Does he live here in the city?”
 
   “No. He manages his mercantile empire from his father's estate, on Mooncape. He is the mayor there and runs the trade. His family pretty much owns the entire town.”
 
   “Have your agents gotten close to him?” Serdra asked.
 
   “No, not really. Tovar Savaren practically has an army to protect his properties, and he isn't known for tolerating the company of his lessers. He is, however, very popular among the elites of the Coast and Amerstan and even further afield. He has pushed for reducing taxes on major trade, and various other privileges for the wealthy. If something happens to the governor and the senate he would be almost certain to take control of the country.”
 
   Serdra nodded. She showed no expression, but Katja could still tell this was bad news.
 
   “So if the governor dies without any suspicion falling on him the Brotherhood would again have control of an entire country,” her mentor said to all present. “They could then cover up their activities far better and insert their people into all positions of power. Perhaps even get covens from around the Inner Sea to work with them.”
 
   “And-” said one of the women, hesitated, and looked towards the doorway. Katja looked herself and saw the children had left. The woman kept speaking.
 
   “And they could assault us much more efficiently,” she said and Katja saw fear in her eyes. “Both in terms of finding us and killing us. They could frame us for crimes and put us in front of judges under their control.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “Just like happened in Fornos,” she said.
 
   Whatever had happened in Fornos, the memory clearly didn't sit well with the Shades.
 
   “What do you have?” Serdra asked. “How many warriors do you have?”
 
   Baldur searched for words.
 
   “We have all received some amount of training,” the man then said - and seemed to Katja to be grappling with his own pride. “But I am afraid we only have five true fighters here in permanent residence. Two of them were once in the army.”
 
   He pointed at the 'beggar'.
 
   “A seven-man group came to us from the north last fall. Frank has been with us here in the city, but the rest stay on a big farm to the south. Five of them are warriors and two are sages. They came both to help and to train the young ones.”
 
   “At Wave Fell?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you have a plan of some sort?” Serdra asked.
 
   “We do have a contact within the city hall,” Baldur said and smiled slightly. “A steward. He is too old for anything trying, but can report to us on what happens in there or leave an unlocked door at the right place and time. I spoke to him two days ago. He said he'd had little access to the governor, but that his illness seemed most peculiar. He has no fever, doesn't infect others and no medicine seems to help. He just lies unconscious and motionless and makes the occasional groan.”
 
   “It does sound like a spell,” Serdra said.
 
   “Indeed.” Baldur pointed at one of the men. He was of a similar age as Baldur, short and dark, with intelligent eyes. “Armin here is a rune man. If he can enter the governor's room he can find out the truth. If a curse is at work here he can probably lift it.”
 
   “How do you mean to get to him?” Katja said quickly to Armin before anyone could say something more. She was annoyed at her limited ability to participate in this meeting. It was like she was a child again.
 
   The rune man cleared his throat.
 
   “People take turns watching over Mister Jirik,” he said. “Our contact will have the task tonight, after midnight. He will leave an unlocked door for us.”
 
   “The city hall looked pretty well-guarded,” Katja pointed out.
 
   “Yes. This won't be easy,” Armin said. “But I have to try. All our lives might depend on unravelling whatever plot the Brotherhood is brewing.”
 
   “I will go with him,” Frank said. “I am trained in entry.”
 
   “And I will come with you,” Serdra said, in the same calm but firm tone she used to give Katja orders.
 
   “That would be most helpful,” Armin said and nodded, but Katja saw two of the quiet Shades glance at each other.
 
   “What about me?” she asked.
 
   “It's best as few as possible sneak into the city hall,” her mentor answered.
 
   Katja's cheeks warmed a bit, especially at the glances from the Shades. Given the rune man's paunch she ought to be better at climbing and sneaking than him. But then what could she say?
 
   They agreed to meet at midnight in a spot out of public view and the meeting was ended. The Shades bid them farewell and they walked to the inn along little used streets.
 
   “I will teach you how to sneak into a well guarded building later, in a safer land when there is less at stake,” Serdra suddenly said. “Nothing must go wrong in this.”
 
   She inclined her head in the direction of the Shade home.
 
   “I have already told you how important our alliance with them is,” she added.
 
   Katja nodded, unsure of where she was going with this.
 
   “These small, silent groups keep their eyes open for generations. You might return here in forty years or a hundred years, and get information and shelter from these people's descendants. They can give you details of their home areas you would never discover on your own. Such is a priceless resource.”
 
   “Yes yes, I understand.”
 
   At least now that you mention it.
 
   “Therefore you must never endanger them. If a family is discovered there is no going back. Our enemies will use any trick to destroy it in one way or the other. It can take on many forms: False accusations, curses, poison, financial destruction or just simply assassins with knives. Imagine being responsible for something like that. Imagine the deaths of the people you met back there.”
 
   Katja couldn't help but do just that while they walked in silence for a bit. She didn't like it.
 
   “You must never give such a group away. You must always take care that no-one follows you to them, or overhear you discuss their matters. Our matters.”
 
   “And I guess that's the reason you aren't using... their title.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Do you think they can't handle this on their own? Was that why you ordered your aid?”
 
   “The 'beggar' is what we call a migrant,” Serdra answered. “An agent who comes from another land to undertake dangerous missions, so if he gets discovered he won't be connected to a local family. I think they can get into the town hall on their own. I will go with them because if the Brotherhood does indeed have a grip on the highest authority in Baldur's Coast it must be broken.”
 
   “And do you want me to sit in the inn tonight?” Katja asked. She couldn't hold back some bitterness.
 
   “What have I told you? Twice?”
 
   “That I won't be rid of you until you declare me ready.”
 
   “Indeed. You will stand guard by the wall. Just in case something comes up. And besides, I,” Serdra hesitated, and closed her eyes a few moments. “I sense something dangerous on the horizon. Something far closer to us than the war and the Brotherhood's scheme.” She opened her eyes. “Be prepared for anything.”
 
    
 
   ---------------------
 
    
 
   Revenge. Honour. Revenge. Honour. Thorir repeated these two words again and again in his mind to hold back the delirium. The infection was killing him. The pain was unbearable, the smell was revolting and he shook and shook and shook. He was only barely aware of his comrades as they stood around him in a circle.
 
   Now and again he could focus enough to recognize the chants they were using and could hazard a guess as to how much was left and how long he would have to battle the darkness which was swallowing him.
 
   Revenge. Honor.
 
   The chants did their work and the divide began weakening. Thorir felt the entities beyond watch him greedily. They wanted flesh. They wanted to live. And they offered almost no resistance when his comrades' sorcery bound them within the protective circle he lay in. They wanted him.
 
   “Come.”
 
   He wasn't sure whether he'd managed to say the word out loud or just imagined so, but they didn't need encouragement. They slipped into his thoughts, into muscle and bone and scratched, whispered and sang.
 
   Revenge! he thought, to cling to some part of himself in the clamour. He thought of the misery, weakness, bitter disappointment and the smell of his own infected flesh. He thought about killing the damned Redcloak who had caused all this.
 
   They did not argue. They understood hatred and bloodlust just fine.
 
   Thorir could see his comrades finish the spells, and one of them took out a small but sharp knife. He didn't fear the next part as much as he'd expected. Not with the entities growling within his mind. They were like a discordant choir, which nonetheless gradually came to agree on what notes to sing.
 
   Revenge.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Tovar stared into his wine mug. The wine was foreign and expensive and the one barrel he'd bought was purely for himself. This was one of the rare moments of rest he had permitted himself in a long time.
 
   The worries had gnawed him slowly and steadily for the last weeks. He had known they would be an inevitable part of the situation he had fought to get into. He absolutely refused to complain or feel sorry for himself, but they were still a heavy burden and he couldn't shut them out for a moment. Being free of them would just have to be his reward for success.
 
   Tovar sipped the wine, closed his eyes and savoured the taste before swallowing.
 
   “Worth every crown,” he muttered to himself.
 
   He had approved the Lojhan-ritual after brief consideration. Thorir's sacrifice would be a good example to the rest of the coven, and perhaps he would be able to solve the Redcloak-problem. If he failed it would probably draw unnecessary attention and perhaps even expose some of his brethren. It was a gamble, and he didn't care for the solution he would have to resort to if Thorir failed.
 
   Footsteps approached his private chamber and he felt the worries lay their full weight on him again. The moment of peace had passed.
 
   There was a soft knock on the door and a tall, sturdy man with a blond beard and a shaved head opened it.
 
   The man tried to project confidence but underneath he was clearly balancing between anger and fear. Tovar couldn't help but smile a bit inside. He hoped his own eyes revealed as much.
 
   “Step in, captain.”
 
   The man hesitated a moment, and then tried to make up for it by walking very quickly to the middle of the room. Tovar leaned back and sipped the wine.
 
   “How are you?” he asked nonchalantly and stared straight into his guest's eyes.
 
   “How am I doing?” the man asked with a quaver in his voice and rage in his eyes. “What happened to Jan?!”
 
   “What do you think happened to him?”
 
   “He is delirious and vomits blood!”
 
   “My. That must be unpleasant for you. As well as him.”
 
   The captain leaned ever so slightly forward as if he meant to walk up to Tovar, but then settled for pointing at him.
 
   “Is it true you put a hex on him?”
 
   The captain and his men knew enough about their employers to do the job ahead, but no more than that. What they knew was still enough to make them nervous, and that's the way it was supposed to be.
 
   He let the man writhe beneath his gaze for a little bit.
 
   “I hired you and your men to accomplish a task, and I demand obedience and respect,” Tovar said and dropped his innocent tone.
 
   “We have done everything-”
 
   “You are impatient. You moan and complain about the wait in spite of the reward I have promised you. Such is to be expected from men to offer their services to the highest bidder, but I do not tolerate the kind of talking you did last night.”
 
   A twitch went over the mercenary captain's face and he fell silent. He was probably trying to decide whether or not he should lie. Last night they had been confident no-one was listening.
 
   He opened his mouth.
 
   “Do not lie to me,” Tovar said firmly and pointed at him.
 
   The man grimaced and took a deep breath. Fear held him in line. That was just how he wanted these mercenary scum. And if he had to prove their fears were well-founded he would do just that.
 
   “Release the spell,” the man asked with his palms out. “It was just drinking talk. He won't do it again.”
 
   “Not for a third time at least, that I promise you.”
 
   “We need him,” the foreign captain said.
 
   “I don't need him. No one of you matters to me. Keep that in mind.”
 
   Tovar pretended to think things over.
 
   “Talk to your men,” he then said. “I will assume they'll conduct themselves better from now on. But next time I will do worse.”
 
   The man backed stiffly out of the chambers and closed the door.
 
   Tovar leaned back, sipped his wine and awaited news from the city.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12.
 
    
 
   The wait at the inn was dreadful. The worries had started to gnaw at her when they left the Shades and intensified little by little as darkness fell. And she couldn't even discuss it with Serdra as sound carried far too well between the rooms.
 
   Katja alternated between trying to sleep as Serdra urged her and using the relaxation methods she'd taught her but nothing worked. She had a bad feeling about the evening. She didn't know whether it was simply worry at breaking into the most guarded place in the city or the fact that she was still weary from the journey and weighed down by the hidden dread hanging over the country. Or both.
 
   Serdra sat up, calm as ever, while Katja twitched about on the bed. The woman occasionally got up and stretched, but otherwise mostly just seemed to be letting her mind wander; probably into the future.
 
   Eventually the other guests quieted down as did the traffic outside, and total darkness reigned. They waited some more, for a period that felt like an eternity, but finally the moment came. Katja hadn't gotten a wink of sleep.
 
   Ugh.
 
   They took their weapons, opened the door carefully and walked out.
 
    
 
   ---------------------
 
    
 
   “Now,” Serdra whispered, and they snuck across the street together. The moon was hidden behind clouds and the next streetlamp was some distance away so it was more important to go quietly than quickly.
 
   They entered the alley between a storage house and a residential house that still stood empty after a fire. The meeting place was behind them, right up against the defensive wall around the government area.
 
   “Thunder,” Serdra whispered.
 
   “Shield,” came the reply from the darkness. They walked around the corner of the burnt house and there the Shades stood in enough darkness to justify their title.
 
   “Any trouble?” whispered an indistinct silhouette with Frank's voice.
 
   “No,” Serdra said. “What about you?”
 
   “Everything is quiet,” he replied. “I have looked around a bit and things are organized as they usually are. There are four guards roaming around on this side of the wall and two beyond it. There are normally six up on the wall around the city hall and six more at the ready within, and I see no signs of change.”
 
   “Are your magics ready, rune man?” Serdra asked the other silhouette.
 
   “Ahh, I don't want to call this magic but yes, I made doubly sure.” He touched something on his side. It seemed to be a side bag, firmly strapped about his waist. “I have everything I need. If the governor has indeed been cursed I can lift it.”
 
   “I have already placed the rope,” Frank said and pointed at the wall. It was too dark for Katja to see anything.
 
   “Did you use a hook?” Katja asked.
 
   “No, that would have made a clang. There is a stone missing on top of the wall. I wrapped the other end of the rope into a giant knot and lodged it in the gap.”
 
   “Are there any questions or any preparation left?” Serdra asked.
 
   No-one spoke.
 
   “Let us be off,” she said.
 
   Serdra was the first one up and vanished into the darkness almost without sound. Katja was next and took off her sword and strapped it to her back so it wouldn't smack into the wall. She grasped the thick, rough rope, breathed in and began the climb. The knots on the rope were a big help, but it was still a struggle to make it up without a groan or gasp.
 
   Serdra took her hand and helped her. The wall was about half a metre thick, and she carefully straddled it next to the gap and let her legs hang off on either side.
 
   The view was interesting. An occasional lamp burned on a wall or in a window but aside from that one could only see the vague outlines of the largest buildings.
 
   Frank climbed up nimbly and finally Armin came. The rune man ascended slowly and he needed considerable help with getting up on the edge, but they managed it without noise.
 
   Frank pulled the rope up, turned the knot which held it in the gap and let it slide carefully down the other side. They waited until the echoes of a guardsman's footsteps grew distant, and then Serdra gave Frank a signal to be the first one down. He then received Armin.
 
   Serdra stalled at the rope and looked at Katja.
 
   “What?” Katja whispered.
 
   Serdra put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Keep calm,” the woman said. “If something comes up you must react quickly, but also intelligently. Do not imagine a non-existent threat, and don't ignore signs of danger either.”
 
   “I... yes. I will... try.”
 
   “No-one can see you up here without a powerful lamp. Keep quiet and be patient and then everything should be fine.”
 
   Katja nodded. She had been on edge all evening. But her teacher's words made her feel a bit better. A bit.
 
   Serdra swung off the wall and went down the rope like a spider. Katja hurriedly pulled the rope up and placed it on the wall. She heard Armin's footsteps for a few moments, but then the trio vanished utterly.
 
   She was alone in the dark.
 
   Alone guarding a piece of string. Exciting.
 
   She tried to remain bitter, but had to admit to herself that she was partially relieved over not going with them. Facing monsters was one thing, but to sneak past ordinary people who had done nothing wrong? What was she to do if spotted? What could she say? She certainly hadn't had to justify herself to the hill wretches she and Serdra had fought.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath like Serdra had taught her. She tried to picture the trio's journey in the dark and estimate how long it would take them to get past the defensive wall.
 
   Frank would be in the lead as he knew the area better than Serdra. He would check whether guards lay ahead in the darkness and hiss carefully as a signal for the others to follow. When they arrived at the wall he would then find the right place to throw a lasso over the wall and climb up. Then he would again check for guards.
 
   It's probably happening right now, Katja thought. If everything has gone smoothly.
 
   She kept her eyes on a spot in the dark where she believed they would make the climb.
 
   Serdra would go up after him and then the rune man. They would take the rope with them to make it back over the wall and then sneak to a pantry. It had no lock and no traffic at this hour, and within was the door the contact had left unlocked. That was their way into the city hall itself.
 
   Clicking footsteps could be heard from the paving stones below in the government district and echoed off the wall. Soon she also heard the clink of armour and saw the light of a lamp, and a guard walked into her field of vision.
 
    Katja knew she would have been invisible in the dark even if he hadn't had light in his eyes, but she still felt a knot of tension form in her stomach and drew her feet a bit closer.
 
   The man stopped, yawned widely and shook himself to get his blood moving. He was clearly terribly bored.
 
   Are they in the pantry by now? Katja thought and took her eyes off the man. She couldn't remember how big the garden around the city hall had been.
 
   The guard sighed and continued his round. Katja breathed a bit easier but still couldn't shake a feeling of foreboding. This whole situation didn't sit right with her.
 
   Once in the first floor of the city hall they would quickly reach little-used stairs meant for servants. This short walk nonetheless took them past a guard post, and was probably the most dangerous part of the entire endeavour. The second floor was patrolled non-stop by three guards, and they would have to carefully time the moment when they shot out of cover, went through a long dining room and into a certain hallway.
 
   Katja carefully pressed her palms down on the wall and stretched her legs out. She rubbed her arms slowly enough to make no noise and tried to keep her mind sharp. There was nothing to see but the occasional flame and nothing to hear except the distant feet of the guards. It was far too easy to let the mind wander.
 
   But not now. Not when Serdra wasn't within reach to deal with any problem that might come up.
 
   She tried to draw the sword, but had some trouble as it hung on her back. She took the belt off and placed the weapon next to her on the wall.
 
   Something happened.
 
   Katja wasn't sure what it was, but the unease within her suddenly turned into fear.
 
   What happened? Did I hear something? Did I feel something?
 
   She held her breath and looked in every direction but of course saw nothing. Danger could be hiding anywhere, and her fear intensified.
 
   She picked up the sword and carefully drew it.
 
   What do I do, she thought worriedly, on top of a damn wall?
 
   She stood up and felt for the edges of the wall with her feet and stood at the ready.
 
   What happened just before it started? she thought, irritated and scared. Was I focusing? Or did I fool myself?
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to apply this sensitivity she had only just started to grasp.
 
   Shut out everything else. Don't think, don't remember, just FEEL.
 
   “Katja, we are back.”
 
   The whisper came from the street.
 
   “Serdra?” Katja whispered back.
 
   Were they back already? Could they really have gone all the way and back so quickly?
 
   Or could they? How much time has passed?
 
   She thought it over again but it was as if her sense of time was asleep. Had she been distracted, or had she imagined the whisper? Neither option was good.
 
   Am I just being crazy?
 
   She went down on one knee and carefully peered over the edge. She heard nothing. No whisper or breathing or anything else.
 
   “Revenge.”
 
   “What?” Katja muttered but wasn't sure if she'd done so out loud. She was so tired. It was as if she couldn't focus on a single thing.
 
   Maybe I need to take a nap, she thought. Get my bearings.
 
   She sheathed the sword and straddled the wall again.
 
   I haven't slept, after all. I need to be able to think if I am to be of some use.
 
   She placed the sword on top of the wall in front of her and closed her eyes.
 
   Just a little nap. I'll be awake before they return.
 
   “Go to sleep,” Serdra said.
 
   “Yes, I...”
 
   Hold on, she suddenly thought, but the drowsiness kept assailing her. It was as if something were dragging her down.
 
   This isn't normal.
 
   She fought the weariness. The weariness fought back. It was like swimming in honey, but also made her all the more determined now that fear was giving her strength. Something was close by. Something inhuman. She felt it with these senses Serdra had taught her to use.
 
   Katja threw off the drowsiness like a heavy coat and stood up with the sword in hand. Something stood opposite her on the wall with some sort of club. Something with a human figure but a supernatural aura, and now that she could think clearly she felt a disgusting smell of rotting flesh.
 
   “Revenge,” the creature growled with many voices at once and moved closer.
 
   Katja drew the sword from the scabbard and slashed at the creature as it attacked. It dodged the attack but immediately struck again. Katja slashed a second time and inflicted a minor wound. The creature retreated again.
 
   What is that?
 
   Katja herself retreated from the next attack but her foot slipped on the top of the wall and she almost fell off.
 
   Not here! Too narrow and too public.
 
   She feinted, then turned on her heel away from the government district and leapt out into the darkness.
 
   She landed on the roof of the burned house. A few tiles came loose under her feet and she fell forward. The creature leapt after her and swung the club down. Katja rolled to the side and evaded the attack, but fell down a hole in the roof.
 
   The drop was short and she maintained her grip on the sword, and had risen the moment the foul-smelling creature jumped down after her.
 
   It struck at her but she stepped behind a support pillar. She heard rather than saw that it tried to get at her, and she let it chase her around the pillar as she tried to think of something clever.
 
   “Who are you!?” she hissed.
 
   It quickly changed direction and tried to seize her but was unsuccessful. It made some noise Katja didn't understand and drove its shoulder into the pillar.
 
   The burnt wood made a loud crack.
 
   Katja tried to stab the monster but it retreated and kicked the pillar. It snapped completely and a roof beam and some tiles collapsed down on them. Her reflexes saved her from the debris but the burnt plank she stepped on gave way.
 
   She stumbled and almost fell. She sensed the creature's next attack and dodged as she regained her balance. Katja kicked before her enemy could swing again and hit it in the chest.
 
   It was thrown backwards and Katja heard more loud cracks and a thud. It had fallen through the planks to the floor below.
 
   This house is a death trap!
 
   She cautiously tested the planks she stood on by rocking herself, and stood ready with the sword.
 
   There was no sound from below.
 
   Hello? Smelly monster?
 
   She still smelled the infection so the horror hadn't gone far, and she still felt the supernatural dread that had accompanied everything strange she'd encountered. Shouldn't it disappear when the source died? Or was this something new and different from what she'd experienced?
 
   Thanks for being so mysterious, Serdra!
 
   She had a hard time believing the monster had suffered a broken neck in the fall. What little she'd seen of its movements in the dark had been marked by eerie nimbleness, as she would have imagined a man-sized insect would possess. It still hadn't been as quick as Serdra, and Katja held onto that thought to keep the fear at bay.
 
   And yet it seemed to limp.
 
   It occurred to her that the noise would soon attract the attention of the guards, so she clenched her teeth and felt for a stair down with her toes.
 
   A loud crack broke the silence as something smashed up through the planks by her feet. Katja shrieked and one of her legs fell into the hole up to her hip.
 
   “Seeentineeel,” the creature growled in that multiple voice and grabbed the foot. It was trying to twist the ankle. Break it.
 
   Katja tried wriggling frantically but the creature was stronger. So she slipped the sword past her thigh and stabbed. The wound she inflicted wasn't terribly deep but the creature still reacted a bit, which gave Katja time to deliver a more powerful thrust.
 
   The tip sank into the creature's arm and Katja twisted the sword in the wound. It breathed out sharply and let go. Katja immediately tried to get loose, but then the other planks finally gave in and she fell through the floor and on her enemy.
 
   It stumbled and Katja managed to land on her feet. When the monster reached for her Katja was prepared and chopped the hand off.
 
   The monster gave a murmur of sorts and retreated from Katja's attacks, into total darkness.
 
   Katja sensed the remains of furniture and various kinds of debris around her and tried to feel her way to this strange enemy. She thought she heard a whisper for a few moments. When it stopped the crackling started.
 
   The dark ruins were suddenly illuminated in a yellow and red inferno. The house was on fire, thick smoke filled her airways and the sounds were deafening.
 
   Katja screamed and tried to flee but the flames were everywhere. The animalistic fear threatened to rob her of her wits, tried to make her flee in any possible direction.
 
   “No, this isn't real!” she said to herself.
 
   Her enemy walked through the flames. It was a human figure with a slashed-up face, an infected leg and a bloody stump in place of a hand. The remains of the face formed a sneer of sorts and the monster attacked.
 
   Katja thought of the training on Flat Top and the vision of the sorcerer.
 
   “This is a memory!” she shouted and stepped forwards and met the creature in the fire.
 
   Ghost flames licked them from top to bottom as the creature tried to get to her with the remaining hand and Katja used her sword to hold it back and inflict wound after wound.
 
   It fought with ferocious hate, as if it were eager to die in order to kill Katja. But it had lost the club, wasn't quick enough and had lost a hand. In the end the fight was in no way even. Katja hit the monster on the knee of the good leg and it fell. A moment later its head plopped on the floor.
 
   The long extinguished flames vanished, and again there was nothing to see but darkness.
 
   Now that danger had passed, the pent-up fear caught up with her and her feet began to shake as she gulped air.
 
   But she had won. And in spite of everything the ecstasy of victory enveloped her like warm bath water.
 
   I am alive and he is dead. Because I was better.
 
   Nervous laughter leapt out of her throat.
 
   Damn I'm good.
 
   She leaned up against some debris, which then snapped under the weight. Katja laughed louder.
 
   Now how do I get out?
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The climb up on the roof of the storage house was a bother but turned out to be the right decision. The guard who arrived with a lantern to investigate the noise looked around a bit but didn't dare enter the burnt building. He called for some of his comrades to look around the area, and to make sure the storage was locked and undisturbed.
 
   Finally they left and Katja had to gather her courage to jump back onto the wall. She succeeded and arranged herself in a relatively comfortable prone position. She tried to search herself for blood spatters, but without a light the search would have to remain inconclusive for now.
 
   Katja breathed deeply. The evening hadn't been dull after all.
 
   She had to suppress a bit of laughter.
 
   I am completely mad.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   This time her head was clear and Serdra's voice was definitely real. She lowered the rope. Armin was the first one up and Katja had to help him. The man seemed upset.
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   “Ah, yes,” the rune man stammered, but Katja sensed something was wrong. Serdra was next.
 
   “There is a corpse in the burnt ruin,” Katja said. “I need to tell you something.”
 
   “So do I,” Serdra said. “I killed the lieutenant governor.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13.
 
    
 
   They hurried along the darkest streets to the home of the Shades. Going quietly was all important so Katja didn't dare ask questions, but she could tell that they badly needed to reach shelter.
 
   The second most important man in the land was dead. Katja found the idea of being charged with his killing ludicrous, but this was the situation.
 
   Katja's heart lurched every time something close to them made a noise, but Frank and Serdra seemed to know what they were doing. They took turns being in the lead and occasionally signalled to stop or to retreat back into the darkness as a guardsman passed.
 
   Their destination was within reach and Katja had almost started to relax when bells could be heard in the distance.
 
   “They've found the body,” Armin whispered, so quietly she barely heard him.
 
   Guard stations around the city began joining the chorus of bells. Soon street lamps would be lit, gates would be closed and locked and riders would patrol the streets in search of people violating the curfew. And that was before it got around just what had happened.
 
   Katja thought of the big street lamp opposite the Shade home. It would probably be lit as well, if it hadn't been already. She also thought of Serdra's warning about the consequences of revealing a Shade group, and felt a different sort of fear from the one caused by monsters and murderers.
 
   Focus! she told herself. Step lightly but quickly. Serdra taught you how!
 
   Serdra passed Frank and jogged ahead of them more quickly than before. Katja could barely see anything, and so was unspeakably glad at her mentor's knowledge of the city streets. This was a completely different route from the one they'd used earlier in the day and she was almost startled when she suddenly recognized the house they were passing.
 
   After carefully crossing a potato garden they went over a waist-high fence and through a short alley and then stood opposite the Shade home. Katja heard approaching hoofbeats.
 
   This is presumably not a courier!
 
   Serdra listened for a moment and then signalled for them to follow. They ran across the street as the hoofbeats drew closer and closer, and shot into the alley by the home and behind it.
 
   They heard the rider stop and Katja saw a faint glow. The street lit up and the glow reached halfway into the alley they knelt in.
 
   The rider then drove the horse on and kept going.
 
   Frank crept up to the side door and stroked the wood four times in a particular way. The man on the other side responded to the signal and let them in.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   After a brief report everyone lay down to rest. Armin and Frank arranged themselves in beds on the first floor, and Serdra and Katja were assigned a spot in the attic.
 
   “We got into the bedroom by going out of a window and from there onto the roof,” Serdra whispered in the dark. “And from there through the governor's bedroom window. Our contact was there watching over him as he'd promised and the rune man did his ritual. He had almost lifted the curse when the door opened and the lieutenant governor walked in. He had approached silently and there was no hiding place for the three of us so I tackled him before he could give a shout and broke his neck.”
 
   Katja felt unease writhe through her. Serdra had shown her how to do that.
 
   “I managed to do it rather silently and Armin was able to complete the ritual. The governor will recover soon. I didn't hear anyone out in the hallway, so I dragged the corpse out and hid it under a bench. With luck no-one will connect it to the contact.”
 
   “But what if luck isn't with us?” Katja asked.
 
   “Then his mettle will be tested.”
 
   Katja silently wished the man fortune.
 
   “What about... it?”
 
   “It sounds like you fought Lojhan,” Serdra said.
 
   “That doesn't tell me much.”
 
   The woman looked thoughtful.
 
   “Lojhan is essentially a perversion of an old ceremony that featured in the founding of the Brotherhood. It involves multiple evil spirits being let into the mind and body of a volunteer. Neither mind nor body can withstand it for long, but the subject gains power if they have the willpower to influence the spirits. If not they briefly become a mad horror before dying.”
 
   “Was that why the face was hanging off?”
 
   “No. Usually when the Lojhan ceremony is performed the subject is disfigured so enemies cannot identify them.”
 
   “And-” Katja was a bit startled by some noise downstairs. “And people volunteer for something like that?”
 
   “Sometimes. When there is great need or when they thirst for vengeance.” Serdra touched her shoulder. “These are the kinds of people we are dealing with,” she said quietly.
 
   Katja could think of no answer and just shook her head. Her mentor had killed the second most important man in the land. She realized how big that was, but was too  tired to really wrap her mind around it.
 
   “So what comes next?”
 
   “We will need to investigate this Tovar Savaren. We will head to Wave Fell and from there probably to Mooncape.”
 
   “I meant what about the authorities.”
 
   “The city gate will probably be closed for some time as an investigation is conducted. The authorities will ask about new arrivals, compare statements made by guardsmen and call for witnesses.”
 
   “But we are indeed new arrivals. The guards at the gate might remember us, and definitely the people at the inn as all our belongings are still there! Shouldn't we head there now and...”
 
   “Katja, do you think we wouldn't be spotted if we tried to move the horse along the streets?”
 
   “Well, but you don't mean to leave that giant horse behind? It can't have been cheap.”
 
   “I will sneak out tomorrow and evaluate the situation. If we are considered suspects we must leave everything at the inn behind and leave the city under cover of darkness.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Katja, worldly possessions come and go,” Serdra said serenely. “I have had many horses. One lives longer by not risking too much for something that can be replaced.”
 
   Katja touched her necklace. It couldn't be replaced, nor could the knife her father had given her as a parting present. She clutched the stone in the leather strip tightly.
 
   “And what if we are considered suspects?”
 
   “Back in the day there were a few ways out of the city the guards didn't watch over and some of them must still be viable. Now try to get some sleep.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Serdra was already up when Katja awoke and given how quiet the house was, most of the Shades were off working.
 
   Katja dragged herself to her feet. She was sore after the night's battle but not severely so. She refreshed herself with a few simple flexibility exercises, got dressed and headed downstairs.
 
   Serdra and the lady of the house who had played for them the previous day, Agnes her name apparently was, were still there along with the youngest children. Serdra was putting on clothes she'd clearly borrowed.
 
   “Good day.”
 
   “Good morning,” Serdra said. “You've certainly slept in.”
 
   “Well, my last night wasn't as... notable as yours, but still quite enough. What's the situation?”
 
   The lady of the house took out a bowl and spooned cold porridge into it.
 
   “Everyone has been told the news and Frank is back in his guise as a beggar and went away just before dawn. Outsiders shouldn't notice anything unusual about this home. Unless the two of us act carelessly.”
 
   The message in Serdra's voice was clear.
 
   “What about the authorities?” Katja asked. Agnes placed the porridge bowl before her. “Thank you.”
 
   “I was just on my way to check that out,” her mentor said and tied a scarf around her hair. “The news of the killing as well as the governor's recovery seem to be spreading fast, but I am going to look into exactly what is going on and whether we are safe.”
 
   “And what about me?”
 
   “I want you to wait here. As I said before I don't want us to be seen together much, and also you have no experience with passing without notice in a city.”
 
   “Well, I can't gain experience unless I try.”
 
   “Later. When we aren't guests.”
 
   Right.
 
   Serdra bid goodbye and left and Katja ate breakfast. The children peeked in on her a few times, but mostly focused on playing. The older ones, who presumably had some idea of who she was, weren't at home.
 
   “Do you need help with something?” Katja asked as she finished.
 
   “No, thank you,” Agnes said as she swept the floors. “I can handle this. And I'll need to wash your clothes.”
 
   Katja looked down on herself and then finally remembered her search for blood stains the night before. She hadn't been thorough enough.
 
   “Just undress, I'll wash them as soon as I've changed a diaper.”
 
   Katja obeyed and found herself an empty room in the house and started doing strength exercises. She went over the fight with the Lojhan-creature in her head a few times and thought about what she could have done better and what she'd done right. She took her knife out and practised thrusting in different situations.
 
   Serdra's words about their enemies haunted her. How was such madness possible? What did these people really want?
 
   She punched and kicked and stabbed and swung with ever-greater ferocity as she immersed herself in imaginary combat.
 
   Should she try to ask one of them those questions if the opportunity arose, or just punish him for the lunacy?
 
   She came up behind an imaginary man, slashed the crook of his elbow, stabbed him in the heart just as she yanked him to the ground, then slit his throat and thrust under his ribs.
 
   Katja had started to sweat and sat down on a stool to catch her breath. She was still a bit disturbed at the idea of using these methods on actual people. Just like most folk she had after all been raised with the idea that violence was evil, and even though she'd never heeded it much it was difficult to shake lifelong lessons. Despite the lust for adventure she'd never particularly wanted to kill.
 
   But was that just because I had no enemies? she thought. Because along with the fellow feeling she'd been raised to, she also felt this deranged excitement Serdra had turned from a spark into a raging inferno. The need to fight and win in utterly undeniable fashion.
 
   I hope I'll understand this better in time.
 
   She was deep enough in thought to be startled when Agnes walked in.
 
   “The clothes are clean. Do you want to borrow some of mine while yours are drying?”
 
   “No no, it's warm. I can wait.”
 
   She followed Agnes out of the room, found herself a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders and sat on a bench. She looked around a bit and listened carefully. The children had moved out to the little garden behind the house to play. The two of them were alone.
 
   “Can I,” Katja cleared her throat, “can I ask you something?” she asked Agnes.
 
   The woman looked at her.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   Katja hesitated.
 
   “How is this life?” she asked and inclined her head a bit in an abstract gesture. “The Shade life. Hiding, danger and secrecy.”
 
   Katja didn't know what the woman had been expecting, but that seemed to surprise her. She looked away and thought before then taking a seat opposite Katja. Given how carefully she thought it over Katja got the impression she didn't hear this question often.
 
   Who would ever ask it? it occurred to Katja now that she thought about it. It's not as if an outsider would have any reason to.
 
   “One is raised to this,” Agnes finally said in a near whisper and looked her straight in the face. “Raised to tell no-one about family meetings. Shouldering this responsibility and being careful in all things and always being at risk of revenge strikes is a given.”
 
   One of the boys screeched with mirth in the garden.
 
   “Until the children are born,” she added and looked away.
 
   Katja looked away herself. Great emotion lay in those simple words.
 
   Agnes closed her eyes and seemed to gather her strength.
 
   “But there is need for this. These things we do. One is raised to that too. So that the children, and their children and their children can live in a tolerable world. That is how one endures this.”
 
   Silence reigned for a while after this. Katja didn't quite know where to look or what to say.
 
   “What about you?” the woman then asked. “How is the Graycloak-life?”
 
   Katja was on the verge of correcting her on the title but decided to let it be.
 
   “Well, I haven't been doing this for long. I am native to the Coast, as you know. I didn't know about any of this until Serdra showed up a few months ago.”
 
   “Hm.” Agnes nodded. “Did you know some of your siblings have been raised by us? By our order, that is.”
 
   “No. That I didn't know.”
 
   “From time to time elders have delivered infants with these strange gifts of yours into the hands of Shades. We raise them until they are old enough to travel the world and learn your arts.” The woman watched her with a thoughtful look. “But not you. You got a normal youth.”
 
   Katja shrugged.
 
   “To be honest I was never terribly normal myself, so I don't know how true that is.”
 
   “Perhaps. But this is still all new to you. I find it an interesting thought. I mean, we do accept new members now and then, but you are different from most.”
 
   “Do you think I'm better or worse off for being unfamiliar with all this?”
 
   “I cannot answer that, dear. I've only met two of you and do not expect to do so again. I was just curious. But you didn't tell me how you feel about all this.”
 
   Katja was silent as she searched for the right words.
 
   “Exciting.” She shrugged again. “Frightening. Insane... and... and yet not. Somehow this all fits. As if I have been waiting for this my whole life.”
 
   Agnes nodded calmly with her chin in her palm.
 
   “As if it's in your nature?” she asked softly.
 
   “Yes.” Katja thought a bit. “Maybe a bird feels this way after it learns how to fly. Still, I feel,” she hesitated, looked at Agnes, looked into the air and felt a bit awkward.
 
   “I can keep a secret,” Agnes said quietly. She looked firmly into Katja's eyes and smiled slightly. “I was raised to keep secrets.”
 
   Katja met her gaze and tried to appraise the sincerity in it. She touched her necklace a bit.
 
   “I-” She hadn't thought about this deeply enough before to have the words ready. “I can't help but... wonder if I-” She sighed. Was she just talking nonsense? “I mean I don't seem to think like most people. And I don't know whether I should try to or what. And if I don't, do I have anything in common with normal people?”
 
   Agnes didn't answer right away. She was clearly digesting this and Katja didn't feel quite as awkward.
 
   “I cannot answer that, unfortunately,” the woman then said. “I am not the most knowledgeable about your people. Perhaps you would be free of such thoughts if you'd been raised among us and always known of your role. Or perhaps you will be stronger and healthier in the long run for having grown up in innocence. Have you asked your mentor?”
 
   “No. I don't really want to.”
 
   “I do know for sure that you do vital work, and that without your kind the world would probably have fallen into darkness long ago. I know that you must do what you do, and that you deserve thanks. But since you need to keep a low profile and keep your adventures secret from the public, then... well, those of us who do know of them must be grateful on behalf of the rest.”
 
   The woman looked at her kindly. Katja had no idea what to say. She was relieved when Agnes spared her from needing to by leaving to tend to chores.
 
   Serdra returned shortly after noon.
 
   “News of the killing is all over the city,” she said. “The governor is trying to smooth out the chaos his second-in-command left behind, but is still recovering from the illness. The city has been closed, and every single ship in the harbour is being searched thoroughly and outsiders are being looked for. We will not be able to fetch our belongings from the inn.”
 
   Katja sighed. In spite of everything she had begun to care for the horse. Now she only owned what she'd had with her as they snuck out of the inn.
 
   She could have warned me. Or is this perhaps yet another object lesson for me?
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “I spoke to Frank and some others,” Serdra said. “I'm told a certain portion of the defensive wall, close to the harbour, is our best way out. It is usually not well-guarded and beyond it we can quickly reach the safety of the tree line. We just need a rope.”
 
   “We can easily supply you with one,” Agnes said.
 
   “Good. I will examine the spot better when evening approaches, and if all looks well we will leave tonight.”
 
   “And how long will it take us to reach Wave Fell?”
 
   “On foot and off the roads it should take us about two days. So keep resting. This struggle is just beginning.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   “This must be avenged,” Tovar said with quiet harshness the evening after the events at the city hall.
 
   “I thought you didn't even like the bloke,” Vajan said. The man had arrived a day early to deliver the news and was still covered in mud and dust after the hurried ride. Tovar wasn't sure whether it was due to hurry or a lack of respect that he hadn't knocked the mud off his boots before entering the house.
 
   “He was my kinsman, Vajan! Whether I liked him or not I must even the score.”
 
   “Well. I suspect your chance will come soon,” the foreigner said.
 
   “Yes.” Tovar took a deep breath to calm himself and walked into his private chamber with Vajan in tow. “The Redcloaks won't sit in the city forever. Spying or the Shades or that damnable sensitivity of theirs or something will lead them either to the Nest or here.”
 
   Vajan closed the door behind them. Tovar stared at his favourite painting in silence while they contemplated the situation.
 
   “Mooncape is probably a likelier destination for them,” Vajan said. “The Nest is hidden after all, and just as warded against sensitivity as this place. But everyone knows where the cape is.”
 
   “True, but we cannot wager everything on that possibility,” Tovar said. “I will send more of my men to the Nest to stand guard. The mercenaries can fill in the gaps here.” He turned around. “Of course, it would be better to eliminate the problem before it knocks on our door.”
 
   Vajan put up that smile of his which wasn't quite insolent enough to call him on.
 
   “And that's why my boys aren't filling in here or in the Nest. You want us to fix things.”
 
   “You have experience better employed for this task than something else,” Tovar said severely. “It is called good management, and not something for you to mock.”
 
   “Mock?” Vajan said in a casual tone and yet with glint in his eyes. “I just find it funny how hard it is for you to admit that I surpass you in some way.”
 
   “Not enough for it to be relevant. Have you found a way to restore the Brotherhood?”
 
   Vajan's smile changed for a moment.
 
   “It remains to be seen whether you actually have,” he said.
 
   Tovar gave him a hard stare for a few moments and yet again reminded himself how useful this man was.
 
   “The plan will work,” he said coldly. “I will allow nothing else. It will work if we proceed carefully and exterminate these interlopers, and if you keep your oaths of speaking to your coven on my behalf.”
 
   “And will you allow nothing else in that matter either?”
 
   The challenge in the foreigner's voice was probably simple insolence as was so much else about the man. Probably. But Tovar had had enough. He couldn't tolerate this.
 
   He took three steps backwards, outside the reach the man had for sudden attacks, judging by the sparring match Tovar had watched a while back.
 
   “Yes, Vajan, I will allow nothing else,” he whispered with anger he hadn't allowed himself to show in a long time. “You will honour your commitments unless you mean to dethrone me. Can your sword cut magic?”
 
   Vajan was silent for a little while and Tovar suspected he was evaluating his resolve. Then the foreigner smiled his most innocent.
 
   “Now now, don't take me so seriously.”
 
   “This is a serious matter, which may have consequences for all for generations to come. I wish you held proper respect for the process, and your status.”
 
   He opened a drawer, took a map out of it and rolled it out on the table.
 
   “We need to either predict their movements or lure them out somehow.” He ran his eyes over the paper. To the best of his knowledge this was the most detailed map of the eastern coast in existence. But while forests and hills and cliffs still stood, there was no way to know of every possible route.
 
   “The latter option would probably be easier.”
 
   “Mm,” Vajan said and examined the map. “Or both.”
 
   “Both?”
 
   Vajan sat in a chair and crossed his legs with a thoughtful expression.
 
   “It may be hard for you to believe, but I actually have read up on the old conflicts.” He hesitated. “Did you know my father was a hunter of some note?”
 
   “We are not dealing with bears or deer.”
 
   “No. But he taught me that all creatures controlled by instinct are predictable if one figures them out.” He eyes grew distant for a moment as he relived some memory. “And it may be that Redcloaks are among the most dangerous prey in this world, but it is my understanding that they are predictable as well in their own ways. I think we can steer them in the right direction if we do so carefully. Or at least have a better chance than we would otherwise.”
 
   He leaned forward and examined the map more closely.
 
   “I have an idea. Not too unlike the method used in Fornos.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I and my men will form the assault team, but you and your people must also perform your part.”
 
   “Of course I will do my part,” Tovar said. “I will not overlook a chance to strike at this ancient menace.”
 
   Tovar understood what Vajan meant. He had dreaded this, but the old hatred he had been taught also sparked a certain anticipation.
 
   “You hate the Reds quite a lot for someone who's never met them.”
 
   “We have a DUTY to hate them! Didn't you say you'd done reading?”
 
   “Yes yes, but I don't see the point of anger over events long since past.”
 
   Tovar sighed.
 
   “Vajan, this is not just about the past but also about the present we could have had. You could have wormed your way into a family of kings.” He threw up his hands. “Instead we must hide. But no more. I will set things right or die trying.”
 
   He looked at the map again.
 
   “Let's discuss the details.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14.
 
    
 
   Katja kept her eyes closed and listened. The night was still. She heard the sea lick the harbour just to the east, cats fight somewhere in the dark and the footsteps of two guardsmen. They passed rather close to their hiding place, but then slowly faded off to the west.
 
   “It is time,” Serdra whispered. They knew from experience that another team would pass by soon.
 
   Katja turned and looked Frank in the face. He had been adamant about escorting them despite the dangers inherent in night-time wanderings after recent events.
 
   “Good luck,” the migrant said and extended his hand. “Perhaps we will meet again.”
 
   Serdra had told him they probably wouldn't return to the city for a while, but he had responded that this wasn't the first place he'd done his work in and hopefully not the last.
 
   “Thank you. I'll have more bread ready for you next time,” Katja said and smiled a bit as she shook his hand.
 
   He seemed to smile back, and he patted her on the shoulder and bid Serdra goodbye. They wouldn't afford talking after leaving the hidden spot.
 
   A few moments passed as Katja held her breath and Serdra listened. Then the woman gave a signal and they walked briskly across the street and to the wall. Rags tied around their feet dampened the footsteps as they hurried up the unguarded steps and to the parapets.
 
   Serdra took off the rope she'd carried like a sash, hooked the stick on one end in a crenel and let the other one slide down the wall.
 
   Frank checked for traffic and Katja took up position by the rope. They had decided earlier that she would be the first one down.
 
   She looked over her shoulder. She was sad at not getting to know the man a little better, as well as the city she'd so long dreamed of seeing. Everything was happening so quickly. The world rushed by and all she'd known had long since vanished into the distance.
 
   Serdra prodded her.
 
   I better focus, Katja thought and began the climb down. The rope was rough and abraded her palms considerably, but she could take it easily and had enough strength to reach the ground without accident. The main problem was doing so silently and quickly.
 
   She felt terribly exposed there in the air and sighed with relief when her toes finally touched the earth. She hurried into the tree line and didn't allow herself to relax until Serdra joined her.
 
   Frank pulled the rope up and vanished from sight.
 
   And that was that. Katja's visit to the city was over.
 
   “Let's go,” Serdra said.
 
   They headed south and did so carefully while they could still glimpse the city wall but were soon hurrying.
 
   “Didn't you say that it would take us two days to reach Wave Fell?” Katja asked.
 
   “Yes, if we stay completely off the main roads.”
 
   “And will we? Can we afford to lose so much time? It feels like something is around the corner.”
 
   “Yes, it does. But I think we do have time. At least time enough to reach our destination safely.”
 
   “What do you think we can expect from the Brotherhood?”
 
   “Expect? For one thing it's safest to assume they are expecting us. They will be on guard and receive any strangers with great suspicion, at the very least.”
 
   “But,” Katja batted a branch from her face and ducked under another one. “How do dark sorcerers stay on guard? What do I need to watch out for?”
 
   “Anything. If they know one of us is around they usually pull out all the stops. They usually lay traps in their lairs, both conventional and magical, and scores of runes to hide anything suspicious. Some can also leave their bodies and spy as ghosts. It is a rare but dangerous ability. If you feel you sense a supernatural presence try not to say out loud anything you don't want others to know.”
 
   “And so what is long-term solution to a situation like that?”
 
   “Defensive magics. The Sentinel Flame. Or to just wait until the person must return to their body or risk death.”
 
   They walked at an even pace until dawn before resting in a hollow and ate of the food the Shades had given them. After a brief nap they continued to the south, and Serdra explained some things about the runes used by the Brotherhood.
 
   “How much do you know about runes?” Serdra asked.
 
   “About them? I know they are more common than real white magic but not as, well, spectacular. According to the stories. Is it true that Eva the White could cure plagues by touching people? And that Anton of the Mounts could control wild beasts?”
 
   “Yes, so I'm told. The runes don't have such extreme effects, but a genuine rune master is a valuable individual.”
 
   “Genuine?”
 
   “Anyone can draw symbols on paper or a clay tablet. Those who can harness actual power in such things are more rare.” Serdra shrugged without an expression on her face. “Ever since the Jukiala education system collapsed the old art has been slowly turning into superstition and ignorant fiddling. Do not entrust your life to runes unless the maker knows their craft.”
 
   “I'll keep it in mind,” Katja muttered as they walked. She found the conversation strange. White magicians, those who had one foot in the spirit world and could do great things with their will alone were good subjects for fireplace stories. But they were also so rare and distant that it was sometimes easy to doubt they had ever actually existed. But runes were a different matter. Runes for luck and good health could be seen anywhere and were a source of security for people.
 
   And apparently it was mere superstition.
 
   “What about the Brotherhood's runes?” she asked after a brief silence.
 
   “They are not entirely different from those used by rune masters,” the woman said, “and they can do similar things. But their runes are often more loathsome in their nature. Zakari taught them to use more solid magics in a different way, and in effect pervert them. They can cause illness rather than ease curses, bind spirits to places rather than bar their entry and hide the supernatural rather than reveal it.”
 
   The next break was at noon, after much trouble getting through the wildest part of the forest. The sun caressed them through the foliage as they ate a bit more of their supplies and practised the stealth language.
 
   Then the walk continued and soon they found a little-used trail which made things easier. 
 
   They could occasionally glimpse the mounts beyond the channel and Serdra used them for guidance.
 
   “We are making decent progress,” she said. “We should reach the Fell tomorrow afternoon.” The woman then gazed along the trail, with a slightly distant look on her face. “And I think we are,” she hesitated, “yes, we are close.”
 
   “Close to what?” Katja asked.
 
   “Something I think you should see. It's only a minor digression. We can afford it.”
 
   The sun hung over the horizon when Serdra suddenly stopped. She looked around carefully and closed her eyes and stood perfectly still, as she always did when using the sensitivity.
 
   Then she suddenly sprang into action and walked a short while until she came to an old oak.
 
   “Yes,” she said and touched the bark lightly. “This is the right place. Come.”
 
   She motioned for Katja to follow and walked east into the thicket. Katja followed through branches and bushes feeling a bit nervous. Serdra's surprises were more often than not unpleasant.
 
   She didn't sense anything unusual but she also didn't trust her sensitivity perfectly. What could be hidden in a wild forest that had stayed in place since Serdra's last visit to Baldur's Coast?
 
   Serdra broke though bar-like foliage and into a clearing.
 
   “Here.”
 
   The 'clearing' was very small. It seemed to Katja it wouldn't take more than ten people to form a dance circle in its outer limits. The only thing of note was a moss-covered rock in the middle of it. It was about the size of a large bed.
 
   Serdra was as silent as the rock and Katja looked at the two of them for a few moments.
 
   “What? Did you shed your virginity on top of it?”
 
   “Find out for yourself. Practice your past-sense a bit.”
 
   Katja stiffened. She remembered the events she'd seen in the cabin on Flat Top; how the horror had slid inside her and shaken everything up. So here was something else that had left deep marks.
 
   She took a hesitant step towards the rock. Suddenly she could easily picture the clearing in the dead of night: Encircled by a thick wall of trees, far from dwellings and witnesses.
 
   She looked at Serdra. The woman stood and watched her and waited patiently. Katja stepped up on the rock and took a deep breath. She was afraid but also felt the Call. Something very dangerous was coming and her nature demanded she do something about it. Besides, her curiosity was piqued. The lust for adventure.
 
   This is what I AM, she thought. I'm going to give in anyway. I need to learn this. Better hurry up with it.
 
   She knelt on the moss, closed her eyes and began the battle for emptying her mind. She breathed slowly and deeply and tried to let little pieces of her thoughts exit with every exhalation.
 
   Katja didn't sense how much time this took, such thoughts interfered with concentration, but in time she felt the present grow distant. Or was she growing distant from it?
 
   This place was an opening. The divide was thin, and people had taken advantage of that through the years. There was blood on the rock and the moss and in the grass, both fresh and long since turned to nothing. People came at night, always at night, their faces hidden behind wrappings, sometimes with books and sometimes with knives and something to stick them into. Something to waken, attract, entice something from beyond the divide. And they learned.
 
   But those were phantoms, shadows of events long past mixing together into one mess. There was something else far more recent and unique which shone like a lantern in darkness.
 
   Three men stood by the rock in the twilight half a century ago, all special in different ways. One was a Redcloak with a sharp face and white hair, a rock-hard warrior who had experienced everything. Another one was a true rune master, a learned and wise man of middle age. And the third was a white magician with distant eyes and an aura that shone with strange power.
 
   They battled in unison, though not with swords and not against visible enemies. They battled the opening. The rune master arranged clay plates in a circle around the rock. On each one he wrote strange runes with great precision and focus, just as his grandfather had taught him.
 
   The entities on the other side were angry. They sensed their enemies and their intentions but the Redcloak lit the Sentinel Flame to stop up the opening, his face hard with concentration. Meanwhile the magician summoned the power the spirits granted him. Spells ran from his lips and into the opening and managed to close it. Stitch it together.
 
   It was all a fantastic effort. They were three earthly men trying to affect the divide. The rune master muttered minor words of power over his plates and had to trust that he'd done the runes exactly right. A bead of sweat ran down the Redcloak's forehead while he used his life force as fuel and the magician wore himself out by channelling so much power through himself.
 
   But it worked. The divide closed and the clearing again became a completely ordinary clearing. The men with the knives and hidden faces stopped appearing and the trio vanished. Now nothing remained except shadows.
 
   Katja slowly drifted into the present. The trees grew, some died and other rose in their place and very little happened until she opened her eyes and remembered where she was.
 
   This hadn't been as bad as the last time. People had died in this clearing but it had been a long time ago and the murders had been relatively quick. She still felt bad though, and her hands shook as she stroked her face.
 
   Serdra held her tongue as Katja recovered, something Katja appreciated.
 
   “Did you choose this route to Wave Fell to show me this place?” she asked quietly after some time.
 
   “I chose this route because it suits us the best. The war, as we know it, has lasted for more than a thousand years. It has left marks all over the world. Many battlefields.”
 
   “This was a sacrificial place,” Katja said, to get the obvious out of the way.
 
   “Yes, among other things,” Serdra said. “Sorcerers use places where the divide is thin to perform rituals, learn and to contact demons. If you find a place like this in the wild you may very well benefit from spying on traffic in the area.”
 
   “These places can be shut off.”
 
   “Yes. But as you saw it is very difficult. At least one elder has died from sealing a particularly dangerous opening by himself. Alliances such as the one you saw are very precious when they form.”
 
   Katja nodded and stood up.
 
   “I will keep it mind. Was that your predecessor in the vision? Gavin Bloodhand?”
 
   “Yes. About fifty years ago. Before I set foot in Baldur's Coast. He told me of this incident and I decided to use my past-sight on it. Then it was relatively recent and I probably saw it about as clearly as you did now.”
 
   “How long does it take to get used this?” Katja asked and followed her mentor rather unsteadily.
 
   Serdra smiled a bit and walked back towards the trail.
 
   “I will of course have to find out for myself,” Katja sighed to herself.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   After darkness had descended in earnest they found a depression to sleep in and huddled together beneath a tiny tent given to them by the Shades.
 
   “Have you heard anything about the Savaren family?” Serdra asked as they lay and waited for sleep.
 
   “Do you mean before meeting you?” Katja asked. “Well, I have heard the name. Tovar is after all rich and well-known and influential. One always heard about him now and then when news of politics and power plays drifted in from the east.” Katja pondered. “It feels rather strange to be on my way to battle him.”
 
   “Because he is a respected countryman of yours?”
 
   Katja examined her feelings in more detail.
 
   “Yes. I suppose that is the root of it. I mean, I won't hesitate to do what must be done!” she hastily added. “It's just... well, strange.”
 
   “Hmm. Love of country,” Serdra said. “I don't know whether I properly remember what the feeling is like, but I strongly suspect Tovar Savaren and his comrades do not share it with you.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “I have...” Serdra changed her position. “I have rarely had the chance to chat with Brotherhood members, but their words and deeds have always indicated they still consider themselves Vendyha-men, the Brotherhood of the Pit, Zakari´s heirs and rules by right of the sorcery he taught their ancestors.”
 
   “Are they ALL so pompous?” Katja asked and couldn't help but be a little sceptical. Given how spread out the Brotherhood apparently was they had to number at least some thousands.
 
   “Most of them, at least. Maybe there occasionally comes along an individual who just wants to live in peace and quiet rather than struggle to revive the past, but those are exceptions. They are taught arrogance from early childhood. It's a policy for them. It wouldn't surprise me to find out Zakari had explicitly ordered as much in his tomes. And their sorcery affects more than just the divide.”
 
   “Fun bunch,” Katja said. She momentarily thought of Sealfoot Peter, a boy her own age who had been quite arrogant about the fact that his father owned more than half the horses in Brown Slope.
 
   “It's safest not to give them the benefit of the doubt,” Serdra said, and something in her voice chilled Katja.
 
   “Didn't you say the other day that not everyone knows what their family gets up to?”
 
   “Yes, and slaughtering an entire extended family does draw a lot of attention. But if you have cause to believe someone keeps to the Brotherhood customs you are to assume the person is an enemy.”
 
   “And what? Stab them in the back?”
 
   “If the opportunity presents itself. And if doing so wouldn't get you into trouble.”
 
   “Don't innocent people get caught in such conflicts?”
 
   “It happens, yes. But this is war Katja. Never forget that. This is a war and we mustn't lose it.”
 
   Katja left it at that. She didn't care for what her mentor was implying. She just wanted to sleep and be able to focus on Tovar Savaren in the morning.
 
   “Don't worry,” Serdra said to her in the dark. “You are young. You will come to grips with this.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   In the morning they ate most of their remaining food and headed back out while the night animals were still falling silent around them.
 
   Katja somehow didn't feel like chatting much as they walked, and Serdra didn't insist upon it. They just went over the stealth language and the signs and Katja was quite pleased with how well she remembered both.
 
   Shortly before noon the track swerved to the east and Serdra explained that it would soon take them to a tiny hamlet. They had no business there and so left the trail and walked across rather bare rocks which made the walk easier than in the thicket.
 
   They ate the last of their bread while sitting in a comfortable spot on the rocks.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Tovar Savaren looked over his brethren as they went over the equipment they'd brought from Mooncape. Everything had been done in a hurry. He normally demanded great preparation and caution in all major sorcery rituals, and rushing in like this didn't sit right with him. However he also demanded efficiency and intelligence from his coven members and they turned out to have everything.
 
   He heard footsteps and looked down the forested slope which was the only passable way to this place. Vajan and three of his men appeared out of the foliage about thirty metres away. Vajan nodded to him.
 
   Tovar turned to his underlings.
 
   “Begin,” he said and they wasted no time. He approached Vajan as they arranged candles and rune mats.
 
   Might we really get to kill two Redcloaks in one sitting? he thought to himself. He knew it was risky to get too excited over such a dangerous matter but the thought was oh-so-sweet.
 
   He looked towards the morning sun as it carefully peeked up above the mounts beyond the Kalman Channel. At any rate this was certain to be an interesting day.
 
   They met on the edge of the slope.
 
   “So this location is suitable?” Tovar asked and pointed down into the forest.
 
   “Yes. It's not perfect, but that's rarely an option. This will work, with a bit of luck. The boys are arranging everything.”
 
   Tovar nodded.
 
   “I just received a message,” he said. “No suspicious people have passed south. No armed women. Just farmers, family people and official messengers.”
 
   “So it's as we suspected,” Vajan said.
 
   “Possibly. If the Redcloaks have found a way out of a closed city and feel they are finished there.”
 
   “Amble out of one death they don't know of and into another one. A bit funny, in my opinion.” Vajan smirked.
 
   “We can celebrate when we toast to victory.”
 
   “I flat out insist we do just that if all goes well,” Vajan said. “The feeling ought to be sweet.”
 
   “No doubt,” Tovar said and couldn't help but smile a bit at the foreigner.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The Wave Fell farm was a bit isolated, which Katja supposed was fitting for the local headquarters of the Shades. She saw folk toil in the fields in the distance as they walked along a grassy hill.
 
   That's where I would be if the demon hadn't shown up, Katja suddenly thought. In the fields back home, or in the quarry.
 
   She felt a sudden attack of homesickness. The weather was great. The sun reached through the clouds just enough to caress one without frying, and the sweet breeze brought the fresh ocean air. Memories of days like this back home scrambled over one another: Toil and hardship and sometimes accidents, but also jokes and songs to lighten the mood, and games during breaks. Lunch in the grass with relatives and neighbours.
 
   She smothered the lump in her throat before it could settle.
 
   I have left home, as I always wanted to do. I really have to stop doing this.
 
   The sword dangled in her belt as always and now swung about a bit and smacked into her shin. Katja found it a good reminder.
 
   The farm itself, seven houses and two cabins, come into view and they started walking downwards, towards the trail which led to it,
 
   “It's a nice place,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. And not much changed, it seems,” Serdra said. “This has always been a strong homestead. Be careful not to do anything to change that.”
 
   “Yes yes yes. Secrecy. I know.”
 
   Some worker with a wheelbarrow spotted them from the farm. He was out of shouting distance so Katja just waved at him. The man waved back and then vanished. Presumably he was announcing guests.
 
   “Did you know the people here to any degree?”
 
   “Mostly the older ones. They are presumably all dead.”
 
   Yes, of course.
 
   Katja watched her mentor's ageless face as they walked up to the houses. An ageless face with old eyes; how strange it was.
 
   “Does it bother you?” she asked after a brief silence. “Watching people grow old and die?”
 
   “One gets used to it,” Serdra said without looking at her.
 
   An old man awaited them outside the largest house and leaned on a cane. He was grey haired and heavy of brow with sharp eyes, severe features and a large, horrible scar on his left cheek.
 
   Katja found something familiar about him.
 
   “Maron,” Serdra said in something of a whisper and stopped. There was something in her voice Katja hadn't heard before. She looked at her mentor but saw nothing unusual in her face.
 
   “Serdra,” the old man said in a deep, gravelly voice that fit the face perfectly. “I see immortality has been kind.”
 
   “And I see nature has been less so,” Serdra said and walked up to him. They hugged.
 
   It was a bizarre sight. Katja couldn't help but notice that Serdra's presence didn't have the same effect on him as other people. Then she remembered the name.
 
   The scar on the cheek! This is the man from the vision on Flat Top!
 
   “I've seen you before,” Katja said and pointed at him. “When your face was still symmetrical.”
 
   “Be careful Serdra,” the old man said in the same serious tone. “There is a little viper behind you.”
 
   Serdra broke off the hug and turned to her pupil.
 
   “So this is the latest addition,” Maron said and looked at Katja. “Who doesn't know to go unnoticed.”
 
   “I know it now,” Katja said snippily and smiled a bit. This reminded her of home just as much as the view from the slope.
 
   “We'll see about that,” the man said and turned to Serdra. “So you've come to mentor the youth.”
 
   “Just as you have, I assume,” she said. “Mentoring and obeying the Call. There is something big brewing around here.”
 
   “I've been suspecting as much,” Maron said. “Just as I suspected one of you would pay a visit. I just didn't know it would be you.”
 
   He held Serdra's gaze for a few moments.
 
   “Is the story from the west true?” he then asked. “It only came to me recently and may have gone through some changes on the way.”
 
   “A demon attacked my home village and... and killed people,” Katja answered. “Serdra came and introduced herself shortly after. Oh, and there was another demon on the way here but we dealt with it.”
 
   “The Brotherhood was behind it,” Serdra said. “They know of us. Or her, at least.”
 
   “If a smart man is leading them they will assume an experienced Graycloak is here as well,” Maron said. “And I believe that to be the case.”
 
   “Do you mean Tovar Savaren?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Yes. That damnable family didn't take long to rise from the ashes. He has made Mooncape into his private town, and a suspicious number of his relatives have gotten into various positions in the country during recent years.”
 
   “Do you know what he, or they, intend?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Has your sense of the future sharpened any since last I saw you?”
 
   Serdra shrugged.
 
   “Slightly, perhaps. I sense only sorcery and great changes.”
 
   “Changes, you say?”
 
   “Changes that extend into the future. Like the beginning of a rockslide.”
 
   “And you're here to catch the first stone before it drops?”
 
   “Hopefully.”
 
   Maron nodded. “Or pick up the shards afterwards. Because you know very well that one rock does not cause a rockslide.”
 
   He stepped to the side and motioned them through the door with formal courtesy Katja rarely saw.
 
   “Come in. We will discuss what we know, and don't know. And what we need to do.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15.
 
    
 
   They settled in the lounge and Maron had some boy fetch a bottle of wine from the basement.
 
   Katja and Serdra quickly went over the events in Baldur's City and the things they'd discovered there. Which Katja felt was actually very little, but perhaps it complemented what the old man knew through spies.
 
   The wine turned out be made from raisins, and Maron implied that it reminded both himself and Serdra of the old days. There was a hint of nostalgia in the old man's bearing and Katja wished he would go into the details, but instead he briefly covered the events of the last forty years.
 
   The man had apparently risen to great prominence among the Shades after he and Serdra parted ways long ago. Aside from the deeds he'd performed, and didn't explain nearly well enough to satisfy Katja's curiosity, he also inherited his father's homestead in Amerstan and soon revealed his leadership talents. He had visited this old stronghold of the Shades along with a few of his men to train the youngsters and strengthen ties.
 
   Katja recalled that their hosts in Baldur's City had mentioned guests from the north.
 
   “But anyway, what do you know?” she asked.
 
   “A great many things. And I usually seize every opportunity to channel knowledge every which way so it won't die with me, but we are probably pressed for time.”
 
   “Considering the buzzing in my head I would say so, yes,” Katja said. “I would appreciate being able to silence it.
 
   Maron smirked.
 
   What does he find so funny? He does have experience with Redcloaks.
 
   “Well, I don't have your sight, but I have my own means. As well as experience.”
 
   “Are you sure Tovar Savaren is the local leader?”
 
   “About as sure as I can be without having spies in his home. We tried to arrange that a few years ago but it... it didn't go well.”
 
   “What do you know about him?”
 
   “I know he is clever and ambitious. He has greatly enlarged his father's mercantile empire. The town of Mooncape has almost doubled in size the last ten years and he doesn't intend to stop there. He means to make his harbour larger and more convenient than the one in Baldur's City. And since he's also responsible for road projects he would just need to offer a lower harbour tax than the governor to make the city harbour obsolete.”
 
   “That would certainly make him popular in certain circles,” Katja said.
 
   “Oh yes. He has worked for years at befriending everyone who can vote for a new governor if something happens to the old one.”
 
   “Which did almost happen,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. Half of all the merchants and major farmers have become his business partners and the other half generally like him. I've met him at gatherings. The man knows how to make a speech, there's no denying that. He can also befriend the powerful by speaking their own language, but there's arrogance just under that surface. If one pays a little attention to him.”
 
   “But getting to the point,” Maron cleared his throat. “Look, this is just a guess based on vague hints, but I suspect he means to ally with the other Brotherhood covens around the Inner Sea.”
 
   “That's not surprising,” Serdra said. “They are all taught from early childhood to mourn the good old days.”
 
   “Indeed,” Maron said, “but it looks to me like he intends to actually make it happen.”
 
   He sipped his wine.
 
   “Savaren took pains to prevent it getting out, but he took a little trip to the Golden Plain almost a year ago. We know because we had agents on Mooncape back then. But anyway, he snuck away in one of his smaller ships, stopped in the Golden Plain for four days and then returned. When I found out and contacted our comrades there I found he didn't trade with anyone and doesn't seem to have met with any officials. However, something changed with the coven there. They've kept to themselves, just as they have done here.”
 
   “As if they're waiting for something,” Serdra said,
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Serdra thought for a bit.
 
   “I passed through the Golden Plain on my way to the Coast,” she said. “I stopped briefly with a Shade family and they told me a few men they suspected of connections to the Brotherhood seemed to have vanished recently. All of them skilled in combat, mostly former soldiers.”
 
   Maron looked at her thoughtfully, and Katja did as well. The woman had never said anything about her movements or actions before meeting Katja.
 
   Maron sniffed.
 
   “Total coincidence...” he said.
 
   “...like a cat in a pantry,” Serdra finished. It was clearly a phrase that had passed between them in the old days.
 
   The old man shook his head. The tree bark-like face seemed custom-made to be severe, but somehow he managed to become even more serious.
 
   “So this isn't some fantasy of his.” He shook his head. “This must be stopped. Because I suspect this isn't the only help he's gotten.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “He has a lot of projects going on at Mooncape. He hired lots of foreign workers to plough new fields, dig irrigation canals, improve the roads to the north and change the coast to allow more ships in.”
 
   “Foreign workers?”
 
   “Yes. He apparently acquired them through his connections and ships and moved them here this spring. The men live in tents by the cape and work hard at making Mooncape competitive with Baldur's City.”
 
   “You said 'men',” Serdra pointed out.
 
   “Indeed I did. These are all men. Thorkell went to the cape under false pretences five weeks ago and looked around.”
 
   “And what did he see?”
 
   “Rough men, many of them sporting scars, damaged fingers, lameness and such.”
 
   “Former soldiers?” Serdra said.
 
   “Maybe. I have a contact in Farnar. He is a wealthy farmer who hires mercenaries to defend his lands in the summer and guard wagon trains. He claims to have had great difficulty hiring men this year, and his peers apparently say the same thing. It is as if several hundred warriors have simply vanished.”
 
   “Vanished,” Katja said and looked at the two them. “Or gotten a good offer.”
 
   “It is entirely possible,” Maron said, “that they went north to seek fortune in the conflicts of the Stonefoot lands. Or were hired in their homeland and it simply hasn't gotten out. Or simply scattered abroad. There is after all always some trouble in that land. But that it happens just as Tovar Savaren hires three hundred hard men, that I find unlikely.”
 
   “Three hundred?” Katja said. “Wait, he won't do much with those numbers, will he? That's not enough to take the city, despite the force that's been sent north and the mess made by the lieutenant governor.”
 
   “No. Not in a conventional fight,” Serdra said. “But the Brotherhood has employed various unconventional methods through their history.”
 
   “Thorkell saw no definitive proof these were fighters,” Maron said. “No weapons, no use of titles and no armours. So if such things are being hidden they can't be here for legal purposes.”
 
   “What kind of sorcery might he use to make such a small force powerful?” Katja asked.
 
   “Well, he can't wave his hands and make the men themselves stronger,” Serdra explained. “And sorcery that can turn large battles hasn't been seen in a while. He might have dug up some of Zakari's teachings, but he might also summon a powerful demon and let it loose in the city. Still, it is difficult to control such monsters, and such an extreme and obvious act would severely violate the secrecy the Brotherhood has operated under for so long.”
 
   Silence reigned at the table for a little bit.
 
   “So we first and foremost need to know what is going on,” Maron said. “We need to know what tricks the Brotherhood intend to play out this time, whether Savaren has indeed hired mercenaries and what he intends to do with them, and what the general situation is on Mooncape. Then we can decide on an action.”
 
   “And what actions are available to us?” Katja asked.
 
   “If they are just innocent workers I CAN gather a large enough group to assault the Brotherhood under cover of darkness, but that would take time I think we don't have and probably draw attention we cannot afford. To say nothing of the loss of life. So we should try to solve this with smaller, precise operations.”
 
   Maron called the boy and told him to fetch Ronald and Thorkell. Serdra stood up, saying she needed to relive herself. She left and Katja sat alone with their host.
 
   This was a seasoned man. Even with her limited life experiences she could easily see it. He was of course more human than Serdra, but the eyes, way of speaking and just general demeanour bore witness to great hardships that had toughened rather than broken him. He was like an older, exaggerated version of Hjalmar.
 
   “Are you her first pupil?” he asked after a brief silence.
 
   “Yes. So she says.”
 
   “Hm,” the old man said, looking thoughtful. “She mentioned that option in the old days; that she would one day prepare one of you for this struggle. I didn't expect to see it with my own eyes.”
 
   It didn't seem like he expected a reply, and Katja didn't know what she could be expected to say. She was a bit tempted to ask him about Serdra in her 'younger' days. Whether she had been different or if she'd already become this immovable glacier Katja knew, and what meaning the answer had for Katja's own future.
 
   But she didn't know this man at all.
 
   Serdra returned and the boy came soon after with men.
 
   “This is Ronald,” Maron pointed at a young, dark-skinned man with a slim, taut body, “and Thorkell.” The other man seemed to be slightly older than Ronald, and had dark hair on top of a square head and broad shoulders.
 
   “My name is Serdra. This is Katja.”
 
   The men bowed their heads slightly and greeted them, though they seemed a bit confused about the situation. Katja remembered the boy who'd fetched them had not been told who or what they were.
 
   “Ronald came with me from Amerstan and Thorkell is among those we've been training. They're both skilled with arms, silent, learned, stout and... well, now they finally have a chance to prove their courage.”
 
   Maron glared at them rather strictly. It was clear what kind of result he expected.
 
   “So the time has come?” Ronald asked the old man. Something about him reminded Katja a bit of herself.
 
   “Yes,” Maron said. “There has been enough waiting. You will leave today and assist them in investigating Mooncape and deal a blow to the Brotherhood if possible.”
 
   “Are you from the Revsaka-group?” Thorkell asked.
 
   “No no no. These are the guests we have been expecting.”
 
   The young men widened their eyes and stared at them. It wasn't too dissimilar to the carpenter's reaction in Rapids.
 
   Would they be startled if I suddenly shouted? Katja thought.
 
   “Well now, no lollygagging!” Maron said and knocked his cane on the floor. “Go and say your farewells while they eat, then get ready to head out.”
 
   The men nodded, spent a moment to examine them some more and then left.
 
   “BOY!” Maron shouted. “FETCH BREAD AND BLOOD PUDDING!”
 
   He then sat back in his seat and smirked.
 
   “Being old and important has a great many perks.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   The Shades had a decent armoury: Axes, spears, knives, protective wear, three bows and a few swords.
 
   “Has the route to Mooncape changed any?” Serdra asked Maron while the men went over the equipment.
 
   “The settlement has grown, as I said,” the old man answered. “But there are no new roads. The old ones have just been improved.”
 
   “Then the two of us had better travel off them.”
 
   “Yes. Thorkell knows people in Mooncape and can feign an errand.”
 
   “Yes,” Thorkell said. “I lent a jacket to a man there a while ago. I can go to get it back and look around while I'm at it.”
 
   “You try to stay out of sight though,” Maron told Ronald. “And they had better carry all the larger weapons.”
 
   Katja looked at the axe, the spear, the bow, the quiver and the sword they'd taken and wanted to object but let it go. It would be highly suspicious if they paid a simple visit heavily armed, and they mustn't risk exposing this place.
 
   “Where are we to meet up again?” Thorkell answered.
 
   “You probably know the area better than I do,” Serdra said. “If Katja and I circle to the southwest, past Muzzle Lake, where is a good hiding place we can all find?”
 
   The man was quick to answer. The Shades had probably considered an assault on Mooncape for a long time.
 
   “Do you know the Maw Oak?”
 
   “I certainly do,” Serdra said. “I buried a corpse close to it.”
 
   “I would consider that a good hiding place. The area around is very grown and there is no way to see it from Mooncape. Yet it is relatively easy to go from there to the northern part of town.”
 
   “Alright, good, let us do that. I should be able to find it. Has the western forest been logged to any great degree since the old days?”
 
   “No,” said Maron.
 
   “Then Katja and I should get to the oak...” The woman closed her eyes and thought.
 
   Katja wondered what it was like to have so many memories in one's head. How did one keep it all in order?
 
   “Around midnight, if we go right now,” Serdra then said. “The two of you will probably get there quite a lot sooner.”
 
   “We will try to keep from getting bored,” Ronald said and laughed a bit. Katja still thought she saw nervousness behind it. She understood it quite well, but still felt it breathe life into her own fears after being around her fearless mentor for months.
 
   She took the axe and strapped the quiver to herself and Serdra took the spear and the sword.
 
   “Well,” Serdra said and looked at everyone present. “Does anyone have any questions?”
 
   “Just what are we going to do?” Katja asked.
 
   “At the very least we need to find out what the Brotherhood is planning,” Serdra said. “The best way is probably to break into Savaren's manor and seeing what we find there. Your past-sense might be of good use in that.”
 
   Katja felt a tingle pass through here. Perhaps she would get to do more than just being Serdra's assistant.
 
   “If that fails we can try to capture one of his men and interrogate him. It would be difficult and dangerous in the middle of a town. We'll see what opportunities present themselves when we're there.”
 
   “The best option would of course be to kill Tovar Savaren,” Maron interjected. “And his closest servants. It would be especially good if his son Aron Peter went the same way. I suspect he is meant to succeed his father one day.”
 
   Serdra nodded.
 
   “As I said, we will see what our options are when the moment arrives.”
 
   Maron smiled a bit.
 
   “You always avoid assumptions, old lady.”
 
   “Time and the world are a river,” the woman said and lightly tapped her head with her finger. “And I sense better than most that it's best to swim with the current.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   Everyone waited to see if anyone else had something more to say. No-one did.
 
   “Well,” Maron said and tapped his cane on the floor. “There is nothing to wait around for. Good luck.” He looked at Serdra. “A shame we cannot talk more. Perhaps we can pick things up when this is over.”
 
   They headed out and Maron stood and watched them go. Serdra looked around shortly before the farm vanished from sight and then looked downward with a thoughtful cast. Katja kept her questions to herself.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They spoke a bit on the way. The two Shades were curious about the two of them and Ronald seemed to just generally enjoy talking. Serdra didn't elaborate much on her own past and diverted most questions to her stay in Baldur's Coast. Katja saw no reason to correct the stories that had carried from the west and telling of her own past didn't take long. There really wasn't much to say.
 
   It quickly came to light that neither of them had killed a man. They had done some mundane spying. Ronald had taken part in a mission to Kossus but not had to fight and Thorkell had snuck about the wilderness around Mooncape a few times without being discovered.
 
   Katja wasn't sure what to feel about Thorkell. His voice was a bit monotonous and he was a bit withdrawn. He somewhat came across as being dense, but it could hardly be as he was trusted with spying missions and this dangerous task they were headed for. Perhaps he was just eccentric.
 
   Thorkell described the Mooncape town with short, precise sentences. The Savaren manor was in the uppermost part of it and rather isolated. The foreign workers lived in tents just south of the harbour, outside the town itself. There was a near-constant effort to keep up with the population growth and digging fresh drain ditches, widening streets, moving sties and taming the environment.
 
   The manor always stayed on top though, and was ever separated.
 
   Ronald was more lively but also more visibly nervous. It occurred to Katja that she was in some respects more experienced than they were. It was a very strange realization, but she had after all fought demons and men and looked both forward and backwards through time. Ronald, and Thorkell to some degree, reacted to her descriptions just as she herself would have not long ago.
 
   My my! she thought. I can sit down with someone and tell stories they will find strange and awe-inspiring. And I just left home last fall. This didn't take a long time.
 
   She stifled a giggle. If anyone noticed they didn't ask what caused it.
 
   They talked about combat training and their archery skills and threw the stealth language between them.
 
   It was a fine way to pass the time as they walked. She actually started to like Ronald and wanted to challenge him to an archery contest once all this was over. She suspected he was more skilled than she, but it would be exciting to compete with someone who didn't have a century's advantage over her.
 
   “Our ways part here.”
 
   They had reached the road.
 
   Katja looked to the west. Before them lay the tangled Walnut Forest in an uneven landscape and above it was a low but forested mountain range.
 
   “Yes, so they do,” Ronald said and he and Thorkell stopped. He looked south along the road. They would follow it to Mooncape, Thorkell on the road itself and Ronald among the trees where passers-by wouldn't see him.
 
   They seemed a bit hesitant, and Katja suspected the deep breath Ronald took was to soothe the nerves.
 
   “I have fought besides less experienced people than you and they have survived and learned from it,” Serdra said in her teaching voice. “I have also met many more experienced people who made one deadly mistake. Remember your training, all of you, but don't let something unexpected unbalance you. Be cautious but don't give in to fear. It may be difficult to toe this line, but that is the trick to surviving these things. And do not count on me to do everything for you.”
 
   “No, of course not,” Ronald said with a smile but Katja still wondered how sincere he was being.
 
   “Good luck,” he said. “We will see you tonight.”
 
   Serdra nodded and Katja said goodbye and they walked into the forest as they headed south.
 
   Katja looked over her shoulder even though they vanished from sight almost immediately. Serdra was the most dangerous person she'd met, but these were ordinary men. They were even less experienced than Katja herself.
 
   These men might die tonight, she thought as their footsteps upon the paving stones faded away. They could die before they reach the tree.
 
   She hoped they would be safe but also had an eerie feeling, as if some threat lay just ahead. It reminded her of the tingle that had haunted her before the demon attacked her village, though this one was perhaps not as strong.
 
   Something bad was coming.
 
   She sighed.
 
   Pushing through the forest was a damnably hard. It was every bit as wild as it seemed. All the depressions, bushes, hills, fallen trees and boulders from an ancient rock slide created a world to itself where anything might lie anywhere.
 
   This place, so close to the Brotherhood's stronghold, had to house many old secrets. Old ghosts and bones she could easily see if she let herself. The thought was less than soothing.
 
   “Do you sense that?” Katja asked quietly. She heard the apprehension in her own voice but felt no shame over it. She was almost certain this wasn't her imagination.
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “We are heading into one of our enemies' hearts. Instinct is frantically telling us something we already know.”
 
   For a while the only sounds were those of birds and the vegetation beneath their feet. Katja tasted the feeling in her mind. It was like munching on a bit of food. A bitter and hard one.
 
   “This will be more dangerous than anything I've done so far.”
 
   She had meant to ask a question, but somehow the words turned into a statement on their way out.
 
   “Yes.” Something in Serdra's voice chilled Katja on the inside, though the woman spoke with the same calm as always. “Now can be no error, or you will likely die. And quite possibly me as well.”
 
   No more games, Katja thought and kept her eyes on the ground as Serdra's words seeped in.
 
   She was afraid. And as the sky darkened and the trees became murky giants all around them, the bushes' black mounds and the Call got ever stronger, she only became more so.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16.
 
    
 
   Eventually Katja stopped. Not only did the feeling keep gnawing at her but it had changed as well.
 
   Serdra stopped too, but didn't look back at her.
 
   Katja was a bit hesitant to confirm it to herself, but only a bit. She was sure. Something had changed.
 
   “What is that?” she whispered.
 
   “Try to focus,” her mentor replied. “Use the sensitivity.”
 
   “I...”
 
   Katja closed her eyes and did her best to comply.
 
   She felt it. Currents were coming from the southwest. The feeling was not dissimilar to the one that had enveloped Longwater while the Brotherhood agents had been doing their business.
 
   “What is that?” she repeated, still with her eyes closed.
 
   “Sorcery. Dark sorcery.” Serdra was momentarily silent. “Either a very powerful sorcerer or an entire group performing a ceremony.”
 
   “Is this what we've been sensing lately?”
 
   “May...be,” Serdra said slowly. “This is,” She hesitated again and her voice was distant. “This is more than some mundane ritual. This is something big. If this isn't part of their scheme it must be directed against us in some way.”
 
   “Are they summoning a demon?” Katja asked and the monster of Longwater flashed through her mind.
 
   “Perhaps. I sense only sorcery. Nothing more precise than that. I thought we had more time. Precognition is not my speciality, but still,” Serdra hesitated. “Perhaps events in Baldur's City have caused them to speed up their plans.”
 
   “Should we fetch the Shade boys and then head upwards?”
 
   “If we struggle through the forest until we find them and then go back it could be too late to intervene.”
 
   Serdra thought the situation over.
 
   “We will go southwest and examine the source of this. We will probably attack as well. Come.”
 
   The woman walked briskly through the foliage. Katja reluctantly followed. The feeling of dread pushed back. She felt a bit like she was wading through deep mud. But she couldn't deny that something about the sorcery beckoned her. She felt how unnatural it was. It tingled her skin and bones, and her instinct was to put to a stop to it.
 
   Serdra was canny about finding ways through the growth but they still needed to wade through bushes, squeeze between trees and push away branches. It was trying but Katja didn't dare complain. There was a fight coming.
 
   The incline steadily grew more pronounced. It seemed to Katja they were heading up a ridge.
 
   “Remember,” Serdra said. “When it comes to direct combat Brotherhood men prefer to assault the mind. Try to keep your bearings and let your instincts and reflexes guide your sword through the effects and to the one causing them. There are also more raw approaches. You saw how they can control flames, and some can also draw blood without touching you. And it's possible to summon a demon with great haste, even though it's almost impossible to control one under such circumstances.”
 
   “But people probably don't give much thought to that while being stabbed.”
 
   “No. If we attack I will go first. Follow close behind and support me. If I shout 'apple' you are to break from me and attack someone on your own.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “And Katja,” Serdra suddenly stopped, turned around and poked her in the chest. “If I shout 'cat', you are to flee into the distance as fast as you can. Do not wait for me or try to find me. Find those two boys and try to solve this situation on your own. Maron can then perhaps help you find others of our kind. If not you wouldn't be the first one to learn on your own.”
 
   “S-so I'm to leave you to die?”
 
   “If I tell you to.”
 
   “Are-” The words resisted. “Aren't you... more important than I? You are more powerful and wiser. Isn't it more important for this war that you get out alive?”
 
   Serdra didn't answer right away.
 
   “If the situation arises that you have a better chance of escape than I do, obey me and seize the chance.”
 
   They continued walking and Katja shook her head.
 
   Did I just suggest that I ought to die?
 
   Serdra's words had chilled her. She watched her mentor's back, or rather what little she saw of it in the dark. The woman seemed invincible. Katja remembered the first rule Serdra had taught her and knew that she actually wasn't. But she certainly seemed like it.
 
   If she falls, what am I do? I am just a beginner.
 
   In that moment Katja felt more keenly than ever how much she needed her mentor.
 
   “Thank you for everything,” she said quietly.
 
   “If I die give Maron my regards.”
 
   Katja felt she was drifting through a dream. There was something so unreal about all this.
 
   The incline had become quite severe and the forest enclosed them so utterly that it was like walking through a ravine. Ahead she saw a glimmer of light.
 
   Katja drew her sword. Serdra drew her knife a moment later.
 
   “Mind the branches,” Serdra whispered.
 
   Katja didn't understand at first. The light ahead and the dread occupied all of her attention. Then she realized how troublesome it could be to swing a sword amidst such dense foliage. She still decided not to switch to a knife. She didn't feel ready to battle with such a small weapon.
 
   I'll just have to be careful.
 
   Serdra slowed the ascent and walked in a battle stance with the knife at the ready. The light went from being a slight dot in the distance to clear flame which lit up the peak of the ridge and the surrounding trees. Katja heard distant voices chant in unison and felt the dark sorcery ripple with each word.
 
   Now it happens! Now there will be real battle!
 
   The feeling of dangers was stronger than ever and put her hairs on end and her heart at full gallop. There was something bad here. There was something really bad coming.
 
   'Apple' means to separate from Serdra. 'Cat' means to flee, she reminded herself.
 
   She tightened her grip on the sword and took a deep breath. They were maybe a hundred metres away from the peak. Serdra gave her a sign to stop and took a few steps forward.
 
   Katja heard some sound, burning embers suddenly flew out of the bushes and landed between her and Serdra. A moment later pandemonium broke loose.
 
   The sensitivity saved Katja when small, sharp objects flew at her out of two different directions. She leapt to and twisted before she really knew what was happening and the weapons went past her and into the darkness.
 
   Someone stepped out of a bush with a spear and thrust at her. She dodged that as well but another spear came out of the direction she'd retreated to. She narrowly escaped it with a scratch but then saw the third spear.
 
   She heard footsteps and grunts where Serdra had stepped but couldn't look that way without getting stabbed. The spearmen worked together and closed off all escape routes. She tried to slash at one of them but then had to dodge a thrust from another direction.
 
   Then came the long knives.
 
   This was the danger. This was what had been gnawing at her. She'd had a premonition of her own death.
 
   The embers started burning something on the ground and illuminated the scene a bit better.
 
   Two nimble men with knives attacked her in conjunction with the spearmen. Metal met metal somewhere ahead. Katja swung at one of the knife men but the spears didn't let her follow up the attack. Her reflexes wanted to pull her in every direction, but everywhere a tree or spear blocked the way. She couldn't think for fear and frantic efforts and instinct couldn't save her either.
 
   She took a slash to the back just as she warded off a knife thrust.
 
   I'm going to die here!
 
   The spears drove her under some branches which hung too low for her to make an overhead slash and one of the knife men came at her. The embers had turned to sparks and she could see the face of her enemy.
 
   It was the chipper foreigner she'd spoken to outside the city hall. The one with the broken nose and torn ear. He smiled savagely as he stabbed at her. She was barely able to drive him back but couldn't dodge the next spear thrust and got a cut on her shoulder.
 
   The fear burned through her veins too hotly for her to feel the pain but her left arm still lost power.
 
   Someone screamed at Serdra's location.
 
   Katja broke away from the tree. She would die if she stayed and had to risk meeting the spears. She managed to slip past the tip that shot at her and took only a minor cut from a knife. Another tip came at her chest and she threw herself forward as if diving into water. She tried to land in a roll but the left arm got in the way and she rolled clumsily on her side before springing back up.
 
   “Good to see you again!” the foreigner hissed and grinned as he and his comrades attacked again.
 
   She retreated and swung back at them, but the blows didn't have the same power as before and there was very little space for retreat.
 
   One of the knife men attacked just as a spear thrust drove her backwards. Katja hit him in the arm. The leather he wore protected him from the worst of it but he did scream and fall back. His comrade, the foreigner, was just a step behind though.
 
   She thrust at him but he sidestepped nimbly, shot out his left arm and grasped her wrist. Before she could react he yanked her in close and stabbed at her with the knife.
 
   Katja put her left arm up and their forearms met. The tip of the knife stopped a hair's breadth from her belly. The man pushed and she had neither the weight nor footing to hold him back. Her back met a tree trunk, the man kept pushing, and she could do nothing as the knife started slowly entering her.
 
   Katja watched and heard indescribable sounds coming from herself as the flesh gave way to the sharp metal. The man looked her in the face and she couldn't help but look back. The spearheads glinted behind him and Katja saw her death.
 
   Serdra practically flew over the flames with her knife in hand and inhuman focus in her face. Before anyone could react she stabbed the spearman closest to her in the throat. Those who'd ambushed her were right on her heels and she kept her momentum up towards Katja. She raised the knife in a throwing position and the foreigner had to throw himself aside to dodge it. He hit a bush and stumbled but his comrades kept coming at them.
 
   “Come!” she said and stepped up to Katja. Katja tried to straighten up and get her bearings but Serdra knelt, seized the back of her knees and threw Katja over her back.
 
   Then she ran through the thicket. Branches either broke or bent as Serdra barrelled and smashed and jumped through everything in her way. Serdra took most of the hits but Katja still took her share of scrapes.
 
   She tried to look up from this awkward position and saw light glint on metal. The men were trying to give chase. At least ten men tried to push after them through the forest. But Serdra found every opening and leapt over every rock. Katja soon lost sight of the men but all the snaps and cracks caused by the journey made it impossible to tell whether they really were that far off.
 
   “I'm injured.”
 
   Serdra kept going without a word.
 
   As the fight grew more distant and the raw fear started to seep out of Katja she became ever more aware of the pain. She tried to cling to Serdra with her left arm but it grew ever weaker and the shoulder pained her more with every movement of Serdra's. But not nearly as much as the gut.
 
   The lightnings of pain shooting out from the stomach got worse and worse and she started to gasp at every bump. She tried to grind her teeth and keep it together but nothing she'd experienced so far had prepared her for this.
 
   She groaned out loud when Serdra finally stopped. The woman stood utterly still for a little while and was probably listening for pursuit. Katja heard nothing and Serdra walked a few more steps. They had arrived at a tiny clearing where a bit of moonlight reached down and made it easier to see. Katja had somehow managed to retain a grip on the sword up to this point but now let it fall into the grass.
 
   Serdra placed her carefully down on her back and Katja gasped as the woman took her belt off without preamble and pulled up her shirt.
 
   “Am I going to die?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Sorcery to lure us there and keep our sensitivity busy. Dry hay on the ground to light with embers hidden in jars. Spears to corner us and knives so they could operate in close quarters. A clever man planned this.”
 
   “Weren't they... doing anything?” Katja gasped as Serdra examined her belly wound.
 
   “No. The sorcerers on the peak stopped what they were doing as soon as the ambush closed around us. They were headed our way. I had to retreat.”
 
   “Can,” Katja tried to get control over her voice. “Can you do something?”
 
   Serdra closed her eyes and held her hand up and palm out.
 
   “Yes.” A crimson flame ignited in the air before her fingertips. “I can do something.”
 
   Katja stared. The Sentinel Flame had no heat just as Serdra had said, but she couldn't help but stiffen a bit as Serdra moved her hand to the wound.
 
   Serdra concentrated and the Flame grew just before it touched Katja's torso, and entered her. Katja felt a warm energy go about her, through every bone and every vein, and for a moment she didn't feel the pain or remember where or who she was.
 
   This overwhelming feeling gradually faded away and though the pain returned it wasn't as bad as before. She felt like she'd gained fresh vigour.
 
   “What,” She tried to move her left arm a bit. “What did you do?”
 
   Serdra sat down next to her with her legs crossed.
 
   “I put a considerable amount of my own energy into you. It will help you recover.”
 
   “C-can we heal people?” Katja stammered.
 
   “Don't try to do it yourself,” Serdra said. “The Flame is a part of you. You can easily kill yourself by giving another person too much of it. I would normally not give away this much but we need to get you back on your feet. This will weaken me for several days.”
 
   “So you put something of yourself inside me and can't repeat it right away?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “I won't get pregnant, will I?”
 
   Katja giggled somewhat hysterically and her emotions finally flooded back. The laughter turned to crying and she felt tears build up in her eyes and run down past the ears.
 
   This went on for a while as Serdra sat by silently. Then eventually she held Katja's right hand in both of hers and squeezed.
 
   “You must grow used to the fear,” the woman said quietly. “Face it and learn to not let it control you. Let it rage through you like a fire this time, but the next time death brushes up against you I expect you to have a thicker hide.”
 
   Katja nodded. She didn't know whether she could do as Serdra demanded but didn't feel like sharing that now. She just wanted to expunge this in the only way she could think of.
 
   I'll survive. I made it out, she thought. I'll survive. I made it out.
 
   She gradually calmed down, and for a while she just allowed herself to enjoy being able to breathe unhindered.
 
   “What do we do now?” she then asked.
 
   “You can't travel right away. What I did to you takes some time to work.” Serdra examined the wound. “And I can't leave you here alone. We must wait for some hours.”
 
   “Wait, what about Ronald and Thorkell? We were to meet them at midnight.”
 
   “They will have to manage.”
 
   “But, I... we could find some hiding place for me here. The Brotherhood won't turn over every rock.”
 
   “To kill one of us? They just might resort to that, actually. I am not prepared to wager that they cannot track us.”
 
   Katja sighed and rubbed her face with her right hand.
 
   “So...” She hesitated but decided not to spare herself. “So did I make a mess of things again?” she said heavily.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   Serdra looked up from the wound and was silent for a little bit. Then she lifted Katja's head up and looked her in the face. Katja thought she saw a hint of tenderness in her mentor's face. Or at least some emotion not normally found there.
 
   “The first lesson I taught you still applies: Everyone is killable and everyone is fallible. It was I who led you into this ambush.”
 
   Serdra stroked her hair. It was a small and brief gesture, but it calmed Katja almost as much as the healing. Then the woman took off her cloak and placed it over Katja as a blanket.
 
   “Now rest and let the Flame repair you. This night isn't over.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   “That woman was quite the deer!” Vajan said with a sigh. “I wouldn't have thought any human could get so easily through this forest.”
 
   Tovar stood with a lantern in his hand and clenched his teeth. Behind him his men were packing up their hastily erected camp. This whole thing had been short and fruitless. Two of Vajan's men were dead and one was injured. And the Redcloaks had fled to the south. Towards Mooncape.
 
   “Didn't she at least step on some of the spikes?” he asked without much hope for the answer.
 
   “It doesn't look like it,” one of Vajan's men said as he broke out of the thicket behind his leader. “Or anything else.”
 
   Tovar swore in silence.
 
   “She must have been experienced.”
 
   He didn't like watching Vajan as he said it but the man was after all more learned about the Cloaks than anyone else present.
 
   “Well, I wouldn't picture a human doing something like this,” he replied.
 
   “Did you kill the young one?”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not. It's best not to assume so.”
 
   “True. Would you recognize them on sight?”
 
   For some reason that made the foreigner smile.
 
   “The girl at least.”
 
   Jon Almi, Tovar's nephew, separated from the group that was finishing packing and saddling the horses.
 
   “Sir,” he bowed his head to Tovar. “What now?”
 
   “We have Redcloaks on our doorsteps,” he answered and raised his voice so all would hear. “We must ready all of our defences and put the plan in motion tonight.”
 
   “Tonight?” Vajan said. “Is there really time for it?”
 
   “If we ride the horses out. I will take a small group to the Cape, send the mercenaries out and fetch the men needed for the task. The rest of you go to the Nest and wait for me.”
 
   He motioned for a man to bring his horse.
 
   “Our destiny will be decided tonight! The dawn will bring a new era!”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17.
 
    
 
   Katja was surprised as she woke up. She hadn't expected to fall asleep. It was still dark though, and hopefully not too late.
 
   She gingerly touched the belly wound and felt a scab there in place of a cut. It was a bit tender to the touch, but no worse than a scrape or a bad bruise. It was the same with all the other wounds except she felt them even less.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Get up,” Serdra said and snatched the cloak off her. “You are strong enough to travel and we have no time to waste.”
 
   The Call agreed with Serdra and Katja tried sitting up. It was no problem. Her shirt and trousers were stiff with clotted blood but she felt no worse than after a brutal sparring session against Serdra.
 
   Incredible.
 
   The bow and the spear they'd been transporting for Thorkell and Ronald had been lost in the ambush, but Katja still had the axe and Serdra still the extra sword. It would hopefully suffice.
 
   Serdra put the cloak back on and walked to the south.
 
   “Serdra.”
 
   The woman stopped and looked back.
 
   Katja touched her own gut.
 
   “Thank you,” she said and meant it.
 
   Serdra nodded curtly and kept on walking. Katja stood in a state of some bewilderment but then followed. This was all so unreal. Earlier in the night death had been certain for a few terrible moments and now she was to go on as if nothing had happened. As if it had all been a bad dream.
 
   How was she to feel? She was numb. Dazed. Had she really recovered so quickly or were her emotions simply waiting to burst out? Would she be able to keep herself going and focused long enough to finish this?
 
   There was no opportunity to contemplate these questions properly. The forest wasn't quite as dense in this area but she still had to watch where she put her foot down and how high she held her head. She was constantly tripping and took no few blows from branches.
 
   Eventually Serdra grasped one branch she passed, bent it and then let go when Katja was in range.
 
   Her reflexes failed and the branch smacked her in the face.
 
   “Pull yourself together,” Serdra said in her mentor voice. Then she strode on.
 
   Katja rubbed her face. She was angry for a moment but couldn't complain. The message had been needed.
 
   They walked mostly in silence. Serdra once opened her mouth to point to the east and state that they were going around Muzzle Lake, but was otherwise silent until the forest began to thin out.
 
   “Do you sense something new?” she asked out of nowhere.
 
   “What?” Katja said automatically before it occurred to her to think about the answer. She tried to divide her attention between battling through the forest and extending her sensitivity.
 
   “Just the same as before,” she said. “I think. What should I be feeling?”
 
   “Perhaps nothing,” Serdra said. “But I feel something I have felt before. We are at the threshold of a large Brotherhood sanctuary. They hide their sorcery well, but there is still a certain feeling to the air. Perhaps you just need more experience to sense it.”
 
   Katja was somewhat relieved. She sensed quite enough.
 
   “I wonder what they were doing as... I lay and snored.”
 
   “Let us assume they headed home and prepared for the next battle.”
 
   “How... fun.”
 
   Silence reigned after that until they arrived at their destination.
 
   “The tree is there,” Serdra whispered and pointed uphill.
 
   They slowed down and went through the growth as silently as possible.
 
   “Hello?” Serdra whispered. The night was still enough for her to be heard across the clearing, and the surrounding thicket ensured it wouldn't carry beyond.
 
   Katja heard a noise by the fat, ugly oak and something rose up. Katja sensed nothing unusual but still tensed up before the person spoke.
 
   “You are here!” Ronald whispered. “The Lady has guided your steps!”
 
   He snuck closer and they walked towards him.
 
   “What happened?” he asked.
 
   “We were ambushed,” Serdra said. “The Brotherhood men suspected we would use that route and took advantage of it.”
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “Mostly,” Katja said and touched her belly and tested her shoulder. “I should be able to fight.”
 
   “Where is your comrade?” Serdra asked.
 
   The young Shade sighed.
 
   “We waited for you for a while. When you didn't show up we started talking about finishing the mission on our own.”
 
   Katja gave a moment's thought to how she herself would have reacted in his place.
 
   “Thorkell snuck down into the town. I wanted to go with him, but he said I had to stay behind and man the meeting place, as well as survive if he were discovered. He... he also reminded me that he knew the area better than I.” Ronald threw up his hands and his conscience seemed to be bothering him. “It all seemed very logical.”
 
   “When did he leave?” Serdra asked.
 
   “About an hour ago, I think. I heard hoofbeats shortly after he left. At least three horses came into town at considerable speed.”
 
   “Could it have taken him an entire hour to look around down there?” Katja wondered.
 
   Serdra shrugged.
 
   “One often has to make quick decisions in such circumstances. Perhaps he saw a chance to find out something important and is still chasing it. Or perhaps he was caught. Either way we must go after him.”
 
   “If they have indeed caught him they know enemies are about,” Ronald pointed out.
 
   “They already know the two of us are in the forest,” Serdra said. “We will just have to be careful and hope they still haven't raised all their defences, and that their control of this town isn't absolute enough to fight openly in the streets.”
 
   Katja took the axe from her belt and gave it to Ronald.
 
   “Here. The spear and the bow were lost. I hope this will do.”
 
   “Let us hope so,” the man said and squeezed the handle a bit. “Give me the quiver though. I might get my hands on a bow in town.”
 
   “Well, alright,” Katja said and felt he was being optimistic. The quiver might very well get in their way while they were trying to sneak. “I was just going to leave it by the tree.”
 
   Serdra walked a few steps up on the bulge which hid Mooncape from view and peered through the bushes.
 
   “Did Thorkell say where he would be headed?” she asked.
 
   “He said he would look around the town itself, then the worker's camp and then sneak to the manor. Then he meant to come back.”
 
   “Then let's go the same way. He might have seen something we need to know about. Are you ready?” Serdra asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ronald said. “Let's go get Thorkell.”
 
   Katja retied her shoelaces, went over her weapons real quick, tested the half-healed wounds again and then took a deep breath.
 
   “Yes.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Katja couldn't see much of the town as they stealthily made their way down a grassy slope. There was enough moonlight to see the ocean and the small mountain that hung over the cape but little else. Ronald silently pointed out the place where the Savaren manor stood but she couldn't see it.
 
   Serdra was in the lead as usual. She occasionally signalled for Katja and Ronald to separate and then meet her again somewhere ahead. Katja peered in every direction as she crept past fences and ditches and tried to convince herself that she'd shed the dazedness from earlier.
 
   It was just fatigue. Just entirely normal fatigue. She was as alert as she could possibly be under the circumstances.
 
   At least she hoped so.
 
   She also tried to keep her other senses alert to sorcery and demons, but sensed nothing but old echoes. A great many things were hidden and buried here, and if she made the effort she could probably see a lot she didn't want to see. But she sensed nothing new.
 
   What are they planning? What strange trick can deliver them my homeland?
 
   Serdra led them up a grassy knoll. The moon peeked out for a brief moment and they laid down in the grass as the light shone down on them. Meanwhile Katja got a fine view of Mooncape.
 
   The houses were farther apart than she was used to seeing. Most of the homes stood solitary along the stone roads which linked everything together like a net. The whole thing reminded her more of unusually clustered farms than a town. Small vegetable beds and even decorative gardens surrounded many of the houses, and despite the darkness they were obviously built with skill and good materials.
 
   She could well imagine Mooncape was a lovely place in the light of day. A lovely, rich place a stone's throw from the capital, hiding horrid secrets beneath the surface. 
 
   What a world.
 
   The clouds blocked the moon again and Mooncape vanished back into darkness. Serdra touched Katja's shoulder and pointed to the south west.
 
   “Check the camp. We need to know what we are dealing with. The two of us,” she indicated herself and Ronald, “will look around the town and harbour a bit. Then we will meet back here.”
 
   Katja nodded. She had to admit she wasn't too thrilled about sneaking off on her own, but they were in all likelihood racing against time. And if the workers were indeed mercenaries and a part of Tovar Savaren's plan it had to be looked into. She just had to swallow her fear.
 
   Serdra motioned for her to go and Katja obeyed. She heard rustling behind her a moment later and knew Serdra and Ronald had disappeared. She was alone.
 
   She sighed.
 
   Katja did her best to stay in cover as she walked. It looked like the moon would remain cloudy for a while longer but she didn't want to risk being seen out in the open like a fool. She had a hard time telling how well she was doing. The more she examined her surroundings in search for knolls and vegetation the less attention she could pay to where she was putting her feet down. She also didn't want to step into a hole or on something noisy.
 
   She regularly peeked to the west where the manor sat in the shadow of the mountain, and once saw a glimmer of light. She couldn't tell whether it shone through an open window or whether someone held a lantern outside. But it was close. Close enough that someone just might hear her if she tripped and let a shriek escape her lips.
 
   Shortly after the light appeared and disappeared a light breeze blew from the south and brought her the familiar smell of a campfire.
 
   Almost there, she thought. What will I DO if they see me? Do I try to bluff and so give them a chance to attack me? Or do I flee, and so confirm that I am an enemy? And WHERE should I flee?
 
   It seemed like her only option was to not be seen. Mistakes were simply not allowed.
 
   She saw the silhouettes of the tents ahead and the smell of burnt wood became stronger. This was the place. And yet she still heard nothing.
 
   Katja stopped and held her breath. There was still no sound and somehow it felt like the worst possibility of all. If she'd heard snores or the footsteps of a guard she could have judged how far away the person was, but the damned camp was as silent as the grave.
 
   Katja took off the sword belt, knelt and put the scabbard between her teeth. She crawled along well-trod earth towards those eerily silent tents.
 
   Come on, say SOMETHING!
 
   Was it a trap? Was that it? Were they lying in wait and deliberately keeping as silent as mice to not give themselves away?
 
   She had no interest in another ambush.
 
   She parted tall grass with her hand and now saw the tents clearly a few metres away. There were dozens of them.
 
   What now?
 
   She could see wheelbarrows and carts which presumably held food and tools and all the other things such a large group needed, and there was at least one large space for a campfire. It was almost out and only a few embers winked at her like the first stars of evening.
 
   What now?!
 
   She let the grass bend back into place and briefly tried to close her eyes as she tried to calm herself a bit.
 
   Then she crawled from the grass and towards the tents.
 
   This is a truly stupid idea.
 
   She arrived at the first tent and still heard nothing. She put her ear up against the canvas with no results.
 
   She unsheathed her knife and peeked inside. There was nothing to see except blankets and travel bags.
 
   Now hold on.
 
   She looked towards the manor.
 
   Could they have been called to defend the heart? We can't get past three hundred guards. Not even Serdra. I can't believe that.
 
   She crept to the next tent a bit more boldly and peered in. It was the same story, and in the third tent and the fourth. The camp was empty.
 
   Katja sheathed the knife and knelt in the dirt. She breathed deeply like Serdra had taught her and tried to calm her mind.
 
   There isn't murder in the air here. Or sorcery or monsters. But this is so recent, and perhaps very important. The beginning of something important. MAYBE I can see something.
 
   And she saw them.
 
   These were hard men with deep eyes. The orders had come as a surprise but they rose quickly and without complaint and took weapons out of hiding. Carts, bags, boxes and rolled up carpets revealed spears, axes and clubs. There was tension in the air but all was nonetheless done efficiently and silently and they arranged in triple file without any bumping or chaos. Then the one in the lead gave a signal and they walked downhill. Towards the harbour.
 
   Katja snapped back into the present.
 
   It has begun!
 
   She got to her feet.
 
   Serdra must know of this! We must... I... what can we do?!
 
   She headed back and initially forgot to be silent. She ground her teeth at her own foolishness and pulled herself together yet again this night.
 
   Maybe I NEED another stabbing!
 
   She prepared when the moon peered out again, and threw herself to the ground. She looked around in search of hostile eyes and then looked to the east. The moonlight reflected off the sea, and the channel was surprisingly visible. Yet she saw no sails.
 
   The moon went back into hiding and Katja kept going. She had caught a glimpse of familiar knolls and soon knelt by the place where they'd split up. She waited a few moments for Serdra or Ronald to address her, but nothing happened.
 
   Are they still sneaking about?
 
   She took a deep breath and released it slowly. It seemed she would have to wait. She wanted no more mistakes tonight. She would have to have discipline and let Serdra come to her as the woman had planned.
 
   She heard rustling from the east. Someone was coming.
 
   “Katja.”
 
   It was Ronald. Katja crept towards him.
 
   “We found Thorkell. He is hurt.”
 
   “Hurt?!”
 
   “Not dangerously,” he added quickly. “I think. Come.”
 
   He led her east. They passed a small cluster of houses where the lack of burning lights did nothing to quell Katja's fears and then to the northeast, into a grassy depression. There they found Serdra and Thorkell. The man sat semi-upright in the slope and breathed carefully, as if in pain.
 
   “The camp is empty!” Katja whispered harshly. “They went down to the harbour!”
 
   “We know,” Serdra said and pointed at Thorkell.
 
   “Oh?” Katja said. “What happened?”
 
   “Riders came from the north,” the man said. His voice was pained, but he didn't seem to be in mortal peril. “They went straight to the manor. I... meant to sneak after them and see if anything special was going on, but before I got all the way the 'workers' headed out.”
 
   “They had weapons,” Katja said. “Hidden among equipment.”
 
   “Yes,” Thorkell said. “I watched them. They boarded ships and sailed out into the channel. I didn't see which way, but I suppose it was north.”
 
   “What happened to you?”
 
   “Someone spotted me when the ships were heading out. I don't know who it was or what he was doing alone in the dark. I tackled him before I could give myself away and stabbed him dead. I hid the body as well as I could but someone will find it as soon as it dawns.”
 
   “But happened to you?” Katja insisted.
 
   “He managed to strike back a bit,” the Shade said and pointed to the right side of his chest. Katja didn't see a wound, but touched his shirt carefully and felt blood.
 
   “He cut me with a knife. He didn't get through the ribs, but... this does hobble me considerably.”
 
   “Can you fight?”
 
   He tried to move his right arm. It clearly pained him.
 
   “I can fight with the left one,” he sighed. “In an emergency. I don't know how much help I would be.”
 
   It clearly weighed on him. Katja wanted to say something about her own wound, but would he then expect Serdra to fix him as well? Perhaps she should just keep quiet about a treatment available to her but not him.
 
   “So are the riders at the manor now?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe,” the man said. “I heard hoofbeats in the distance just before the mercenaries headed out. They didn't go the same way back, but I don't know exactly where they went or how many they were.”
 
   “What do we do?” Ronald asked with some desperation. “The mercenaries presumably aren't going fishing. If we are to be of any use then... then it's now or never.”
 
   “Yes,” Serdra said. “We must enter the manor. Regardless of dangers. We can do nothing unless we know what they are up to.”
 
   “They must be ready for an attack after what happened in the forest,” Katja said.
 
   “Yes. But they probably don't want to arouse their neighbour's suspicion. Their precautions will probably revolve around silent ambushes rather than loud combat. We can hopefully sneak past whatever they put in our paths.”
 
   “And what if we can't? Do you have some plan for getting in and out of the manor?”
 
   “No. Not yet. We will just have to let circumstances rule our actions.”
 
   “What can the two of us do?” Ronald asked.
 
   “Can you steal horses?” Serdra asked. “At least two of them?”
 
   “I know where we can access horses,” Thorkell said. “It shouldn't be a problem. Unless the owners are in the Brotherhood and were alerted when the riders returned.”
 
   “Move them to the edge of the forest, where we came down. I don't know what steps we will have to take to end this, but I suspect we will have to find the riders.”
 
   “Do you want us to come along?” Thorkell asked, and Katja saw him testing his right arm again.
 
   “We will see. If you find horses for the two of you. If not it's best that you return home and report this.”
 
   “So everything is decided then?” Ronald asked.
 
   “Are there any questions?” Serdra said.
 
   No-one spoke.
 
   “Let us move out,” she said and stood up.
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   They crept upwards side by side. The manor loomed ever more over them in the darkness. Katja couldn't help but think of a storm cloud at night.
 
   Once they were close enough to see the wall around the property they stopped on a slight knoll and hid among bushes.
 
   “Sorcery,” Serdra whispered. “Hidden sorcery.”
 
   Katja looked at her. She herself felt nothing, and her mentor didn't seem to expect an answer. She looked back at the manor.
 
   The wall enclosed a large area. Excessively so, to her mind, given the number of smaller houses around the manor itself. What did they need all that space for?
 
   “We will start by getting over the wall,” Serdra whispered. “Then look about before deciding our next step.”
 
   Katja nodded.
 
   “This takes precision,” the woman added. “Perfect precision. I know this night has been difficult for you but now you must take a firm hold of yourself, at least until we get back out. Especially if we are forced to enter the manor. We must seize the first opportunity to enter quietly, for it may be the only one. Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes. Yes I understand,” Katja answered, but didn't know how she was to comply. Suddenly her training period on Flat Top didn't feel so long after all. She felt like an amateur who didn't know what to do.
 
   “What kind of defences does such an important stronghold of the Brotherhood possess?”
 
   “Sorcery bound into the floor. Into the walls and even the air. Meant to react on command or just the presence of uninvited guests. The number and strength of spells depends on how clever Savaren's men are at concealing such things. But you can be sure something will be in there; dangerous but hidden from ordinary senses. Be on your guard.”
 
   Sorcery. Oof.
 
   Suddenly Serdra pressed lightly down on Katja head. She obeyed and lay down into cover, and a few moments later she heard footsteps approach from the east.
 
   When the group was at the gate someone widened the slit on their lantern and the area lit up more. Katja made a slight adjustment to her position and looked north, towards the gate.
 
   The group seemed to consist of nine men. All of them armed.
 
   The one in the lead, a young man with dark hair and a severe face, walked to the gate and spoke a few words. Katja didn't understand them, but she sensed the power within them. It released something in the gate and they opened it without difficulty and walked through in single file.
 
   They were closing it behind them when they and Katja heard more approaching from the south east. The men waited, and soon a smaller group appeared. This one had no lantern and they were considerably better armed.
 
   The young man received them.
 
   “What do you say?”
 
   “We found nothing,” one of the new arrivals said. “And no-one knows where Olaf is. Something has happened to him.”
 
   “I understand. They are here then. Did you wake everyone?”
 
   “Everyone we could wake without rousing the plebs.”
 
   “That won't suffice. Wake everyone.”
 
   “That may be risky.”
 
   “Risky?” the young man said with stiff restraint. “I don't intend to lose the town while it is in my care. Everything will be in order once my father returns from the Nest, regardless of risks incurred. Go back downhill. We will prepare for battle here.”
 
   The leader of the small group seemed to disagree but did not make an issue of it.
 
   “As you wish, young master.”
 
   They turned and walked back towards the town, and the other group vanished from sight. Katja listened to the footsteps of both groups gradually fade away. The final sound was the creaking of hinges somewhere beyond the wall. Then all was silent.
 
   “The nest?” Katja whispered.
 
   “That tells me nothing,” Serdra whispered back. “It's probably some refuge. But come, before the smaller group returns.”
 
   They carefully rose out of hiding and descended the knoll.
 
   Serdra ran the short distance to the wall, pushed her foot up against it and threw herself upward. She grabbed the top and nimbly pulled herself up without stopping. She planted her feet on the wall, turned around and knelt and motioned Katja forward. Katja could not quite emulate the jump but Serdra grasped her hand and yanked her up. The woman steadied her for a moment and then jumped down and landed silently in the yard. Then she received Katja and helped her land softly.
 
   Katja wanted to fill up with worry. She wanted to think about how enormously dangerous this situation was and how little it would take for everything to go wrong. But she couldn't. She didn't allow herself the indulgence.
 
   Precision. Concentration.
 
   Serdra stood still and listened for a little bit. As nothing happened she snuck to the nearest building. It seemed to be servant's quarters. Serdra stood beneath one of the windows and listened with her eyes closed. Then she glanced at Katja and shook her head.
 
   She went to the next house, a stable. She lingered there briefly as well, but then lost interest.
 
   Next she headed to a storehouse and had Katja follow. They stopped by the corner. Beyond it the manor loomed over everything else in the area. Not a single light could be seen there.
 
   “There is much in that house,” Serdra said in a distant voice. “Much evil. Strong. And hidden.”
 
   She pointed at the storehouse.
 
   “But there is something here as well,” she whispered. “Open the doors. I will stand guard.”
 
   The doors weren't in clear sight from the manor, but Katja could well imagine that once opened they would be visible from one of the windows and they were almost directly across from the servant's quarters. She was greatly relieved when the creaking of the hinges turned out to be minor, but still held her breath and didn't relax until the crack was wide enough for them to squeeze through.
 
   Serdra was the first one in and Katja was right behind her and closed the doors.
 
   “Here,” the woman said and lifted a carpet off the floor. Underneath it was a trapdoor. Serdra lifted it slowly and placed it carefully on the floor. Katja glimpsed stairs in the darkness and knew they would both be going down regardless of how she felt about it.
 
   It turned out to be a surprisingly long descent. This was no ordinary storage cellar. This was a sanctuary far from all distractions. She couldn't see her hands when they finally touched down on a wooden floor, but she felt around and her fingertips found furniture and candlesticks. A heavy scent of wax hung in the air, along with something else. Something unnatural.
 
   “See what you can see,” Serdra whispered. “I will guard the stairs.”
 
   Katja nodded a moment before remembering that the woman of course couldn't see her.
 
   She knelt and tried to pick up on something. It didn't take long. There was plenty.
 
   She saw him. Tovar Savaren, the master of Mooncape and the Brotherhood coven of Baldur's Coast. He spent many evenings here, sometimes alone and sometimes in the company of his closest men. They went over ancient papers, some of them half-burnt or little more than torn snippets. They compared old stories to more recent tales and what written accounts they possessed. They wrote, threw papers into a fire and wrote again, spent long whiles coming up with minor changes and wrote and wrote and wrote.
 
   Vaantrepfa. The dulling fog. That ancient powerful spell. They pieced the secrets behind it back together. Extracted it from the past and turned it into a weapon in their hands. A weapon which would bring them the land. Lands.
 
   Tovar Savaren was alone when he finished the task and wrote the final rune on the final page. And he laughed.
 
   Power. Glory. Revenge!
 
   “Whaaaat... is... the dulling fog?” Katja stammered. The words came slowly and reluctantly as she gained her bearings.
 
   “Dulling fog? Vaantrepfa?” Serdra asked.
 
   “'Yes. Some old trick they relearned. What is it?”
 
   Serdra was silent for a moment before replying.
 
   “An old, powerful spell. One of the ones that made invading Vendyha so difficult. It summons a great fog that puts those within it to sleep. It is supposedly not dissimilar to the trick the Lojhan-monster tried to use against you before attacking, but much more powerful. This is what we have been sensing. This threat which looms over Baldur's Coast.”
 
   The woman stood up.
 
   “If they put all of Baldur's City to sleep the mercenaries can simply stroll into it and kill as they please. They can utterly eliminate the government, torch houses, burn every single ship in the harbour and then stroll out unopposed.”
 
   Katja gaped.
 
   “Wh... we must stop this!”
 
    “Yes.”
 
   “So Savaren and his men have gone to the city?”
 
   “According to the stories I was told the spell is only limited to the field of vision of the one casting it. They really only need to be somewhere high up.”
 
   “The mountain!” Katja said. “This 'nest' must be there!”
 
   “Yes. Come. We have no time to lose. If they manage to conjure the fog nothing will save the city in time!”
 
   The city. Baldur's Coast. How will my country be if these villains seize power?!
 
   Yet again she thought of the 'experiments' of the sorcerer of Flat Top.
 
   They felt their way to the stairs, went up, closed the trapdoor as carefully as it had been opened and crept out.
 
   Then she felt it. From within the manor. Sorcery. Like at Longwater. They were summoning something. Katja froze like a statue. She looked towards the manor but the storehouse blocked it completely from view where she stood.
 
   “Go!” Serdra hissed. “Quickly!”
 
   She nudged Katja and they hurried to a spot on the wall not visible from the manor. Serdra again flew over the wall and extended her hand to Katja. She leapt up after her mentor and felt something slip into the world.
 
   They landed together on the other side of the wall.
 
   Katja looked back. There was something in the manor. No. ON TOP of the manor. Something was perched on the roof. Something large and powerful.
 
   “Stay calm,” Serdra said soothingly and grasped her shoulder. “Don't fear. It senses fear. Breathe slowly.”
 
   Katja obeyed.
 
   Precision. Concentration. Concentration!
 
   They crawled north in the grass, until the manor vanished from sight. Then they crept carefully until the demon's aura was a bit less detectable. Only then did they dare run uphill.
 
   Ronald was at the edge of the forest, with two horses. They were even saddled.
 
   “Where is Thorkell?!” Katja asked.
 
   “Here,” came the pained response from beyond the trees.
 
   “Did you find anything?” Ronald asked and handed them the reigns.
 
   “Return home,” Serdra said and mounted, “and tell your leader that Tovar Savaren has reclaimed Vaantrepfa. He is on his way to use it on Baldur's City as we speak. If Katja and I don't manage to stop it your chapter must try to stop the following power seizure somehow.”
 
   The horse given to Katja was a bit jumpy and she had to calm it. The delay was maddening but she knew her own stress would infect the horse and so kept a firm grip on herself. Finally the beast accepted her and they rode west, towards the Nest.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18.
 
    
 
   They turned north. At first they went carefully out of fear of being noticed, but sped up soon after leaving Mooncape behind. They stumbled on a rough path which led upwards, among bushes and rocks. Serdra dismounted shortly after the slope became severe, and found fresh horse manure.
 
   “We are on the right track.”
 
   She looked upward.
 
   “I don't sense whether they have started the ritual. Let us hurry.”
 
   She mounted again and drove the horse up.
 
   Will there be guards on the way? Katja thought. Serdra doesn't seem to worry about it. Perhaps it's true that we pushed this into motion by our arrival. Perhaps they didn't have time to organise this whole thing properly.
 
   The horses weren't pleased with the journey but they managed to force them on. Up, up, up. The peak grew nearer. Katja couldn't see it, but she felt it more and more.
 
   Here the Brotherhood had been able to work in peace and seclusion. Here there was no need to hide anything or exercise restraint. Dark deeds hung in the air here, old and fresh alike. This mountain was evil.
 
   Katja's skin tingled. The Call was very strong. This soft, gnawing sensation which had haunted her for weeks had turned into a fire. They were running out of time.
 
   Finally they began to see the peak, just as the slope started to severely slow the horses down. Serdra leapt down off the horse and didn't bother tethering it. Katja followed her lead. Then they ran.
 
   “Katja,” Serdra said. “Healing you weakened me considerably. You can't rely on me to take care of everything and protect you as well. You must battle with the ferocity I have hopefully taught you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Serdra drew her sword when the slope began to recede a bit and Katja did the same. They soon arrived at a relatively flat ledge, before an almost vertical slope. There was no visible way further up, but when they drew nearer Katja saw an opening. Bushes grew around it, and probably hid it from a distance, and an earthen-coloured curtain hung from a ceiling beam.
 
   Serdra turned to her and held her gaze fiercely.
 
   “Now there will be a reckoning, Katja,” her mentor said. “Hiding games are done for now. We must charge straight ahead and slay anyone in our way. The sorcerers performing the ritual have priority, but the others will most likely throw themselves at us.”
 
   “I understand,” Katja said and was frightened and excited. Now she could finally cut loose after all the cloak and dagger stuff. Now she could make up for the forest ambush. Assuming things wouldn't go the same way this time.
 
   “Follow me,” Serdra said and ran at the curtain. She threw it aside and Katja ran in after her before it settled back.
 
   They had entered a well-made tunnel. The ceiling was high, the tunnel widened as it stretched inward and unlit lamps hung on hooks in the walls.
 
   “Onward.”
 
   They ran towards the glimmer of light up ahead. Katja still felt like she was running into darkness. Ugly sensations poured over her from every direction. Many things had happened here.
 
   She shut them out. It was time for battle, and she felt her blood begin to churn. Combat, death and blood. Just like in her dreams and urges ever since she was a little girl. Now she could feed this strange monster that lived within her.
 
   Come! she thought with fury that surprised her. I need to wet my sword!
 
   The tunnel split in two and they selected the way upwards, towards the light and the sorcery. Katja wasn't startled when two men with spears sprang out from separate hiding places and attacked them.
 
   Serdra sidestepped a spear and struck one of them in the head. The other one tried to stab her but Serdra batted the tip aside, and Katja came and cut him down.
 
   “What was that?” echoed a voice from up higher.
 
   “What do you think that was!?” echoed the reply.
 
   They ran out into a small hall. At a glance Katja saw three doorways. At least one lay up and another one lay downwards. This was no cave or mine. This was a true stronghold. She felt a light draft coming from the opening leading upwards and Serdra ran for that one, but stopped when a strongly-built door greeted them.
 
   Serdra pushed on it. The door barely budged and a chain rattled on the other side. The woman took a deep breath, took a stance and delivered a powerful kick. The door was undamaged.
 
   “It's the longer way then.”
 
   They ran back and used another upwards tunnel. Chatter echoed down it and Katja felt sorcery ahead, as well as something else and more.
 
   A metallic scream resounded through the tunnels; filled with hate and bestial rage and louder and more drawn out than anything a human could produce. Katja sprouted goosebumps and felt something in her nature lurch. A demon awaited them.
 
   Light from many sources received them just before they ran out into a large chamber. The area was some sort of centre or perhaps meeting place for this hideout. The floor sloped upwards, the ceiling was supported by many beams which also held all the lights and Katja saw four tunnels in the upper portions. The demon stood in the way, though.
 
   The monster stood stooped in the centre space, like a cat about to snatch an unwary bird. If it had been upright its head would no doubt have scraped the ceiling, but it was so misshapen that Katja doubted it was even capable of straightening out. But oh, how big it was. It stood on two limbs and the other four ended in long, sharp fingers.
 
   The Brotherhood men stood in formation behind the monster they had summoned, all of them armed. Behind them, at the top of the chamber, stood Tovar Savaren. The man wore mail armour, had a sword belted at his hip and held a flaming torch which illuminated the hatred in his face.
 
   Katja took a fighting pose and examined the situation for a moment before everything went crazy. She was in danger. She was in terrible danger. And she loved it.
 
   I am insane.
 
   “Attack!” Savaren shouted. “For the future! For our people!”
 
   The demon roared again and rushed down towards them. The men followed behind it and three of them hurled javelins. Serdra took two steps forward and smacked two of them out of the air and dodged the third one. It flew past Katja and smacked into a wall. Then everything went crazy.
 
   Serdra lit the Sentinel Flame right in front of the demon. The monster snorted and stopped immediately. The woman stepped through her own Flame and struck and wounded it. Katja followed and slashed at one of the deadly, groping limbs. The flesh barely gave in, but the demon growled and turned towards her. Serdra seized the opportunity and struck it in the head.
 
   “Go, go!” Savaren shouted and more weapons sailed through the air. Katja took cover behind a support pillar as the volley passed, but had to step out again when the men advanced to support their monster.
 
   Most walked downwards hurriedly and split into two groups, but three were more bold. One ran at Serdra with the only remaining javelin and tried to thrust at her while she was dealing with the demon. The other two ran to Katja with large axes.
 
   She roared as she slashed one of them in the belly. The other one managed to swing at her, and when she dodged he reacted quickly and tried to hit her with the handle. She sidestepped slightly and swung low, cutting the leg almost in two.
 
   “Where is Vajan?!” their leader shouted.
 
   Katja glanced to the side before the rest came at her. Serdra had been wounded in the shoulder, the spearman was collapsing with a wide open throat, and the demon now had a spear lodged in it and at least six terrible wounds.
 
   Four men tried to surround her and Katja leapt to the side to escape the enclosure. She tried to attack the one on the far left but his nearest comrade stepped forward and defended him.
 
   Katja felt sorcery travel from the top of the chamber and hit Serdra. The woman grimaced a bit beneath some unseen effect and her movements stiffened. The demon seized upon it and swiped at her, sending the woman flying backwards. She rolled once on the floor before springing back up, and now fought both the demon and Savaren's sorcery.
 
   I have to stop this.
 
   Katja made a feint which held the men back for a moment and then tried to run around them and towards Savaren. It didn't work. A man with an axe and shield intercepted her with the shield held out.
 
   Another man thrust at her but she slashed him in the arm and retreated before the others could overwhelm her. Then she unsheathed her knife with her left hand and held it up in a throwing position. The men hesitated and the one with the shield stepped in front of her again.
 
   She threw the knife over their heads and towards Savaren. The throw wasn't very good and couldn't of course penetrate his armour, but he flinched and lost control of whatever he was doing.
 
   A sword-wielding Brotherhood man charged with a victorious cry on his lips and struck. He gaped when she managed to parry the attack and then ended his life with a counter.
 
   Two of his comrades were two steps behind and attacked simultaneously. Katja frantically retreated and defended. Metal hit metal and wood, stroked against flesh, and something smacked into her head. She wasn't sure what it was, but it dazed her a bit and she lost her balance for a moment.
 
   The demon roared with anger and pain and suddenly staggered into Katja's field of vision with only five limbs. He bumped into one of her enemies and the other one flinched away in fright.
 
   Katja slashed the demon in the leg, and Serdra came running and slashed it in the back before it could swipe at her student.
 
   From the corner of her eye Katja saw Savaren send the two men by his side down into the fight.
 
   “More!” the man shouted and began chanting feverishly. Katja felt power leap from his words, raw and unharnessed. This was some desperation manoeuvre, just as Serdra had spoken of.
 
   This can't be anything good!
 
   Serdra stabbed the man who'd fallen at the collision and prepared for yet another attack from the frenzied demon.
 
   “Kill him!” she said hurriedly and jerked her head in Savaren's direction. “I will finish this.”
 
   Katja charged at the men who still stood between her and their leader. Just then she felt a cold wind blow through the space and the lights flickered. Six man-sized misshapen horrors entered the world in the middle of the chamber, all made from teeth and claws and exposed flesh. The group howled and shook themselves and each looked in a different direction. One Brotherhood man was grabbed and torn apart before anyone could react.
 
   Katja glanced at Savaren. His face was hard with focus, and he was sweaty and held his hands out in an odd position while he muttered something through clenched teeth.
 
   The demons sounded a deranged chorus and turned towards Serdra and Katja.
 
   Katja readied the sword and looked at her mentor.
 
   She felt Serdra draw on the Sentinel Flame again, but now something was different. It didn't appear as a glowing rune in the air, but as a brightly burning flame around her sword. She raised the shining blade for a powerful strike and hit the wobbly demon right in the head.
 
   The monster was almost torn in two, as if a flame had been put to a strip of paper. There was little left of it when it hit the floor, and when Serdra struck down a stunned Brotherhood man there was no sign of it.
 
   “Go up,” Serdra said without looking at her. Her eyes glared at their enemies with downright terrifying intensity.
 
   Katja glanced quickly over the room and then focused on the closest doorway. It didn't seem to be closed and the way was almost clear.
 
   “Go!” Serdra hissed when the demons headed for them. The woman then let out a dreadful, piercing shout and shook her sword. It seemed to get their attention.
 
   Katja sprinted towards the doorway, the demons shrieked and Savaren turned on his heel and ran for the door he'd been standing in front of.
 
   One of the demons headed for her but she was too swift for it and sped past. He gave chase, and once she'd entered the tunnel she turned around with her sword raised. The demon walked right into the Sentinel Flame which appeared between them and was badly burned.
 
   Serdra didn't look at her but Katja understood, and turned back around. She saw her mentor meet the terrible pack with the blazing sword and a gleam in her eyes. Then she just heard screams and the sounds of combat as she ran along the hall.
 
   Don't die Serdra, she thought. Don't die.
 
   The way led upward. She felt the Call pull her and felt positive she was on the right way. The hallway led her out into another wider one. Only one lamp burned in this place but she still caught glimpses of at least six doors and openings.
 
   Just how big is this place?! Are they moles?
 
   She took the lamp from the wall and kept on going upwards. The tunnel had a proper floor made from wooden boards, and the ceiling was as high as in most houses so she made good speed until she arrived at an intersection. Her options were to run to the right or the left or through the door right in front of her.
 
   She kicked the door but it only opened by a few centimetres and Katja heard the jingle of a chain.
 
   Then she was startled by someone stepping in front of the little crack.
 
   “Ah well,” said the man from Baldur's City. The one who had stabbed her. “I see you're still alive. I suppose I won't get to brag.”
 
   She kicked the door again.
 
   “Open up and let us try again!”
 
   “I don't want to spoil the fun for you and Tovar,” the man said with a smile. “Give him my regards. Perhaps we will meet later.”
 
   He moved out of sight. Katja kicked the door with all her might, with the same results as before, and then backed away from it. She didn't have time for this.
 
   Left or right, left or right?! she thought and tried to let the sensitivity guide her. She saw no light through either of the hallways available to her, both of them sloped up and she heard nothing but muffled sounds of battle from the large chamber.
 
   Suddenly she sensed sorcery. Quick, sharp and threatening sorcery, and before she could react the flame in her lamp flared up into a small fire. She screamed and threw it away before it could burn her. The lamp broke apart on the rough floorboards and the fire kept on magnifying. In an instant it became almost as tall as Katja herself.
 
   Katja realised she had just closed the way to the left for herself, a moment before she saw someone approaching from that direction.
 
   “Burn, you red pest!” Tovar Savaren screamed as the fire headed towards her. The boards burned with unnatural speed and vigour and in two breaths a wall of flame was coming at her at a brisk walking pace.
 
   She fled along the right-hand tunnel and the fire followed. She felt searing heat lick her from behind and the roar of the sparks echoed in the tight space.
 
   I don't want to burn!
 
   She glanced behind her. The heat forced her to look back almost immediately, but she still saw a human silhouette following her in the inferno. The flames seemed to swerve away to let him through. And it was catching up with her.
 
   The light of the fire illuminated a narrow door on her left and she threw herself at it without hesitation. The door gave way and she stumbled into a darkened room. The flames filled the tunnel and then the doorway just behind her. They spread into the door as if it were doused in oil, and illuminated the opposite door.
 
   Katja heard footsteps approach her and threw this door open as well and exited into another large space. It had a greater incline than the other one and she ran up, to the right, without thinking. The Call came from that direction she thought, and so this was hopefully the way to the peak and at the very least away from the flames.
 
   She ran past support pillars and furniture she saw only vaguely and soon saw wide openings in the dirt walls. She heard flames spew out of the doorway behind her and ducked into hiding behind some sort of table.
 
   The fire seized a pillar and illuminated the room. Katja peeked out beneath the table and saw Tovar Savaren stride into the room with a flaming torch in hand. He looked strained and screamed with rage while he looked about and tried to find her.
 
   “You cost us Vendyha!” he shouted.
 
   Katja crawled out of her cover and upward, and tried to prevent the scabbard from scraping on the floor.
 
   “You killed the council and scattered us!”
 
   Katja was almost to one of the openings when she felt, felt, that he'd spotted her. She looked back and saw him hold the torch in front as if meant to fence with it. The little flame on it expanded out into a rough ball shape while the man hissed incomprehensible words and raised the torch high in the air.
 
   Katja stood up and ran. She looked back again and saw Savaren throw the gathered fire at her with a loud scream.
 
   She dove to the right and a column of fire blew past her and along the tunnel she'd meant to enter with a loud hiss. Katja rolled like Serdra had taught her and used the momentum to rise. Her left sleeve had caught on fire and she tore it off with the strength of fear.
 
   “You drove us to swamps and mountains and then chased us there too!” the Brotherhood leader screamed with unbridled vitriol.
 
   “Keep it up!” Katja shouted back. “It's fun to hear this!”
 
   She vanished into the opening and total darkness. A moment later she sensed an intersection and ran to the left and slowed down so her footsteps wouldn't be as audible. She heard faint echoes of Savaren's footsteps from every direction but nevertheless felt they weren't growing louder. She constantly peered over her shoulder as she felt her way upwards and then got an explanation when she saw a glow approaching.
 
   A new light. Of course.
 
   She smacked into a beam and fell. The impact and the groan she couldn't suppress echoed in the narrow tunnels, and she almost swore out loud.
 
   Savaren's footsteps now got louder at a great pace.
 
   Damn damn damn!
 
   Katja stumbled about in a crouch and tried to grasp the dimensions of her environment. Should she run? Should she hide and let him run past? Should she wait in ambush?
 
   The glow suddenly came her way and Savaren came panting out of a tunnel. He held a stick that was close to completely burning down. The man couldn't possibly see far with a light like that, but he might well see far enough if he chanced upon the right direction.
 
   Katja crept along the wall and let her fingertips guide the way. She couldn't afford bumping into anything now, no more than she could afford to delay.
 
   The man walked along the tunnel rather slowly and waved his makeshift torch right and left in his search for her.
 
   If I just had a throwing weapon!
 
   Her fingertips found a door frame and she entered the opening, which turned out to be deep and hid her well. Her back pressed against a sturdy and well-built door, much better than the ones she'd seen in this place till now. What might lie beyond it? She sensed something. Something unusual which made her hairs stand on end.
 
   Is this the way up?
 
   The light approached the doorway and Katja felt for the latch. She found it and risked turning it. It made neither a squeak nor a click and so Katja risked pushing the door itself. It swung in almost silently and Katja heard no reaction from Savaren.
 
   She entered and eased the door closed. The light shone through the cracks and then began to dwindle away.
 
   He's passed. Now I just need...
 
   Something was watching her.
 
   Katja turned on her heel and raised the sword, but of course saw nothing but darkness. The total, oppressive blackness of a grave. Katja felt it was squeezing in on her.
 
   What is in here?
 
   She took a few steps to the side and kept her back to the wall. There was something in the air here. In the floor and ceiling and walls and the darkness. She sensed no direction. Just something wrong.
 
   What are you?!
 
   The room smelled of wax and incense, and she got a feeling that it wasn't very big.
 
   A little sentinel.
 
   The words didn't travel through the air. They went straight into her mind. Katja slashed out in startled reflex.
 
   A little human with a touch of eternity within her, stumbling about in the darkness.
 
   The tone wasn't like any human voice, but still hinted at condescension.
 
   It has been a long time.
 
   “What are you? Katja whispered.
 
   Can you not sense it?
 
   “You are a demon.”
 
   Katja felt bad. Something very wrong was going on here. This was different from everything demonic she'd encountered so far. This wasn't madness and freakishness. This was...
 
   A true demon. Tovar Savaren established a place to speak through the divide. Here he comes to try to demand and bargain and beg and snatch more power and secrets. Tedious, but sometimes amusing as well.
 
   Katja felt she could almost see something. As if it were too close to see properly. An incomprehensible, dark world with no dimensions, and two eyes watching her from it.
 
   Now go and kill him. Or let him kill you. Either suits me. I will waste no more time on you.
 
   The door swung open at the last word. Katja was just barely able to suppress a shriek, turned and ran out.
 
   The light had disappeared and she heard only faint echoes of footsteps. She ran up. Time was running out, she felt as much clearly. Her homeland was about to fall to an evil she hadn't known about a few weeks ago.
 
   She felt cool night air caress her face and heard voices in the distance. She sped up and soon saw a hint of light up ahead. Then she saw the steps and ascended them in leaps.
 
   Finally she'd reached the peak. The few lights that burned in Baldur's City at night glimmered in the distance like stars fallen to earth. In front of her stood three men by a fire and chanted in unison. They looked completely normal and their clothes were unremarkable. Under other circumstances she would not have suspected them of anything. And somehow she hated them for it.
 
   She ran to them with both hands on the sword and the closest one managed to look around just before she drove it into his head. He fell into the fire and the others had hardly reacted when she slashed the other one across the chest. The third one managed to run and Katja's swing missed. He retreated a few metres as he drew a long knife and then turned around.
 
   He tried to thrust at her but the weapon was too short and he himself too unskilled. Katja slashed him in the arm with a scream, then the side and finally the head as he fell.
 
   The one with the wound in his chest still showed signs of life, so she strode up to him and gave him the killing blow.
 
   The Call fell silent.
 
   The built-up sorcery faded from the air, like a smell blown away by the wind, and Katja watched the distant lights in a daze.
 
   Wow.
 
   The world exploded. Everything screamed and howled and slashed at her senses. Katja screamed and arched backwards and clasped her head. The pain was blinding, but she still saw Tovar Savaren take weary steps in her direction.
 
   “I will finish the spell myself!”
 
   He had his sword in his right hand and held the other one out in a crooked position.
 
   Mind attack, Katja distantly heard herself think.
 
   The strength seeped from her legs and she felt her knees beginning to wobble. Savaren took a stance a few metres away and kept up the assault. His face was strained and sweaty, but above the bags his eyes burned with determination.
 
   I won't die on my knees! He won't kill me that way!
 
   Katja fought. She fought to remember where and who she was and to maintain control of her body. She heard groans and gasps come from her as she tried to breathe. Savaren grimaced as if he were lifting a boulder.
 
   Katja managed to straighten out a bit, stared him in the eyes and grimaced back. The pain was incredible, but she wanted to live. She wanted to live and kill this bastard!
 
   “Damn child!” the man hissed out through his teeth.
 
   Katja felt she saw fear in his face and it gave her strength. She gripped the sword tightly and stepped towards him.
 
   “Red devil.”
 
   Thinking through the blizzard was almost impossible, so she let instinct take over. All the training with Serdra did its work and she raised the sword for a blow.
 
   Savaren groaned in anger and put his own sword up. Steel clashed with a loud clang and he lost his grip on the spell.
 
   The effects did not vanish immediately, but she could deliver the next blow with more power and hit Savaren in the chest. The armour shielded him from a cut but the blow knocked him back. Katja followed, pushed his sword at him with her own sword and aimed a kick at his knee.
 
   The kick missed and he ran into her shoulder first and pushed her back. Katja still hadn't recovered and stumbled a few steps backwards, past the fire. Savaren wasted no time in attacking with furious swings and seemed to intend to drive her into the slopes.
 
   He is nothing compared to Serdra! she told herself as she fended off attacks and tried to counter.
 
   She managed to stop his charge and they pressed their swords together again, almost leaning up against one another.
 
   Serdra.
 
   Her sword tip touched Savaren's cheek and drew a bit of blood. The man seemed to energize by it, and he pushed the swords into her and managed to cut her torso slightly. Katja headbutted him right in the nose and the pain was enough to make him lose his footing.
 
   Katja leapt back to be able to make another attack, but the man then quickly stepped to the left and kicked the fire. Burning embers blew over her, burned her face and hair and blinded her for a moment. Then he made the final assault.
 
   Katja closed her useless eyes and struck a certain pose with the sword in a certain position. She watched with her mind and felt how he would use her vulnerability to strike downwards at her head. Then she dodged it.
 
   She heard and felt the sword whizz through the air, adjusted her own sword and slashed him right in the neck.
 
   Katja felt the resistance of the flesh and heard the gurgling. A gush of blood hit her, and when her sight returned she saw Tovar Savaren fall to his knees with his hands on his throat in a hopeless attempt at stopping the blood flow.
 
   He looked up at her, with glowing hate and desperation in his face. Then she killed him.
 
   The body fell on the ground in an awkward position.
 
   “A shame to bring down bright hopes,” Katja muttered breathlessly. She backed up to a boulder and dropped down on in a sitting position and sighed.
 
   “I won,” she said to the world and looked towards Baldur's City.
 
   She had served her purpose. She had obeyed the Call and triumphed over her enemies. She was no longer a half-mad, half-outcast, whom no-one knew what to do with. She was a Redcloak. She allowed herself to just close her eyes for a few breaths and enjoy it.
 
   I won.
 
   She didn't sense the demon pack Savaren had summoned so she didn't bother running back down. It wasn't long before she heard footsteps on the stairs and Serdra came walking up. Her mentor's clothes were rather torn, she had quite a lot of blood on her and the stiff ponytail had been undone. It was strange to see the woman tired, and almost as strange to see her smile warmly.
 
   “The first flight is a success, little raptor.”
 
   Katja smiled back.
 
   “You sure took your time.”
 
    
 
   --------------------
 
    
 
   Vajan looked over his shoulder. The peak was still faintly visible in the distance. He stumbled and looked away. The north west side of the mountain was steep and dangerous. It was perfect for going about without running into anyone, but not for climbing down in the darkness absent-mindedly.
 
   “I wish I could have seen his face,” he said cheerily.
 
   None of his men replied, but then they hadn't been around for his conversation with the girl in Baldur's City.
 
   He turned to Tom.
 
   “We do have the right swag, don't we?”
 
   “Yes,” the man said and patted the bookcase hanging from his shoulder. “I made very sure.”
 
   “Good good. Nice to know this wasn't a wasted trip. Now let's hurry home. I can't wait to see what comes next.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19.
 
    
 
   Katja leaned forward on the ship's bulwark and watched as Baldur's Coast vanished from sight. The stone pillar which marked the borders of the Coast and Amerstan had slid by a while ago and was now growing distant.
 
   Everything was growing distant. She had gotten new clothes free of holes and blood and new shoes free of tear. She owned nothing from her childhood home except for her father's knife and the pebble-necklace.
 
   Katja took the necklace from her shirt's collar and held it in her palm.
 
   I did it, Dove, she thought. I've gone out into the world.
 
   The feeling was quite bittersweet. Maria wouldn't have been able to follow her on this journey even if she were alive. But it would still have been nice to let the dream come true with an old friend. What would that have been like?
 
   “Well,” she whispered and put the necklace back under the shirt.
 
   There was no point in wondering how things could have gone. Matters in Baldur's Coast were over with. At least for now.
 
   A month had passed since the battle in the Nest and the Brotherhood had kept quiet. They were probably waiting for the waves to die down, reorganizing their command structure after losing so many members and plotting their next move. Now they needed to be carefully spied on to determine what the results would be, and that was a task for locals who wouldn't draw attention.
 
   So when news reached them that Amerstan had seized the western coast of Kossus and that the war was either over or on standby Maron had arranged transportation to Amerstan. There he and his people would shelter them, and the two of them could tend to their duties and continue Katja's training.
 
   Katja closed her eyes and breathed in the sea air, but quickly opened them again. She wanted to see the pillar disappear.
 
   Savaren's mercenaries had tried assaulting the city despite the spell being interrupted. They had probably been given instructions to attack at a particular time and assumed everything had gone as planned. It had cost them dearly. A few had been taken alive, but the Shades in the city reported that every single one of them had been delirious the following morning. Soon after they started to die one by one, without ever saying a word about who had sent them.
 
   The Brotherhood clearly knew how to clear their tracks. The Silent War continued.
 
   It took her a little while to realize Serdra was standing next to her. Katja looked at her. The woman must have seen how she'd watched the coastline.
 
   “Are you in a bittersweet mood?”
 
   Katja examined her and then turned her attention back to the pillar, which was now a tiny grey dot.
 
   “Yes. Excited and sad and... and... Oh, I can't wait for the future but it hurts to let go of the past.” She waved her hand south. “Everything and everyone I know is back there.”
 
   “Perhaps you will be back in a year. Or forty years.”
 
   “Maybe so,” Katja muttered absent-mindedly. It was such a strange thought. She would see taller trees, old people who had been young and grown-ups who hadn't existed. Towns that would have grown, shrunk or been abandoned. Perhaps she would even stop by her home village. Would anyone still alive by that point mention how much she resembled a strange girl who vanished to the winds after slaying a demon with a felling axe?
 
   The border pillar vanished utterly. There was nothing to see but the green and brown hills of Amerstan.
 
   Goodbye, Katja thought, and briefly wondered what she was addressing.
 
   Silence reigned for a while. There was nothing to hear but the splashing of waves, creak of the boat and wind in the sails.
 
   “Maron just stirred,” Serdra then said. “He wants to discuss our stay in Amerstan better.”
 
   “I will be down soon,” Katja said.
 
   “There is no rush,” Serdra said and turned around.
 
   Katja reacted immediately and swung her fist and Serdra's kidney with all her strength.
 
   Serdra turned and blocked the attack, trapped the arm and punched her between the eyes. Katja smacked onto the deck and lost her breath.
 
   When she could focus her eyes again Serdra stood over her with arms crossed. Katja rubbed her newest bruise where she lay and smirked.
 
   “I will take you some day, old hag,” she said.
 
   Serdra smiled and walked down into the hold.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading my first English-language book! There’s more around the corner. If you liked it I would very much appreciate a review.
 
   Thanks again.
 
    
 
   -Eli Freysson
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