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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol breathed in the cold winter air. It smells of war, of serious trouble, he thought. He was leaning against his faithful Trotter, stroking the pony’s muzzle. It might just be my imagination… He shook his head. No, knowing my luck, there’ll be serious trouble in store for me, for sure. But I’ll face it. Whatever it may be. He sighed deeply, letting out a puff of steam. 
 
    His eyes turned to look at the bridge and the village at the end of the valley. They were not just any old bridge and village. It was his own village, Skad. On that bridge he had taken an all-but-deadly beating at the hands of those three bullies a year ago, when he had left to join the Rangers. He shivered at the memory of the pain he had endured. 
 
    Suddenly Camu became visible and jumped off his shoulder. He climbed down to Trotter’s back, then up his mane until he was sitting on the strong Norghanian pony’s head. 
 
    “Camu, what are you doing?” 
 
    The creature looked at the river, gave a shrill cry and began to flex his four legs as if he were dancing. 
 
    Trotter snorted uneasily. 
 
    “Oh no…” 
 
    That was all Lasgol could say. Camu slid down to the ground, his paws still clutching Trotter’s neck. The poor pony neighed, startled, and bucked. Lasgol had to pull on the reins and hold fast to control him. He nearly fell off. 
 
    “Easy, boy, easy!” he said, finally managing to soothe him. “Good boy, easy now, it’s nothing,” he whispered in the pony’s ear while he stroked his back. 
 
    He searched for Camu. The mischievous creature was in the middle of the river, chasing after a rainbow trout as if he were a born predator. 
 
    “Camu! Come back!” But the creature was leaping from one side of the river to the other in pursuit of the trout. “What the heck are you doing? You don’t hunt! You’re an herbivore!” 
 
    The creature ignored him and went on bouncing and splashing along the river. Lasgol snorted. He’s playing, all this is new to him. And so it was, and he seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. Ever since they had left the Camp, the creature had not stopped experimenting with everything he came across. This had left Lasgol in more than one tight spot. He needed to be very careful. If he were unable to control the creature, someone would find him out. 
 
    “That’s enough, stop playing around and come back here before someone sees you.” 
 
    Camu raised his head and gave him a look of protest with his bulging eyes. The everlasting smile which decorated his face no longer fooled Lasgol. He knew when Camu was upset or unhappy. 
 
    “Come here! You’re a rascal, you really are!” 
 
    As he feared, Camu ignored his call and went on playing at catching fish, leaping along the river with shrill cries of joy. 
 
    Seeing he was not being obeyed, Lasgol muttered a protest to the Frozen Gods under his breath. I’ll have to use my talent, it’s the only way to make him do something. He concentrated and used his Gift to send a mental message to Camu: Come here, now. 
 
    The creature stopped in the middle of the river. He looked at Lasgol. He tilted his head, blinked his large eyes a couple of times, and then decided. He ran to Lasgol. In one leap he grasped Trotter’s body with his four legs and began to climb. The pony, startled all over again, began to neigh. Lasgol had a hard time calming him. When at last he succeeded, he glared at Camu. The creature had curled up on his shoulder with his tail coiled around his neck. He opened his eyes and tilted his head as though emphasizing his innocence. Then he opened his mouth as far as it would go in an immense smile. 
 
    “Don’t give me that innocent look when you know perfectly well you’ve been naughty. And stop startling poor Trotter, you make the poor thing very nervous, and I know you know it.” 
 
    Camu gave a little shriek and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… go on and sleep. And hide, because we’re going into the village and you mustn’t be seen.” 
 
    The creature nodded and vanished on his shoulder. 
 
    “Huh, you understood that all right. Sleep, yes, play, no,” Lasgol grimaced sadly. 
 
    Camu appeared again and licked his cheek. Before he could turn his head, the little creature had vanished again. 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    Trotter turned his head. 
 
    “Not you, my old mate, you’re a good pony. Now, on we go to the village.” 
 
    They set off. As they entered the streets where he had suffered so many bad moments, he had to make an effort to find something good to remember to calm the butterflies in his stomach. He tried to find some pleasant memory of being in his father’s company, before the incident, before he had been unfairly transformed into a traitor to the realm. He found it hard to do, and shivered, Then he remembered walking, holding his father’s hand when he was a toddler in this same street, and relaxed. 
 
    People watched him distrustfully as he went by, since he looked like a foreigner passing through. He was wearing the red hooded cloak of the Ranger Initiates, those of the first year. But he wore it inside-out. It was reversible. The inside was a greenish-brown, not particularly attractive, but functional. It did not attract attention. Outside the Camp they had to wear it like this, since nobody must find out that they were studying with the Rangers. The less strangers knew about them the better. He thought of the cloak Master Ranger Oden would give them when they went back to begin their second year of training: that of the Apprentices. It was a strident yellow. He shivered; it was almost worse that the red first year one. 
 
    The faces of the locals changed the moment they recognized him. They went from distrust to horror and then shame, all in a single moment. Lasgol was not hiding under the hood, although he might have done so. His face was uncovered, so that everybody would know who he was. He looked at the villagers and greeted them as if he had known them his whole life, which was true, but only a year ago it would have been unthinkable. No more looking down, no more looking away when I meet someone. I’m Lasgol Eklund, son of Dakon, and you’re going to respect me for it, whether you like it or not. Me and my late father.  
 
    He reached the first of the three stops he had decided to make as soon as he arrived in the village. He dismounted and tethered Trotter to a tree beside the small house. He took a good look at it. The roof was in a very bad state; it needed repair; a great deal of it. The rest of the structure was as bad as it had been the year before. He knocked hard on the door. It was too early for his tenant to be awake, particularly if he had been enjoying Nocean wine the night before, something he was very happy to do. 
 
    Lasgol turned toward his right shoulder where Camu was resting. 
 
    “Don’t show yourself unless we’re alone,” he told him without much hope. “It would mean real trouble.” The little creature was enjoying the journey so much that it was almost impossible to keep him under control. Everything was new and exciting for him. 
 
    Loud noise erupted inside. Someone was bumping into pots and benches. He heard a hoarse shout. 
 
    “All right, all right! Stop hammering on my door!” 
 
    Lasgol waited. He knew it would take a while for the door to open. 
 
    “Who’s that knocking on my door so early? Can’t a man rest in this damned village?” 
 
    Lasgol did not answer. He simply knocked again. 
 
    “By the snow-capped mountains of our country, I’ll cut your ears off if this isn’t a matter of life or death!” 
 
    The door opened at last and a large man looked out. He looked like a bear which has just woken up after a long hibernation. 
 
    “A very good morning to you, sir,” was Lasgol’s greeting.  
 
    The expression on the old soldier’s face was a poem. 
 
    “Las… gol!” he cried, and bent back from the force of the impression. He almost lost the support of his crutch and fell. 
 
    “Hello there, Ulf!” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “But… Lasgol… the Camp… Ranger…” He was so befuddled that his good eye could not stop blinking and he could not manage to finish his sentences. 
 
    “Too much painkiller yesterday?” 
 
    “But… how…what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Yes, of course…” the big Norghanian said. “Do come in.” He moved aside to let Lasgol past. 
 
    The house was just as he remembered it. Except that now untidiness and chaos reigned everywhere. The kitchen was the area most affected. The empty bottles of wine and the wooden plates with leftover food had been piled in an unstable mound. Ulf, for his part, had not changed either. He was still as big and ugly as a mountain beast. The same reddish hair and beard, except that now they were even more unkempt than usual. The empty eye-socket, which he wore uncovered for everyone to see, still gave his face a look that was both fierce and cruel. Lasgol remembered that it had given him more than one nightmare. He smiled; Ulf still had the air of a wild bear from the southern woods. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting company,” Ulf apologized. He picked up some clothes from the common area and tossed them into his room. 
 
    “Perhaps I should’ve announced my arrival…” 
 
    “Nonsense! You’re always welcome in my house. I’ll clean up another day. This winter has been harsh and you know me… cleaning and housework aren’t my thing.” 
 
    Lasgol noticed that his cot did not look as if it was currently in use. “Haven’t you taken on another lad to replace me?”  
 
    “Well… yes, I took three… but the devils ran away after a short time. The last one didn’t even last the whole week. They said they couldn’t stand my bad temper. Me? Bad tempered? Can you believe it!” 
 
    Lasgol had to muffle his mirth. 
 
    “These young Norghanians of today…” he said, knowing the comment would please the big man. 
 
    “Exactly! They don’t make Norghanians the way they used to. These whiners, they take them away from their mother’s skirts and they’re incapable of doing anything other than whine.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and giggled. 
 
    Ulf looked him up and down, then nodded. 
 
    “You look good, boy. I’d say you’ve even grown a bit.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “Must be the physical instruction.” 
 
    “And tell me, how does it feel to be a hero?” 
 
    “Does everybody know?” 
 
    “News travels fast in our frozen kingdom, just as if it was brought in sleighs pulled by hungry wolves.” 
 
    “I feel the same as always,” Lasgol smiled, with a shrug. 
 
    “Is it true that you jumped on the King and saved him from being hit by a murderous arrow?” 
 
    “Yeah… well… you know how they always exaggerate these things… it wasn’t that much…” 
 
    “I’ve heard it was something worth seeing.” 
 
    “It all happened too quickly, I acted on instinct.” 
 
    “Very well done! Like a true Norghanian! I knew you were made of the right stuff for something!” 
 
    “Is that why you took me in as your help?” 
 
    “That and because I needed help!” 
 
    Lasgol laughed 
 
    “Get something hot ready while I finish getting dressed, you know where everything ought to be.” Ulf limped off to his room. 
 
    “An invigorating tisane would do us good,” said Lasgol, who knew it was what was best for Ulf on his hangover mornings. He got down to work, and tidied up the kitchen mess to some extent. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Ulf asked him as he searched for a half-decent tunic, which was not to be found. “I thought you’d be with the Rangers.” 
 
    “We have three weeks off after the end of the first year. It’s like a reward for having passed the year.” 
 
    “So… you passed your first year of instruction.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And you saved the King from an arrow that was meant for him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Ulf smiled. 
 
    “There might just be more in you than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    Lasgol was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t doubt it. Yes sir!” Ulf was still looking for something to put on. “And you’ve come back to this squalid village? Why? I thought you hated it.” 
 
    Lasgol, sighed. “It’s not that I hate it… after all, it’s my home…” 
 
    “What a home! As if they’d all treated you that well,” Ulf said in a voice of deep sarcasm. “I bet you’ve been hugging them and patting their backs, one by one.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t come back to blame anybody for anything.” 
 
    “You haven’t?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “Not even me?” 
 
    “You least of all.” 
 
    Ulf stopped still, something that was very rare in someone who was a force of nature and never stood still for a moment. He looked hard at Lasgol with his good eye, not knowing what to say. He cleared his throat hard. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I was too harsh…” 
 
    Lasgol interrupted him. “Were you any less harsh with your other lads?” 
 
    “By my frozen beard! Of course not!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You treated me the way you treat everybody, not like a pariah. I couldn’t have asked for anything better, or fairer.” 
 
    Ulf nearly lost his balance. 
 
    “But there were moments… maybe I was too hard on you…that’s my nature… you know…” 
 
    “Perhaps. But here I am in one piece, aren’t I?” 
 
    “You’re too good. This old retired soldier tells you so. Your heart’s too soft. That’ll bring you trouble.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “Maybe, but I’d rather be like that than the opposite.” 
 
    Ulf snorted. “Didn’t you learn anything with me? I thought I’d instilled a bit of Norghanian common sense and toughness in you.” 
 
    “A bit of Norghanian soldier, you mean.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely right! A thousand times better than those lettuce-planter peasants who talk to their hens and pigs. And don’t tell me the Rangers are any better, because you won’t make me change my mind.” 
 
    “The Rangers have taught me a useful thing or two.” 
 
    “Bah! The training you’d have got with the infantry would’ve been a thousand times more useful.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the Invincibles of the Ice, and the Royal Guard. They’re even more impressive than what you told me.” 
 
    “See? Old Ulf knows what he’s talking about.” He went over to his weapons in the rack and caressed them with an absent gaze, remembering better times. He pointed at the sword, the long axe and the double-headed axe. “The Rangers didn’t teach you to use these, did they?” 
 
    “No. Those aren’t a Ranger’s weapons.” 
 
    “They’re a true Norghanian’s weapons!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, knowing there was no way to change what Ulf thought. 
 
    The old soldier went over to Lasgol, looking better now. Lasgol handed him the tisane and the two drank in silence. 
 
    “Now everybody knows what happened,” Ulf said suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him. He nodded. “All of them?” 
 
    “The fact that the traitor’s son saved the King’s life isn’t something you can keep a secret. The news has spread all over the realm. I don’t think there’s a single person who hasn’t heard one version or another of what happened. 
 
    “I see,” Lasgol said, and took another sip. 
 
    “It’s also known that your father has been declared innocent by the King, and his honor restored.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “You ought to rub it in, one by one, make them pay for all their insults. I’ll help you willingly! By all the frozen mountains, I’ll do it!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “What would I gain from that?” 
 
    “Satisfaction! They deserve to pay for everything they made you go through!” 
 
    “Hate begets hate…” 
 
    “What sort of nonsense is that? Is that what the bloody Rangers taught you?” 
 
    “No, my father, Dakon, taught it me.” 
 
    The big man leaned his head back and passed his arm over his bad eye; he was uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m not here for revenge… and don’t think that I wouldn’t like to do what you’re saying, because part of me wants to. But there’s another part that knows I’d get nothing but more trouble. No, I’ll swallow my urge to yell at everyone in their faces about how unfair and despicable they were to me.” 
 
    Ulf let out a string of curses. 
 
    “But I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “If you change your mind, just say the word,” Ulf said, and raised his fist as if he were going to hit someone. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “So tell me, now that you’ve cleared your father’s name, which is the reason you joined the Rangers, and don’t say that wasn’t it, because I know it was, you can’t fool me. What are you going to do? Have you come back to stay? Or are you visiting and then going back to the Rangers?” 
 
    Lasgol heaved a long sigh. “That’s something I’ve thought about a lot. You’re right, I joined the Rangers with the sole intention of clearing my father’s name, and now I’ve done that there’s no reason for me to stay. But…” 
 
    “But? You know I hate buts.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It turns out that I’ve found a home among the Rangers. More than that, I found a family. The one I lost and don’t have any more…” 
 
    “Family?” 
 
    “Yes. My comrades, they’ve become my family. And the Rangers themselves, they made it so hard for me when I joined them, they’re my home now. That’s how I feel.” 
 
    Ulf shook his head. “I still believe you’d have a better shot in the army, more so now you’re a hero of the realm.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I want to go on with the Rangers. I still have a lot to prove, both to them and to my comrades…” 
 
    “I understand you’ve had difficulties…” 
 
    “Yes, and it hasn’t been easy at all. I want to prove to my comrades that I’m worthy of their friendship and to the Rangers that I deserve to become one of them. I know it’ll be difficult. I’ve got three more years ahead of me, very complicated ones, but something inside me is pushing me on. I want to become a Ranger, just like my father was.” 
 
    The grumpy old soldier nodded several times. “There’s nothing wrong in that. More so, knowing that you’re following in your father’s footsteps. I won’t insist on the army again.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ulf, I know you do it for my own good.” 
 
    Ulf sighed. “I want you to know that I always thought that business about your father was very strange. I knew him, and I think I’m a pretty good judge of character. It wasn’t typical of Dakon, what they say he did.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ulf. It wasn’t him, he was under Darthor’s spell.” 
 
    “Under a spell?” 
 
    “Controlled by him. Darthor can control people so they do his will.” 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the north! That’s dirty black magic!” 
 
    “Yes. He marks people with runes of power, then through those he controls them so they carry out his wishes.” 
 
    “There’s not many things I hate more than that treacherous magic.” 
 
    “You, and practically the whole world,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me there aren’t perfectly good reasons for it, look what it did to your father.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right… but…” 
 
    “But? There are no buts!” 
 
    Hearing Ulf’s favorite expression, Lasgol had to hide a smile. 
 
    “I don’t think magic is bad in itself, it’s a question of who uses it and whether he does it for good or evil.” 
 
    “More damned Ranger nonsense! All magic is bad! What on earth are they teaching you there?” 
 
    “So what about the Ice Mages of King Uthar, then?” 
 
    Ulf did not know how to reply to that. “Well… they’re the King’s mages… that’s different.” 
 
    “No, it’s not really so different. It’s the person who uses the magic that counts, not the magic in itself. That’s what my father taught me…” 
 
    “Maybe… I only know that where there’s steel, magic goes away.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “As any good Norghanian soldier would say.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Ulf downed the rest of his tea at a gulp as if it were beer. 
 
    Lasgol was feeling good in the company of his old master. He had been tough with him, unfair on many occasions, but honest. There was no malice in Ulf, only a temper like a blizzard. Lasgol realized that he had missed the old man. That deep down, he cared for him. 
 
    “So tell me then, why did you come? It couldn’t be to visit this retired old soldier with his bad habits and worse temper…” 
 
    “I’ve come to claim my father’s possessions. The King has restored all his wealth and lands to him, and in gratitude he’s granted me a sizeable sum of money.” 
 
    “Well, look at the little guy! You’re going to be the most famous person in this village, and the richest! We have to celebrate this with a round at the inn!” 
 
    “Maybe later, Ulf. First I want to get my father’s house back.” 
 
    “This is going to be fun!” 
 
    “Will you come with me?” 
 
    “Will I come ...? I wouldn’t miss this for anything in the world!” 
 
    “All right, then, let’s go.” 
 
    “Take my sword.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in puzzlement. “We won’t need it, will we?” he said with some apprehension. 
 
    “Hah! That remains to be seen. You take it, just in case.” 
 
    Lasgol did as he was told, and they left the house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They arrived at the main square of the village. It was very busy, with barely room for a single extra soul. Lasgol gazed at the crowd in puzzlement; he had not expected so many people, The square did not usually look like this at mid-morning. Most of the people would normally have been at their work. 
 
    “It’s market day,” Ulf said with a smile of satisfaction. He stood up to his full height, leaning on his staff, so that everyone would notice him. 
 
    Lasgol understood. The farmers and miners of the area made good use of market day to stock up on food and tools for the week. He would have preferred it to be a normal day with the square half-empty, as it usually was; but his luck was against him. 
 
    As they moved on across the square in the direction of the chief’s house, conversation died away. Faces turned and eyes were fixed on Lasgol. Faces which showed great surprise, rapidly turning to shame, which they tried to hide by hurriedly looking away. 
 
    Ulf decided to cross the square through the center, between all the stalls of merchandise. Not only was he not going to let Lasgol’s visit go unnoticed, he was going to make sure that every single one in that village felt ashamed and uneasy, which they all deserved. As they went past, the murmurs of amazement grew louder. He stopped in the center of the square and began to glare defiantly at the people. Beside him, Lasgol sighed. 
 
    “What’s the matter, have you never seen a hero?” 
 
    Lasgol went red and hid under his cloak. He wanted to pass unnoticed. 
 
    “Take a good look at him! This is Lasgol Eklund, who used to be my lad, the one you treated as if he were a mangy dog!” He pointed to Lasgol, speaking so loudly his words could be heard all across the square. 
 
    “Ulf… there’s no need…” Lasgol whispered, hoping the situation would not become even more uncomfortable for everybody. 
 
    “Nonsense! They deserve it, the callous halfwits!” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. The people, ashamed and uneasy, were trying to go on with their shopping, pretending they could not see them. 
 
    “A Norghanian hero is visiting us. Take a good look at him, because you treated him like trash for years.” 
 
    “Ulf…” 
 
    “Today we’re honored by Lasgol Eklund, son of Dakon. He’s a hero of the realm! The King’s savior! Shame on all of you, and apologize to him like the pile of cow manure you all are.” 
 
    “Please… Ulf… stop it.” 
 
    Ulf snorted. “All right. Because you’re asking me. If it were up to me, I’d bury them all in snow up to their necks and leave them like that for a whole day.” 
 
    “Have you got that off your chest now?” came the voice of Gondar Vollan, the village Chief. 
 
    They turned and saw him coming toward them, followed by his assistant Limus Wolff. 
 
    “I’ve only just started.” 
 
    Gondar stared at Lasgol for a long moment. He had always found the Chief impressive; he was as big as Ulf although considerably younger. A born Norghanian warrior. 
 
    “Thank goodness the boy has the common sense you seem to lack. We’re in the middle of the market, telling off the whole village isn’t the most sensible thing to do today.” 
 
    “And when have I ever done anything sensible?” 
 
    “Never…” 
 
    “Then, by all the frozen Golems, I’m not starting today!” 
 
    “As Chief, I have to keep the peace in the village… so stop yelling at everybody.” 
 
    “I’ll stop telling them a fistful of truths they deserve to hear, but not because you say so, because the boy’s asked me to.” 
 
    “Fine, but stop making a fuss. Let’s have a peaceful day.” 
 
    “If it were up to me, we wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it!” 
 
    Limus wagged his finger at Ulf “A fuss on market day is very bad for the village economy,” he said in his thin, almost feminine, voice. Limus was a small man with a face like a mouse, and was said by everyone to be very clever. He oversaw all the village administration and logistics. 
 
    “Limus, don’t wag your finger at me or I’ll bite it off.” 
 
    Gondar’s assistant withdrew his hand at once and hid behind his boss. 
 
    Gondar snorted. “I see you’re in an excellent mood today,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you, if your lad came back as a national hero?” 
 
    “Well yes, I would.” 
 
    “And wouldn’t you hand out a few expressions of goodwill among the neighbors who were so good to him?” 
 
    “I understand your reasons, but let’s have a peaceful day.” 
 
    “So we will. And let me remind you, and the one hiding behind you, that you owe the boy an apology too.” 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. Ulf had just challenged Gondar. Nobody challenged Gondar. The Chief’s face turned sour, his gaze darkened. The people around them and at the nearest stalls watched them and whispered. 
 
    Gondar noticed this. “Be careful with what you say, Ulf. I’m the Chief, and nobody tells me what to do.” 
 
    The two huge Norghanians exchanged intense glares, like two big wild bears, one young and the other old and scarred, about to get into a brawl. 
 
    “Let’s calm down…” Limus said in a conciliatory voice, trying to smooth things out. 
 
    “There’s really no need, honestly,” Lasgol put in. 
 
    Gondar turned to him. He looked at him carefully, as if he were studying him. 
 
    “Yes, there is,” the Chief said. 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled. 
 
    “You’re a hero, you saved King Uthar’s life, and we…the whole village” – he waved his arm around them – “we treated you very badly. For that I apologize, on my own behalf and on behalf of this village of which I am the highest authority.” 
 
    Ulf relaxed, and a slight smile of satisfaction appeared in his old soldier’s face. 
 
    “Thank you…” said Lasgol, who would not have expected the acknowledgment in a thousand years. 
 
    Everybody in the square looked at one another and murmured. 
 
    “It has to be pointed out that there are different moments in time as well as opposite views,” Limus said, trying to excuse his boss in front of the villagers. “Let’s remember that Dakon had been condemned as a traitor.”  
 
    “Even so,” Gondar said, “it wasn’t the boy’s fault, and we treated him like a pariah. Nothing like that will ever happen again, not while I’m Chief.” 
 
    “That’s the way to talk!” Ulf cried. 
 
    Lasgol was touched. “Thanks, Chief Gondar.” 
 
    “Well, go on with your chores! And let’s honor our visiting hero!” Gondar said to all the on-lookers. 
 
    The crowd turned back to their shopping, conversations and dealings between neighbors. 
 
    Gondar was about to leave, but Lasgol stopped him. 
 
    “Chief… there is one thing…” 
 
    “Tell me, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Lasgol reached for the old traveling bag at his back. He opened it and took out a scroll bearing the royal seal. 
 
    “I’m supposed to give you this.” 
 
    The Chief saw the seal, recognized it and passed the scroll to Limus, who opened it and read it carefully: 
 
      
 
    By royal decree, all the honors, titles, properties and other belongings of Dakon Eklund, First Ranger of the Kingdom of Norghana, are hereby to be restored to him immediately. 
 
      
 
    Signed: 
 
    Uthar Haugen King of Norghana. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting…” Limus commented. 
 
    “What does it say?” Gondar asked. 
 
    “All of Dakon’s goods, titles and properties must be reinstated. As his son here is his only family, they’ll have to be returned to him.” 
 
    “Frozen manure!” complained Gondar. He stamped his foot. “That’s going to be a problem…” 
 
    Ulf, who already knew this, smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “It’s a royal decree. It’s uncontestable and not subject to appeal,” Limus stated. 
 
    Gondar snorted. “I see that in the end you’re going to have the brawl you wanted.” 
 
    The old soldier shrugged. The smile never left his face. 
 
    “Limus, go and fetch my deputies. Tell them to come here.” 
 
    “Very well, sir.” 
 
    Gondar turned to Ulf and Lasgol. 
 
    “I’ll do the talking and I alone,” he said with his hand on the pommel of his sword. “I don’t want any bloodshed today. Understood?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Ulf, still smiling, looking as though he had never so much as broken an egg. 
 
    Gondar shook his head and snorted again. The Chief’s men did not take long to appear. They were six tough men, chosen by Gondar to help him keep the peace in the village and protect it from bandits and the like. In a small village like Skad there was no need for anything more. They came armed with spears and round shields of reinforced wood. One of them was also carrying the Chief’s spear and shield and he handed them to him. 
 
    Gondar made a sign to Lasgol. “You stay beside me. Ulf, you stay behind, and don’t you dare provoke them or you’ll have me to deal with.” 
 
    “All right…” the old soldier grumbled. His face showed that he was not very pleased with the order. 
 
    With determined step, while the locals watched with great interest, they made their way to the Eklund estate, the home where Lasgol had grown up and which he had been kicked out of. It was the biggest estate in the village, so that it was hard to miss. They stopped when they came to the gate in the stone wall which surrounded the house and much of the property. It was a high steel gate topped with spear-heads to stop anyone climbing over it. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine at the sight of his old home, a long building made of stone and wood in the Norghanian style. All of a sudden, memories came flooding into his mind. They bombarded him and awoke feelings in him of well-being, longing, loss… He remembered his father, his mother in the distance, the good times with them, the bad ones when she had disappeared from his life… and his father’s death… the betrayal… the people’s hatred… all at the same time. His eyes moistened. To distract his mind and avoid bursting into tears, he focused his attention on the building. It was the largest house in the village, and was perfectly maintained. This was because it was now occupied by Osvald, whose nickname was “The Whip”, second cousin of Count Malason, lord of that county, who had given him the house and all of Dakon’s lands. 
 
    “What’s up?” one of Osvald’s guards asked from behind the gate when he saw them arrive. Lasgol noticed that they were armed with spears and round shields. They wore the badge of Count Malason. 
 
    “Call your master,” Gondar ordered without explanation. 
 
    The two guards exchanged glances, then looked at Gondar’s half-dozen men and decided to comply. One of them went to find their master, while the other one watched the group, very tensely. 
 
    Osvald the Whip did not take long to appear. “Chief Gondar, what’s the meaning of all this?” he asked as he came down to the gate. At the sight of Lasgol he stopped. His face darkened. He whispered something to the guard with him, and the man turned and went back to the house at a run. 
 
    “We must talk,” Gondar said solemnly. “Official business.”  
 
    Osvald came to the gate, but did not open it. “About what?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to let us in?” Gondar asked, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    Osvald pointed at Lasgol. “Not with him here.” 
 
    “That’s hardly courteous,” Limus said. 
 
    Osvald shrugged. His face clearly showed he did not care. 
 
    “Open the gate. I’m the Village Chief.” 
 
    “I only answer to Count Malason. Whoever the village chief may be makes no difference.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say, in this village I’m the law and nobody’s above it, no matter who he serves.” Gondar warned him. 
 
    “Maybe,” Osvald said with a self-satisfied smirk, “but in this county Malason is the law and you owe him allegiance.” 
 
    Limus showed him the scroll. “We have a royal decree. You must open the gate, accept it and do as it says.” 
 
    Osvald saw the guard he had sent back to the house coming to stand beside him and nod. He had brought four other guards with him. “The only thing I’m going to do is wait for the Count,” he said. “I’ve sent a carrier pigeon. He won’t be long”  
 
    Gondar looked at Ulf, who put his hand on his sword and nodded to him to show he was ready to fight. 
 
    “You know that if you refuse, you force me to act,” Chief Gondar said. He glanced aside at the large group of villagers who had come to see what was going on. “Nobody can question my authority.” 
 
    “It’ll be by force, and you’ll have to justify it to the Count,” Osvald warned him. 
 
    More villagers were coming from the square. The news had spread. 
 
    “By royal decree, you must hand over the estate and all his possessions to Lasgol Eklund, son of Dakon, here present,” Gondar said in a loud voice so that everybody would be able to hear. 
 
    “In your dreams!” Osvald replied, and locked the gate. 
 
    More people were coming to look. At the Chief’s words, the murmurs became muffled sighs. They could see confrontation looming. 
 
    Gondar sighed. “You’ve been warned.” 
 
    “And you’ve had your answer.” 
 
    The Chief turned round and whispered something to Limus. 
 
    “Right away.” was his reply, and he ran off. 
 
    Lasgol stepped back to stand beside Ulf. “There isn’t going to be any bloodshed, is there?” he asked. It sounded more like a wish than a question. 
 
    “Gondar can’t leave it like this. He’s the Chief and he’s been disobeyed in his village. It’s a question of honor now. And a true Norghanian never lets any insult to his honor pass.” 
 
    “But there’s no need for it.” 
 
    “Gondar and I don’t always agree, but he’s a true Norghanian. You can be sure of that. He won’t leave things like this. I respect him for that.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He had no desire to cause trouble. He only wanted to be given what was his by right. But without confrontations. 
 
    “Chief, sir,” he begged Gondar, “there’s no need… we can come another day…”  
 
    The huge Norghanian glared at him sourly and crossed his arms over his broad chest. 
 
    “Nobody shuts the door on me in my village. I’ll get them out of here right now. In pieces if they resist.” 
 
    They waited for a while as more and more people joined them. The whole village was now assembled, and the incessant muffled voices sounded like the whispering of the cold wind of that region. Limus arrived together with Ulmas the ox breeder, who was followed by two of his best animals. 
 
    “Chief,” Ulmas said, and nodded. 
 
    Gondar nodded back. 
 
    “Here they are, as you asked. What do we have to do?”  
 
    The Chief whispered something to Ulmas, who nodded. 
 
    Before Osvald realized what was happening, Gondar gave an order and advanced with his men to the gate, forming a line, shield to shield and spears to the front. Startled by the attack, the guards on the other side of the gate stepped back and stood there defensively. Gondar took advantage of the moment’s confusion. Ulmas passed a long chain to the Chief, who hooked it on to the gate. 
 
    Osvald realized what Gondar was planning to do. 
 
    “Defend the gate!” he ordered his men. 
 
    It was too late. Gondar raised his arm and Ulmas urged on his enormous oxen. At the third tug the gate was torn out of the wall and dragged down the street by the two animals. 
 
    “Don’t let them in!” yelled Osvald. 
 
    Gondar drew his sword and stormed in with his shield in front of him. His men followed. Ulf drew his own sword and limped forward to join Gondar. Osvald’s guards faced up to them. 
 
    Lasgol watched the fight, not knowing what to do. He wanted to help Ulf and Gondar, but he knew he ought not to intervene. 
 
    Gondar’s men fought impetuously rather than skillfully, but that was not the case with Gondar and Ulf. The Chief disarmed a guard and hit him on the face with the shield. The man fell down unconscious, with a broken nose. Ulf was fighting Osvald. 
 
    “You bloody cripple!” Osvald was shouting. “I’m going to split you in two!”  
 
    “Here’s an old soldier who’s going to teach you a lesson!” Ulf retorted, and pointed at him with his sword. 
 
    Osvald attacked swiftly, dancing around Ulf to make the most of the advantage his mobility gave him over the crippled soldier. But Ulf managed fantastically well, with sword in one hand and staff in the other. He blocked all the attacks of Osvald’s sword with relative ease, like a cat playing with a mouse. 
 
    “You bloody old man!” Osvald said furiously, and launched a furious stroke at his stomach. Ulf’s sword deflected the blow skillfully. 
 
    Lasgol glimpsed a metallic flash behind Osvald. “Look out, Ulf, he has a dagger!” he cried as the man reached behind his back and drew the weapon. 
 
    “Shut up, you brat!” Osvald growled. 
 
    “Thanks. He did it from my blind side. I didn’t see it.” 
 
    Osvald delivered a stroke to the neck, followed by one to the stomach. Ulf deflected the sword, and with a twist of his wrist sent it flying out of his opponent’s hand. But the dagger was aimed at his stomach. With a sharp movement, the old soldier blocked it with his staff, using it as a second weapon. Osvald cursed and prepared to strike with his dagger. Ulf, in a surprise movement, leaned his weight on his good leg and delivered a tremendous blow with his staff to his opponent’s face. With his nose broken, Osvald fell to the ground, bleeding from the nose and mouth. 
 
    Gondar and his men overcame the last guard and the fighting came to an end. The people cheered and applauded what the Chief and his men had accomplished.  
 
    “You should’ve left it to me,” Gondar said to Ulf. 
 
    “What, and miss all the fun? No chance!” 
 
    “It’s me he insulted.” 
 
    “I know, but I also know you’re more worried about your men. I knew you’d much rather fight alongside them and make sure nothing happened to them than show off in front of that moron.” He hit Osvald on the head with his staff again so that he would not get up from the ground. 
 
    The Chief nodded. “You’re right. Luckily there weren’t any serious injuries.” He looked at his men. “A couple of cuts and bruises. Nothing serious. That lot are much worse. One dead and one wounded. We need to call the healer.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” came a voice from outside. 
 
    Gondar and Ulf went out with Lasgol. 
 
    Count Malason had arrived with thirty or so of his men. They were riding handsome northern horses, strong and long-haired. 
 
    “I brought my surgeon in case he was needed. I see he is. He’ll take charge.” 
 
    “Thanks, my lord,” Gondar said, and went down on one knee. All the villagers followed his example. Ulf leaned on Lasgol and managed something like a bow. 
 
    “All of you stand up,” the Count said as the surgeon dismounted to tend to the wounded. “What’s been happening here?” 
 
    Osvald got to his feet. “They want to steal my estate! The estate you granted to me, cousin.” 
 
    “Is that true, Chief… Gondar is your name, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Gondar, my lord, and no, it’s not true.” 
 
    Osvald showed the Count his face, with nose and lip split. “They came armed to throw me out! They’ve shed my blood! Your blood!” 
 
    The Count nodded and sat up erect in his saddle. “This is a very serious accusation,” he said. “I cannot allow anyone to shed my blood… Osvald is my cousin, after all… and his regrettable appearance is evidence of what has transpired here.” 
 
    When they heard their lord, a dozen of his men rode forward to surround Gondar, Ulf and Lasgol. Another dozen surrounded Gondar’s men. Lasgol noticed that Gondar and Ulf were growing tense. He felt his stomach contract. 
 
    “Now you’ll pay for this!” Osvald said, raising his clenched fist. 
 
    “My lord, if you’ll allow me,” said Limus suddenly. The assistant came up to the Count and showed him the royal scroll. 
 
    “What’s this?” the Count asked from the saddle with a look of distrust. 
 
    Osvald did his best to make light of it. “It’s nothing,” he said. 
 
    “It’s a royal decree, my lord, it concerns this situation,” Limus said, and offered it to him with a bow. 
 
    The Count hesitated one moment, but seemed to recognize the royal seal. He took it, opened it and for a long moment read it. 
 
    “Dakon is dead. Is his heir here?” 
 
    Limus turned and indicated Lasgol. 
 
    “Lasgol is Dakon’s son, my lord.” 
 
    “Come closer, boy.” 
 
    Lasgol did as he was told. 
 
    “Do you remember me?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord…” Lasgol had a vague recollection of the Count, of having visited him with his father. 
 
    “It’s been a long time. You’ve grown a lot. You have your father’s build, but your mother’s face and eyes.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. 
 
    “There was a time when your father and I were friends. I seem to remember that you visited my castle with him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It was a memorable visit.” 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “I did, very much. So did my father.” 
 
    “Then what happened… happened… and our friendship came to an end. These are the inexplicable things of life. I must say that I was never fully convinced by what Uthar said had happened with your father. Now it all makes sense. From what my sources have told me, and what has come from the court in Norghana, it was Darthor who was responsible for what happened. Is it true that he can dominate people?” he asked Lasgol with sudden interest. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “That’s something very dangerous… for us… You wouldn’t happen to be the Ranger who saved Uthar’s life?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “And because of that, this decree… I see.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence. Everybody was watching the Count, who seemed to be debating the question in his mind. Finally he gave judgment. 
 
    “Uthar and I have our differences, but he is the King, and as long as that is the case, his word is law. A royal decree cannot be contradicted. The estate, together with all the properties and titles that belonged to your father, is yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Lasgol said. He was puzzled by the Count’s comment. He had always thought that everybody in the realm was for the King, but considering what Egil had told him about his own father and what Count Malason had just said, it did not seem to be so. 
 
    “But cousin, “Osvald protested, “what about the insult to my person? It can’t be ignored!”  
 
    “You refused to obey a royal decree. You’re lucky to still be alive. I’ll consider your face punishment enough. As for you, Chief Gondar, you did the right thing. The King’s law must always be obeyed.” 
 
    Count Malason turned to the onlookers. “Remember, all of you, that the law is always to be obeyed. I will come back in a week with orders to recruit. King Uthar needs all able people in order to fight against Darthor’s forces. If any of you should think of refusing or trying to escape, know that you will be hanged from the nearest tree. By Uthar’s decree and my hand as executor.” 
 
    He gave the order to his men, and they left. Osvald mounted and left with him. 
 
    Ulf whispered to Lasgol: “This is getting more and more interesting.” 
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    Lasgol duly got his home back. For three days he did nothing but clean and try to put the big house into some kind of order. On the fourth day, though, overcome by a sense of longing, he reorganized it all over again in an attempt to leave it the way he remembered it. He could hardly believe he was back there. 
 
    Thousands of thoughts flooded him, deep and well-rooted. All the many good moments he had spent in that house. The kitchen brought back so many good memories, particularly of Olga, his father’s lifelong servant, a great woman, getting on in years, who had practically raised him in the absence of his parents. The living room with its stone fireplace and his father’s study reminded him so much of his father… The library, on the other hand, reminded him of his mother Mayra, filled him with a sense of peace and serenity. He barely remembered anything of his mother, who had died when he was very little, but he knew that this had been her favorite room and that it was where she had read him countless tales and stories. Just going into the room, he relaxed. 
 
    The house was a very large one. It had three huge floors, plus a cellar. At the back was a shed for wood and tools. A little further away was a small stable which could hold four horses, and here Trotter was resting. Camu enjoyed running around and jumping from one side to another. He was getting bouncier and more restless, and never stopped exploring both the house and the adjacent fields. Lasgol had forbidden him to leave the limits of the estate, and to pester Trotter, which was something Camu loved to do. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Lasgol used his Gift to tell Camu to hide. Luckily the creature always obeyed when he used the Gift; the spoken word was a different story. Half the time he ignored him completely and did as he pleased. Lasgol loved Camu’s restless, playful spirit, even though he would never let him know it, since that would give him more reasons to disobey than those he already had. 
 
    He went downstairs and opened the door.  
 
    “Good morning, Master Lasgol,” said Limus, very courteously and with a smile. 
 
    How things change, Lasgol thought, remembering how the Chief’s assistant used to treat him. “Good morning, Master Limus,” he replied, equally courteously. 
 
    Limus smiled. “Oh, you needn’t “master” me. I’m just Chief Gondar’s assistant. I’m nobody of importance.” 
 
    “You’re the one who carries out all the village business. You seem important to me.” 
 
    “What a pleasant surprise, someone who appreciates my work. Not like most of the villagers, who think everything gets done by itself, then when there’s trouble, come running to me with complaints.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve brought some documents I need you to sign and then everything will be in your name. This way you won’t have any more trouble.” 
 
    “Please come in.” 
 
    Lasgol showed him to the big table in the middle of the common area, near the stone fireplace. They sat down, and Lasgol signed the papers. He was filled with a feeling of respect and relief. He felt he was inheriting not only his father’s properties but also regaining his good name. 
 
    “Fine. That’s done, then,” Limus said. He put the documents away. 
 
    “And the other matter we talked about?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Three village women who are interested in the position will call to see you this afternoon.” 
 
    “Have you explained that it’s about being my housekeeper and looking after the house while I’m away? The second thing is the most important. I’ll be away all this year, several years in fact, training as a Ranger. I won’t be coming to the estate very often.” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry, they know. I’ve chosen the most qualified ones myself. Dozens of candidates for the position I announced came forward, but there were a few weeds among them. I took the liberty of making a pre-selection.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks…” 
 
    “Not at all. I didn’t behave properly to you back then. I need to amend my behavior and try to make up for my error.” 
 
    “It really isn’t necessary…” 
 
    “Even so, allow me to do anything I can for you, to compensate for the insult. Besides, now you’re a very significant person in our small but beloved village of Skad. A hero of the realm, no less, and with the biggest estate in the village. I must treat you as you deserve.” Limus gave him another welcoming smile. 
 
    “All right, then,” Lasgol said with a shrug, and smiled faintly back. 
 
    Limus gave a small bow and left. 
 
    It was early afternoon when the three candidates for housekeeper arrived at the house. Lasgol was a little nervous. He had never done anything like this before; how would he know which of the three was the most suitable? He would have to let his instincts guide him. He made sure Camu was hiding and begged him not to destroy anything while the women were there. He was not altogether convinced that the creature would do as he was told. 
 
    He came out to meet them and invited them to come in and sit by the fireplace. He could not offer them anything, not even a tisane, as there was absolutely nothing in the house yet. Every day he went to have his meals with Ulf at the inn and he still had not bought anything for the house. He realized this was exactly why they were here today. 
 
    Looking at them closely he realized that he knew two of them by sight, from the village. He did not remember ever seeing the third one, the youngest, before. He went up with the first candidate to his father’s study on the third floor. He sat down behind the ornate oak table and asked her to sit in front of him. The light came in through a double window behind him, which looked out on a balcony. Its brightness bathed the table and the rest of the room. Lasgol could see Madam Ursula with crystal clarity. She was a middle-aged lady, plump and rosy-cheeked. She had brown eyes and a pleasant face, and wore her hair in a bun. She was the perfect picture of what you might imagine when thinking of a traditional housekeeper. He soon found out that she talked a lot… more than a lot. 
 
    “…and my credentials are impeccable, I’ve worked for several important families in the county, the Lastons, a great family, very large. The master is the foreman in charge of the iron mine, very well connected, his wife, a charming woman, the children, a little naughty but well mannered…” 
 
    Lasgol listened and nodded. All he had done was greet her, and the good woman had launched into telling him about her entire experience over the last twenty years. 
 
    “…the Ostasons, where I was in service for five years, until they moved the Captain to Norghania, the capital. They offered me the chance to go with them, they valued me quite a lot, but of course Norghania is a long way away and I have my own family and friends here in the county. I had to turn down their offer, and besides, I couldn’t leave my late Rufus’s grave, I always take him flowers and talk to him…” 
 
    Lasgol went on nodding and wondered whether Ursula had not killed her poor husband accidentally from a prolonged attack of verbal diarrhea. Viggo’s face, with its malicious smile, appeared in Lasgol’s mind, and he felt sorry for the poor woman, widowed and jobless. He had to rid himself of the idea by blinking furiously. 
 
    “…and I can assure you, young master, you won’t find a better housekeeper who knows her chores and how to manage a house. I remember how the Jules were hesitant about hiring me, and then after one season they couldn’t live without me. I know everything that needs to be done, and most importantly, the best way to do it. After so many years you become an expert in everything to do with cleaning a house, doing the laundry, cooking, buying the best food, or the most economical but without skimping on quality, mending clothes…” 
 
    An involuntary sigh issued from Lasgol’s lips. But Ursula did not seem to notice and went on talking. Interminably. Finally he had to summon up his courage and stop the flow or else night would overtake them, and he still had to see the two other candidates. 
 
    “Thank you, Madam Ursula. I think I’ve got a pretty good idea…” 
 
    “…Oh, but I haven’t told you about all my virtues and graces… I’m honest, just ask anybody…” 
 
    Lasgol tried again. “Yes, yes, I’m sure.”  
 
    “…and a good neighbor, nobody will ever speak ill of me…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” he said and stood up to try to bring this flow to a halt. As there was no way he could, he offered her his hand. “Thank you very much, madam, I’ll bear all your wonderful qualities in mind.” 
 
    “Oh, but there’s more I wanted to tell you,” she said, and took his hand as she got up from her chair. 
 
    Lasgol accompanied her to where the other two candidates were waiting. He dismissed her with a brief “thank you and goodbye”. 
 
    He turned and smiled at the two ladies who were waiting. 
 
    “Who would like to go next?” 
 
    The most stolid of the two stood up with great energy and gave him a slight bow. “I’ll go, I’m Madam Roberta.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. He took a good look at her as he returned her bow. She was not very tall, but on the other hand she was very thin, practically skin and bone. She too was middle-aged, with a stern face and intense grey eyes under a brow which seemed to be permanently frowning. Twin braids hung down her shoulders on either side of her thin neck. 
 
    They went up to the study and sat down at the table. 
 
    “Madam Roberta, please tell me about your experience and why you want the job…” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be brief.” Lasgol had to hold back a cry of delight at hearing this. “Efficiency is my major virtue and my hatred of squandering money is the second. I have a strong hand and a tight fist.” She looked at Lasgol with that sullen gaze to see if he had understood. 
 
    “Tight fist…” 
 
    “I handle money very carefully, as any good housekeeper ought to.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “You see, my young master, I’ve been housekeeper for the Ostofson family since I was very young. Unfortunately, for economic reasons, the family couldn’t retain my services and those of the other servants any longer, and they had no choice but to let us go.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “I’m a housekeeper who doesn’t talk much, works a lot, and never wastes time. They say I’m pure nerves. I call it spirit. It helps me get my duties done in half the time it would take anyone else. I’m no friend of chatter or wasting time. I’ve never been married and haven’t got any children or other family. All my time and energy would be devoted to this estate. After so many years working for the Ostofson family, I believe I’m skilled enough to take over this estate. That’s all.” She nodded energetically, emphasizing the fact that she was finished. 
 
    “Well, that’s fine,” Lasgol said. She was certainly no friend of wasting time. 
 
    He went downstairs with her, weighing up which of the two might be best for him to have looking after the house. One talked too much but seemed a good person, while the other was dry but efficient. 
 
    He turned to look at the third woman. She was considerably younger, perhaps his father’s age, and by her looks she did not fit the part of a housekeeper. Her hair was brown, gathered into one thick, long braid that came down to her waist. Her blue eyes and serene face were looking at him carefully. They shone with a glint of recognition which puzzled him slightly. Judging by her clothing, she was a peasant. 
 
    “Thanks for the opportunity, Master,” she said with a curtsy. “I’m Martha.”  
 
    “Hello, Madam Martha. My name’s Lasgol.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Ah well, of course.” said Lasgol, feeling rather slow-witted. “Shall we go up?” 
 
    She nodded, and they went up to the study. When she sat down Martha looked around the room. 
 
    “Everything’s a bit neglected,” said Lasgol apologetically. “I meant to clean it all… I’m not very good at it…”  
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” she said, and smiled again. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
    “I think it’ll be better if I begin by explaining that I’ve never been a housekeeper,” Martha said candidly. 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol tilted his head. Her comment and her candidness had surprised him. 
 
    “I’m here because I need work. I came back to the village a little while ago. I lost my farm, in the next county, Beriksen. My husband went missing three years ago, and nobody’s ever seen him since. I couldn’t look after the farm properly by myself, so I went back to my aunt’s, my only living relative, and thank heavens she took me in. She spoke to Limus and that’s why I’m here…” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “That’s the way life is, it’s unfair sometimes. But I’m a fighter. I’ll find work and get on.” Her eyes shone with determination. 
 
    “I know Ursula and Roberta are much more skilled. Skad is a small village, we all know each other. The county itself is very small. Everything’s known and everybody knows everybody. Both have a very good reputation and they’re well known. To be honest, either of them would do a great job on this estate. My aunt knows them well and that’s what she’s told me.” 
 
    “I appreciate the honesty,” Lasgol told her, with empathy. 
 
    “But if you give me a chance, master, you won’t regret it. I promise you.” Martha’s voice took on a pleading note. “I’ll work as hard as I did on my farm. Whatever I don’t know I’ll learn in a flash. I’ll be the best housekeeper in the county. I just need a chance. Please.” Her voice was now despairing. 
 
    Lasgol looked at her with a knot in his stomach. She was desperate. As he had been when he had been thrown in the street. When Ulf had taken him in. 
 
    “There, there…” He gestured in an attempt to calm her. 
 
    “I’m sorry…. it’s my nature. I’m a bit impulsive. And the situation I’m in…” 
 
    “I understand you, I’ve been through some pretty bad times myself.” 
 
    “That’s very true. What happened to you was terrible. I never believed Dakon was to blame. I’m really glad everything’s been cleared up.” 
 
    That comment surprised Lasgol. 
 
    “How’s that? They all thought he was guilty.” 
 
    “Not everyone. Those of us who knew him didn’t think so.” 
 
    Lasgol tensed. “Did you know my father?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, master.” 
 
    “How? When?” 
 
    “Years ago, when we were younger.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “In fact I knew you too.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. You won’t remember because you were very little. But you and I played a lot in this house many years ago.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He did not remember her at all. 
 
    “I spent many good times here,” she said, looking around. “It’s one of the reasons why I’d love to work here and not anywhere else.” 
 
    “If you knew my father and you played with me when I was little, then you must have known my mother Mayra…” 
 
    Martha nodded. “I didn’t only know her. We were very good friends. The best of friends. That’s how I knew your father and I know you, because of your mother. We grew up together in this village. We’d known each other ever since we learned to walk. We were inseparable. Well, until we got married.” She smiled. “Then I moved to Beriksen county with my husband, he was from there. Even so, we didn’t lose touch. We used to visit every two seasons to see how we were both getting on.” 
 
    Lasgol was speechless. He could barely remember anything at all of his mother. She was a blurred image in the depths of his memory, and no matter how hard he tried to make it clearer he could not manage to. A mass of questions began to assail him. He barely knew anything about Mayra, just the little his father had told him, and now he realized it was really very little indeed. All Dakon had told him was that she was a wonderful woman whom he loved with all his heart, that what Mayra loved most in this life was her son, himself, and that she had died in a riding accident when he was very little. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to bring up painful memories” Marta said, seeing Lasgol was lost in thought and his face was troubled. 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that… I’m sorry.” 
 
    She nodded and lowered her eyes. “I hope you won’t consider it bold, but I can assure you that Mayra loved both of you deeply. Her “naughty boys” she’d call you.” 
 
    Lasgol felt a pang in his chest and was finding it was hard to breathe. “Thank you,” he said with a long sigh.  
 
    “It’s the truth, her jade-green eyes shone with a special brightness when she was with her boys.” 
 
    “I think that with what you’ve told me that’s enough,” Lasgol said with a smile. “I’ll think it over tonight and make a decision. I’ll tell Limus tomorrow.” 
 
    Martha nodded. “Thank you for seeing me.”  
 
    Lasgol took her to the door. They said goodbye and he was left lost in thought as he watched her leave. How little I know about my mother. About her life, about our life. My father didn’t tell me anything. Why? If he loved us so much, why didn’t he ever talk about her? Come to think of it, he never did. I don’t understand. He only gave me brief answers and I know he didn’t feel comfortable about it. Maybe it was just the pain he felt about her death. He was so unhappy about it that in the end I stopped asking about her. He had not thought about all these things for a long time. He had been so busy surviving his personal situation that he had not stopped to analyze the past. Perhaps now, in this house, which brought back so many memories, it would be a good time to reflect. There was something in his father’s attitude that did not add up. 
 
    Suddenly he felt Camu climbing up his leg. He was gaining weight, and now he could feel the little animal when he moved all over him. He was no longer the imperceptible little creature he used to be, he was as long as Lasgol’s forearm, and he was beginning to weigh heavily. The creature climbed on to his shoulder and coiled his long tail around his neck, then became visible and licked his cheek. 
 
    “Camu!” he scolded the little animal. “Someone might see you!” He closed the door quickly. 
 
    The creature gave a shriek and licked him again. 
 
    “You’re impossible,” Lasgol snorted. He half-closed his eyes and wagged a finger at him. “I’m going to have to punish you so that you behave.”  
 
    Camu opened his bulging eyes and stayed still. 
 
    “You understood me?” Lasgol was surprised, and tilted his head to one side. 
 
    The creature licked him again and began to do the characteristic dance he did when he was happy, flexing his legs in place. 
 
     “No, I see you haven’t.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He needed to learn to dominate the creature, or else sooner or later they would get into deep trouble. If anybody should see him… but Camu only obeyed when he used the Gift. He remembered his father’s words: To develop the Gift you need to practice every day. It’s something alive within you. If you don’t exercise it, if you don’t look after it, it’ll die and you’ll lose it. After his father’s death he had decided to do precisely that: let it die. He just wanted to be normal, like everybody else. He had too many problems already without adding the hatred and rejection that anyone with the Gift suffered. But the bear’s attack and everything that had happened at the Camp had forced him to use it again. If he had not done so he would have died: he and some of his teammates. 
 
    While he mulled over what had happened, he went up absent-mindedly to the second floor, to the library. He surveyed the room, with its lining of books. The four walls were covered in books of all kinds, from floor to ceiling. There were two comfortable armchairs in front of the window, where his parents used to read. The thick woolen carpet was where he had played as a child. It was curious how he remembered those details and yet other much more important ones, like his mother’s face, had been erased. He drew a finger along the line of books by the balcony beside his father’s armchair and stopped at one with golden covers. He took it out and read the title: 
 
    Principles of the Gift, by Mirkos the Erudite. 
 
    It was the reference book on the Gift which his father had managed to get hold of with a great deal of effort and in secret. According to what he had told Lasgol he had picked it up in the Kingdom of Rogdon, from a mage of King Solin’s, who was one of the few scholars to have written about his knowledge in books that he used for teaching his apprentices. King Uthar’s Mages of the Ice had a codex too, but they did not let anyone outside the Brotherhood of the Ice study it. 
 
    He sat down in the big armchair and went over passages of that book he knew so well. He and his father had spent a great deal of time studying it, trying to understand the arcane principles. As they were general principles about the Gift, they did not describe how to gain specific skills or how to use specific types of magic. Instead they discussed how to deal with the Gift and begin to develop it toward that goal without letting it die in the person. After this he and his father had spent still more time developing the Gift and creating skills that Lasgol could use. This had been a long and arduous process. It could only be achieved by trial and error, and in most cases it was the latter. 
 
    And with effort and dedication he had managed to develop some extraordinary skills, such as those of Cat-like Reflexes, Improved Agility, Hawk’s Eye and other lesser ones. He snorted. He had never understood why he, of all Norghanians, had been blessed with the Gift. He was nobody important, the son of a Ranger, who until recently had been hated by everyone. To Lasgol the Gift was something incredible and valuable which he considered the Gods had wasted on him. Well, not the Gods, since according to Mirkos’ Principles the Gift was inherited, transmitted by blood from parents to children, although it did not always manifest itself in every generation. His mother and father lacked it, and hence Lasgol believed some ancestor of his must have possessed it, but he did not know who. Whatever the truth of the matter, his Gift should have been granted to a Healer so that she could help the needy, or to an Ice Mage so that he could defend the realm against enemies like Darthor, and not to himself, someone worthless. 
 
    Absorbed as he was in his thoughts, Camu’s shriek caught him so much by surprise that he gave a sudden start in his armchair. He stood up with his heart in his mouth and went out of the library. Camu shrieked again, a high-pitched warning of danger. It was coming from upstairs. Lasgol ran up to the third floor. He did not know where Camu was, but he was sure something bad was happening. He used his Gift, concentrated and tried to find him. A golden flash made him look toward the end of the corridor. Camu was hanging upside-down from the trapdoor which gave access to the attic. He was stiff, and his tail was pointing to the trapdoor. 
 
    Camu flashed and shrieked again, 
 
    That could only mean one thing: he had detected magic! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Warily, Lasgol crept up to Camu. 
 
    “Stay still, don’t make any noise,” he whispered. “I’m going for my weapons.”  
 
    He ran to his room like a gazelle. On his bed was his traveling bag. He searched inside and brought out his Ranger’s knife and the short axe they had been given as proof that they had passed their first year’s instruction. The images of his comrades came to his mind: the Snow Panthers, Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Egil and Viggo, assembling in front of the cabin and Master Instructor Oden officially handing them their weapons. He had felt a strange sensation, a mixture of pride, comradeship and suffering. He would treasure it forever. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it of memories and focus on the problem at hand. Clasping his weapons, he went back to Camu, who was still frozen in position, hanging upside-down from the trapdoor. Lasgol stretched his arm up but could not reach the lock. It was six feet up. How did they open it so that they could climb up there? He had never been up there himself, as far as he could remember. His father had forbidden him to when he was little, though he had no idea why. He turned around, and by the dresser at the end of the corridor he caught a glimpse of something long and black. Something metal. He stowed his weapons in his leather belt and went up to it. It turned out to be a rod with a hook on the tip. He looked at the trapdoor and saw a metal ring. 
 
    “Camu, move, I’m going to open it.” 
 
    But Camu did not budge. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He concentrated, closing his eyes, and sought his inner energy. He found it resting within his chest, forming what he always thought of as a small, peaceful blue pool. He summoned his Gift, then with the use of his energy he called forth the skill which allowed him to communicate with certain animals. Move, Camu, he commanded. A green flash issued from his head; the skill had been applied. 
 
    The creature looked at Lasgol and obeyed. He drew back along the ceiling, freeing the trapdoor. Thank you, little friend. Another green flash indicated that the mental message had been sent to Camu, who flexed his legs, still stuck to the ceiling, hanging upside-down. 
 
    Using the rod, Lasgol hooked the ring and tugged. When he did there was a metallic click and the trapdoor swung down toward the wall under its own weight. As it did so a rope ladder fell and stayed hanging in front of him. 
 
    “Curious…” he said to himself. 
 
    He started to climb the ladder, trying to keep it from swaying too much. He poked his head through the trapdoor and scanned the attic. It was a huge junk-room, under the roof, which took up the entire upper floor of the house. He had come out at one end, but he could not see the far one. Chaos reigned, and everything was covered in dust and spiders’-webs. It was full of sacks, ancient furniture, trunks, clothes, piles of books, shelves stacked with jars, strange objects and all kinds of different things that had been stowed away here for years and then forgotten. There was even an armory containing swords, axes and bows. And even a heavy set of Norghanian armor on a wooden mannequin. 
 
    He stood up slowly, looking carefully around that abandoned world, covered in the dust that the passage of the years accumulates on things. It smelled moldy and musty, and he almost sneezed. He put his hand to his nose to stifle it. 
 
    Camu came to his side, moving his head and tail at the same time. He was uneasy, and this made Lasgol nervous. Something odd was going on up here. He stood up. There was still ample space between his head and the main beam. Norghanian houses had high, steeply-pitched roofs to prevent the snow, which was present most of the year, settling on them and bringing them down with its weight. He grasped knife and axe and moved forward slowly, scanning to either side, very much on the alert. 
 
    There was not much visibility. He found two skylights which admitted the limited light that illuminated the enormous space. Dust went into his nose and he was unable to hold back a sneeze. Wow! Now whatever it is knows I’m here. Not wanting to take any risks, he used his Gift to summon his skill for detecting the presence of people or animals. His body gave out a green glow. He kept his concentration with his eyes shut, while he felt his surroundings. Nothing: he could not sense the presence of any living creature. He was reassured to some extent, though not completely; the fact that he could not sense it did not mean it was not there, His skills were very basic, he still had a lot to learn before they became really powerful and efficient. With time and plenty of training I’ll be able to improve them, he said to himself. His father always encouraged him like that. 
 
    He moved on warily. There were too many objects scattered on the floor. Avoiding them was a complicated business. Camu took a leap and climbed up his back on to his right shoulder, his favorite spot. Lasgol knelt half-way down the enormous attic and concentrated. Time to experiment a little. Maybe I’ll get lucky. He could not manage to see whatever it was Camu had detected. It was not a Mage, obviously, but it might be another, smaller, creature he had no way of glimpsing in all that confusion. 
 
    He concentrated, used his Gift and invoked a new skill he had been working on. During his time in the Camp he had had the chance to study barn owls. Extraordinary birds, with a uniquely sharp sense of hearing. Esben, the Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife, had said there was no bird with better hearing. His knowledge of the characteristics of barn owls, and owls in general, had given him the idea of creating a skill which would allow him to improve his hearing to the levels of these beautiful birds. He had been practicing a lot, but without success. He had not been able to develop the skill, although he was nearly there. Anyway, he tried. And on this occasion, unfortunately, he failed as well. 
 
    He snorted. When some skill failed him, he could feel the energy within him being consumed, but without effect. If he had had unlimited energy he would have gone on trying until he succeeded, but this was far from the case. His “pool of energy”, as he called it, was very limited, and when it ran out he would be left exhausted, so much so that he would collapse on the spot. He could not help it. He needed to sleep in order to regain some of that energy just to be able to stay on his feet. He thought how ridiculous, not to mention lethally dangerous, it would be to use his skills until he had exhausted his energy, then fall unconscious at his enemy’s feet… A very sad, dramatic end. 
 
    He tried again. Nothing. He relaxed completely and closed his eyes to concentrate better, leaving his hearing as the one sense left for him to focus on. A faint sound reached his ears. First as a distant whisper, almost imperceptible. Gradually it became clearer until it was more definite. It was a tick-tock which repeated itself in a cadence. He focused on catching that sound, isolating it from the rest of the world around him as if that world did not exist. There was only darkness and the sound. And at that moment, it happened. A green flash ran through his head and his ears caught the sound with total clarity and force. In his mind there appeared the spot where the object was, three steps away, behind a trunk. He had done it! He had created a new skill! He would call it Owl Hearing. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at the spot. All he could see was an old trunk covered in dust. He went closer. To his surprise, there was nothing behind the trunk. Did I get it wrong? I’d have sworn the sound came from here. That’s odd. Camu leapt from his shoulder to the floor and pointed his tail at the spot Lasgol was staring at. 
 
    “You feel it too?” 
 
    Camu let out a short shriek which he interpreted as a “yes”. 
 
    He crouched down and felt the floor. There was nothing. He concentrated again and the tick-tock sounded in his ears again. But there was nothing there. Nothing on the floor. What about underneath? He used his knife and tried to lift the wood. A piece the length of his palm sprang up as if it were loose. Lasgol put his hand inside the gap and felt until he found something. He brought it out, and it turned out to be a box. He recognized it; it was a design identical to the one which had come with the egg Camu had hatched from. But this one was much smaller. With a touch of apprehension about what it might contain, he opened it. Inside was a ring. 
 
    He studied it under the skylight. It was bluish, metallic, and had a strange inscription in a language he did not know. Camu gave a leap and grasped it in his mouth. 
 
    “Camu, what are you doing?” 
 
    The creature ran away with the ring. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “For goodness’ sake,” he protested, “what do you want it for?”  
 
    Camu shrieked from the other end. 
 
    “Come here, it might be dangerous…” 
 
    Suddenly there came a golden flash over Camu. 
 
    “Camu! Are you all right?” 
 
    The creature bounced back to Lasgol. He had the ring on his tail. He seemed to be unharmed. 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    He showed Lasgol the ring on his tail. 
 
    Lasgol took it off and examined it in his hand. It was magical, there was no doubt about that. 
 
    “What a strange ring. Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    Camu moved his head and tail and began to flex his legs in his happy dance. 
 
    “This is very weird…” 
 
    Camu became invisible. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. I don’t know why, but I have the feeling that this ring is going to bring trouble. A lot of trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Lasgol was looking after Trotter in the small stable. 
 
    “You like the stable, don’t you?” he said as he gave him some dry alfalfa. 
 
    Trotter nodded and nibbled the hood of his cloak playfully. Suddenly Camu made himself visible in front of the pony and let out a high-pitched shriek. 
 
    Trotter neighed in fear, and moved sharply backwards, pushing against Lasgol, who fell on his backside. 
 
    “Camu!” 
 
    The creature began to flex his legs and move his head and tail. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” 
 
    Trotter was very skittish. Lasgol got to his feet and tried to soothe the pony. The poor animal had been frightened to death. Lasgol stroked him and spoke to him gently and reassuringly, but he could not manage to calm him. He realized he had never tried to use his Gift with Trotter. It might work. He closed his eyes and concentrated, summoning his skill for communicating with animals, and tried to catch Trotter’s mind. When he failed to do so he put his hand on the pony’s neck and tried harder. He suddenly perceived it: a small blurred green aura. He fixed it, then focused on sending him the message: 
 
    Easy, boy, easy. 
 
    Trotter turned his head and looked at him. He calmed down at once and snorted, more gently this time. 
 
    There, there, everything’s all right. 
 
    The pony nodded and began to eat. 
 
    Lasgol muffled a cry of triumph and joy. He had done it! The skill he had for communicating with animals left him more stunned every time. It was something spectacular. He decided to give it a name. He had realized that naming his skills helped him to summon them more quickly and easily. He did not understand why this was, or many other things connected with his Gift, but that was the way things were. He wondered what a good name would be he could remember quickly. He toyed with half a dozen, and finally chose Animal Communication. 
 
    He turned to Camu. “Animal Communication,” he invoked. He spotted the little creature’s aura, which was shining like a greenish glow around his head. It was intense. Camu, bad boy, he scolded.  
 
    Camu stiffened. He let out a shriek that sounded tearful and ran off. 
 
    Bad. Very bad, Lasgol reproached him. 
 
    He had things to do, so he left his two partners at home and went to the village. He found Limus at the Chief’s House. The little assistant was sitting at his work table going over some accounts. Gondar was talking to one of the foremen of the mine, who was complaining that supplies never arrived in time from the village. 
 
    “That’s because the supplies need to be inventoried,” Limus said, without raising his head from his accounts. 
 
    “Well then,” the foreman complained, “count them earlier. I need the supplies at the mine at once, not four days later.”  
 
    Lasgol watched them from the door, uncertain whether to go in or not. The door of the Chief’s House was always open, day and night. Gondar’s motto was that his door must always stay open to help the village people. 
 
    “We’ll take as long as it takes to do the count,” Gondar said. 
 
    The foreman snorted, swore and left. He passed beside Lasgol in a fury. 
 
    The Chief became aware of Lasgol’s presence. “Come in,” he said with a smile. “I’ve finished with the foreman.”  
 
    “Business makes people impatient,” Limus commented. 
 
    “Business and the Count,” Gondar said. “The mines are his main source of wealth.” 
 
    “And the wellbeing of this village,” Limus added. 
 
    “Yes, that too. Try to count his supplies as soon as possible. Let him think his protests have had an effect. We’ve already had enough problems with the Count for one season…” 
 
    Lasgol felt guilty about having created the situation the Chief was referring to. 
 
    “Did you come to see me?” Gondar asked him. 
 
    “Limus… about the job of housekeeper.” 
 
    “Ah, very well,” the Chief replied. He sat down by the fireplace. 
 
    “So, tell me, young master Lasgol,” Limus asked, “did you like the three candidates I selected for you?”  
 
    “Oh yes, very much.” 
 
    “Do you need more information or a recommendation, or have you chosen already?” 
 
    “I’ve already chosen… I’ll take Martha.” 
 
    Limus smiled and his eyes glinted. “That’s a curious choice. She’s the least skilled.” 
 
    “But even so, you selected her for me to interview.” 
 
    “Sometimes ties of affection are more important. Besides, she’s a good woman and she finds herself in a difficult situation. I thought she might be a good option. I see I was right.” 
 
    “You’re often right,” said Gondar with a smile.” That’s why you’re my assistant.” 
 
    Limus gave a pleased giggle. 
 
    “Thanks, Limus,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You needn’t thank me. It’s good for the village, so therefore it’s part of my job.” 
 
    “I wanted to ask something else…” 
 
    “About Martha?” 
 
    “No… about my mother… Mayra…” 
 
    Suddenly a silence fell. Limus and Gondar exchanged a tense glance. 
 
    “I’d like to know how she died, where she’s laid to rest…” 
 
    “Your father, Dakon,” Gondar finally asked. “Didn’t he tell you?”  
 
    “No… he just told me that she died in an accident… when she fell off her horse. I thought that as she died in the village, Limus would have it in his books.” 
 
    Silence returned to the room. 
 
    After a long moment Gondar broke the uncomfortable situation. “Tell him, Limus.” 
 
    The assistant cleared his throat. “Your mother’s death isn’t in the books.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “You see,” said Gondar, “your mother’s death isn’t in the books because she didn’t die here.” 
 
    “What? My father –” 
 
    “Your father came to my house one day. He was very upset. I asked him what had happened, and he told me Mayra had died in an unfortunate accident while they were riding on Duke Olafstone’s lands. Your father being who he was, the First Ranger, we took his word for it. Besides, he’d brought a death certificate with the Duke’s seal.” 
 
    “And that’s why there’s no record of her death here,” Limus added. 
 
    Lasgol was very confused. He had always believed the accident had occurred in Skad. “Could I see the certificate?” 
 
    Limus shook his head. “Your father showed us the certificate, but he didn’t give it to us.” 
 
    “Let me give you a piece of advice, young Ranger,” Gondar said in a friendly tone. “It’s best to leave the past where it is. Look to the future, create your own past with every day that you move forward toward a brilliant future. You’ve made a good start.” 
 
    Lasgol wrinkled his nose. There was something in all this that did not add up. But perhaps he was making a mountain out of a molehill. The fact that his father had not mentioned where the accident had occurred was not reason enough to be distrustful, particularly if, as Limus and Gondar claimed, they had no suspicions. 
 
    “You’re right, Chief. Sorry about the questions.” 
 
    “Ah, never mind, boy,” Gondar said, “it’s nothing.”  
 
    “Limus, would you tell Martha to start as soon as she can, please?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    And with that, he left the Chief’s House. 
 
      
 
    As he was leaving the square in the direction of his home, lost in thought, he met Dana and Alvin, Miller Oltar’s children. He had known them since they were small, they were the same age, they had been best friends until the day his father was labeled a traitor. From that moment on, not only had they stopped speaking to him, they had looked at him with such spite that it had hurt him as though he had been branded with a red-hot poker. It had not been just the loss of two childhood friends, he had always had a thing for Dana. Seeing them, he recalled the last time they had met the year before, and how they had looked down on him. 
 
    He looked away and walked on. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he heard Dana say suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol stopped and turned around. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” she repeated. 
 
    “So am I,” said Alvin. 
 
    Lasgol looked at them and saw in their eyes that they meant it. They were not lying. 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not okay at all,” replied Dana. “We owe you a huge apology.” 
 
    “Our father made us,” Alvin said. “You know how he gets… he forbade us to see you or greet you under threat of a thrashing.” 
 
    “At first we didn’t listen,” Dana said. “We wanted to go on being friends with you, but then… everybody… and we didn’t behave well.” 
 
    “And we did get thrashed,” Alvin added. 
 
    Lasgol was trying to hide the uneasiness he felt deep inside. There was a pain in his chest as if a spear were piercing him. “It doesn’t matter anymore… it’s the past…” 
 
    “I’m asking for forgiveness,” Dana said. “Could you forgive us? We’re very, very sorry” She looked at her brother, who nodded wretchedly. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. “It’s all forgotten. Let’s start again.” He smiled at them, although the pain had not gone away from his soul. 
 
    “You’re a good person,” Dana said, and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Lasgol blushed. There had been a time when that kiss would have left him starry-eyed. He realized that it was not like that any longer. He took his leave of the siblings and they parted. Although the experience had been painful, there was one good thing about it. He had just realized that Dana might be the prettiest girl in the village, but she could not compare with Astrid, not even remotely. And with that encounter, the spell Dana had put on him was broken forever. What a strange business life is, he thought, and went on to his house with Astrid’s emerald eyes, beautiful wild face and jet-black hair filling his mind. 
 
    The following day Martha came to the door of the house early in the morning, on her face was a broad smile of gratitude. 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you, master… this means so much to me…” 
 
    “There’s no need. I need someone to look after the estate, especially during those times when I’m away, and they could be very long ones.” 
 
    “I know I was the least skilled… the trust you’re placing in me…. I hope to be able to live up to it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll do very well. And please, no master and no standing on ceremony. Call me Lasgol, and I’ll call you Martha.” 
 
    “As you wish, master.” 
 
    “Lasgol…” 
 
    “As you wish, Lasgol,” she repeated, smiling. 
 
    “After all, I’m only sixteen.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re the master of the estate.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled too. “It feels strange. I always think of my father as the master of this place.” 
 
    “It’s natural. You’ll get to feel it’s yours in time.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get settled in the servants’ quarters,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t need to the house has got plenty of free rooms.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be proper. We have to respect the way things are done, or there’d be talk in the village.” 
 
    “You’re right. The last thing I want is to give them reasons for getting at me all over again.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll get settled and start on my work. Once again, thank you so much, master…um, Lasgol.” 
 
    He smiled at her. Martha went into the house, and immediately he felt a little less lonely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later Count Malason returned to Skad, as he had promised. With him were fifty of his soldiers riding sturdy, hairy northern horses. He ordered Gondar to assemble the whole village in the square.  
 
    He read the order of recruitment aloud, in a stern voice: 
 
    By royal decree, all able men over the age of sixteen must present themselves to enlist in order to serve their country in the fight against Darthor’s forces. Any women who wish to join the defense of their lands may also do so. 
 
    Uthar Haugen King of Norghana. 
 
    Lasgol expected that the news of the war, which was already a reality, would cause fear and protests among the peasants. He was wrong. They were Norghanians, tough and strong as the cold mountains of the north which were their home. If there was a war, they would pick up their axes and shields. They would kill the enemy amid shouts and blows, or else die in the attempt. 
 
    The Count established a recruiting post in the square, by the fountain, where all the men would have to present themselves. The recruiter would be the one to decide which of them he considered able according to their build, their status and their profession. The Count had also set quotas for both professions and families. They could not send all the farmers to war or there would be no crops, and without crops there would be no food. The same happened with the miners, because steel and gold were needed to support the war. Other professions, such as traders and craftsmen, also had their set quotas. Nor could they send all the members of the same family to the war. 
 
    As the selection process would take several days, the Count asked Limus to help the recruiter. He reminded everyone that if anybody refused or ran away so as not to fight once he had been selected, he would be hanged, with no exceptions and no mercy. Forced recruitment was a prerogative of King Uthar’s, and the Count would accept no excuse whatsoever. This said, he left half his soldiers behind and went back to his castle to carry on with preparations for the war. 
 
    The following day Lasgol was on his way back from lunch with Ulf. He had been refused enlistment, which had left him in a foul mood, and he had stayed at the inn, drowning his rage in beer. As he belonged to the Rangers, he was exempt. Someone turned around at the recruiting post, and he found himself face to face with one of his worst nightmares: Volgar. The bully was bigger and uglier than ever; he looked like a troll. Behind him, as ever, were his two minions Lanky Igor and Stoical Sven. Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. He remembered the terrible beating they had given him on the bridge the day he was leaving the village. For a moment his knees trembled, but he recovered. He stood up straight and looked Volgar in the eye. He was not going to show any fear. 
 
    “Look who’s back,” the big boy said in a tone of marked disdain. 
 
    “Volgar,” Lasgol replied calmly. 
 
    “The great hero’s come back to Skad to show off,” said Igor. 
 
    “I’m not showing off.” 
 
    “You may have got your estate and your lands back, but as far as we’re concerned, you’ll always be a worm.” 
 
    “I never doubted it for one minute.” 
 
    “It’s a shame you haven’t still got a few marks on that stupid face of yours after the beating we gave you,” said Igor. 
 
    “And we did it for your own good, with the best of intentions,” Volgar said to his two minions. The three burst out laughing as if the comment were the funniest thing they had ever heard. 
 
    “I see some things never change in Skad.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Volgar said threateningly. “Don’t try to outsmart us. You may have gone to the Rangers and come back a hero, but we’ll still give you the beating of your life. So watch out.” He jabbed his massive finger at Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol did not budge, but the touch awakened the rage in his stomach. It showed on his face. 
 
    “Oh, look, I’m scared, he’s angry.” 
 
    Lasgol became still angrier. 
 
    “He might even try something,” Sven taunted him. 
 
    “He’s never had the guts for it,” Igor added. 
 
    A snort left Lasgol’s mouth. “I won’t let you spoil my day. Although I’d be glad to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    “Oh yes?” Volgar said mockingly. “Little Mister Ranger thinks he can teach the dumb peasant boys a lesson.” 
 
    “I could,” Lasgol replied, anger speaking for him. 
 
    “That’s easily done. The bridge, tomorrow at noon.” 
 
    “Are you challenging me?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Lasgol was eager to accept the challenge, but something inside him told him it was a bad idea, and that he should not accept it. He dismissed the warning. 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good! We’ll go to war after we’ve given you a good beating. Great send-off.” 
 
    “You’ve enlisted?” 
 
    “The three of us,” Igor said. 
 
    “But you’re not sixteen yet.” 
 
    “We will be, in the spring,” said Sven. 
 
    “They’ve accepted us,” Volgar said, puffing himself up like a peacock. “The recruiter said he needs brave young men like us.” 
 
    Morons like you is what he really meant, Lasgol thought, but he said nothing. “I hope you survive,” he said coldly. 
 
    Volgar’s face darkened, and there was a touch of fear in his eyes. 
 
    “You make sure you’re at the bridge at noon. We’ll deal with the war, don’t you worry.” Shoving Lasgol aside, he set off, followed by his two minions. 
 
    Lasgol watched them leave and shook his head, angry at himself. He should not have accepted. It had been a mistake. But he was a Norghanian, and a true Norghanian never backed down. 
 
    The following morning he was playing hide-and-seek with Camu. They had gone up to the attic where Martha could not see them and were playing amid the multitude of strange objects there. They played in the traditional manner, with Camu visible. There were so many things there and everything was in such a mess that Lasgol had trouble finding his little friend. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Lasgol said. He ran to touch the creature, which was hiding under an old iron helmet. 
 
    Camu gave a little shriek and ran off. Lasgol chased after him, laughing. All he could see was the helmet running from him as if it had a life of its own. Suddenly the helmet crashed against a trunk with a loud thunk. Camu shrieked again, this time in a huff. 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud. Camu came out from under the helmet and stared at him sternly. The perpetual smile had vanished from his face. Lasgol could not stop laughing. Camu wagged his tail in disagreement and started camouflaging himself with the environment. 
 
    “No, no,” Lasgol scolded him, “that’s not fair, that’s cheating.” 
 
    The creature shook his head from side to side and his smile returned. A moment later he vanished. 
 
    “That way you’ll be sure to win,” Lasgol grumbled. 
 
    There was a shriek which sounded like laughter at the other end. 
 
    “You’re cheating, don’t move.” But he knew Camu was not going to take any notice of him. He was too lively and he was having a great time, even if he was complaining. He loved playing, and above all, not staying still for a moment. 
 
    “Well, if you cheat, so will I,” Lasgol threatened him. He closed his eyes. He concentrated, searched for the energy within him, activated it and tried to pick up the creature’s presence. A green flash issued from his head. He stayed still, in silence, focused, trying to catch something. But he could not. When his little friend camouflaged himself he did it so well that nothing could be seen or heard of him, even with the use of magic. He tried a couple of times more, but with the same negative result. 
 
    Lasgol had developed the skill of detecting the presence of animals or people with his father’s help. Like most of his skills, he had discovered it by chance. Experimenting. He remembered the day perfectly. He was working on improving his concentration, which was disturbed too easily. His eyes were closed, he had his hands over his ears, trying to concentrate behind the house belonging to the smith, who was hammering a sword on the anvil. With the loud banging he found it impossible to concentrate. That was why he practiced there. He thought that he would fail again, just as he had been failing all that month, and then suddenly it happened. He managed to concentrate, and with eyes shut and ears covered he caught the presence of someone behind him. Someone he had not seen or heard. He felt it as though his body had emitted a wave which had bumped into something. He turned, opening his eyes and lowering his hands from his ears, to find Athos, the smith’s son, coming back with a load of timber. Later on, with his father’s help, he had discovered that he was able to perceive people and animals, although not objects. 
 
    It was a skill he mastered well, and close at hand it never failed him. So the problem was not his Gift but the fact that for some reason he could not detect his little friend, who was somewhere only a few steps away from him. 
 
    It’s odd. Camu isn’t only capable of detecting magic but also of hiding from it. Hmmm… it makes sense in a way. He’s invisible to the senses and to magic. I’m sure Egil is going to be thrilled with this discovery. 
 
    The conclusion he had reached puzzled him a little, but he cheered up. He had to find out more about Camu, and about himself. There was still an endless number of things he did not know about his Gift and what he might be able to do with it. I’ve got to go on experimenting and learning. 
 
    Suddenly Camu appeared and bounced on to some bundles. Then he gathered momentum and jumped on to a series of objects wrapped in cloth and tied up with cord. 
 
    “Come here, you wild thing,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Of course Camu did not obey and started doing his dance, flexing his legs and wagging his tail. 
 
    “You’re impossible,” Lasgol said, and went over to the creature. 
 
    Camu jumped again so that Lasgol would not catch him. As he pushed himself off, one of the bundles under him slipped to the floor, dislodging two others which were leaning against the wall. There was a certain amount of commotion and Camu vanished again at the sight of what he had caused. 
 
    Lasgol snorted and tried to pick up what had fallen. He began to put everything back as it had been. As he did so he noticed that two of the bundles might really be paintings or mirrors. He decided to open one carefully and see what it was. He was right: the bundles were paintings, wrapped up to protect them from the passage of time. The first surprised him; it was a portrait of his father. He had posed for it in his formal clothes. The second left him speechless. It was a match for the other one, but of a woman, a very beautiful woman with blonde hair and intense green eyes which stared vividly at him. 
 
    Is that… my mother? 
 
    It must be. But he could not remember what she looked like, beyond a very vague and distant feeling. He stood there, staring at the painting open-mouthed. 
 
    A small shriek from Camu brought him back to reality. 
 
    “Stay here,” he told him. “I’ll be back right away.” 
 
    He picked up the painting carefully and went downstairs. 
 
    “Martha!” he called. 
 
    “I’m in the kitchen, master.” 
 
    He found her cooking and showed her the painting. “I found this in the attic.” 
 
    Martha’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “What a lifelike portrait. It’s caught all her beauty and her essence.” 
 
    “Is it her?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, Mayra, your mother.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the portrait again. “She was very beautiful…” 
 
    “She certainly was. And look at her eyes, the character in them.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re intense.” 
 
    “That was her.” 
 
    “Do you know who painted the portrait? There’s another one of my father, it’s a set.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t. But I can assure you, it does her justice.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martha. Now I have a face to remember…” 
 
    “She smiled sweetly. It’ll do you good.” 
 
    He nodded and left with the portrait. He went back up to the attic and placed it under a skylight. Then he sat down on the floor and stared at it in the light for a long time, memorizing the face, its features, her essence. 
 
    Camu sat down beside him and did the same. 
 
    Lasgol felt a well-being inside him that he seldom felt. He basked in it. 
 
    “Master!” Martha’s voice reached him from the floor below. 
 
    “Coming!” he said, and put his head down through the trapdoor. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, but a messenger has come. He’s waiting for a reply at the door.” She was looking up, clearly wondering what he was doing up there all by himself. 
 
    “A messenger?” 
 
    “Yes, he says he can only deliver the message to you, to the lord of the house. He didn’t want to leave it with me.” 
 
    “Oh!” Lasgol said, and climbed nimbly down the rope ladder and appeared in front of Martha. She took a step back, surprised by the quick movement. 
 
    “If the attic needs organizing, I could….” 
 
    “No! I mean… there’s no need, don’t worry, Martha. I like it as it is.” 
 
    Martha eyed him puzzled. “It’s the attic… the mess…” 
 
    “Yes, but there are a lot of things that bring back memories… I like being among them…” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Don’t say anything more about it, I won’t even go near it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Thanks, Martha.” 
 
    “The messenger’s waiting at the door.” 
 
    “Let’s see what he wants.” 
 
    Lasgol went out first, Martha stayed behind him. 
 
    The messenger greeted Lasgol with a nod. “The Ranger Initiate Lasgol Eklund, lord of this house?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s me.” 
 
    “I bring a message,” the stranger said, and handed it to him. Lasgol looked more closely at the stranger, his clothes, the horse he had left at the entrance. He looked like the trusted servant of a Count or a Duke. He wore a coat of arms embroidered on his wine-colored cloak which Lasgol did not recognize. It was not that of Count Malason. What other member of the nobility would be interested in him? Filled with curiosity, he opened the note he had been handed. 
 
      
 
    Greetings from the renowned duchy of Vigons-Olafstone. 
 
    I trust you have by now recovered all of your father’s possessions without too many impediments. Although should you have encountered any, I am certain that you will have been able to overcome them. That is the reason why you are a hero of the realm and an exceptional Initiate Ranger. 
 
    I have been thinking that should you not be laboring under too many obligations, you might wish to come and spend a few days with me at my father’s castle. In this way you will be able to experience, at first hand, how well we, the nobility, live. You would meet my family and better understand my personal situation. 
 
    I would be very glad to see you. From here we would leave for the Camp on the date assigned in order to begin our second year. There is no need for you to worry about that. 
 
    Should your answer be in the affirmative, the messenger Marcus will accompany you here. 
 
    I very much hope that you can come. 
 
    Cordially, 
 
    Egil 
 
      
 
    Lasgol smiled from ear to ear. He had thought it would be bad news. It generally was. He had not expected to get a letter from Egil inviting him to his family castle. The sarcastic tone of the missive made him smile. He thought for a moment. 
 
    “You’re waiting for my answer.” 
 
    The messenger bowed slightly. “Yes, sir,” 
 
    Lasgol thought for a moment longer, then turned around. 
 
    “Martha, do you think you could manage on your own if I leave tomorrow?” 
 
    The housekeeper’s eyes widened in surprise. “I… so soon… well, I should think I can, sir.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and turned back to the messenger. 
 
    “Your name is Marcus, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Very well, Marcus. I accept the invitation. We’ll leave tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    “Very well, sir.” 
 
    “Martha, put Marcus in one of the rooms in the house and see that he has everything he needs.” 
 
    “Of course, master.” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Marcus said in surprise. “I’m just a messenger. I can sleep at the inn, in the village.” 
 
    “We’ll take better care of you here, don’t let it be said that the famous northern hospitality…” Lasgol looked at Martha, who smiled at him. 
 
    “Thank you sir, you honor me.” 
 
    “Come in and let’s eat something. I have an appointment at noon and I want to be full of energy.” 
 
    Lasgol arrived at the bridge when the sun was at its highest, hidden by clouds that threatened a storm to come. Like the one that was on its way. He was wearing his Initiate Ranger’s red hooded cloak. In the middle of the bridge the three bullies were waiting for him. 
 
    “You’ve come! And dressed in red! That way your blood won’t be so obvious!” Volgar said, and laughed. 
 
    “I said I’d come,” Lasgol said, “and I’m a Norghanian who keeps his word.” He came forward until he was only a single step from Volgar. When he found himself facing the three bullies he knew he had made a mistake. He had been wrong to accept. He had made a bad decision, and now he was in a complicated situation. He shook his head, regretting that he had not thought things through better. I let myself be carried away by rage and pride. I shouldn’t have let it happen. Now someone’s going to end up hurt, and there’s no need for any of it. He sighed. I might be able to avoid any more harm. I’ll try, even though my pride’s going to be hurt. 
 
    “There’s no need for us to fight. There’s no sense in this enmity. I’m not the traitor’s son any longer. You’ve got no reason to hate me. There’s no need to fight.” 
 
    Volgar looked at him in surprise. A frown appeared on his enormous forehead, and he seemed to be considering Lasgol’s words. He threw his head back, and a smile started to appear on his face. The smile spread across it. Lasgol was hopeful. Volgar’s eyes looked at him scornfully and the smile turned mocking. 
 
    “D’you think just spinning words is going to let you go free? No way!” 
 
    And Lasgol’s hope vanished. 
 
    “He thinks he’s smarter than us,” Igor said. 
 
    “He’s always thought he was better than us,” said Sven. 
 
    “And today we’re going to teach him a lesson, bring him down a couple of pegs, ’cause it looks as though the last one had no effect on him.”  
 
    “I’m ready to make peace with you. Let’s forget the past and start again. Tomorrow you’ll go your way and I’ll go mine.” 
 
    Volgar threatened him with his huge fist. “I’ll begin again over your smashed head,” 
 
    Igor and Sven began to laugh at their leader’s comment. 
 
    “Yeah, just like in old times,” Igor laughed. 
 
    “Let’s crush him!” Sven yelled. 
 
    Before Volgar could move his huge bulk to attack, Lasgol used his Gift and summoned the skill Cat-like Reflexes. A green flash that only those who have the Gift could see ran through his body. The last time they had surprised him and he had not used his Gift. He would not make the same mistake twice. 
 
    Volgar’s fist came straight at his face. Lasgol ducked and the fist went past, brushing his cheek but without touching him. His attacker stepped forward and threw a hook with his left. Lasgol bent backwards and the fist brushed past his nose also without touching him. Igor and Sven were advancing on Volgar’s right and left; they were going to pounce on him at any moment. 
 
    He used his Gift again. He summoned the skill Improved Agility, and a new green flash ran through his body. Sven hurled himself at his feet and tried to bring him down. Lasgol felt the contact, and with an instantaneous leap retreated before Sven had caught hold of him. This made Sven fall on his face on to the bridge. With a scream Igor leapt on him. Lasgol swerved to one side with the speed of lightning. Igor crashed against the side of the bridge. 
 
    Volgar was beside himself by now. “I’m going to crush you!” he yelled. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that his training with the Rangers was making the skills his Gift granted him even more amazing. His reflexes had increased to levels he had never reached before. Certainly because of the physical training he had had at the Camp. 
 
    He dodged a right punch of Volgar’s and then an attempted kick to his stomach. Volgar lost his balance and tripped, Lasgol took advantage of this and pushed him hard. The big bully was thrown backwards and fell, hitting his head on the ground. 
 
    He moaned in pain. “Slash him!” he yelled at his minions, clutching his head with a grimace of pain. 
 
    Igor and Sven produced ugly long knives like the ones the butchers used. 
 
    Lasgol tensed. Things were getting very nasty. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” he said. “Stop it!” He unfastened his cloak so that it would fall off and they would see that he too was armed. 
 
    But the two bullies did not intend to stop. Lasgol shook his head. He grasped his Ranger’s knife and short axe. Igor attacked him from one side, thrusting his knife at him while Sven tried to do the same from the other side. Lasgol concentrated and brought what he had learnt at the Camp into action. He defended himself by blocking and deflecting their knives with his own, together with his axe. Sven tricked him with a feint and when he reacted, Igor slashed his forearm. Lasgol felt the pain of the cut and clenched his teeth. 
 
    “That’s it!” Volgar shouted. “I’ll get my weapon!” He stepped back to where he had hidden it. 
 
    Lasgol seized his chance while Igor’s eyes were on his leader. He leapt at him and delivered a powerful kick to his chest. Igor was thrown backwards, hit the wall of the bridge and fell into the river. 
 
    “Swine!” Sven yelled. He came at him from behind, cutting Lasgol’s leg when he was turning to face him. Lasgol grunted with pain. The knife came seeking his face. He moved his head and hit Sven in the stomach with his knee so that he doubled up, gasping out all the air in his lungs. Lasgol hit him hard on the head with the handle of his knife. Sven fell senseless. 
 
    “I’ll split you in two!” Volgar said, coming at him with an enormous machete. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes widened. Oh no! A cut with that weapon, with that brute’s strength behind it, could cut him open from head to crotch. 
 
    I’m not going to take any risks. 
 
    He concentrated. 
 
    Volgar took a step forward with the machete raised. 
 
    Lasgol threw his axe with a sharp whiplash twist of his right arm. The axe spun in the air and its blunt side struck Volgar in the middle of the forehead with tremendous force. There was a dull thud. Volgar stepped back and lost his balance, tripped and fell to one side like a felled tree. He did not get back up. Lasgol sighed. He picked up his weapon and his cloak, took one last glance and shook his head. 
 
    “I hope you survive the war.” 
 
    He left. 
 
    He reached home and went up to his bedroom, without Martha hearing him and wanting to know what had happened. But when Camu saw the blood and realized Lasgol was hurt, he shrieked dementedly. 
 
    “Shut up, Camu! She’ll hear you!” 
 
    Martha was downstairs in the kitchen with Marcus. At first they did not hear anything, as they were chatting animatedly. But Camu’s disconsolate shrieks turned into something that sounded like sobbing. He was jumping from one side to the other, and no matter how Lasgol tried to soothe him, he could not manage it. 
 
    “Is anything the matter, Lasgol?” came Martha’s voice from downstairs. 
 
    “No, nothing!” Lasgol called back, desperately trying to hide what was going on. “Everything’s all right!” 
 
    Camu sobbed again. 
 
    “Shhhh, quiet. Please shut up.” 
 
    “Are you sure everything’s all right, master?” 
 
    “Quiet, Camu, we’re going to be found out.” 
 
    But the creature, desperate at seeing Lasgol hurt, only shrieked again. 
 
    I’ve got to do something. He’s not calming down. He concentrated, and using his Gift sent him an order: Silence! Hide! 
 
    Camu looked at him with his bulging eyes, and Lasgol saw fear in them. For a moment it looked as though he was about to shriek again, but just as the bedroom door opened, he vanished silently. 
 
    Martha put her head round the door. “Master Lasgol, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Lasgol said, trying to hide. 
 
    “By all the healers! You’re hurt!”  
 
    He did his best to calm her. “It’s nothing.”  
 
    In the blink of an eye Martha was standing over him. She examined his cuts. 
 
    “Sit on the bed and don’t move. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Lasgol heard her run down the stairs. He was holding his bloody tunic against the cut on his leg, which was deep and would not stop bleeding. 
 
    Martha appeared with a basin of water, together with soap, towels and medicines. “Let me clean those wounds before they get infected.” 
 
    “They’re just a couple of superficial cuts…” 
 
    “Superficial cuts? Both are deep and need a few stitches. I’ll clean them and fetch the village healer.” 
 
    “Old Turic?” 
 
    “Yes, he’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “I’d rather this stayed between the two of us. Turic would tell Chief Gondar…” 
 
    “And so he should. You’ve been wounded and you’re the lord of this estate. The Chief must know and take action.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want that.” 
 
    Martha stared at him for a long moment. Then she nodded. 
 
    “If you don’t want it known, it won’t be. At least through me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martha. I don’t want there to be any more bloodshed.” 
 
    “I’ll stitch your cuts. I know how to do it.” 
 
    “I knew you were the perfect housekeeper,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    Martha rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. 
 
    It took her a while to clean and suture the cuts. When she had finished, Lasgol lay down on the bed. He was tired and in pain. 
 
    Martha watched him, and her gaze went blank. 
 
    “Everything all right, Martha?” 
 
    She came back to herself. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry, it’s just that you remind me so much of your father…” 
 
    “He used to say that I was more like my mother, except that having seen the portrait…I’d say not…” 
 
    “That’s because he adored her. He worshipped the ground under her feet.” 
 
    “Tell me about them. I don’t know very much.” 
 
    “Your parents loved each other very much. Dakon fell for Mayra the moment he saw her. He told me one evening when we’d had too much wine. Your mother, with that character of hers, made him sweat blood during the courtship. Dakon had to make a real effort. She told me in confidence that she knew your father’s intentions at once, but she didn’t want a Ranger for a husband.” 
 
    “Because of the bad reputation we have?” 
 
    “That, and the long absences.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “But even though she resisted, love conquered her in the end. And let me tell you, she held out long and hard. Your mother was quite something. But that’s life. When love arrives, there’s no way of stopping it.” 
 
    “Did they love one another?” 
 
    “Deeply. The absences only made her love him even more. And he would’ve given his life for her without blinking, just like that. He loved her so much.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He felt a sense of well-being that filled his heart with peace and happiness. 
 
    “But it wasn’t all pretty. In life the pretty side of things doesn’t often last. They had problems. Quite… complicated ones.” 
 
    “Between themselves? Or do you mean with other people?” 
 
    “Both… I’m not sure I should be telling you this. I feel like an old gossip, stirring up other people’s past…” 
 
    “Please,” he pleaded. “I’d like to know what happened, know more about their lives. I know so little…” 
 
    Martha heaved a deep sigh. “I don’t think she’d mind if I told you. Yes, I think she’d like her “precious, special baby” – as she called you – to know more about her, and about what happened.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martha, thanks very much.” 
 
    She nodded. “They didn’t share the same vision about the kingdom and their duty toward the crown. You father was all for duty and honor. There was nothing more important than serving King Uthar. He idolized him. Not so your mother. She didn’t like Uthar and she didn’t share Dakon’s blind sense of loyalty.” 
 
    “That’s the duty of a Ranger,” said Lasgol, trying to defend his father.  
 
    “Your mother used to say that the duty of every man or woman was to use their reason first of all. Use their heads. She didn’t approve of the way your father and the others followed the king blindly, as if he were a god who always did the right thing. For Mayra, the king was nothing but a man, and not the best one among them.” 
 
    “She didn’t approve of the King?” Lasgol asked. He was surprised and upset. He respected King Uthar deeply, he was a great King. In Lasgol’s eyes he was the personification of a good King. 
 
    Seeing the look on his face, Martha tried to explain: “Your mother was a very special person. She had a lot of character and ideas of her own. She was the opposite of the sweet damsel she was expected to be. And she enjoyed putting everybody in their place whenever she saw the chance. It confused these brutish Norghanians, so huge and so stupid, because she was beautiful and delicate-looking, but inside her there was a volcano. I don’t know why she was against Uthar, she never told me, but one of the last times I saw her, she was furious and it was because of the King.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was because of my father? Because of the time he spent away in the King’s service?” 
 
    “Jealousy? No, it wasn’t that. There was something else. Mayra didn’t tell me, but there was fear in her eyes. And if your mother was afraid, then it must have been something really bad, because I never knew a woman who was braver and more determined.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. What could it have been? What had his mother been afraid of? And what did she have against the King? 
 
    “Besides, there were problems because of your mother’s condition.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at her in puzzlement. “Condition? What condition?” 
 
    Martha looked to either side. Then she went to the door and looked out, to make sure there was no one listening in the corridor. 
 
    “Your mother… you see… I don’t know whether to tell you…” 
 
    “Please… I need to know… understand…” 
 
    “It might change what you think about her. It’s something that most people would rather not know. Are you sure you want to?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded vigorously. Whatever it was, he would rather know it and face up to it. You gain nothing by running away from fear; his father had taught him that. 
 
    “Your mother, she had… the Talent.” 
 
    Lasgol’s head snapped up in shock. Now he understood! Now he finally knew why he had the Talent, the Gift! He smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “You’re smiling? Most people would be horrified. You really are your mother’s son.” 
 
    “It doesn’t scare me. Did she ever tell you what kind of skills she developed?” 
 
    “No, they never spoke about it. They kept it secret. You know what people are like. The rabble hates what it doesn’t understand. I know, because I was with her when it manifested in her, when we were little. We swore an oath not to tell anybody. I’ve never broken it till now.” 
 
    “You haven’t broken it, Martha. I’m her own flesh and blood.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What problems did they have because of the Gift?” 
 
    “I know they were serious, but they didn’t tell me… her character, combined with her condition… it was too powerful a mixture.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” 
 
    “If you want my opinion, it’s just feminine intuition, a friend’s intuition, but I believe her death had something to do with her condition…” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Your father. The way he behaved. It wasn’t natural.” 
 
    “Yes, what little I’m finding out gives me that impression too. The business of her death and my father’s reaction were very weird. And the fact that he didn’t tell me anything is even more so.” 
 
    “I think I’ve told you enough. It’ll be better if you rest now and get better. I’ll tell Marcus the journey is postponed for a couple of days.” 
 
    Lasgol felt the wound in his leg. “Yes, I think that’ll be best.” 
 
    Martha gave him an affectionate smile and went to the door. 
 
    “Martha,” he called. 
 
    “Yes?” she said, turning around. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Two days later, recovered and ready for the journey, he took his leave. 
 
    Martha hugged him tightly. 
 
    “I want to thank you for giving me this chance… for rescuing me from poverty… It means a lot to me…” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re welcome, Martha. I’m the one who comes out the winner in this.” 
 
    Martha hugged him again. “Be careful, you have too good a heart and there are wicked people in the cruel world out there.” 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    “I’ll look after everything. Don’t you worry about anything.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He waved goodbye and flung his satchel over his shoulder. 
 
    “See you in a year’s time!” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    Ulf was waiting for him at the gate with Trotter. 
 
    “This Norghanian pony of yours might be small, but he shits like a pure Rogdonian thoroughbred,” he said, indicating the pile of manure at his feet. “And it stinks even more!” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Don’t tell me you don’t like horses either.” 
 
    “How could I like them when all they do all day is eat and shit! And that awful smell! I’m an infantry soldier! Horses are for the weaklings who can’t walk! By all the snow-capped mountains!” 
 
    Trotter blew through his nose, as if he understood that Ulf was talking about him. 
 
    Lasgol laughed again. “I’m going to miss you!” 
 
    “And I’ll miss you, boy. Take care and watch your back. This old dog has a bad feeling.” 
 
    “About me?” 
 
    “Yes, ever since you came back I haven’t been able to sleep well. I get nightmares and my stump hurts.” He looked up at the sky with his good eye. “And there’s no storm on the way. Something’s very wrong…” 
 
    “It’ll be because of the war with Darthor. I don’t think it has anything to do with me.” 
 
    “Anyway, take heed of this retired soldier who has more scars than you have years.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll watch out.” 
 
    “I like that, the fact that you listen to old Ulf, like when you were my lad.” 
 
    “I didn’t listen to you then,” Lasgol said. His mouth twitched in amusement. “I just did what you told me to.”  
 
    “By all the Golems of Ice! If you were still my lad, you’d see!” Ulf waved his arms over his staff, his face red with shouting. 
 
    Trotter started and neighed. 
 
    “Easy, boy, it’s okay,” Lasgol told him. Seizing the reins, he stroked the pony’s muzzle and neck to soothe him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the estate,” Ulf said. He waved a hand at Martha, who was watching them from the house door. “I’ll drop by to make sure everything’s in order and nobody’s bothering her.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ulf. I could pay you for looking after…” 
 
    “None of that! I don’t need charity!” 
 
    “It’s not charity, far from it, it’s gratitude. You were the only one who behaved decently to me, you treated me like a human being… I’ll never be able to pay you back for taking me in and making me your lad. Never…” 
 
    Ulf was silent. His good eye moistened. 
 
    “Nonsense… it was nothing… I needed a lad….” 
 
    “Thanks, Ulf,” Lasgol said, and hugged him. 
 
    Ulf felt so uncomfortable that he did not know what to do. He was moved, but the situation was so strange to him that he started to clear his throat. 
 
    “Well… yes… it’s all water under the bridge.” He stretched himself up to his full height. 
 
    Lasgol dropped the subject and mounted Trotter. 
 
    “See you when I’m back,” he said and signaled to Marcus, who was waiting for him on his mount, 
 
    “And remember, hit first and ask questions afterwards! Ulf’s advice!” 
 
    Lasgol laughed, but deep down he knew it was not a bad piece of advice for what was coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol very much enjoyed the journey to the Duchy of Vigons-Olafstone. Riding the full length of the land of the realm of snow was an experience he had not been able to enjoy before, and it was turning out to be fascinating. The beauty of the snowy landscapes was indescribable, the feeling of freedom they conveyed to him filled his soul with peace and joyful happiness. Spring was approaching with giant steps, he could feel it with all his senses. The snow was melting in the valleys, the rivers flowing down with new, crystalline waters. The air was still cold, but it did not hurt to breathe. It carried fresh scents of pine, beech, moist soil, nature, life. 
 
    Camu had behaved very well, staying hidden during the day and only coming out to explore during the night, when Lasgol and Marcus were sleeping. In addition he had not frightened Trotter, which was something Lasgol had been dreading. Gradually he and Trotter were getting used to each other. Lasgol used his Gift to communicate with both and make sure that neither of them put him in a tight spot in front of Marcus. The more he used his Gift, the easier it became and the better his two friends understood him. It was as if his skill were developing and becoming more powerful with use. 
 
    Marcus halted when they topped a small snow-covered hill. He pointed down into the valley. In the distance they could see a large walled city with a castle in the center. 
 
    “Estocos, capital of the Duchy of Vigons-Olafstone,” he announced. 
 
    Lasgol was gazing at it open-mouthed. It was a spectacular fortress-city, surrounded by a regal wall of black rock more than sixty feet high. The enormous rectangular castle with its three massive towers seemed carved out of a granite mountain. Thousands of tiny red roofs spread from it to the city walls. 
 
    “Impressive, eh?” Marcus said. 
 
    Lasgol whistled. “It certainly is! It looks like an indestructible fortress.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say indestructible. But it’s one of the largest and best-constructed of the realm. Those walls are six feet thick. There’s no way of bringing them down. Not without siege machines, and even so, they’d put up with months of punishment, if not years of siege.” 
 
    “They’re as solid as that?” 
 
    “Yes. The present Duke’s grandfather built it when the kingdom was divided into two, and this was the capital of the western kingdom.” 
 
    “Who ruled the other half?” 
 
    “The grandfather of the present King Uthar. They kept the eastern part of the kingdom and made Norghania the capital.” 
 
    “And now the whole kingdom belongs to Uthar and the capital is Norghania.” 
 
    “Yes, but in these parts Duke Olafstone is considered the legitimate king, and Estocos the true capital. Here they cling on to the past, and it’s dangerous to discuss it openly…” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him with concern. This might be considered treason. But Marcus had told him as a warning, so that he would be careful about what he said there. So he nodded and said no more.  
 
    “It looks as if it’s going to rain,” Marcus said. “Let’s get a move on.” He spurred his horse. 
 
    They entered the fortress-city with the storm just beginning to break in the form of cold rain. The great gates were open, and the guards did not bar their entry. It had not crossed Lasgol’s mind that Egil might live in such a large city. Thousands of people were hurrying through the streets and squares, seeking refuge from the cold and rain as they finished their errands. The sky was turning darker and darker. As they followed the paved main avenue up toward the castle, Lasgol glimpsed soldiers wearing the Duke’s badge: a war axe and a sword crossed above a snow-capped mountain in the background. 
 
    They arrived at Duke Olafstone’s castle. The guard stopped them at the door, and Marcus identified himself. The captain of the guard was summoned. Olvan came at once. He was as big and ugly as Ulf; on his face was a scar that ran from his forehead all the way down his right cheek. Luckily his eye had not been affected. After checking Marcus’ identity, he let them in. He examined Lasgol from head to foot, which made him rather nervous. They dismounted, and stable-hands took their horses away to the stables. Lasgol felt Camu’s weight on his right shoulder. He had stayed with him when Trotter had left. Lasgol used his skill of Animal Communication: Keep hidden and stay still. 
 
    “Lasgol!” came a voice. 
 
    Lasgol turned and saw Egil coming toward him, smiling from ear to ear. He was still as short and slight as ever, though Lasgol knew there was muscle in him now after a year of training with the Rangers. What had not changed was his height; he was still the shortest of the Initiates. And although he still looked a little weedy, there was a new confidence in his face. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Hi, Egil!” he said, happy to see his friend. 
 
    They hugged each other. 
 
    “You came!” Egil said in delight. 
 
    Lasgol stared in awe in the direction of the castle and its tall towers. “How could I miss this?” 
 
    “This is nothing. Wait till you see the interior and the views from up there, they’ll leave you speechless.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will.” 
 
    Egil turned to Marcus. “Thanks for escorting him here.” 
 
    “I’m always at my master’s orders,” the servant replied with a bow. He gave a parting nod to Lasgol, who returned the nod, then left. 
 
    “Let’s go inside, you’ll be tired after the journey.” 
 
    “Traveling never tires us Rangers.” 
 
    Egil laughed. “Obviously what you were taught at the Camp has left its mark on you.” 
 
    “It certainly has. In blood.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    Egil led him into the castle. The place was massive, a labyrinth of rock, granite and soldiers. For some reason, the interior of the castle was a swarm of soldiers in the Duke’s colors. There was a great deal of activity as they urgently carried supplies and weapons from one side to another. They were clearly preparing for something. Lasgol stopped to watch them. 
 
    “They’re getting ready, on my father’s orders.” 
 
    “To fight Darthor?” 
 
    “Maybe yes, maybe no,” Egil said, and the gravity in his voice left Lasgol worried. 
 
    They went up a spiral staircase of granite to the second floor, then along a corridor to an enormous room with long tables and benches. It seemed to be a dining room. 
 
    A very old servant came toward them, stooping as he walked. “Sir….” 
 
    “Albertsen, my friend Lasgol is hungry. Could you bring us something to eat and drink?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord, right away.” He began to walk away with slow, heavy steps. 
 
    “When Albertsen says right away, he really means in about an hour,” Egil explained with a smile, “The good man’s too old, but he doesn’t want to retire and for some reason my father allows him to go on serving. We’ll have time to catch up while the food is on its way.” 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me. I wasn’t sure if everything was all right between us…” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Egil assured him. He wagged a finger in warning. “But no more secrets.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “No more secrets.” 
 
    “In that case, we’re friends.” Egil said, and held out his hand. 
 
    Lasgol took it. “Friends.” 
 
    “Have you got Camu with you?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s on my shoulder.” 
 
    Egil looked to either side to make sure they were alone and felt until he found Camu’s head. He patted it. Camu licked him, and Egil laughed. 
 
    “He’s becoming visible,” Egil warned. 
 
    Lasgol invoked his skill Animal Communication: No. Stay hidden. 
 
    Camu obeyed. 
 
    “He wants to play. He’s growing naughtier and more restless all the time. We need to be very careful with him.” 
 
    “Or her,” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “Maybe. We don’t know its sex.” 
 
    “True. I’d never thought about it. In fact, for me he’s neuter…” 
 
    Egil laughed. “Maybe, but I think it’s more likely it’s either a female or a male.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out eventually.” 
 
    “We have so much to talk about!” Egil said excitedly. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “A lot, yes.” 
 
    “Who’s this?” an inquisitive voice interrupted. 
 
    They both turned around. Two young men came up to them. Lasgol glanced at them covertly. They were tall and strong, but also athletic, and they were wearing combat armor. The quality of their clothes and armor, and their presence and behavior, showed that they were lords of the place. Their faces reflected the weight of that responsibility. 
 
    “This is Lasgol, my comrade from the Rangers,” Egil replied, and Lasgol heard a trace of unease in his voice. 
 
    The older-looking of the two folded his arms across his chest. “Does Father know he’s here?” he asked. He was blond and his hair was cut very short, something uncommon in Norghana. He must have been five or six years older than Egil, and his blue eyes were heavy with responsibility and concern. 
 
    “Yes, Austin, Father knows. I asked him for permission.” 
 
    “And he gave it to you?” the other young man asked. He was a couple of years younger that Austin and a couple older than Egil. He too wore his hair, which was brown, very short, and his grey-brown eyes showed enmity, which made Lasgol uneasy. “I find it strange that he agreed… if he’s already averse to visitors, in these… complicated moments… I’m very surprised.” 
 
    “I can assure you, Arnold, I have his permission. I was surprised too. But he not only thought it was a good idea, he insisted that I invite him to the castle. Twice, since I came back.” 
 
    The two youths exchanged looks of surprise and confusion. 
 
    “Really strange… he can’t bear visitors, well, people in general…” Austin began. 
 
    Arnold was looking closely at Lasgol. “He must want something from him. I can’t think of any other explanation.” 
 
    “It wasn’t to make me happy, that’s for sure,” Egil said. 
 
    “Certainly not,” Austin agreed. 
 
    Egil’s face twisted into a grimace of resignation. “Oh, sorry, Lasgol. These are my brothers Austin and Arnold.” He indicated each of them in turn. 
 
    “A pleasure,” Lasgol replied. 
 
    Both brothers nodded at him. 
 
    “We have a thousand things to do,” Austin said. “We’d better carry on.”  
 
    Arnold pointed a finger at Lasgol, making no attempt to hide the threat in his words. “Lasgol, what happens here stays within these walls.” 
 
    “Arnold, there’s no need…” Egil put in. 
 
    “There most certainly is. We’re about to go to war. A mistake could cost lives. It could even cost the war.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lasgol interrupted. He did not want to cause trouble for Egil. “I’ll never pass on anything I see here. You have my word.” 
 
    “You’d better keep it,” Arnold said, and the two brothers left with a firm step. 
 
    “A little tense, aren’t they, your brothers?” 
 
    “My father brought them up for this, for war. That’s why they behave like that. They’re not bad people, they’re hard, but fair. Except that when it comes to the Duchy and the kingdom, they can become a little hard… even aggressive.” 
 
    “I can see that. But why all the tension? Your father’s sure to support Uthar against Darthor.” 
 
    Egil was silent. 
 
    “He wouldn’t!” Lasgol exclaimed, surprised of the implication. 
 
    “Shhh! My brothers…” 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his mouth. 
 
    “My father and the King are rivals for the crown. He won’t support Uthar without an important, unchallengeable reason. Or unless the political pressure becomes unbearable. He’s a hard man, but very intelligent.” 
 
    “Rivals for the crown?” 
 
    “When the kingdom was divided in two a couple of centuries ago, it was because this house, mine, was the heir to the crown. The house of Vigons, on behalf of my great-grandfather to be precise. The house of Vigons and its allies joined together to claim the throne, which was vacant, after King Misgof Ragnarssen died from the white fevers without leaving any children.” 
 
    “What happened? From what I know of Norghanian history, there was a battle for the throne, and the house with the royal rights won.” 
 
    Egil smiled crookedly. “Always remember that history is written by the winners, not the losers.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you mean.” 
 
    “That what’s said isn’t true, it’s what the winner wants us to believe. My father’s grandfather, Ivar Vigons, lost the battle to Uthar’s grandfather of the house of Haugen, and he seized the throne and the kingdom. He crowned himself King of Norghana. But the right by direct descent was my grandfather’s, not Uthar’s, who was from a lateral line.” 
 
    “Direct descent?” 
 
    “My father’s grandfather and King Misgof were first cousins. But Uthar’s grandfather, Olav, and King Misgof were second cousins.” 
 
    “Ah, now I see.” 
 
    “That’s why he and my father can’t stand each other. Uthar forced my father to renounce the rights to the crown and adopt the name Olafstone instead of Vigons, because the name of Vigons carries with it the right to the crown. My father has had to swear loyalty to Uthar, like all the other Dukes and Counts of the realm. But should Uthar die without children – and he has none – then the crown could pass to my house, to my father.” 
 
    At that moment Albertsen arrived with the food. With him were two more servants. Lasgol and Egil ordered more vegetables. Albertsen looked at them in surprise, but went to fetch them. They were for Camu, of course. Then a group of soldiers and castle officials came into the room and sat down near them. 
 
    “I’d better tell you what I’ve found out… later…” 
 
    Lasgol looked around. “Yes, you’d better.”  
 
    They began to eat. 
 
    “Can you believe everything we went through last year at the Camp?” Egil asked. He pretended to look horrified, then smiled. 
 
    “Can you believe we weren’t expelled?” 
 
    “I have to admit that those first few days I was very close to quitting. I didn’t think I could make it, that we could make it.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll never give my father that satisfaction. If I get expelled, I’ll accept it, but I’ll never capitulate.” 
 
    “Capi…?” 
 
    “Quit. I’ll never quit.” 
 
    “Ah, me neither.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the second year is even harder than the first.” 
 
    “Seriously? I can’t believe it,” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. From what I could find out, each of the four years it takes to become a Ranger is harder than the one before.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head heavily. “And who are the madmen who apply for the fifth year of specialization?” 
 
    “Your father did…” 
 
    Lasgol sighed deeply. “I don’t think I’ll make it, I haven’t his physical energy or his strength of will.” 
 
    “Let’s not think of that now. We need to face each challenge with energy and aplomb. We’ll pass them all, one by one, until we reach our goal. We’ll be Rangers and we’ll show our detractors that they were wrong about us.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at his friend. “That’s the spirit!” 
 
    Suddenly Olvan, the captain of the guard, followed by two soldiers, came up to them. 
 
    “The Duke requests your presence,” he announced. 
 
    “My father wants to see us now?” 
 
    “He’s waiting in his study. I have orders to escort you.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged glances. This was no friendly invitation. What did the Duke want of Lasgol? They would soon find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two huge Norghanian soldiers were on duty outside the Duke’s study on the second floor of the west wing. The captain knocked on the door under the alert gaze of the stoical guards.  
 
    “Come in!” came the Duke’s voice. 
 
    Olvan went in first, followed by Egil and then Lasgol. 
 
    The captain bowed deeply. “My Lord, the guest…”  
 
    “Thanks Olvan, you may leave.” 
 
    Lasgol looked closely at Duke Olafstone. He was an impressive man. He must have been about fifty, and was a true Norghanian: big and strong as a snow-covered mountain. His copper-blond hair was just beginning to turn white, and came down to his shoulders. His face was adorned with a goatee. Unlike most Norghanians, this and his hair were very well-cared-for, and his clothes, though sober, were of exquisite quality. He took pride in his appearance, as befitted someone from the nobility, though Norghanians were well-known throughout Tremia for being somewhat careless in that respect. Their reputation as rough, brutish and unkempt was something they had certainly earned. 
 
    He stood up and indicated two armchairs in front of his elaborate oak desk. “Come in and sit down,” he said. 
 
    They did so, and the Duke did the same. Even seated, he radiated great strength. His face was not pleasant, it was hard, with penetrating grey eyes. He fixed them on Lasgol, who sank back in his chair. 
 
    Egil noticed the scrutiny his friend was being subjected to. “Did you wish to see us, Father?” 
 
    Olafstone’s eyes went to his son. He frowned, as if the question had bothered him. 
 
    “Yes. I am Duke Olafstone, you are Lasgol Eklund, are you not?” he said directly. 
 
    “Yes, sir…” 
 
    “Are you the one who saved Uthar from being assassinated at the Rangers’ Camp?” 
 
    “Yes, sir…” 
 
    “Tell me what happened. In full detail. Don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    “Father… I’ve already told you… I was there, I experienced it.” 
 
    “Quiet. I want to hear it from his own lips.” 
 
    Lasgol glanced aside at Egil. He was nervous, feeling as though he were being interrogated. Egil lowered his gaze. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll tell you everything…” Lasgol said, and taking a deep breath he began the story. He explained what had happened, trying not to leave out any detail. Olafstone stared sternly at him, but did not interrupt him once. When he had finished, Lasgol was silent, waiting for the Duke’s reaction. 
 
    Olafstone closed his eyes and seemed to ponder for a long moment. Then he opened his eyes and stared once again at Lasgol, who was feeling very uncomfortable under that inquisitive stare, as if he had done something bad. He certainly did not feel like a hero for having saved the King’s life, not here. 
 
    “Tell me about the other attempts on your life,” the Duke asked. Before Egil could protest, he raised a finger in his direction in warning. Egil lowered his head and said no more. 
 
    Lasgol knew that what the Duke wanted to do was question him. So he told him what had happened on the two occasions when someone had tried to kill him. He did so slowly, trying not to leave out any important detail. 
 
    “Were you with him?” 
 
    “Yes, Father. On both occasions.” 
 
    “Egil helped me kill the mercenary,” Lasgol hastened to point out. 
 
    “Alone?” the Duke said with a grimace of distaste. 
 
    “It was really with everybody’s help,” Egil said. 
 
    “It would surprise me that you could kill anybody, even if your life depended on it.” 
 
    “I could, Father…” 
 
    “You could? I doubt it. You’d cower and tremble like a dummy, and you’d die.” 
 
    “I can assure you, sir, that if it hadn’t been for Egil, the mercenary would’ve killed me.” 
 
    “Don’t defend him. I know my son well. He’s spiritless. He always has been. A disgrace to the House of Vigons-Olafstone.” 
 
    Egil sank even deeper into his chair, with his head on his chest. Lasgol felt awful on his friend’s behalf. Those harsh and unfair words from his own father must be demolishing for poor Egil. 
 
    “One thing surprises me,” the Duke went on. The two boys looked at him. “I don’t understand how he managed to finish the first year. I thought he’d give up after the first week.” 
 
    “They won’t make me give up,” Egil said. 
 
    Lasgol heard the rage underlining the comment. The pain behind it. 
 
    The Duke straightened in his armchair. “You’ve spared me the shame that would have meant. Uthar would have made me pay. How he’d enjoy rubbing my face in the humiliation! And what’s more important, I didn‘t have to send Austin in your place. Uthar must be furious. He was counting on your failure. He wants to control me at all costs, and with Austin in his service, as a hostage, he could. But his move went awry.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what really matters,” Egil said sarcastically. 
 
    “It is. In any case, though you may not have given up, I fail to understand how you can possibly have finished the year without being expelled. You don’t have the makings of a Ranger, or of any other military profession or one which requires physical effort. It must be because of what happened to Uthar. Your expulsion must have been pardoned.” 
 
    Lasgol came to his friend’s defense. “No, sir, I can assure you it wasn’t like that. Egil managed to pass on his own merit.” 
 
    “If you say so…” Duke Olafstone said, unconvinced. 
 
    “I can assure you, sir.” 
 
    “And tell me, Lasgol,” Olafstone asked, bringing his face close to Lasgol and narrowing his eyes. He wanted a truthful answer. “How did you know the archer meant to kill the King?” 
 
    Lasgol realized that this was not a casual question. 
 
    “A hunch… I guess. I saw the archer posted there and I reacted instinctively.” 
 
    “Hunch… instinct… hmmm… interesting. Those aren’t terms I often hear around me.” 
 
    “What matters is that the King was unscathed,” Lasgol added. 
 
    Duke Olafstone sat back in his chair. “Yes, that’s what matters for the realm…” 
 
    Lasgol caught a certain sarcasm in the Duke’s tone, which he hid under a false smile. 
 
    “By the way,” the Duke asked suddenly, “didn’t your father tell you anything about what he was doing on the days prior to his death?” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil glanced at one another. It was a very odd question. 
 
    “No… my father never talked about anything to do with the Rangers or his missions.” 
 
    “And you didn’t notice that he was “possessed” by Darthor?” 
 
    Lasgol felt that the conversation was becoming more and more uncomfortable. 
 
    “No… in fact we weren’t together those final days… I think I only saw him once.” 
 
    “And he didn’t tell you anything? You saw nothing odd in his behavior?” 
 
    “Well no, sir… I don’t remember anything strange… he was more serious than usual, more worried, but I thought it must be because of his next mission. His behavior didn’t seem at all strange to me.” 
 
    “I see… and he didn’t tell you anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “No, not that I remember, sir.” 
 
    “Why such an interest in Dakon?” Egil asked. “Did you know him, father?”  
 
    “Our paths had crossed on the odd occasion, yes, and my interest in him is of no concern to you. Don’t interrupt me.” 
 
    Egil lowered his head again. 
 
    “It was said that he was under Darthor’s control,” the Duke said, to ease the tension, “which sounds very strange to me, I wanted to know whether his son had noticed anything odd.”  
 
    “He was under a domination spell, I can assure you,” Lasgol replied, “but I didn’t notice anything strange. I should have noticed, but I didn’t…” 
 
    “They say it’s very hard to tell,” Egil said to Lasgol without raising his head. “Don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “And your mother?” the Duke asked suddenly. 
 
    “My mother died years ago.” 
 
    “Do you remember her?” 
 
    “Barely…” Lasgol said, feeling very uncomfortable talking about this with a stranger. 
 
    “Has anything happened recently to reawaken that memory?” 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled. He thought about Martha and what she had told him about his mother, but he did not want to say anything about it to the Duke. 
 
    “No… nothing worth mentioning…” 
 
    “You knew her too, Father?” Egil asked despite his father’s warning. 
 
    “Yes, I knew her. A great woman.” 
 
    Lasgol was astonished. Duke Olafstone had known his parents, both, personally. 
 
    “I think I’ve kept you here long enough,” the Duke said. He stood up, and Lasgol and Egil did the same. 
 
    “You can go away now, I have a great deal to do. Let me know when you leave for the Camp.” 
 
    “Very well, Father.” 
 
    “Ah, and one more thing.” He jabbed his finger at both. “Whatever you see here doesn’t concern anybody else. Not a word to anyone, or I’ll tear your tongues out.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil nodded fearfully and left. 
 
    “A difficult man, your father…” 
 
    “Oh,” Egil said, “he was very self-controlled, almost pleasant, considering what he’s usually like.” He made a face. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. They left hastily, as if fearing that the Duke would come out after them. 
 
    To get over the bitter taste of the meeting, Egil showed Lasgol the castle. The experience fascinated him. It was a place he could only have dreamed of. A fortress of regal beauty, built for war, so solid and majestic that it awoke admiration and respect. 
 
    They climbed to the highest tower, and from it they looked out over the city at their feet and the Duke’s lands which spread around it, covered in the green and white of those northern lands. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Lasgol said. “I feel like a bird up here.”  
 
    “A bird that’s made its nest on top of a bunker full of soldiers.” 
 
    Lasgol watched the Duke’s men in their incessant coming and going through the fortress and the adjacent streets of the city. 
 
    “They’re preparing for war, Lasgol said, sounding worried. 
 
    “All of Norghana’s preparing.” 
 
    “Your father will support Uthar, won’t he?” 
 
    Egil checked that they were alone. 
 
    “He has no choice… he doesn’t want to, but not to do so would be madness. My father’s seeking an alliance with the other Dukes and Counts of the West to overthrow Uthar, but this isn’t the time. Now the enemy is Darthor, everyone’s enemy. He’s a rival from outside, and a powerful one. To defeat him they all have to join forces under Uthar’s banner. My father knows it, even though it’s eating him away inside as if he’d swallowed acid.” 
 
    “How many Dukes and Counts are on your father’s side?” 
 
    “The situation in Norghana hasn’t changed in two hundred years, since the kingdom split in two. The nobles of the west, my father and his allies, add up to about a dozen. There are ten or so of Uthar’s allies, the eastern nobles, but they’re more powerful and they have more lands and wealth.” 
 
    “The nobles: are they Dukes as powerful as your father?” 
 
    “No, most of them on both sides are lesser Counts with not much land. There are only half a dozen powerful Dukes. Three on each side, to be precise, although there are two who you never know whose side they’re on, and they use that fact to gain favors. But Uthar tilts the balance with his own army and power. Norghania, the capital, where the King lives, is the most powerful duchy of all.” 
 
    “I see. How complex politics is. I had no idea. I only knew my county, Count Malason’s.” 
 
    “He’s one of ours,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    “Just think of it, I’m your ally and I didn’t even know.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “My father and his allies make up the “Western League”, and they want to regain the throne for the West. Many of them are related by blood, they’re first or second cousins. It’s the same sort of thing with the eastern nobles, many of them are family.” 
 
    “I see. A power struggle between families, right up to the crown.” 
 
    “That’s right. But faced with the threat of Darthor, they’ll all unite against him. It happened the first time he tried, when your father…” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and bowed his head. 
 
    “They’ll let the game go on once they’ve freed themselves from this immediate danger.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they manage to.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so…” 
 
    That evening they dined with the officers. Lasgol enjoyed this, because he heard many different stories from those soldiers’ lips. The rumors were growing every day. The latest spoke of Darthor having monstrous creatures among his allies. They spoke of albino snakes more than a hundred paces long, with heads the size of houses and enormous jaws. 
 
    Egil rolled his eyes. “As if it weren’t enough to have an army of Wild Men of the Ice, supported by Trolls of the snows, corrupt Ogres, and other bestial creatures, with a few Elementals and Giants of the Ice for support…”  
 
    “Who are these Wild Men of the Ice?” 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t heard of them? They’re fascinating. I’ve read that they’re our ancestors. That the current ethnicity of northern men, the Norghanians, comes from them. We’re descended from them.” 
 
    “They’re our… great-grandparents?” 
 
    Egil smiled and shook his head. “They’re our ancestors. The ones who lingered on. It’s said that they live in the Frozen Continent further north. It’s a frozen place, practically lifeless. You can only reach it by boat. These men live inside huge caves which run through much of the frozen continent. The outside is practically uninhabitable because of the low temperatures and the icy wind. They only go outside in spring and summer, when the temperature doesn’t kill them. They’re very primitive and wild. They’re huge, more than six feet tall, and broad and strong as bears. But the most remarkable thing about them is the color of their skin: it’s an intense ice-blue.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Not at all. And their strength is colossal. They carry axes and can split a man in two with a single stroke.” 
 
    “Charming…” 
 
    “There are still some groups who live on the northernmost tip of our kingdom, on the coast.” 
 
    “Isn’t there nothing but ice, over there?” 
 
    “Fascinating, isn’t it? What I’d give to see one…” 
 
    “I don’t find them fascinating at all, and I’ve no wish to come across one of them.” 
 
    Egil laughed and shook his head. 
 
    After dinner they went to Egil’s room, or rather his chambers, as they were huge. There were two large rooms: the dresser-studio and the bedroom. The latter had a bed of extraordinary size. Lasgol had never seen such a sumptuous room before. 
 
    “What luxury,” he said as he walked around, looking at everything around him.  
 
    “It’s comfort, rather than luxury, I like being comfortable.” 
 
    “And these silk sheets? And the upholstered cushions? And the Nocean carpets? Because they’re Nocean, right?” 
 
    Egil nodded uncomfortably. “It’s just so as to be comfortable, you see,” he said. He was trying to hide the fact, but he had blushed. 
 
    “When I tell the rest of the team… half a dozen of them could sleep in this bed…” 
 
    “No! Don’t let Viggo find out. He’ll torture me without mercy about it, and he does that quite enough already.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Not a word.” 
 
    “Thanks. Besides, it’s not my fault I was born into this family, for good or ill.” 
 
    “Quite honestly, at the moment I wouldn’t change the good for the bad.” 
 
    “Neither would I. But I can’t do anything about it. I’m who I am.” 
 
    “Just like me.” 
 
    “Very true, my friend.” 
 
    “Maybe one day things will get better… perhaps your father…” 
 
    “I don’t think so, not as far as that’s concerned, but thanks anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “Make yourself comfortable,” Egil said as he locked the door. “You can let Camu play, nobody will bother us.” 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift, and after he had communicated with the creature, Camu appeared on Egil’s enormous bed. He started bouncing, playful and smiling. 
 
    “Camu! How good to see you!” Egil said. He threw himself on the bed to play with the little creature. 
 
    Lasgol watched them with a broad smile. 
 
    “I’ll catch you!” Egil laughed, while Camu gave his laughter-shrieks and escaped with wide leaps. 
 
    Lasgol made himself comfortable and relaxed while his two mates played. He needed a moment of quiet. He rested. After a while, Egil let himself collapse beside him. 
 
    “Camu… is tireless…” he said breathlessly. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “And getting more so all the time.” 
 
    Camu gave a leap and fell between them. He gave a little shriek and began to flex his legs and move his head and tail. 
 
    Egil stroked his head. 
 
    “And now, tell me everything about your Gift and the skills you’ve been able to develop. I’m deeply intrigued.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    “Everything. I won’t accept any less. Bringing you here was a ruse to lock you in my rooms so that you tell me everything I want to know.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “It’ll take time.” 
 
    “I’m in no hurry.” 
 
    Lasgol told him everything he wanted to know about his Gift and his skills. With each explanation Egil grew more delighted. Predictably, he asked endless questions which Lasgol was happy to answer. He was very much aware that he had almost lost his friendship with Egil and the rest of the team for not having been honest. He had learnt his lesson, a lesson that had now been branded on him. It would never happen again. He had been deeply hurt by his friends’ rejection. 
 
    Dawn was breaking as he went back to his rooms at the other end of the corridor. He was very sleepy, but also very happy, because now Egil knew his secret. Hence it was a secret no longer and would not cause him any trouble with his friends. Camu was on his shoulder, with his perpetual smile drawn on his face and his curious eyes taking in everything around him. They came to a fork in the corridor. 
 
    Suddenly Camu gave a shriek of alarm and jumped off his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    The creature ran toward the right-hand passage. The guest rooms were to the left. 
 
    “Camu!” Lasgol cried. But it was too late. 
 
    Hellfire, if they find out about him I’ll be in a terrible mess! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol put his head around the corner. He scanned the corridor, careful not to be seen, and glimpsed Camu’s tail disappearing down the stairs.  
 
    Oh, no! Downstairs meant the great library and the Duke’s study. 
 
    And outside them were soldiers on watch duty! 
 
    He ran down the stairs after Camu and stopped in his tracks. Something made all his alarms go off. Four of the Duke’s soldiers, who ought to have been on duty, were lying on the floor. They seemed to be asleep. Lasgol went slowly toward them, trying not to make a sound. 
 
    One soldier falling asleep is a possibility. But four of them, and all at the same time, is pretty unlikely. This smells fishy. 
 
    Suddenly he felt something in his mind, a feeling that was not his own. It was Camu. He was sending him a feeling. 
 
    One of danger! 
 
    He looked around for him but could not see him. He concentrated, used his Gift. and called on his Animal Presence. A golden flash reached him from the end of the corridor. He went over carefully and found Camu behind one of the guards on the floor. He was hidden by the body of the soldier. Camu was stiff, his tail pointing at the door of the Duke’s study. He began to utter a shriek like a lament. 
 
    Lasgol acted. He used his Gift and communicated with Camu. 
 
    Silence! Not a sound!  
 
    Camu fell silent, but without changing his hieratic stance. 
 
    Lasgol already knew what that meant: Camu had detected Magic. He checked the soldiers and understood. A mage or a sorcerer had put them out of action, and that must have been what Camu had detected. Whenever he detected magic, the little creature launched himself like a hunting dog at a partridge. 
 
    He took a deep breath and wondered what to do. Whatever it was, it had nothing to do with either himself or the Rangers. There was no reason for him to intervene. On the other hand, this looked very bad. If it were an attempt on the Duke’s life he ought to intervene; he could not let him be killed. He made his decision. He put his right eye to the keyhole and looked into the room. It was dark, but beside the window, at the far end, he could make out two standing figures. One was Duke Olafstone, who was unmistakable. In front of him was a dark-skinned man. For a moment Lasgol thought it might be Haakon, but no, this man was middle-aged, with curly white hair and intense green eyes. The contrast between white hair, dark skin and bright green eyes was striking. Certainly exotic. He must be from those lands in the south of Tremia, where the Nocean Empire ruled. But what was he doing here with the Duke? The foreigner was not armed. It looked as if they were arguing about something. It was not a murder attempt. 
 
    Lasgol wanted to listen to the conversation, but he could hear nothing. The faces of both men showed tension, enmity. The discussion was not going well, Lasgol decided to use his Owl Hearing skill, even though he still had not mastered it. He concentrated and tried. But he failed. The summons did not work. 
 
    Come on, you can do it! he said to himself by way of encouragement, and tried again. He concentrated all his attention on catching the conversation he could see taking place through the keyhole. He tried, focusing to the best of his ability, trying to catch the slightest sound. Suddenly a green flash ran through his mind. A few words reached his ears: distant, barely perceptible. 
 
    “…don’t threaten me…” 
 
    “I am not threatening you, Duke Olafstone, I am reminding you of your obligation,” the foreigner said, in a marked southern accent. 
 
    The words began to grow clearer. 
 
    “I owe no debt to anybody.” 
 
    “You made a deal. You can’t break it now.” 
 
    The Duke’s face showed rage. 
 
    “Nobody tells me what I can or cannot do.” 
 
    The conversation was now becoming more audible. Lasgol now felt as if he were beside them, listening. 
 
    “Pride is a poison which corrodes the hearts of men,” the foreigner said. He spoke the Unified Language of the North perfectly well, but the accent was unmistakably Nocean. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, Sorcerer. Don’t fob me off with trite proverbs. I’ll do what I must when the time comes. Whatever’s most convenient for my cause.” 
 
    “Allow me to remind you that my master does not forgive betrayal.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “In that case,” the foreigner said in a voice which left the threat in it clear, “let us hope that my next visit will be as a messenger and not as an executor.” 
 
    “If you try to kill me, it’ll be the last thing you do.” 
 
    The foreigner smiled. His face was confident. He was not afraid of the Duke. He knew he could kill him. 
 
    “Steel is powerless against magic,” he said. 
 
    “I told you to keep your proverbs to yourself. You already have your answer. This conversation is over.” 
 
    “As you wish. I shall tell my master.” 
 
    The foreigner turned to the door. Lasgol saw that he was carrying a curved sword, set with jewels, on one side of his waist, and something spherical hung in a black pouch on the other side. He had a sense of something ominous. 
 
    “One thing more…” 
 
    The foreigner stopped but did not turn around. 
 
    “Tell Darthor that if he threatens me again, he’ll pay.” 
 
    The Sorcerer smiled and went on walking to the door. 
 
    Lasgol grabbed Camu in one hand and ran like lightning. 
 
    The foreigner came out of the room at the moment Lasgol turned the corner. He flattened himself against the wall and listened. His heart was beating like a drum, and with his heightened sense of hearing it sounded as if it were going to burst. He managed to isolate the heartbeats and focused on the Sorcerer’s footsteps. 
 
    They were moving away in the opposite direction. 
 
    Lasgol gave a long snort, Phew…only just made it… 
 
    With a troubled heart, he went back to his room. He would have to tell Egil all about it at dawn. 
 
    His friend was banging on the door a moment later, or so it seemed to Lasgol. 
 
    “Wake up! Its late and we’ve got lots to do!” 
 
    Lasgol got out of bed. He folded over the sheets to cover Camu, who was still sleeping, and went to the door. He opened it and found his friend, who was smiling. 
 
    “Come on, sleepy-head, get ready,” Egil said, and pushed him to the bathroom so that he could wash. 
 
    Lasgol tried to wipe the sleep away with cold water from a silver washbasin. He dressed, while Egil played hide-and-seek with Camu all across the room. Lasgol watched them. It was amusing. Camu became invisible and gave little shrieks so that Egil could find him. They were having a wonderful time. Lasgol waited a little, not wanting to interrupt the fun. It gladdened his soul to see them playing and enjoying themselves. 
 
    He finished getting ready and looked out over the city through the window. From that height of the castle’s eastern wing, beside one of the towers, he had a clear view of the north-east of the walled city. This was beautiful as well as bustling, in contrast to the landscape beyond its walls. In the distance, on the horizon, the forests and the snow-capped mountains which were so typical of the kingdom transmitted serenity. 
 
    Egil came to stand beside him. “Magnificent view, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes…” Lasgol replied. His gaze was lost in the horizon. 
 
    “Are you feeling all right? You look a little melancholy.” 
 
    “I’ve got something to tell you.” 
 
    “Information leads to knowledge, so go ahead.” 
 
    “You’re not going to like it…” 
 
    “No secrets, remember?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Lasgol told him everything that had happened the night before between the Duke and the Sorcerer. Egil listened very attentively, as he always did, and did not interrupt. When he had finished, Lasgol waited for some reaction from him. But Egil was still quiet and thoughtful. Not even the presence of Camu, who was calling him, brought him out of it. 
 
    At last he said: “This discovery is an unequivocal indication of a serious situation which I already suspected.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “It means that my father’s playing with fire. And now we have proof.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “My father is betting on both sides. He’s made a deal with Darthor, and now he’s going to do the same with Uthar.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes. The first one is willing, the second is forced. Uthar won’t let him stay on the fringe. He’ll force him to fight alongside him.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “I need to have a talk with my brothers.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “They need to know. My father won’t have told them. I want them to know the risks they’ll be facing.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He understood the feeling that was impelling his friend, though his good intentions might not be seen as such. Egil’s brothers had not seemed particularly friendly or open. They would soon find out. 
 
    They went down to the courtyard. There were soldiers everywhere, dealing with supplies. They were preparing to leave. 
 
    They found Austin and Arnold at the armory door, giving orders to the soldiers who were carrying the weapons to carts beside the stables. 
 
    “My dear brothers!” Egil greeted them. 
 
    “We’re kind of busy…” Austin said, clearly intending to make him leave. 
 
    “It’s important,” Egil insisted. 
 
    “It had better be,” Arnold said with a grimace of distaste. 
 
    “Let’s go inside, I have something to tell you, and it’s not for the ears of strangers.” 
 
    They went into the reception hall of the castle, which was empty. Egil closed the door. He told them what Lasgol had witnessed between the Duke and Darthor’s Sorcerer. The faces of Austin and Arnold hardened as they listened. When Egil had finished, Arnold exploded. 
 
    “You spied on our father! How dare you!” he spat at Lasgol, and took a step toward him. 
 
    Austin held his brother back. “Wait, brother.” 
 
    “He’s a spy! We ought to hang him!” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Egil said. He stepped between Arnold and Lasgol. 
 
    “Let me think for a moment,” said Austin. 
 
    “There’s nothing to think, it’s treason.” 
 
    “He may have spied on Father,” Austin said, “but he’s not a spy.”  
 
    “What’s the difference? We need to hang him!” He put his hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Frightened, Lasgol stepped back. He did not like the turn the situation was taking. 
 
    “Is what Egil has told us true?” Austin asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Yes, every word.” 
 
    Austin fixed his eyes on Lasgol’s. “You want to leave this castle alive?” 
 
    Egil stepped in. “Austin… you wouldn’t dare commit an atrocity like that, you’d taint your honor forever.”  
 
    “If you want to get out of here alive,” Austin went on, “you’ll swear on your honor not to repeat any of this to anyone. To anyone, ever.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I swear it on my father’s name.” 
 
    “It’s too risky,” Arnold said to his older brother. “We can’t let him leave. Suppose he tells the Rangers? It would reach Uthar.”  
 
    “You didn’t hear our father agree to any deal with Darthor, did you?” Austin asked. 
 
    “That’s right. He didn’t commit himself. He rejected Darthor’s threats.” 
 
    “In that case there’s no treason,” said Egil’s older brother.” If you accuse him of that, I’ll challenge you to a duel of honor and kill you.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Lasgol assured him. “There was no treason, and I’m not going to reveal the encounter to anyone.”  
 
    “Very well,” Austin said. “You’ll leave right away, for the Camp. If Father finds out, and he will” – he gave Arnold a sidelong glance – “Lasgol won’t survive. Father doesn’t want to risk Uthar finding out his covert movements, not now the war’s about to begin. You’ll have to get away and take shelter with the Rangers.” He turned to Egil. “Don’t even say goodbye to Father. Take your things and go.” 
 
    “Thanks Austin,” Egil said. “We’ll do that.”  
 
    “And remember, Lasgol,” Austin warned him. “If Uthar finds out, it’s Egil’s life, he’ll go for him.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “He’ll never find out. Not through me.” 
 
    “You’d better.” Arnold said threateningly. 
 
    Austin put both hands on his younger brother’s shoulders, “Brother, you did well to tell us. Father certainly won’t, and what he’s about to do is very dangerous. It could cost him his life. All our lives. We need to be very careful about every move we make from now on. I’m grateful to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Egil. Now he did not seem so sure he had done the right thing. 
 
    “Off you go. Good luck.” 
 
    “Good luck, brothers,” Egil replied. 
 
    Soon afterwards both he and Lasgol left the castle on their horses, Duke Olafstone watched them leave from his tower. 
 
    Dark times were closing in on Norghania, with giant steps. 
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    Egil and Lasgol rode for two days toward the East. Camu was now sitting on Egil’s shoulder, which Lasgol was grateful for, as poor Trotter was still not altogether used to the restless creature. When night came they camped by a great oak beside the road. They had water and food, so they had no need to go into the forest to hunt or look for a stream. 
 
    Egil made a campfire with an ease that left Lasgol open-mouthed. 
 
    “It’s amazing, the wisdom one acquires from the Rangers,” Egil said with a wink. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and went to look for more firewood. Camu stayed with Egil, playing with a dung beetle he had discovered beside him. 
 
    “Don’t eat it,” Egil warned him. 
 
    Camu hit it with his tail, and the beetle rolled itself into a ball. Startled, the little animal jumped. When he saw it was harmless, he began to push it around with his nose. 
 
    “I can truly declare that he’s a very special creature,” Egil told Lasgol when he came back with the firewood. “I need to take some notes and get it down on paper.” He went to his horse and took his study diary out of one of the saddlebags. He sat by the fire and set himself to study Camu. After noting all his findings in the worn notebook, he went over them to draw his conclusions. 
 
    Lasgol prepared their dinner. Camu grew bored with the beetle, and after chasing a bat with a series of crazy leaps, he came closer to the fireside and fell asleep at Egil’s feet. 
 
    “If anybody can find out what kind of creature Camu is, it’s you,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I’ll certainly try, that I can promise you. The funny thing is that sometimes he behaves like a dog, at others like a cat, or even a bird. But the most disconcerting fact is that he’s a reptile…” 
 
    “You’re telling me that…” 
 
    “I’m becoming more convinced that our dear Camu is related to some race of mystical creatures.” 
 
    Lasgol was very interested. “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes… those markedly extravagant characteristics of his fit. Unknown reptile, small, with the power to become practically invisible, and to feel the existence of magic. I’m going to study him in detail and come up with a few significant conclusions, you’ll see.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Oh, you’re very good at that.”  
 
    “Thanks. It’ll be a fascinating subject for study. And more than that, it’s a unique opportunity. Who else in all Norghana can boast of having the chance to study a living magical specimen?” 
 
    “Nobody?” 
 
    “Exactly! Only us, we’re privileged. It’s an extraordinary opportunity, an honor. I must go on writing down everything I observe about our little friend.” 
 
    “But he’s asleep… he spends most of the day and the night sleeping…” 
 
    “This behavior in itself is something I need to record and study.” 
 
    “That he sleeps a lot?” 
 
    “Exactly. There has to be a reason for it.” 
 
    “He probably ends up exhausted after running around so much. He doesn’t stay still for a single moment when he’s awake.” 
 
    “That could be why. But, it might also be for a physiological reason.” 
 
    “Physio…what?” 
 
    “To do with his body, his nature.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, you study him as much as you want. It’ll be a good thing for us. The more we know about him… or her… the better. Perhaps we can manage to control him a little and stop him getting into trouble.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “That’s what I’ll do. Don’t doubt it for a moment.”  
 
    They ate and chatted for a while. The subject, once again, was Lasgol’s Gift. It was Egil’s favorite; his friend wanted to know everything. For him it was the most fascinating subject of all. Where everybody else was afraid of it and wanted to know nothing about it, Egil wanted to delve deeply into the subject and find out everything about it. This time they talked about the limitations of the Gift in Lasgol. 
 
    “When you use skills like your Cat-like Reflexes, how long do they last? A whole day?” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “If only. They only last for a short while. Then they vanish.” 
 
    “And you can’t call on them again and go on using them indefinitely?” 
 
    “No… Every time I summon a skill, it uses energy from my “inner pool”, and once it runs out, I can’t call on any more skills.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting… I’ve read that all magic has its limitations. The Ice Mages, for instance, can’t launch their spells further than two hundred paces. That’s why expert archers can kill them. But there’s very little documented about limitations, probably because they don’t want them known. After all, limitations are a weakness.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I can tell you all about mine.” 
 
    “That’d be fantastic!” 
 
    “All right then. All skills need a long period of training. Once they’re mastered, invoking them consumes inner energy. The more recent the learning, the more energy is consumed. Some skills, the most complex or most powerful, consume more energy than the others. When all the energy has been consumed from my body, I fall unconscious. I need to sleep to recover.” 
 
    “Oh! It affects your body directly? In a physical way?” 
 
    “My body and my mind. If I’m not careful and I consume it all, I fall just like that, like a felled tree.” 
 
    “Fascinating!” 
 
    “That’s not all. My skills aren’t just limited in time, but also in area. For instance, my Owl Hearing won’t reach more than a dozen paces around me. Over time I’ll get better at it, because at first I could only reach five paces, but I don’t know if I’ll ever reach further than twenty.” 
 
    “How interesting. It improves, but the limit is unknown.” 
 
    “Now I come to think about it, all my skills have limits, both in duration and let’s say in size, or area of effect.” 
 
    “This information is extremely valuable.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it happens to other people, but it does to me.” 
 
    “I think that the greater laws, the principles and limitations, will apply to all alike, whether it’s mages, sorcerers, healers, assassins… The how and when must be the variables. An Ice Mage will have a larger pool of energy than you, but sooner or later with the use of magic it must run out too. And when it does, he’ll have to rest and recover too. I’ve read about healers who’ve died through exhausting their bodies, consuming their last drop of energy in the healing of a sick person.” 
 
    “Oh… wow…” 
 
    “All this is an amazing world. You’ve got to tell me everything. In detail.” 
 
    “I will, but let’s leave it for today and rest.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely, I get carried away by the excitement.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at his friend. 
 
    They lay down under the shelter of the oak and huddled inside their blankets by the warmth of the fire. Lasgol was about to fall asleep when Egil said: “I’m sorry about my brothers…” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I didn’t think they’d go so far.” 
 
    “Everything ended well, that’s what matters.” 
 
    “For a moment there I was afraid they weren’t going to do the right thing. But I knew Austin would, once he’d thought about it. He’s hard, but his heart is honorable.” 
 
    “And Arnold?” 
 
    “Deep down, so is he, but he tries so hard to stand out in my father’s eyes that sometimes his reason gets clouded and he goes too far.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “I’ll have to be more careful with my family from now on.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Rest.” 
 
    The two boys slept. Their dreams were filled with dangers. Little did they know that it was precisely what awaited them: them, and all Norghana. 
 
    Dawn came, and they both got up with the first rays of the sun. They had to wake Camu, who was sleeping peacefully between them. 
 
    “How much further?” Lasgol asked as he got Trotter ready. 
 
    Egil was covering the remains of the fire with earth. “Not very much. We’ll get to the meeting point at dusk.” 
 
    “Keen to begin our second year of instruction?” 
 
    Egil snorted. “What can we do about it? I’d much rather dedicate myself to studying the Gift and Camu and a thousand other subjects that absorb my interest and feed my intellect, but we have no choice.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at his friend. He understood how he was feeling. But to his own surprise, he was looking forward to reaching the Camp and beginning the second year. Who would have thought so only a year ago? How strange life was, the turns it took. 
 
    “On we go, then,” he said, and they set off. 
 
    It was noon when they reached the crossroads. The path forked into three at this point: east, north and south. Egil’s stomach roared like a lion. Camu stared at him from Lasgol’s right shoulder and poked out his blue tongue. 
 
    “Sounds as though someone’s hungry…” 
 
    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Egil said with a smile. His cheeks were red. 
 
    “The good life of the nobles…” 
 
    “Yes, one gets used to it pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Shall we rest and eat?” 
 
    Egil studied the crossing and the road. Then he took out the map he carried rolled up in his saddlebag and looked at it for a while. “We leave the road here. We have to cross this forest.” He pointed. “We’d better rest after we cross it and reach the river. From there we only have to follow it to the meeting point. We can’t miss it. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol said mockingly. 
 
    Egil laughed. They left the road and went on into a small oak wood. They crossed it without difficulty and came out into a plain of tall grass. They could see the river at the far end and hear its incessant wet murmur. They stopped and gazed at it. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” Egil said. 
 
    “Very,” 
 
    Suddenly a terrifying animal growl reached them from the edge of the forest behind them. Both horses bucked. Egil, unable to manage his, fell to the ground. A monstrous figure emerged from the forest and ran toward them. It was huge, a white-furred creature whose shape was vaguely humanoid, though the length of its muscular arms, its massive torso and the way it ran on its arms and legs made it look more like a colossal ape. It gave a fearsome roar, and Trotter bucked again, throwing off Lasgol, who was unable to hold on. Both horses ran off, terrified by the monstrous beast. 
 
    Egil drew his weapons. “It’s a Snow Troll!” 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet and drew his knife and axe. He could not believe his eyes. It was a Troll! And it was attacking them! His mind told him it could not be real. Beasts like that were rarely seen in civilized areas. But the fear in his stomach told him it was real, and that he had better act if he did not want to die. 
 
    The beast moved toward them, roaring and showing imposing fangs in murderous jaws. When he saw the monster’s colossal torso, huge arms and claws at closer range, Lasgol knew it was too big and strong for the two of them. To confront it was a seriously bad idea. 
 
    “Egil, let’s run!” 
 
    His friend glanced at him, undecided. The beast was almost on top of him. Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his Cat-like Reflexes. 
 
    Egil turned and started running. The beast used its powerful hind legs to leap forward. When it landed it struck Egil’s legs. 
 
    “Egil!” cried Lasgol. 
 
    The small Ranger-Initiate was thrown back like a rag doll and fell with a dull thud ten paces away on the grass. He tried to get up, but collapsed. 
 
    Seeing Egil fall, Lasgol had to change his plan; he had to distract the creature until his friend could recover. The beast stared at him with blood-red eyes and roared to the heavens. Lasgol called on his Improved Agility and confronted it. The beast spread its arms and moved to grab him. If it succeeded, he would be crushed like a paper doll. The two arms began to close around him. With a leap worthy of a tiger he evaded the embrace before it fastened on his body. 
 
    The Ice Troll looked at him in disbelief. It roared and hurled itself at his chest. It was coming at him with tremendous power. Without hesitating, he moved to one side with a quick, fluid movement and the beast went past him. It roared again and raised its powerful arms. It was furious at not having caught him. 
 
    If it catches me it’ll tear me to shreds. I’ve got to keep dodging it till Egil recovers. He glanced aside at his friend, but saw that he was still lying on the ground immobile. 
 
    The Troll launched itself at Lasgol at a run on all four limbs. He waited for it, concentrating hard. When it was almost on top of him he rolled to one side. The beast missed. It roared in frustration. Lasgol got ready for the next attack, but then something strange happened. The Troll was not attacking. Its hands were behind its back and it was growling, trying to catch something. He could not see what it was. The Troll turned in a fury, and suddenly he saw it. 
 
    It was Camu! 
 
    The little creature had climbed on to the Troll’s back. Lasgol had no idea what Camu was doing to it, but the Troll was beside itself with rage. Its arms were too thick to reach the little creature on its massive back. 
 
    Well done, Camu! Lasgol saw his chance and took it. He concentrated and searched for Trotter. He was by the river. Not too far, though perhaps too far to allow him to use his Gift. He called upon his Animal Communication skill. He failed; he was too far after all. He ran, then stopped ten paces closer and tried again. Come on, it has to work! He tried and failed. He whistled at Trotter as the Rangers had taught him to do to call their mounts. The pony recognized the call and began to come closer. Yes! He’s coming! But the pony sniffed the beast and stopped with a neigh. He would not come any nearer. 
 
    Lasgol tried once more with his Gift. And this time it worked! He was at the limit of his reach. A green flash ran from his head and touched Trotter’s mind. Come to me! he ordered urgently, and Trotter obeyed. The order was stronger than the fear the poor animal was feeling. He reached Lasgol, who leapt on to his back. Follow my instructions, he commanded, and using the reins he led him to Egil. The beast was turning in circles, trying unsuccessfully to get rid of Camu. It roared furiously, shaking its arms. 
 
    Lasgol placed Egil on Trotter. He was unconscious. Lasgol was about to call Camu when he felt something strange. That same feeling he normally experienced when he was being watched. Suddenly he felt terribly sleepy. He called upon his Detection of Animal Presence skill. At the edge of the forest, about a hundred paces away, he became aware of a presence. He concentrated and saw it clearly. 
 
    The Nocean Sorcerer! He was pointing his jeweled, curved sword toward Lasgol while he cast a spell. Hellfire! He’s going to make me sleep like the guards! He tried to resist, but the magic was powerful. His eyes were closing. With one last effort he called Camu to flee: Camu, to me! and then he fell asleep on Trotter. 
 
    The Sorcerer smiled. Now they were his. 
 
    Camu jumped off the Troll’s back and ran like lightning to Lasgol. The Troll ran after the little creature. It was so furious that its bestial face looked as if it were possessed by a demon. But the Sorcerer called it. 
 
    “Stop! Come here!” 
 
    The Troll stopped and looked at him. It did not want to obey. 
 
    “If you go near the horse it will run off. Come here. I’m in charge. I’ll make it sleep.” 
 
    The beast did not look convinced. It was in a state of fury. 
 
    “Or would you rather I made you sleep?” 
 
    This convinced the Troll, which went to the Sorcerer with extreme reluctance. 
 
    Camu climbed on to Lasgol’s shoulder and licked his cheek. But Lasgol and Egil were both out to the world. 
 
    The Sorcerer began to cast a spell on Trotter. 
 
    Camu felt it, he stiffened and pointed his tail at the sorcerer. And something curious happened. Trotter did not fall, And Lasgol woke up. 
 
    “What…? What’s happening?” 
 
    Camu was shrieking. 
 
    Lasgol saw the Sorcerer casting his spell and realized what was happening He clutched Egil tightly so that he would not fall off and spurred Trotter. 
 
    “Let’s go, Trotter!” The pony obeyed, and they left at a gallop.  
 
    The Sorcerer saw them leave his field of reach and cursed in Nocean. “That’s an interesting creature,” he commented to the Troll, which roared in disagreement. For a moment longer they watched their prey escaping, then they disappeared into the forest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rode following the river, escaping from danger. The pony trotted as fast as his sturdy body allowed him to. He was carrying Egil, Lasgol and Camu on his back, which meant a huge effort. Lasgol kept looking back over his shoulder, fearing that their pursuers might be after them. At last, with the meeting point in sight and with no trace of the enemy, they stopped to let Trotter rest. He was on the verge of collapse, and the last thing Lasgol wanted was to kill him through overexertion. They dismounted from the good old pony, and Lasgol stroked him. 
 
    “Thanks, my friend.” he said to the exhausted animal. “You did very well. Now rest.”  
 
    Suddenly Egil recovered consciousness. There was fear and puzzlement on his face. “What’s happened? How did we escape?”  
 
    “It was Camu.” 
 
    “Camu? How?” 
 
    “Our little friend has another skill, apart from detecting magic in people and objects.” 
 
    Egil stared at him blankly. 
 
    “I think he can stop it. He stopped Trotter from falling under the effects of the Sorcerer’s spell.” 
 
    “Fascinating!” Egil said. He stroked Camu’s head, and the little animal licked his hand with his blue tongue. 
 
    “You’re telling me!” Lasgol said, and he too stroked Camu encouragingly. 
 
    The creature was delighted with all the attention he was getting. 
 
    “The strangest thing is that the Sorcerer had put me to sleep as well.” 
 
    Egil stared at him. He seemed to be analyzing what had happened. “But how did you manage to wake up?” 
 
    “Um… I don’t know… it wasn’t anything I did myself… that must’ve been Camu’s doing too.” 
 
    “How interesting! We have to study these extraordinary skills he’s manifesting.” 
 
    “I think he woke me up by somehow dissipating the spell that was keeping me asleep.” 
 
    “He detects magic and disables it… fascinating… spectacular and fascinating,” Egil was weighing up what they knew of the creature. “Fascinating. More than that, we have a unique being in our hands, incomparable. Precious. We need to protect it and study it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “For me he’s Naughty Camu.” 
 
    When he heard his name, the little creature let out a happy shriek and leapt down to race around the grass. 
 
    “Was that the Sorcerer you saw with my father?” 
 
    “Yes, that was the one.” 
 
    “He had a Snow Troll with him, and that’s extremely unusual.” 
 
    “A Nocean from the South with a creature from the frozen North, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not just the fact that the geography doesn’t fit. A Sorcerer capable of controlling a wild beast is pretty unusual.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “Mental control over people and animals is a Dominator thing. That means Mages and Sorcerers who specialize in that branch of magic. They’re rare, because it’s one of the most difficult forms of Magic. And controlling a Troll is something remarkable. They’re extremely aggressive and with very little intelligence, so dominating them is quite a complicated business. I can’t believe we’ve seen one in action. It’s a really exceptional thing.” 
 
    “You mean to say that this Sorcerer is an oddity?” 
 
    “A very powerful oddity, which makes him very dangerous.” 
 
    “We escaped by a hair’s breadth, that much I know. But why did he attack us in the first place? Coincidence?” 
 
    Egil looked up at the sky, thought for a moment and smiled. “No, it can’t be a coincidence because there are really two of them. Therefore it’s not chance.” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    “You bumped into an extraordinary person on two separate occasions. This means there’s a reason beyond what’s implicitly observable. The first time might be considered a coincidence, but not the second, and even less so in such a short period of time.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand…” 
 
    “Did the Sorcerer see you? Perhaps that’s why he tried to kill you, to safeguard the secret of his dealings with my father?” 
 
    “I don’t think he saw me.” 
 
    Egil rubbed his chin. This was a bad sign. Something was worrying him. 
 
    “If that’s not it, there’s the possibility that he was acting for some other reason.” 
 
    “Such as what?” 
 
    “On his master’s orders.” 
 
    “Darthor’s?” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. 
 
    “You mean to say… that… Darthor wants to kill me?” 
 
    “It could be. It’s a possible option, seeing what happened.” 
 
    “But me? Why me?” 
 
    Egil shrugged, “That’s something we’ll have to find out.” His eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    “It can’t be, it was just chance. We’ve crossed paths, that’s all.” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “They came out of the forest from behind us. No need or cause whatsoever. Coming after us. We didn’t cross paths. What did they do it for? We hadn’t seen them. Why did they come out into the open if it wasn’t to attack?” 
 
    “I don’t like these theories of yours.” 
 
    “Because you know I’m right, whether we like the implications or not.” 
 
    “You can think whatever you want. I prefer to think it was an unlucky coincidence. Simple everyday bad luck. Don’t forget, I come across plenty of that.” 
 
    “Very well. But I’m not going to change my opinion, it’s a logical and reasoned deduction.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Besides, this encounter poses other deeply significant enigmas.” 
 
    “More of them?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. What’s a Nocean doing working as an agent of Darthor? Is the Nocean Empire, the conqueror of southern Tremia, plotting with Darthor? Are they creating instability in the north to invade us from the south?” 
 
    “You don’t believe that, do you?” 
 
    “Why not? It’s a possibility. The Nocean Empire is greedy. If it sees the chance of taking the North of Tremia, it won’t pass it up. East and West are resisting, but in the North… there’s only us Norghanians.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted. His face showed all the unease he felt. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s a remote possibility. We can’t assume the involvement of an empire from the actions of a single man. But it makes you think…” 
 
    “Everything makes you think.” 
 
    Egil laughed. “Very true. And now I come to think of it…” 
 
    “Something else? What?” 
 
    “If those two are here, there must be more of Darthor’s agents who’ve crossed the mountains.” 
 
    “That seems more likely to me.” 
 
    “Finally we agree on something. And if there are more agents and one of them wanted to kill you, most likely the rest do too.” 
 
    “By the Gift! Nobody wants to kill me! It was a coincidence!” 
 
    Egil raised his hands in the air. “All right. I’ll let it be… but you need to think about it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and went in search of Camu, who had found a toad and was chasing after it with great excitement. 
 
    They arrived at the meeting-point by the river, and Lasgol felt easier. A dozen Rangers were watching the three ships that would take them up the River of No Return, to the Secret Valley which was the site of the Rangers’ camp. Sitting beside the ships, assembled in circles according to their teams, were the thirteen groups which had competed the first year and were getting ready to face the second. 
 
    They greeted the Rangers, and handed over Trotter so that he would be put in the second ship, the cargo boat. Egil explained that he had lost his mount, without giving too many details of how, and received a good telling-off from one of the Rangers. 
 
    “You’ve lost your mount?” said another Ranger with deep disappointment. He shook his head. “A Ranger never loses his mount. Master Instructor Oden’ll deal with you.” 
 
    “Oh yes, he’s going to love it, and so is Esben,” said the other Ranger. “Now then, take your places with the others. We’re leaving soon, you’re the last ones.” 
 
    Egil sighed. Telling the story of what had really happened to them would only get them into deeper trouble, so he resigned himself to the punishment he would be given when they arrived. 
 
    “What a way to begin the second year,” he whispered to Lasgol as they moved on. 
 
    “Take it easy, last year we started off much worse.” 
 
    “That’s true, I almost died before I got here.” 
 
    Lasgol patted his intelligent friend’s back in encouragement, and they went in search of the rest of their team. 
 
    As they advanced, every gaze turned to Lasgol. But unlike in the first year, now those gazes were not charged with hate. He did not quite know what they were charged with, but it did not seem to be hate. Except one. One still showed pure hatred: that of Isgord. The Eagles were sitting in the center. Lasgol looked at them out of the corner of his eye. Isgord glared at him, his eyes shining with a glint of malice. He had not changed much, although he gave the impression of having grown somewhat. The same short blond hair and the same blue eyes in an attractive and determined face, tall and athletic. The twins Jared and Aston were with him: two born warriors of Norghana. Beside them, two more boys, short and stocky: Alaric and Bergen. And finally Martha, a blonde girl with long curly hair and an unfriendly expression. 
 
    “Egil! Lasgol!” Nilsa called out to them. The freckled redhead stood up so quickly that she fell on her backside. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol smiled at the sight of their restless comrade and greeted her in return. They went across to meet her and the other Snow Panthers. 
 
    “Egil, little one!” said big, burly Gerd as he lifted him off the floor in one of his bear-hugs. 
 
    Ingrid, the captain of the team, grasped his shoulders and looked at him attentively. “Lasgol, I’m so glad to see you. You look a bit stronger, have you been training?” 
 
    He smiled back. Me? No. At least not intentionally.”  
 
    “Lasgol!” thundered Gerd, and before he could avoid it his feet were off the floor and he was trapped in another bear-hug. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you too, big guy,” said Lasgol with a laugh, his feet dangling.  
 
    Nilsa gave Egil a kiss on the cheek which made him blush. Then the redhead gave Lasgol an affectionate hug. 
 
    “Have you quite finished all this hugging and kissing and disgusting shows of endearment?” Viggo said with a grimace. “I’m going to throw up any minute.”  
 
    Egil smiled. “Relax, Viggo, it’s not contagious. You’re safe.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Viggo replied with an exaggerated shudder. 
 
    With a smile, Lasgol offered him his hand. Vigo looked at it, pretended to study it, and finally shook it. 
 
    “Only ‘cause you’re not a traitor any longer, you’re a hero.” 
 
    “And what about me?” Egil said as he offered him his hand. 
 
    Viggo drew back his own hand and frowned. “No way, offer it again when you’re something more than a swot.” 
 
    “Just as pleasant and friendly as ever,” Ingrid commented. 
 
    “And you as neat and pretty as ever,” Viggo said, pointing at Ingrid’s face and hair and pretending to look horrified. 
 
    Ingrid raised her fist. 
 
    Gerd stepped between them. “Too early for fights.” 
 
    Egil looked around at his friends. “Well, it’s good to be back with the team.”  
 
    “Isn’t it just?” Nilsa agreed, and started hopping around them with a broad smile on her face. 
 
    While they had finished greeting one another, Lasgol searched for the Owls team. He saw them beside the first ship and looked from one face to another. He recognized blonde Leana, slim, and somewhat exotic, with an unusual kind of beauty. Beside her were Asgar, with copper-red hair and thin, and Borj, strong and determined. Oscar, a tall and big with long blond hair and deep grey eyes; and Kotar, the introverted brown-haired boy. They were gesticulating as they spoke. Then, finally, he saw the one he was really looking for: Astrid. Her fierce and beautiful face and black wavy hair were unmistakable. And she was looking at him with her large green eyes. When he realized this, he did not know what to do. He went red as a ripe tomato. Astrid smiled at him, and he was enchanted. 
 
    “Lasgol, where’s Camu?” Ingrid asked suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol came back to reality and pointed to his duffel-bag on the floor. 
 
    “You haven’t brought that creature back!” Viggo protested. 
 
    “I can’t leave him anywhere,” Lasgol said. “He has to go wherever I go.” He opened his bag. Inside, curled into a ball, Camu was asleep. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “He’s become very playful, and he’s more affectionate,” Egil said. “It looks as though continued exposure to humans is getting him used to them.” 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd looked inside the bag. Nilsa made a face. She was not at all convinced. 
 
    “And his magic?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “We’ve experienced certain new phenomena…” Egil said vaguely. 
 
    Nilsa folded her arms across her chest. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s still too soon to determine their significance, but we’re in the presence of new innate skills, or powers, belonging to the creature.” 
 
    “That means dirty, treacherous magic.” 
 
    “I don’t like the fact that he’s got more magic now either,” Gerd said. The shadow of fear had appeared in his eyes. 
 
    “That magic saved our lives,” Egil said. 
 
    “What happened?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you,” Egil said. He told them what had happened in a whisper, so that nobody else would hear. When he had finished they were all silent, weighing up what they had just heard and its implications. 
 
    “You certainly are champions when it comes to getting into trouble,” Viggo commented. “And you weren’t even trying…”  
 
    Nilsa, shook her head. “A Nocean Sorcerer…” She sounded appalled. 
 
    “A Snow Troll…” Gerd muttered, his face pale with fear. 
 
    “I’ve got to have Camu with me, I’m sorry,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “The creature hasn’t done any harm,” Ingrid said, passing judgment. “Far from it. He helped them in a very dangerous situation. We’ll let him stay with us.”  
 
    “For now,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “If anything happens, we’ll know what to do,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “On board!” came a shout from one of the Rangers. “Take your bags and climb on board!” 
 
    “In teams!” shouted another Ranger. “Eagles, Panthers, Owls, Wolves, Bears and Boars to the first boat, the other teams to the second. Make sure all the mounts are on the third boat, or else they’ll stay here and you’ll be responsible for that.”  
 
    “Time to go back to the Camp,” Ingrid said eagerly. 
 
     “This year is going to be great,” Nilsa said. She sounded hopeful 
 
    “Yes, as great as last year, which was wonderful…” Viggo muttered. There was so much irony and bitterness in his voice that they all stared at him. But they had to agree with him after all, laughing. 
 
    “At least I’m less afraid this year,” said Gerd. 
 
    “And I’m stronger,” Egil said with a smile. “I might even get there without killing myself,”  
 
    “Come on,” Ingrid encouraged them, “we’re the Panthers and this year is going to be fantastic!”  
 
    They went on board and took their seats on the rowing benches in the order they had been called. 
 
    “In pairs, twenty on each side,” said one of the Rangers beside the mast. 
 
    Ingrid was the first to sit down. “Egil and Gerd together. I don’t want a repeat of last year.” 
 
    “But I’ve improved a lot,” Egil protested. 
 
    “Even so, it’s better to be prepared. Gerd is the strongest of all, so you’d better pair up with him.” 
 
    “I’ll do everything,” Gerd said. “You won’t even feel you’ve got to row.” He slapped Egil on the back. 
 
    “I want the rail,” Nilsa said, and before she had finished the sentence she had lunged for the bench. In her hurry she tripped and fell forward on to the bench. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “This girl is a total disaster.”  
 
    “I just want to be by the water,” she said, trying to stand up and struggling with the big oar. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to stop you.” 
 
    “You needn’t dive headfirst every time you want something,” Ingrid put in. 
 
    “Sorry…” 
 
    “I’ll row with Nilsa,” Ingrid said, and helped her. They took their seats behind Gerd and Egil. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo, who waved him to the rail. Lasgol slid past him and sat down. Viggo took his seat and blew on the back of Ingrid’s neck. The captain spun round. She was about to curse him when a voice thundered from the stern. 
 
    “Everyone get ready!” It was Astol, the captain who had taken them the year before. 
 
    “For those who don’t know me, or have forgotten,” he roared in a clear, powerful voice, “I’m Captain Astol. You’re in my assault ship, which is a beauty I love more than my own children, and let me assure you I’m not exaggerating. There’s no vessel faster and more trustworthy in all Norghana. You’ll honor her as if she were your own dear mother, and me as if I were your hated father. You’ll do everything I tell you to do while you’re on board. If I tell you to jump in the water you’ll jump in with your heart and soul. Anyone who fails to respect this simple rule will end up naked in the cold waters. It’s as simple as that. Is that understood?” 
 
    A chorus of “yesses” followed, almost in unison. Most of them had already learned that the captain did not like shy responses. 
 
    “This guy gives the same speech every year,” Viggo whispered in Lasgol’s ear. 
 
    Lasgol muffled a giggle and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s see if he improves on it next year. I might just leave him a note with a few suggestions.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed aloud and covered his mouth with his hand. 
 
    Nilsa had also heard Viggo’s comment and hid a giggle. 
 
    “Well,” Captain Astol went on, “I hope you’ve learnt something since last year! It’s time to be off! To oars!” 
 
    They all took the oars. They knew they had a few days of hard traveling ahead. But they knew what awaited them and they were confident after having succeeded the previous year. Most were relaxed and confident, as their bodies were much stronger than they had been a year earlier. 
 
    “Anyone who can’t follow the rhythm will be hanged from the mainmast!” 
 
    Egil gave Gerd a worried look. The giant winked at him and smiled. “Don’t you worry. I’ll row for both of us.” 
 
     “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “Cast off! All together! Row!” 
 
    The oars dipped into the water. 
 
    “Follow the rhythm! 
 
    Lasgol noticed they were not doing so badly. They were not in unison, but they were doing far better than he remembered. 
 
    “By all the sea snakes” Astol yelled. “All together! As one!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Astol would have lost his voice before nightfall. The three ships followed the course of the river upstream. The base camp was about ten days upriver. An intense year, filled with excitement, awaited them. He took a deep breath. Let this year be better, he wished. But he had a strange feeling which made him shiver. No, most likely it would not be like that at all. War, dangers, tests and mysteries were what awaited him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship was making its way up-river, gracefully and speedily. The days spent at the oars were hard, and their bodies suffered. All the same, the punishment was less now that they were in much better shape. The temperature during the day was no longer icy and was perfectly bearable, even though at night they were forced to wrap up to keep warm, which was usual in the kingdom of Norghana. Captain Altos’ shouting tortured their ears all day long. The nights, on the other hand, were much pleasanter. They camped on solid land, beside the ships, and shared dinner, jokes and laughter by the warmth of the campfires. The camaraderie among the team members was strengthened under the moonlight in the night-sky of spring. 
 
    On the eighth evening of the journey up-river, Lasgol got to his feet and stretched his muscles. The warmth of the fire and of his comrades left him feeling comfortable. His gaze turned to the other teams, and his eyes lingered on the Owls. He wanted to go and say hello to Astrid. He had tried to do this every evening, but for some reason he could not bring himself to it. He decided it would be better to wait until their arrival at the Camp and a more casual encounter, rather than force things. 
 
    “How are things on the farm?” Nilsa asked Gerd as they ate. 
 
    “Very well,” the giant said. He was gulping down his food as if he had not eaten in three days. “My parents are fine. They survived the winter, and that’s a lot.” 
 
    Nilsa smiled in sympathy. “I’m glad.”  
 
    “And for the first time I’ve been able to contribute. This is going to be a good year for them. I gave them the pay Dolbarar gave us at the end of the first year, after we graduated.” 
 
    “You’re wonderful!” Nilsa cried, and threw herself on at him to hug him and kiss his cheek. 
 
    Ingrid took a piece of meat with her knife and put it in her mouth. “What about you, Lasgol? How was your return to the village? I guess it must have been very interesting.”  
 
    Lasgol snorted. “Yes, it was really ‘interesting’” He told them what had happened.  
 
    Viggo spat to one side. “I’d have rubbed what they did to you all over their faces.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s you all over,” Ingrid said. “All forgiveness and kindness.”  
 
    “Forgiveness? Kindness? That’s for weaklings. I’m not a softie.” 
 
    “Don’t make me say what you are…” 
 
    Egil interrupted the argument. “I had a great deal of fun playing with my brothers and enjoying the overwhelming attention of my father, the Duke…” 
 
    They fell silent and stared at him, wide eyed. 
 
    Egil held back as long as he could, then burst into loud guffaws. “What a bunch of innocents you are, honestly. Look at how you swallowed all that.” He went on laughing. 
 
    The others joined in the laughter. Even Viggo could not help a genuine smile. 
 
    “You’ve got a very peculiar sense of humor,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Better that than telling you I spent all the time shut up in the library because my brothers were too busy to pay any attention to me and my father doesn’t care about me in the least.” 
 
    “If you put it that way…” 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s like that,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Your parents must be very loving.” 
 
    The big boy nodded. “They are.” 
 
    “So you could adopt me…” 
 
    Gerd stared at him open-mouthed, not knowing what to say. “But… you… you’re from the nobility…” 
 
    Egil laughed again. “I’m joking, big guy. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. Nilsa patted Gerd’s shoulder, giggling. 
 
    “What did you do, Nilsa?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I spent time with my mother. And my sisters.” 
 
    They all looked at her. 
 
    “Sisters?” Egil repeated. “I don’t remember you mentioning them.” 
 
    “There are things it’s best not to tell boys,” she said with a smile. “I have two sisters.” 
 
    “Are they pretty?” Viggo asked with obvious interest. 
 
    “Well, actually, yes, they are, very. But neither of them would deign to even glance at you, so forget it.” 
 
    “We’d have to see about that…” 
 
    “Already seen.” Nilsa fired back, then ignored him. “I enjoyed my time with them a lot. They look after Mother; she’s worried about me.” 
 
    “Your mother worries?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes. She doesn’t want me to be here. Not after what happened to my father…” 
 
    “It’s normal that she should be worried…” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to you,” Ingrid assured her. 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Gerd said, and flexed his arms to show his muscles. 
 
    “I know, not with my team,” she said, and smiled gratefully. 
 
    “And what about you, Ingrid?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    The blonde with the icy eyes became serious. “Well… I spent time with my aunt. Practicing with the sword. Practice makes perfect, that’s what she says.”  
 
    “Your aunt who wasn’t with the Invincibles of the Ice,” Viggo said in a voice that seemed to be inviting a fight. 
 
    “I’ve told you a hundred times, yes, she really was!” 
 
    “And I’ve told you a hundred and one times that it’s impossible, because the Invincibles of the Ice don’t accept women!” 
 
    Gerd put his hand to his forehead and shook his head. “Don’t start that again…” 
 
    “He started it.” 
 
    “Because you’re lying.” 
 
    Ingrid’s fist clenched and her forearm tensed. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Nilsa said, and tried to stop Ingrid. She lost her balance, and the unfortunate effect was that she fell backwards into the campfire. Sparks flew in every direction. She tried to get to her feet amid cries of surprise and pain. Gerd and Ingrid pulled her up and got her away from the fire. Nilsa was slapping her scorched backside as she ran around crazily. Half the camp was laughing their heads off. Finally she decided to get into the river. She sat down in the water, and the others hurried to help her. 
 
    “That’s what I call a Ranger with a head!” Captain Altos said from the ship which he never left, not even to sleep ashore. 
 
    They returned to the fire and Nilsa dried herself. She did not seem to be badly burnt. One of the veteran Rangers came over to offer an ointment for burns that smelt foul. Nilsa accepted it gratefully. 
 
    Viggo looked at her and smiled. 
 
     “And why are you smiling? If you’re laughing at me I’ll give you what for.”  
 
    Viggo shook his head. “Because thanks to the fuss you’ve created, I didn’t have to tell you all what I did this vacation.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged glances. What could he have been up to? Lasgol suspected it would be nothing good… or perhaps it was just the image Viggo was trying to project, and he had really been doing good, even being helpful… He shook his head. No, not Viggo. He had been up to something shadowy, for sure. 
 
    “Nobody cares.” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo shrugged and gave her that dangerous look, with a touch of malice, that they sometimes glimpsed in him. Lasgol feared that whatever he had been doing must have been some dark secret. 
 
    The following morning the ship entered the narrow gorge with its towering walls of pure vertical rock. 
 
    “The Gorge of No Return!” Altos announced. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. They had made the journey in two days less than the previous year. This could only mean that they were much stronger and more resilient, because the Captain had not used the sail at all. From the two watch-towers the Rangers saluted them the moment they entered the gorge. By now they were within the Rangers’ domain. Lasgol saw them, alert, on duty watch, with their bows at the ready. They went on rowing, all knowing they were practically there. The broad smile on Egil’s face at having made it there said it all. And sure enough, a small wooden dock appeared on their right. 
 
    “End of the journey! The Foot of the Camp!” 
 
    While they were docking, Lasgol stood up and took a good look at the unusual landscape. They were inside a gigantic valley surrounded by a mountain range. Going through the Gorge by river, as they had done, seemed to be the only way of entering. The valley was fathomless, with great forests and lakes on both sides of the river which went on to die in the mountain range. Or would it be more appropriate to say to be born in it? Egil would know. And covering it all, the strange mist that never lifted from the place. It began a hundred paces from the river and extended to the mountains in the background. Lasgol was not entirely sure that it was a natural phenomenon, but he had been unable to find out. Maybe this year he would have the chance. Or perhaps it was not a good idea and it was better not to delve deeply into these things. 
 
    They landed, and at an order from Altos they started unloading the food and other supplies which were mainly transported in the third ship. They stored them in the large warehouses which made up the base-camp. Lasgol was glad to stretch his muscles, particularly his legs, which had suffered at the rowing-bench. He was not the only one; Gerd was carrying supplies and whistling contentedly. The three captains reported at the command post of the base-camp and delivered the bags of messages. Lasgol wondered what news they were carrying to the Camp. Very likely they were to do with the coming war. 
 
    They finished unloading, then they were ordered to collect their mounts. 
 
    Altos took his leave with one of his finely-honed utterances: 
 
    “I hope those who aren’t expelled this year will row twice as well the next. You’re a disgrace as apprentices!” 
 
    “A real motivator,” Viggo commented. 
 
    Gerd laughed. 
 
    Lasgol thought that Viggo was not that far off. 
 
    Trotter greeted Lasgol with a happy whinny, shaking his head as was his habit. Lasgol smiled and stroked him affectionately. 
 
    “Good pony,” he said, and kissed his muzzle. 
 
    For three days more they rode up-river, going further into the great valley. Lasgol remembered that it had been Daven who had led them the previous year. He wondered what had become of him. He had attacked the King, but then he had been possessed by Darthor at the time. What would his punishment have been? Was he in prison? Could he have been hanged? It was a complicated question, as although Daven had tried to kill King Uthar he had no memory of it. He did not remember anything because he had acted under Darthor’s influence and control. Lasgol decided that it would be better to ask Dolbarar when they reached camp. Maybe they had discovered something new about Darthor’s plans, or his powers… 
 
    The moment came to continue on foot, deeper into the forest under the thick fog. Taking care not to trip on roots and underbrush, they went on through the forest until dusk fell. The journey was hard because of the fog which was growing thicker all the time, so that they could hardly see a thing. 
 
    And at last they arrived at the Camp. 
 
    Lasgol looked ahead. All he could see was the edge of a great forest, very close and dense, which formed an impenetrable wall. A barrier which surrounded the Camp and kept it hidden and safe. 
 
    Three long whistles sounded. For a moment nothing happened, then three of the trees moved back to reveal a way through. They went in. Lasgol felt a mixture of excitement and wellbeing at returning to the place where he had lived through so much in a single year. 
 
    The Camp was just as he remembered it: a vast open area, with great forests, rivers, lakes, interconnected by clearings as far as the eye could reach. To the east the oak woods rose to surround lakes of quiet waters. To the west firs populated the land and the woods were thicker. To the north were wide green clearings dotted with woodland amid lakes and rivers. Lasgol was enchanted anew by the place, just as he had been the first time he had seen it. Further on, the first buildings appeared. He recognized the different workshops: the smith, the tanner, the carpenter and the butcher. He also recognized the warehouses and the stables. They left their mounts and were led to the cabins, those of the second-year Apprentices. They were like the ones they had lived in the year before, but a little larger. 
 
    They were received by Master Instructor Oden. He had not changed in the slightest, although he seemed to Lasgol not quite so big as he remembered. He was a strong man although not particularly large. He had the same unfriendly manner, his face marked by his forty years. He still wore his long copper hair tied back in a queue, revealing the sullen gaze of a pair of intense amber eyes. Lasgol knew that gaze well: hard and soulless. Oden did not beat about the bush. He made them line up in front of the cabins. 
 
    “Last year, when you started the first year of instruction, you were in thirteen teams. This year you’ll be starting your second year of instruction. But because of various departures and the expulsions at the end, the teams have now been reduced to nine. Those that have lost members, go and check the lists. We’ve redistributed the students and combined several teams.” 
 
    Lasgol saw half a dozen teams milling about at the doors of those cabins where the up-to-date lists were posted. Eagles, Panthers, Owls, Bears and Wolves were still intact. Protests and complaints from the new teams soon made themselves heard. But Oden silenced them. 
 
    “Everybody be quiet! These are the new teams, and there’s nothing more to be said about it! Is that clear?” 
 
    The protests died out slowly, although obviously a number of them did not agree. 
 
    “And I warn you: this year will be harder than the last. The first year we’re more permissive, but not so in the second. Instruction will be more demanding in every way, not only physically, but also in what you’ll have to learn. If you really want to be Rangers, this is the year where you’ll have to prove it. Those of you who have doubts, those of you who miraculously passed the first year, those of you who don’t think you’ll be able to cope with harder effort and much stricter training, now’s the time to think about it, and think about it very carefully. If you want to give up here and now, I don’t mind in the least.” 
 
    Gerd turned to Egil and whispered with terror in his eyes: “Much stricter training?” 
 
    Egil was looking resigned. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “This is really going to be fun,” Viggo said ironically. 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “I’m scared to death.” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing, but he shuddered. 
 
    “Don’t let him intimidate you,” Ingrid said. “It doesn’t matter what Oden says, we’ll get through this.” 
 
    But this time Ingrid’s encouraging message did not work. They all knew that Oden was not exaggerating and that they were in for a hard time. 
 
    Oden went on with his harangue: “We’re the Kingdom’s Rangers. There’s no place here for weaklings, either in body or spirit. Only the best walk the Path of the Ranger and serve the King. And now leave your bags in the cabins, go to the dining room for dinner and then take a rest. I’ll come by at the first hour of the morning to begin your instruction. Welcome to the Second Year of the Path of the Ranger!”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol barely slept at all that first night. He was too nervous to relax properly, so he decided to play with Camu. The little creature was delighted with the new cabin. It was bigger, which meant that there were more nooks and crannies to explore and more space to leap around in crazily, which was what he most enjoyed doing these days. Lasgol had the upper bunk bed, Egil the one below. On the other side of the cabin Gerd was on the lower bunk and Viggo in the one above. 
 
    With dawn came Oden’s obnoxious little bell. They woke up and started getting ready to assemble outside. Camu woke up too and jumped off Lasgol’s bed to play. 
 
    Viggo saw him leaping in his direction. 
 
    “Get out, vermin!” he said, and shook his woolen shirt to scare the little creature. But Camu chose to interpret this as meaning Viggo wanted to play with him, and nipped the shirt with a happy shriek. 
 
    “Leave me alone, you horrible little muskrat!” 
 
    “Camu!” Lasgol said. “Leave Viggo in peace!”  
 
    Camu looked at Lasgol with his large eyes and his everlasting smile. His little shriek sounded like a question. 
 
    “No, not Viggo,” Lasgol told him. He was trying to make him understand without having to use his Gift. He had the feeling that Camu interpreted his mental communications as orders, and he did not feel comfortable giving those all the time. 
 
    The creature looked at Gerd. The giant had just put his trousers on. Before Lasgol could stop him, Camu leapt toward Gerd with a shriek of joy. 
 
    Gerd’s face changed. Terror appeared on it. 
 
    “No, no!” he said, and began running around the cabin. 
 
    Camu was excited now. He took up the chase, bouncing and shrieking happily. 
 
    “He’s not going to do anything to you,” said Egil, who was trying not to laugh. It was rather funny to see someone of Gerd’s size and strength running around terrified because the little creature wanted to play with him and was chasing after him. 
 
    “Nothing? What about what he did to the Troll?” Gerd said. He was running in circles around Egil, Lasgol and Viggo with Camu at his heels. 
 
    Egil smiled from ear to ear. “That was something totally different, you’re not hostile towards us.”  
 
    Gerd was already panting from the effort. “How does he know I’m a friend?”  
 
    “If you keep running around in circles you’ll get dizzy,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “Lasgol, tell him not to chase me!” 
 
    “Camu, stop, come here!”  
 
    The creature stopped, looked at Gerd, then at Lasgol and finally went to him. 
 
    Lasgol put him on his shoulder. “Very good, stay here with me.” 
 
    Gerd stopped running and immediately felt terribly dizzy. 
 
    “The cabin ’s turning… I…” Unable to say anything else, he leant to one side, lost his balance and fell to the floor as though he had drunk a whole barrel of beer. 
 
    Viggo burst out laughing. Egil could not help doing the same. Lasgol felt bad for the big guy. 
 
    Oden’s little bell rang again. 
 
    “We’d better hurry,” Lasgol said. 
 
    At the bottom of their trunks, under the rest of their clothes, they found their cloaks, perfectly folded. When they unfolded them they saw that they were yellow. 
 
    “Well,” Viggo commented, “we’re improving.” 
 
    “I liked the red one better,” Gerd said. “People can see you from far off. Much better when you have to avoid someone hitting you with an arrow thinking you’re an animal.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “You’re certainly a real animal,” 
 
    Egil put on his own cloak. “The colors of the Rangers’ cloaks show levels of advancement. So says the Path of the Ranger. First year: red. Second year: yellow. Third year: green. And Fourth year: brown.”  
 
    The door opened and Ingrid and Nilsa came in, ready to go. 
 
    “Get a move on and come out quickly,” Ingrid said. “You’re a bunch of slug-a-beds.”  
 
    The Panthers went out to take their places in front of their cabin, one knee on the ground, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “I see things don’t change from one year to the next.” Oden commented. “The Panthers, as ever, are the last.” He gave them one of his you’re playing with fire glares. “Everybody follow me!” 
 
    He took them to stand in front of Dolbarar, who was waiting at the Command House in the middle of the lake. When he saw them coming, he pushed back his hood and pulled down the Ranger’s scarf that covered his face. 
 
    “Welcome all!” he said with a benevolent smile. 
 
    They bent at the knee and took their places in front of the Master Teacher Ranger. Lasgol was still surprised at the power and agility he projected, given his age. It was said that he was more than seventy springs old, and closer to seventy-five. His long white hair fell straight to his shoulders. His skin was fair, and there were very few wrinkles on his face. After all that had happened the year before, Lasgol knew those intense emerald eyes well. The well-trimmed beard looked as though a waterfall of snow had been drawn on his chin. 
 
    As was his custom, he carried his long wooden staff with silver decorations in one hand. In the other was a green-covered book with The Path of the Ranger engraved in gold on its cover. Egil thought the book had arcane qualities. Lasgol was not so sure. Dolbarar was a Ranger, not a Mage or a Sorcerer, and would not be able to handle an arcane book. In order to do that he would have been blessed with the Gift, and he had not been, at least as far as Lasgol knew. Although on the other hand the Rangers had so many secrets that he did not know what to think. 
 
    “I’m very happy that you’re here to continue on the Path of the Ranger. I promise you that with great effort and tenacity, you will reach the end of this path. You will succeed in becoming Rangers, and you will carry everything written in this book that guides us engraved on your hearts.” He raised his arm to show the teachings of the Rangers. 
 
    “I think they’re going to engrave that book on our flesh amid suffering,” Viggo whispered. 
 
    “There’s a saying,” Egil said: “spare the rod and spoil the child.”  
 
    “Don’t talk about rods and pain,” Gerd protested.” It’s putting me in a cold sweat.”  
 
    “Panic attack, you mean,” Viggo taunted him. 
 
    “Leave Gerd alone,” Nilsa snapped. 
 
    Dolbarar spread his arms wide. “You’re all here because the same wish guides you all in your desire: to become Rangers. We are the protectors of the lands of the realm, of its forests, mountains, valleys and rivers. We protect them against enemies, both internal and external. We are the eyes of the King, the protectors of the realm, the heart of Norghana. We are the Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol remembered the motto his father had repeated to him so often when he was a child. He gave a deep sigh, and his eyes moistened. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Egil whispered. 
 
    “Yes, don’t mind me, it just reminded me of my father…” 
 
    Egil understood. He gave him a nod. 
 
    “We are the realm’s five senses: the eyes that see the danger approaching, the ears that detect the sound of the enemy in his advance, the sense of smell that detects the stench of treason and death, the touch that feels the blood upon our snowy ground, the sense of taste that detects the flavor of war and ruin. Nothing escapes our trained senses.” 
 
    Lasgol gave Egil an exaggerated shrug to suggest the difficulty presented by this. 
 
    “My senses can’t offer such praiseworthy attributes,” Egil admitted. 
 
    “Sight in particular,” said Viggo. “You’ll go blind from all that reading.” 
 
    “You’re about to lose your sense of taste,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to cut off that venomous tongue of yours.” 
 
    Viggo was left speechless. He frowned. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what you’re going to end up like.” 
 
    Viggo poked his tongue out at her. 
 
    Ingrid was about to say something more, but Dolbarar went on with his welcome message and she stopped talking in order to listen. 
 
    “We Rangers are the special body of men whom the King entrusts with the custody of the realm. We must not fail him, nor must we fail the realm. That’s why we train ceaselessly, because the enemy doesn’t pause, ever. We must protect those who can’t protect themselves: the peasants, the fishermen, the woodcutters, the farmers, the miners, the craftsmen, and the traders: the good people of Norghana. And how do we do that?” 
 
    A long silence followed the Camp leader’s question. Nobody dared reply. 
 
    “We stay ahead of the enemy. We locate them, we follow them, we gather intelligence, we intercept them and we make them fall into a trap. We make sure death and suffering never reach our people. That’s our greatest goal. To protect the innocent of the realm. Don’t expect glory and honors. That isn’t our way. We stop wars before they are unleashed, in secret, and nobody except those we serve will ever know of our successes and our glory. And that is our greatest pride, because we do it without expecting any reward or recognition whatsoever.” 
 
    Gerd shivered. 
 
    “What’s your worry, old pal?” Lasgol whispered. He could read fear in the big guy’s face. 
 
    “That we’ll die in secret too… nobody’ll ever know our fate. We’ll die alone, without anybody knowing why, or whether we reached our goal or not… we’ll be anonymous heroes buried in some sad, nameless grave.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, we’re not going to die.” 
 
    Gerd glanced at Lasgol. He was afraid. 
 
    “You know that’s not true. There are plenty of us who won’t live to tell the tale of our battles to our grandchildren.” 
 
    “I guarantee that you will, big guy. Don’t you worry so much about what you can’t control. It only creates more insecurity and fear. Focus on what you can change, here and now.” 
 
    Gerd bowed his head. He did not seem very convinced. Neither was Lasgol, though he was trying to sound it. 
 
     “We’re living through difficult times,” Dolbarar went on.” War is at hand. Most of the Rangers have left to serve the King. We’re going to try to stop Darthor’s advance and defeat him before he brings death and destruction to our people. At the same time this must not be allowed to affect your training. In the Camp we have a bare minimum of instructors, but enough to go on with this year, and that is what we intend to do. To train you, as well as the students of the first, the third and the fourth years. The path of the Ranger must always be followed. It’s the only way to ensure our continuity. And in order to ensure that you don’t deviate from the Path, the four Master Rangers will continue with their duties as your instructors.” 
 
    Dolbarar turned to the House of Command. “And now I’ll give way to the four Master Rangers, the highest representation of the four Schools. They wish to say a few words.” 
 
    The door opened and out came Ivana, Esben, Eyra and Haakon. They were all dressed in Ranger garb, and they went to their leader’s side. 
 
    The first to address them was Ivana, the Master Ranger of the School of Archery. At the age of thirty she was nicknamed “The Infallible”. She always awoke a strange sensation in Lasgol. She was beautiful, with a cold, Nordic beauty. Her eyes were grey, with a dangerous glint in them. She usually wore her hair, which was blonde, almost white, tied in a queue. Beautiful, yes. But cold as ice. 
 
    She greeted them with a light wave of her hand and addressed the group. 
 
    “My mission is to turn you into expert archers, lethal fighters with knife and short axe, to prepare you for guerrilla war and skirmishes. So it is laid down in the Path, and so it shall be. This year, the second of your training, you’ll begin to become all those things. But it’s not going to be easy. It requires hard training, going to the limits of your efforts, and pain. Always follow my instructions, carry out the work I demand and I promise you you’ll make it. But anyone who doesn’t want to make the necessary effort, the weak in spirit, may leave here and now, because all they’ll gain is expulsion at the end of the process.” 
 
    “We’re going to become expert fighters,” Ingrid whispered. Her face had lit up. “It’s wonderful.”  
 
    “For once I’m not going to argue with you,” Viggo said. “Actually it sounds pretty good.” 
 
    Nilsa half-closed her eyes and said: “I’m going to turn into an expert archer.” 
 
    “That won’t be much use to you close at hand,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    “I won’t let anybody get closer than two hundred paces.” 
 
    “Oh, I see…you just want a long-distance way of killing mages and sorcerers.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well, if one of them were to dodge you…” 
 
    “Shut up, you idiot.” 
 
    Esben stepped forward and Ivana withdrew. He was just as Lasgol remembered him: big and burly as a bear, with plenty of brown hair and a thick beard of the same color down to his waist. Large brown eyes and snub nose gave him the appearance of a wild animal; a cross between a bear and a lion. Lasgol liked him, though he was sometimes wary of him on account of his personality and his appearance, both of which were a little feral. He greeted them and looked closely at them for a moment before addressing them: 
 
    “As you well know, or should know by now, the School of Wildlife is my discipline. With me you’ll become explorers, experts in reconnaissance, vigilance, tracking and wildlife. No prey will be able to evade you, whether animal or human. There’ll be no corner you don’t know like the back of your hand. So says the Path, and so it must be. This year you’ll begin to develop these skills. By the end of the year I expect you all to be competent in them. Don’t fail me. I don’t want to expel you, but I will without hesitation if you don’t reach the level I demand.” He roared like a bear and everyone threw their heads back, one or two started in fear. Nilsa stepped on Gerd’s foot, and he had to grab her to stop her falling down. “Be prepared,” Esben said, and stepped back. 
 
    “I’d rather be an explorer” Gerd said firmly, giving Nilsa time to recover. 
 
    Viggo made a face. “Well, seeing how big you are, I can’t quite see how you’d stop the enemy spotting you from leagues away.”  
 
    Gerd wrinkled his nose. 
 
    Old Eyra, “The Erudite”, was the next to address them. At sixty springs of age she had curly salt-and-pepper hair, a long-crooked nose and a kind face, but her eyes held a touch of tartness. Lasgol had always thought of her as a good witch. 
 
    “In order to survive in this tough world and reach my age, you need to know nature and her teachings very well. That’s why my School is that of Nature, the discipline that trains the Rangers so that they become experts in gathering information and solving problems, by means of knowledge and intelligence. So says the Path, and so it must be. We use our heads. Always. Those who don’t use their brains have no place among the Rangers. There are brainless brutes in the King’s army and among his nobles. We Rangers learn, then use that knowledge to gain information and solve problems. I’ll teach you to do that by using your heads. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “Very interesting…” Viggo said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Why?” Ingrid asked. “I’m not entirely convinced by this School.” 
 
    “You have to read between the lines,” Viggo said. “Gather information and solve problems… think of her poisons and other concoctions…” 
 
    “Oh… I see…” 
 
    Egil smiled. “The best way to solve any given situation is always to use your head.” 
 
    “In your case,” Viggo said, “that means all the time, you book-head.” But he smiled. 
 
    “You know I’m right.” 
 
    Viggo’s mouth twitched. “Yes, I do, but I’ll never admit it.” 
 
    “I don’t like poisons,” Gerd said. “But I do like the other things we learn about nature in this School.” 
 
    “I really like the traps we make,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Well, I’m with Ingrid on this,” Nilsa said. “I don’t particularly like this School.” 
 
    Eyra withdrew, and Haakon came to stand in her place. The mysterious and sinister presence he radiated silenced the comments. 
 
    “Some of you wish to get to know the darkest arts, the Rangers’ most lethal ones. These are taught in the School of Expertise: my own.” He said this as if the School belonged to him alone. “It’s not just a discipline, it’s an art, I can assure you. It trains the Rangers to be shadows that move unseen, undetected. We trick the senses, nobody can detect us, or prevent us from getting to where we’re needed, without anybody noticing. So says the Path, and so it must be. To achieve this you’ll have to train body and mind, because complete mastery of both is necessary for it. It’s a complex art which few manage to master, but a minimum of competence is expected of you.”  
 
    Viggo was staring at Haakon. “Now that really interests me,” he whispered.  
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid said, “it fits you like a glove…”  
 
    “I’d like to master that School too,” Nilsa said, but her voice suggested that as far as she was concerned it would be impossible.  
 
    “Don’t despair,” Egil said. “You’ll manage to do perfectly well.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I’m the clumsiest in the whole Camp, with a vengeance.” 
 
    “And in most of Norghana,” Viggo added, looking innocent. 
 
    Ingrid elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    Haakon gave a little bow and withdrew. 
 
    Dolbarar came forward again and went on, smiling broadly. 
 
    “The four Master Rangers have spoken. Their words were precise, wise, following the path. I hope they will help you to understand the aim of each School, and what’s more important, what you’ll become when you master them. You came the first year, many of you without fully knowing or having a clear idea of what it means to be a Ranger and the rationale for the Schools. I hope that now you have a better understanding of our aims. My door is always open for those who have questions.” He indicated the Command House. “And now for an important announcement.” 
 
    They were all silent and alert. 
 
    “In the second year there will be two tests: the Summer Test and the Winter Test.” 
 
    “Good!” cried Viggo, a little louder than he would have liked. 
 
    Dolbarar looked at him. 
 
    “The fact that there are just two also means that they’ll be doubly difficult.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Viggo said. He bowed his head. 
 
    “The system of marking and rewards is still the same. But this year, in order not to be expelled, you’ll need to obtain four Oak Leaves in each School.” 
 
    The Panthers stared at one another, doing mental calculations. 
 
    “Four instead of eight last year,” Gerd said. “Sounds easier, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Egil shook his head. “It’ll be harder for us.” 
 
    “For us?” Ingrid asked. She sounded annoyed. 
 
    “Yes, the system favors those who’re good. It’ll be easier for them to pass. But for those of us who aren’t so good, it’ll be harder. Remember, if we get one Oak Leaf in any of the Schools in the first test, we’d have to get three in the other one.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Besides,” Egil added, “as Dolbarar said, if the tests are twice as hard, then getting two Oak Leaves is going to be very difficult. Extremely difficult…”  
 
    Lasgol saw the team’s morale sinking. “Let’s not think of that now,” he said. 
 
    Dolbarar cleared his throat to stop the sea of murmurs his comment had produced. 
 
    “At the Ceremony of Acceptance the decision will be made as to who stays on and who is expelled. Good luck to all!” 
 
    And with that good wish, they withdrew. Lasgol knew then that they were going to need a lot of that luck. He feared for himself and for his comrades. Would they manage to pass? All of them? Who would be expelled? To be expelled… would be terrible, just as much as seeing a comrade go away… A knot formed in his stomach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so the second year began with morning training. Master Instructor Oden took them to the lake and left them with a new instructor they did not know: Markoon. He was obviously a born athlete, thin and wiry. His hair was sun-blond, worn very short. His brown eyes showed determination. He addressed them: 
 
    “This year I’ll be in charge of your physical training.” he said, looking for a moment at the lake of quiet blue water. “This year we won’t be going for those runs around the lake you enjoyed so much last year and which you know so well.” 
 
    For a moment they all looked at one another in disbelief: they would not be obliged to run around the hated lake which had caused them so much suffering. 
 
    The gaze Gerd gave Egil was one of relief. Egil smiled back, looking equally pleased. 
 
    Viggo frowned. “I don’t believe it…” he whispered. 
 
    “This year,” Markoon went on, “we’ll be starting at dawn from here, from the lake, to run up to the top of the Hangman.” 
 
    The faces of Gerd and Egil turned pale with horror. 
 
    “I was afraid of something like that,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “The summit of the Hangman,” Gerd said in disbelief. “But… the way up is incredibly steep.” 
 
    Egil snorted. “It’s half the morning away from here, and it’s a terrible climb.” 
 
    Nilsa wrinkled her nose. “It’s going to be pretty hard.” 
 
    “This year,” Markoon went on, “we’re going to train our physical strength on sloping ground. We’ll force the body to climb steep slopes so that it becomes even stronger. By the end of the year you’ll be able to climb practically any of the peaks that surround the Camp in one go, without stopping, without your exhausted bodies failing you. That’s my job, my responsibility. I can assure you that we’ll do it, as a Ranger needs to be able to traverse the forests and mountains of the realm as if he’d been born and raised in them. You’ll be like wolves: wild and free.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about, we’re more than wolves,” Ingrid said in an attempt to cheer up the group. “We’re the Snow Panthers.”  
 
    “We’ll train and succeed,” Lasgol said, reinforcing Ingrid’s encouragement, although he was well aware that the suffering their bodies would have to put up with would be monumental. 
 
    Markoon took them to the eastern shore of the lake. 
 
    “First we’ll warm up legs, arms and necks. Then we’ll set out.” 
 
    They were not wrong. The going this time was far harder. Until they reached the first rising ground they moved on at a good pace. Each team formed a tight bunch, with Markoon in the lead setting the pace. He was not going too fast, merely at a trot. He continued at this same pace as they began to climb, and the teams began to break up. Not all of them could keep up this rhythm. Those who were stronger managed to keep up with the instructor. Among them were Isgor and the twins, Jared and Aston; Astrid, Leana and Asgard of the Owls; Luca, the Captain of the Wolves; and Jobas, Captain of the Boars. The Bears began to lag behind. The Panthers were gradually relegated to last place. 
 
    The slopes gave way to a wood of firs. Markoon climbed without slowing down, following a narrow path between the trees. The groups broke up little by little and individual runners began to fall behind. They went up through the wood toward the mountain. The higher they went, the steeper the slope became. Lasgol began to feel that his legs would fail him before he reached the top, long before. But he saw Ingrid ahead of them, looking back and encouraging them with her fists, trying to make all the Panthers follow her. Her efforts were having some effect. Nilsa was at her heels. She was so light that as long as she managed not to trip she would have no problems. But Viggo, who was running beside Lasgol, was beginning to weaken. He had that sinister look on his face that Lasgol liked so little, a sign that something was wrong with him. In this case it was his body, which was not holding up in this climb. He shook his head, as if he were trying to get rid of bad thoughts, and went on uphill. 
 
    Lasgol was breathing through his nose. Now it was his lungs that were burning, and he was beginning to feel that each step was costing him more effort than the one before. Sore and prickling legs, burning lungs: his energy was being consumed, his strength running out. He looked behind without stopping and saw Gerd and Egil unmistakably beginning to fall behind. They could not keep up the pace. 
 
    With undeserved cruelty, the forest ended up separating the strong from the weak. Lasgol signaled to Ingrid that she and Nilsa should go on. He would hang back to help Gerd and Egil, though he too was at the limit of his endurance. Ingrid glanced at Viggo, who shook his head. He could not follow her. Ingrid nodded, and together with Nilsa she left the wood. 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo waited for Egil and Gerd at the edge of the forest. 
 
    Gerd was doubled up, with his arms on his hips, breathing as if he were a gigantic bellows. “I… can’t… go… on…” 
 
    “Nor me…” said Egil, He was trying to breathe, his face as red as a ripe tomato. 
 
    Lasgol looked to see what was coming next: a number of slopes of smooth ground and a beech wood a little further ahead. He could see Markoon already going into the wood followed by the leading group. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said.” We can’t give up.”  
 
    “I can’t…” Egil panted. 
 
    “We’ll walk up if we have to. Let’s be off.” 
 
    Egil nodded. The four of them started to climb the bare slope and came to the wood. 
 
    Gerd looked back disconsolately. “We’re the last ones.” 
 
    “Not for the first time,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil smiled. “And it won’t be the last either.”  
 
    “But we’re the Panthers, and we don’t give up,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “You sound like Ingrid,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “D’you want to hear what she’ll say later in the cabin?” 
 
    “No. Oh no. Not for the world!” 
 
    “Well then, we’d better keep going.” 
 
    “On we go, to the summit!” Viggo said, and went into the wood. 
 
    With effort and sheer guts they reached the mid-point of the wood and began to catch up with other laggards. They went on climbing and passed more and more of their exhausted comrades, who had given it all they had in the first part of the trail and now had nothing left. They could not even walk. The four of them were going at a good pace, not running, but very nearly, so that they were making quick progress, at the limit of their possibilities. 
 
    Suddenly they saw Markoon running downhill through the wood. He was leaping over roots, rocks and the occasional fallen tree as though it was nothing. His face was a little flushed, but revealed no pallor or the purple tinge of exhaustion. He reached their level. 
 
    “Don’t let anything stop you. Go on, all of you, at your own pace, but keep on up. The first ones have already reached the top.” 
 
    “We’ll follow them,” Egil assured him. He was leaning against a tree, pale as a ghost, inhaling all the air he could through his nose. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Instructor,” Gerd said. Unlike Egil, he was red as a chili pepper. But they were both equally exhausted. 
 
    Markoon nodded and went on down the mountain to catch up with those who had fallen behind. Lasgol took the lead, and keeping up a steady pace he led them to the edge of the wood. There they met a dozen of their comrades, who were trying to get their breath back. They were looking up in dismay. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Viggo asked. 
 
    One of the trainees pointed to the summit. “That’s the matter.” 
 
    The summit… 
 
    “By all the icebergs!” Viggo cried angrily. “That final slope is a killer!”  
 
    Gerd let himself subside to the ground in complete exhaustion “I’m not…going to be…able to make it.”  
 
    “Me neither,” Egil said. “I’ve got no strength left…” He dropped down beside him. 
 
    Lasgol stared up at the steep slope and the summit. High up, he could make out the silhouettes of the ones who had made it. 
 
    “Don’t stop, be on your way!” came Markoon’s voice behind them. 
 
    Lasgol offered Egil his hand. “Come on, I’ll help you. We’ll make it.” 
 
    Egil took a deep breath. “All right. Let’s go.” 
 
    Lasgol pulled his friend up, then looked at Viggo and gestured to him to do the same. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “D’you know how much this mastodon weighs?” he said with a nod at Gerd. 
 
    Lasgol gave him a don’t be like that look. 
 
    Viggo snorted. He swore, but offered Gerd his hand and with a mighty tug helped him to stand up. All four of them began the last part of the ascent. Broken, with aching bodies that tortured them with each step, their strength drained, but with the determination of those who never allow themselves to give up. 
 
    Fifty paces from the top, where the slope was practically forcing them to crawl on all fours, Gerd collapsed. Lasgol was about to stop and help him, but knew that if he did, Egil would never make it. 
 
    “Go, Panthers!” Ingrid roared from the top. “Come on!” 
 
    “I’ll take care of him,” Viggo said. “You go on.”  
 
    Lasgol took hold of Egil’s arm and hauled him to the top, half dragging him. Nilsa grasped them firmly and pushed them on to the summit so that they would not fall downhill. 
 
    “Come on Gerd! You can do it!” Ingrid was shouting. 
 
    Seeing her shouting encouragement, the other captains started to do the same with their own team members, who were also struggling with that final slope. 
 
    Gerd, practically hanging from Viggo’s back and letting himself be dragged by his comrade with one hand and one knee on the ground, managed to push himself with his other leg and take two steps forward. He stared up at the summit. 
 
    “Here, Gerd!” Ingrid said, and stretched out her hand. 
 
    “Come on, big guy,” Viggo muttered. He could not go a single step further himself. 
 
    Gerd raised one knee and pushed with the last of his strength, dragging Viggo with him for the last few steps as if he were an ox. Ingrid welcomed them with a tremendous push that ended with the three of them on the summit. 
 
    They had done it 
 
    Gerd, Egil, Viggo and Lasgol lay on the ground, unable to move a single muscle. Broken, exhausted, but happy. 
 
    They had done it! 
 
    It took them an eternity to get down from the summit and make their way back to the Camp for lunch. All the teams had taken a beating. This had made them all late, and Oden was furious. 
 
    “Second-Years, you have to serve the First-Years!” he had told them. 
 
    The Captains of the nine teams apologized and tried to appease the Master Instructor’s wrath. 
 
    “Two from each team, to serve!” he ordered. 
 
    Lasgol volunteered, but Ingrid would not accept the offer. 
 
    “Nilsa and I are less tired. We’ll do it. You go and rest.” 
 
    “That’s the way it should be,” said Viggo. “Serving is a job for –”  
 
    Ingrid’s hand clenched into a fist, and she readied her arm to strike like a cyclone. 
 
    “Finish that sentence and you’ll end up with no teeth.” 
 
    “… for everyone equally…” Viggo finished with a broad smile. 
 
    “You go on with your games and see where you end up.” 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear, but said nothing more. He helped Gerd sit down; the giant was so tired he could barely stand. The meal was like a funeral. They were all so worn out they could not even talk. When Ingrid and Nilsa came back, Gerd was snoring on the table and Egil had fallen asleep on the bench. They were not the only ones. The other teams did not look much better. 
 
    “What are the First-Years like?” Lasgol asked the girls. 
 
    “They look like lambs on their way to the slaughterhouse,” Ingrid said as she devoured a turkey leg with vegetables and spices. 
 
    “They look terrified, poor things,” Nilsa added. 
 
    “I guess the same way we looked when we first arrived.” 
 
    “It’s their first day,” said Ingrid. “They’re scared stiff.”  
 
    They finished eating in silence. Lasgol was wondering whether there would be anyone like him in this new batch of initiates. Probably not. Although there would surely be interesting people, with personal histories it would be worth getting to know. Unfortunately the activities of the Camp would swallow them up and there would not be much chance to get to know them. They were going to have a very intense year. He wished them luck; they would need it. Then he thought of his own team and knew that they too would need all the luck in the world. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Nilsa said, indicating one of the tables with a nod. 
 
    A blonde girl with long wavy hair had stood up and was scanning the dining room. She seemed to be looking for someone or something, and she did not seem to mind if her behavior seemed odd. She had an unquestionable Nordic beauty, her skin white as snow, her nose small and pointed. Her lips were full and red. There was determination on her pretty face and she did not look at all scared, rather the opposite. She had enormous blue eyes, which suddenly fixed on Lasgol. 
 
    “That initiate doesn’t look shy at all,” Viggo said, seeing how she was piercing Lasgol with her glance. 
 
    Suddenly the girl came toward their table, crossing the dining room, ignoring everybody, as if she were in her own home and everyone there were just furniture. 
 
    “I think she’s coming for you,” Ingrid warned Lasgol. 
 
    “For me? I don’t think so…” 
 
    The girl reached the Panthers’ table, came around it and stood beside Lasgol without taking her eyes off him. 
 
    “Are you Lasgol Eklund?” she asked in a soft, almost melodious voice. 
 
    He tensed and stared back at her uneasily. The girl was very pretty, but that did not make things any less awkward. He was used to having unpleasant surprises with the people who approached him. 
 
    “Don’t bother, rookie,” Ingrid put in before he had time to answer. 
 
    The girl gave Ingrid a quick glance and smiled. She was not intimidated. This was very strange. Ingrid tended to intimidate even the most honorably-decorated warrior. 
 
    She turned to look back at Lasgol with an enchanting smile. “I just wanted to meet the hero who saved the King and who everybody’s talking about.” 
 
    Viggo made a gesture of despair. “Just what we needed, now he’s got followers!” 
 
    “Er… Lasgol stammered awkwardly. “I… well, it wasn’t that much…”  
 
    “It was an act of incredible courage and bravery,” she said, still smiling at him. 
 
    Lasgol turned very red. 
 
    Nilsa clapped, enjoying the uncomfortable situation he found himself in. “Look at him blushing.” 
 
    “I… I didn’t…” 
 
    “I just wanted to come over and introduce myself. My name’s Val Blom,” she said, and bowed formally to him. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” he said, recovering his poise a little. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you. I’ll go back to my team now, I don’t want to intrude, but if you have time someday… I’d love to get to know you…” 
 
    Ingrid frowned, trying to dissuade the girl. “Lasgol has a lot to do, he has no time for fooling around.”  
 
    “If it’s okay, I’d rather it was Lasgol who answered,” the girl said in a calm, neutral voice, without looking at Ingrid. 
 
    “I… er…yes, of course.”  
 
    “Great,” she said, and left with another smile that would have left the most gallant conqueror in the realm breathless. 
 
    They all stared at her as she left. 
 
    “…I’d love to get to know you,” Viggo repeated, imitating Val’s soft voice. 
 
    “That one isn’t exactly shy,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Or easy to intimidate,” Ingrid said. She was annoyed at not having been able to scare her off. 
 
    “She’s… pretty…” Lasgol said, not realizing he had spoken out loud. 
 
    His comrades looked at him and burst out laughing. 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head, unable to stop smiling. “Finish your meal, lover-boy.” 
 
    “Our Lasgol is quite a hit with the girls,” Nilsa said with a giggle. 
 
    Lasgol went on eating while he turned what had happened over in his mind. From a nearby table someone else had witnessed the scene and was looking at him with an expression of displeasure. 
 
    It was the Captain of the Owls: Astrid. 
 
    The afternoon brought them instruction in the School of Archery. Luckily, or perhaps because the instructors saw that they were so tired after their morning run, instead of practice they had theory. They were all led to the target fields and divided into three groups of three teams. 
 
    “Panthers, Bears and Boars, with me,” the Instructor said. “Sit down around me in a large circle, so that it’ll be easier to explain this. My name is Marga, and I’m the second-year archery instructor.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her carefully; her face was unfamiliar. She wore her brown hair in a ponytail and her brown eyes looked at them as though analyzing them. What was most noticeable was the amount of freckles all over her face. It looked as though the sun had sneezed on her. Two bows hung from her shoulder. She took the first and showed it so everyone could see it. 
 
    “You recognize this, don’t you?” 
 
    They all nodded. It was the bow they had learnt to use the previous year. 
 
    “This bow that you recognize is what we call a simple bow. If you’re here today it means you can make all its parts, put it together and shoot with it.” 
 
    They nodded again, proud of having done it and of being in the second year, after passing the Archery School lessons the year before. 
 
    “This isn’t a Ranger’s bow,” Marga said. She took it and broke it in two on her knee. Then she threw the pieces scornfully on to the ground. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide. His mouth hung open in surprise. 
 
    “This is the bow of a furtive hunter, a villain, a thief. A simple, functional bow. Practical and tough. But it’s not a Ranger’s bow. The Path teaches that we Rangers live and die for our bows. Don’t you ever forget that. The knife and the short axe are support weapons, tools, but a Ranger is always guided by his bow. Is that clear?” 
 
    There were ‘yeses’, although some faces, including those of Gerd and Nilsa, showed that they had still not recovered from the breaking of the bow. Ingrid was shaking her head in disapproval. 
 
    “This one,” Marga went on, showing the other bow she was carrying, “this is the true Ranger’s bow. Here, take a good look.” 
 
    The bow passed from hand to hand. When it reached Lasgol he studied it carefully. It was very different from the one they had been using. 
 
    “This is a compound bow. It’s called that because it’s not built from a single main piece, like the simple bow. That makes manufacturing it, mounting it and using it more complex. But thanks to its various components, it has an improved range and greater stability. So it reaches further and strays less. I’m saying this for those who are looking at me as if they don’t understand. 
 
    “What’s the range of the simple bow?” she asked. 
 
    “Between a hundred and fifty and a hundred and seventy-five paces,” said Ahart, Captain of the Bears. 
 
    “That’s right. But the range of the compound bow is two hundred and fifty to three hundred paces.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded several times. She was enjoying this. 
 
    “What’s the reach of a Mage or a Sorcerer with his spells?” 
 
    “About two hundred to two hundred and fifty paces,” said Jobas, Captain of the Boars. 
 
    “Tell me then, which of the two would you rather use?” 
 
    “The compound one!” Nilsa cried. She said it so forcefully that it sounded like a scream. 
 
    The instructor went over to her. “A compound bow is a Ranger’s best friend against magic.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded excitedly. 
 
    “In addition, it’s much more powerful. At the same distance it can go through wood and even metal, and it’s lighter. A Ranger’s perfect friend,” Marga added with a smile. 
 
    “Can it go through chainmail?” asked a dark-skinned boy from the Bears team. 
 
    “Of course. From less than two hundred paces, easily. Between two hundred and three hundred: it depends on the quality of the armor.” 
 
    “Even heavy armor, like that of the Rogdonians? Egil asked, very interested. 
 
    “That’s a good question. Heavy armor, of steel scales or plates, is harder to pierce. It requires quite a bit of practice, but it can be done. From less than fifty paces it can be done. I’ll teach you how to do that over the course of this year.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Egil said. 
 
    “But the compound bow has one important disadvantage which you must never forget. Would anybody like to suggest what it is?” 
 
    “The string?” said Mark, a blond boy from the Boars team. 
 
    Instructor Marga shook her head. 
 
     “Does it require special arrows? Heavier ones?” asked Niko, another boy from the Boars. 
 
    Marga shook her head again. “No.” 
 
    “It’s more powerful and lighter…” Egil said, thinking aloud, “and therefore one would deduce that with greater power and less weight… greater fragility?” 
 
    The Instructor looked at him in surprise. “Exactly… I see you have a good head.” 
 
    Egil smiled. Gerd patted him on the back in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Exactly. The problem with these bows is that they’re fragile and require the greatest care, particularly against humidity. They must never get wet, under any circumstance. Understood?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Now I’ll explain about the different parts of this bow, the materials used in its making, its composition and care. Pay attention. All your attention.” 
 
    Marga told them about the bow’s wooden body, covered by horn from a mountain goat, with the outside covered in tendon. The three parts were glued together with animal glue. Once joined, it was reinforced with strips of leather. And she went on with her explanations until dusk. 
 
    When they left for their cabins, one thing was in everybody’s mind: they had to try that new weapon which would become their inseparable companion when they became Rangers. When night fell, Ingrid dreamt that she was piercing shields and armor with her bow. Nilsa dreamt that she penetrated the hearts of mages and sorcerers from three hundred paces, without anything being able to stop her. Lasgol dreamt that he released six times in a row with lightning speed and hit the target every time, right in the bull’s eye. 
 
    Unfortunately, at that moment these were unattainable dreams. 
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    The days went by in the blink of an eye. They trained very hard every morning. But the results of the physical training showed no improvement; in fact they were getting worse. During the first days the teams had given all they had to reach the top of the Hangman and show Instructor Markoon what they could do. Unfortunately they had not foreseen that the extra effort would take its toll. And they were paying that toll. 
 
    Lasgol could not complete the climb anymore. His body would not cooperate. The help he had given his comrades had left him dried up, without any trace of strength to draw from. The same thing had happened to Viggo. They were no longer able to make it to the top. Even Ingrid was beginning to weaken, because she had to help Nilsa, who was also beginning to show signs of weakness. The other teams were going through a very similar experience. Only a few, among them Isgord, the twins in his team, and the Captains of the Bears, Wolves and Boars, had managed to improve. The rest went through agonies to finish the climb every morning. 
 
    Every noon the Panthers arrived at the dining hall exhausted. Sitting on the long benches had become a blessing. Not for the food they were about to enjoy, which was a bonus, but simply because they could rest. The mere fact of being able to sit and relax was the greatest blessing of all. 
 
    Ingrid tried to keep their spirits up. “It’s still pretty hard, but we’ll get used to it in time.” 
 
    Nilsa was doubtful. “You think so?”  
 
    Gerd and Egil did not even talk. They ate to restore their energies, but their bodies and minds were so tired they were not capable of articulating a word. 
 
    “The more we practice, the stronger our bodies will become,” Ingrid assured them. 
 
    “That, or we’ll fall apart once and for all,” Viggo countered. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll push us that far,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Viggo asked. “Look at us. Another week of this and we’ll be dead.”  
 
    “Markoon knows what he’s doing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Let’s hope so…” 
 
    At least, Instruction in School of Wildlife, Gerd’s favorite, was turning out to be very entertaining. The new instructor in command was rather brusque. His name was Guntar and he looked rather like Sven, with the difference that Guntar was blond, a platinum blond, both in his hair and his thick beard. He looked like the Master Ranger’s albino twin. If the sky was clear you could see him coming from a league away, his hair and beard shining as the sunbeams touched them. He was a striking sight. He had been taking them to the southern forests to refresh the knowledge they had acquired the year before. 
 
    Apart from his remarkable appearance Guntar had some unusual personal habits, one of which was to give anyone who made a mistake a kick in the backside. And they were painful kicks. Gerd had been enjoying his neighbors’ mistakes, until his own turn had come. 
 
    “Let’s see now, big guy, what kind of animal left this trail?” 
 
    Gerd had got down on all fours to examine the prints carefully. He had doubts. He looked at Lasgol out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Guntar wagged his finger threateningly at Lasgol. “Not a word.” 
 
    Gerd sighed and concentrated. A moment later he gave his answer. 
 
    “They’re a fox’s.” he said, and looked at Lasgol doubtfully. Before Lasgol could say anything, Gerd received a hard kick on his backside. 
 
    “They’re those of a young she-wolf',” Guntar corrected him. 
 
    “But they’re too small,” Gerd protested. 
 
    He received another kick in the backside. 
 
    “Because they’re a young animal’s, a pup’s,” said Guntar. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “I see that many of you are incapable of distinguishing cow dung from mountain goat dung. Don’t worry, my boot and I will teach you. It will be a pleasure and an honor.” 
 
    Gerd stood up and rubbed his sore backside. He was not enjoying himself so much now. 
 
    “Today we’ll try a new exercise,” Guntar said. “We’re going to do a test of strength and balance. Today I’m going to teach you the bear fight. Take those harnesses of braided rope and put them on.” 
 
    They went over to a basket containing some strange belts of braided rope. Lasgol took one and saw that from it there hung two semicircles, also of braided cord, fastened to the belt by the ends. 
 
    “Put the belt on the ground. First put your legs through the hanging parts, then fasten the belt to your waist.” The Instructor showed them how to do it. 
 
    Gerd had some difficulty, given the size of his waist, but he managed to put in both legs and fasten it.  
 
    “Good. Now pair up, but do it with someone from a different team, not your own.” 
 
    The search for a partner was rather chaotic, since nobody was very sure who to pair up with. 
 
    “Come on!” Guntar shouted. “We haven’t got all day!”  
 
    They began to find partners, driven on by the shouts of Guntar’s assistant instructors, who were urging them to hurry. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol saw Isgord push away another team member and come toward him. He was moving with determined steps and a look of intense hatred on his face. He was coming to pair up with him. 
 
    Oh no… he’s coming for a fight, Lasgol thought, and his stomach clamped tight. He had no desire for a confrontation. Why could he not leave him alone? Someone moved in front of Isgord and came to stand in front of Lasgol with a swift sidestep. 
 
    “I’ll be your partner,” said a feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol took his eyes off Isgord and found Astrid’s face in front of him. He was stunned. 
 
    “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “I… no… of course not.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I’m dying to find out what heroes are made of.” 
 
    “Well… hero… not really…” 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re a hero. Everybody knows that. You saved the King.” 
 
    “Pure reflex…” 
 
    Astrid smiled and her face lit up. Lasgol did not know what to say or do. He just stayed there, staring at her, enchanted. 
 
    “I’ll get you, you won’t be able to avoid me forever,” Isgord said threateningly. He raised one fist at him in a gesture of pure hatred. 
 
    Lasgol was about to reply to him, but Astrid whispered: “Ignore him. He’s eaten up by envy.” 
 
    “I don’t see why, he’s much better at everything…” 
 
    “But he’s not a hero,” Astrid said with a smile. 
 
    Lasgol smiled at the comment and felt better at once. 
 
    Guntar raised his hand. “Watch how we do it.” 
 
    One of the instructors, wearing the harness at his waist, stood facing Guntar. They bent toward each other with their legs separated and flexed. They seized each other by the belts, one hand on each hip. 
 
    Guntar began to count: “Three, two, one, go!” 
 
    At that moment both fighters tried to throw each other down, without letting go of the belts, using only brute force. 
 
    “The first one to bring down his rival wins! Your hands must never let go of the belts, you have to use your legs!” 
 
    Both fighters were using their arms to lift their opponent off the floor and trying to unbalance him using their legs. Lasgol understood why they called it bear fight. They resembled two hugging bears fighting to bring each other down. Finally, with a massive heave, Guntar managed to lift his opponent off the floor high enough to get his hip into him so that he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn,” Guntar said. “Grasp each other firmly by the belts.” 
 
    The fights began. Lasgol looked at Astrid. Because of the situation he felt a mixture of embarrassment and nervousness, which paralyzed him. 
 
    “What, are you afraid of me?” she said, and winked. 
 
    Lasgol blushed. He snorted, bent over and grabbed her belt. She did the same. His head was on her shoulder and hers on his. He could hear her breathing, feel her warm breath on his neck. Her hair smelt of flowers and something sweet he could not identify. For a single moment he forgot where he was and what he was doing. He felt such a delightful sensation creeping up his chest; it was so exciting that he could not even think. Astrid brought him back to reality with a strong yank that lifted him three finger-breadths off the floor and almost threw him down. 
 
    At first the strongest participants seemed to have a clear advantage, but they soon discovered it was not necessarily so. 
 
    “Use your opponent’s excessive force to throw him off his balance,” Guntar said. 
 
    Gerd was one of the first to try this. He was clearly dominating his partner, Axel, a boy from the Wolves team much weaker than himself. But at one moment in the struggle, when Gerd tugged hard at his opponent, instead of going in the opposite direction the boy allowed himself to be pulled without putting up any resistance, so that Gerd fell on his backside. 
 
    He burst out laughing. “Very good!” he congratulated his rival, who helped him get back up. 
 
    “This test will mean that you strengthen your whole body,” Guntar said, “and help you improve your balance, which for a Ranger is absolutely basic.” 
 
    Lasgol fought Astrid, enjoying every instant and wishing that the class would never end. Astrid gave him a beating which he accepted with pleasure. Every time she threw him down they both laughed, and he was so happy to be with her, beside her, that the defeats seemed insignificant. 
 
    Unfortunately the moment came to go back for dinner, and Guntar brought the session to an end. 
 
    “Not too bad, hero,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Seven to two,” Lasgol replied. 
 
    “I won. I feel happy, but a little disappointed. I was expecting more from a hero.” She gave him a mischievous look. 
 
    “Heroes aren’t all they’re cracked up to be in legends.” 
 
    She turned suddenly serious. “You didn’t let me win, did you? Say you didn’t…” 
 
    “No, of course not! You beat me, I can assure you I didn’t let you win. I have my pride… my self-esteem and all that…” 
 
    “You’d better,” she said, and smiled. “See you, hero” – and she went back to her group. 
 
    Lasgol watched her leave and his stomach fluttered. 
 
    Gerd slapped him on the back, almost dislocating his shoulder. “That was great!” he said. 
 
    “Yes, it was…” Lasgol replied, his eyes following Astrid. 
 
    “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    “Off we go, big guy, I’m starving.” 
 
    After dinner, in the cabin, Viggo was throwing his dagger. He was aiming at a small target he had drawn above the window shutter on his own side and throwing from his bunk bed. Each time he would come down, pick up the dagger, climb up and throw it again. He never failed; the dagger always hit the bull’s eye. 
 
    “Do you have to do that all the time?” Gerd grumbled. “You’re making me nervous.”  
 
    “What you mean is you’re scared.” 
 
    “I’m right under you. If I stand up you’ll stab me in the head!” 
 
    Viggo laughed. “That would be funny.” 
 
    “I don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “I’ve got to practice,” Viggo said, ignoring Gerd’s protests. He threw once more: bull’s eye once again. 
 
    “It’s not right, you’re using your own dagger, not the official Ranger’s knife. You’ve got that in your trunk.” 
 
    “This is a Nocean throwing dagger, an exquisite weapon,” Viggo said, showing it to him as he spoke. A beam of light from the oil lamp bathed the edge, and the weapon glinted with a dangerous silvery brightness. 
 
    “If you’ve got a Ranger’s knife already, and that’s what we’re going to be tested with, I don’t see why you want to learn how to use this one.” 
 
    “This weapon,” Viggo said, showing him both edges, “is a lot more precise than the Ranger’s knife. It’s balanced, it’s been made to be thrown. The shape and weight have been worked out to the design of an expert swordsmith.” 
 
    “How did you get it?” Lasgol asked. He was feeding lettuce and fruit to Camu. 
 
    “You’d like to know, wouldn’t you? Well, I’m not going to tell you. It’s enough for you to know I have my own way of getting hold of things.” 
 
    “Don’t be so mysterious,” Gerd protested. “I think what you get hold of are daggers, lock-picks and all sorts of other ‘tools’ that don’t get used for anything honest.” 
 
    Viggo smiled, and his eyes shone with a sinister gleam. 
 
    “I’m not going to deny that. I can get you poisons too, traps, alcohol…” 
 
    “No thanks. I don’t want that sort of thing. And I don’t understand why you want that dagger either.” 
 
    “To settle scores.” He said it in such a cold, serious tone that Lasgol shivered inwardly. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Gerd. “Don’t go down the wrong road…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, big guy, I’ll go down the road I have to. I have scores to settle, and one day I’m going to settle them.” 
 
    Lasgol was left intrigued, but he already knew Viggo well enough to know that he would not tell them anything else. Camu gave a little shriek, demanding more food, and Lasgol gave him more greens. Both at lunch and dinner they all saved some vegetables and fruit for him, so that it would not look suspicious if Lasgol went around the kitchens asking for food. Even Nilsa, who (although she wanted nothing to do with the creature because it was magical) did not want it to die of hunger. Deep down she had a big heart. But because of what had happened to her father, magic turned her into a completely different person, a dangerous one. Hate blinds people, Lasgol’s father Dakon had told him. And he had been right. 
 
    “What are you doing with that book, book-worm?” Viggo asked Egil, who was absorbed in a thick tome with brown covers. 
 
    Egil looked up. “I’m going over my notes.” 
 
    “Notes? What notes?”  
 
    “I write down things I find interesting, discoveries I consider worthwhile.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not writing about me…” 
 
    “I haven’t yet found anything worthwhile to write about your person. I’m sorry. I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while Viggo, Gerd and Lasgol digested Egil’s words. 
 
    “You little…” Viggo said under his breath when he realized that Egil had insulted him elegantly. 
 
    Gerd burst into loud guffaws and fell off the bed on to the floor, where he went on laughing. Lasgol could not help himself and started laughing too. Seeing everybody laughing, Camu began to flex his legs and wag his tail excitedly. 
 
    “My studies are principally centered on Camu and Lasgol,” Egil said so that Viggo would not get even angrier. 
 
    “Those two weirdos? Why?” 
 
    “The fact that Lasgol possesses the Gift is a fascinating phenomenon that we need to study and understand. To find its secrets, its limitations, the way the skills develop… there are so many things to understand and decipher. It’s so complex and unknown on the one hand and at the same time so incredible…” 
 
    “Haven’t they studied it already?” Gerd asked. “The Gift, I mean.”  
 
    “Yes and no. There are compendia of knowledge written mainly by Mages and Sorcerers who have studied the subject. But these are lopsided, partial views, conditioned by their own Gifts and the studies carried out on themselves. There’s still a great deal to study, discover and understand. There’s no book I know of that talks, for example, about the kind of Gift Lasgol has. He’s not a Mage and his skills seem to be linked to his environment, to nature. It’s really intriguing. And of course there’s nothing written about a creature as unusual as Camu. I’ve asked the librarians and they assure me there’s nothing. Nor is there anything in the Royal Library. Although of course Norghanians aren’t exactly the ones most given to study and the arts. Perhaps in the outstanding Library at Bintantium, in Erenalia, the capital of the kingdom of Erenal. What wouldn’t I give to be able to travel to that middle-eastern realm and visit this library of knowledge! They say it’s the biggest in Tremia.” 
 
    “You really like your books and libraries, you’re hopeless, book-head,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Won’t it be dangerous to study Lasgol and Camu?” Gerd asked. “What if there’s an accident?” Fear was reflected on his face at the mere possibility. “Lasgol’s already had a few incidents with Camu’s egg…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll be very careful. Just think that the fact that Lasgol has the Gift is something that needs to be studied and written down for future generations of scholars. Or to help people like Lasgol, who have the Gift but barely know anything about it. It’ll avoid accidents and protect other chosen ones.” 
 
    “I’m not very convinced…” Gerd said. 
 
    “I’m not convinced in the least,” Viggo said. He turned to Lasgol. “And are you going to let him study you just like that?”  
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “He’s persuaded me to. I’m not exactly thrilled, but I think it might be a good thing – for me, to understand what’s happening to me and how to control my Gift, and certainly for other people like me.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to control your Gift?” Gerd asked. He was becoming more frightened by the moment. 
 
    “Well, I can control the things I know, the few skills I’ve been able to develop. But there are a lot of things I don’t know, which is to say almost everything.” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, do it on that side of the cabin, not ours,” Viggo said, and used his dagger to draw an invisible line which divided the cabin in two. 
 
    “No problem. We’ll carry out the studies in this section.” 
 
    Viggo pointed his dagger at them. “If anything happens to us, you’ll pay.”  
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen, it’ll all be absolutely harmless. Most of it’s theory.” 
 
    “That’d better be true…” 
 
    Viggo went back to throwing his dagger, and Gerd lay down on his bunk to rest. 
 
    Lasgol whispered in Egil’s ear. “Theories? Harmless ones? Safe?” 
 
    Egil smiled, and his eyes shone with excitement, “No way. It’ll be all practice. It’s going to be really exciting!” 
 
    Lasgol gave a deep sigh and shook his head. This was all going to end badly… very badly… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly it was not only the days that flew by but the weeks. The Apprentices were so involved in their instruction, trying to take in all they were being taught without succumbing to the physical training, that every blink of an eye seemed to swallow up a whole day. 
 
    That afternoon Lasgol and Egil arrived at the School of Nature lesson a little late. Camu had decided to go out and explore while they were eating after morning exercise. It had taken Lasgol an eternity to find him and make him come back to the cabin. He was getting more restless all the time, and soon he would not be able to control him. Egil had helped him, and now they were facing Eyra’s anger. 
 
    “Punctuality is a virtue to be cultivated,” the old Master Ranger scolded them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Lasgol apologized, and they quickly sat down at the long table with the rest of their comrades. 
 
    “Don’t let it happen again, young Panthers, or I’ll make Iria try out her new potions on the two of you.” 
 
     Instructor Iria smiled, but in her eyes there was a warning. 
 
    “You wouldn’t like the effect,” she assured them. 
 
    They were in one of the large cabins in the area of the great forest reserved for the School of Nature. Inside there were fifteen or so long narrow tables with half a dozen chairs beside each. The tables were for working and experimenting, and each team occupied one of them. 
 
     Against the four walls of the cabin were massive shelves running from one side to the other with hundreds of components, plants and raw material of all kinds, stored and preserved in different containers appropriate to each substance. In front, on the only stone wall, were three reinforced adobe ovens, and beside them three other fireplaces in which low fires were burning. There were utensils for the preparation of concoctions, beverages and potions which required either warming or heating to boiling-point. Beside each fireplace was a table on which were pots, pans and any number of tools. 
 
    “I’d like to remind you,” Eyra went on, “that in School of Nature the first and most fundamental thing is to get to know the world around us: the forest, mountains, every plant, every element of nature. The Path of the Ranger tells us that a good Ranger must have a perfect knowledge of the environment he must protect; and not just know it, he must also be able to integrate himself into it. I’ll make sure that you don’t forget this, and that every day you become more one with the nature that surrounds us. 
 
    She presented her two instructors. “Today, with the help of Iria and Megan,” she went on, “we’re going to learn a very useful potion, one which every Ranger needs to know how to prepare. Today we’re going to teach you to make the Summer Slumber.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged glances. What would it be? And more importantly, what was it for?” 
 
    “And no, it’s not a poison. I know everybody loves poisons, but we’ll leave those for later on. I still don’t feel you’re ready to start preparing them, and I don’t want any ‘irreparable accidents’. Summer Slumber is a very special potion, difficult to prepare, I won’t pretend otherwise, but when you’ve mastered it, you’ll find it very useful.” 
 
    They were all very interested. Nilsa was bouncing up and down in her chair, but Gerd did not seem too happy. He was wary of poisons and potions with harmful or strange effects. 
 
    Eyra showed them a crystal vial capped with a cork. “This potion enables us to make someone sleep like a baby. They’ll enjoy a warm summer slumber, and they won’t wake up from it for at least a day.” 
 
    “Fascinating!” Egil said. 
 
    “Yes… very interesting…” said Viggo with a sinister look in his eyes. 
 
    Ingrid on the other hand was looking vaguely cheated. “Bah! I’ve got my fist if I need to do that.” 
 
    “Some situations require a little more subtlety,” Egil said. 
 
    “And silence,” added Viggo. 
 
    “I don’t like it…” Gerd grumbled. 
 
    Nilsa clapped silently, without bringing her hands together. “It’s going to be fun.” 
 
    “We’d better be careful,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Eyra cleared her throat to end the conversations that had broken out at all the tables. 
 
    “Iria and Megan will help you with the ingredients which are in various places on the shelves. They’ll explain the properties of each, then inform you of cooking times and how they’re prepared. I urge you to pay close attention, and when I say close, I mean all of it.” 
 
    Iria came to the Panthers’ table and led them to the shelves. She explained each of the ingredients they needed for the potion, where they could be found, and their function. The Panthers listened to every explanation and comment. Then they went back to their table, prepared the components as Iria had told them and waited their turn to use one of the three fires. When the Boars left one of these free, Iria told them to use it. Egil would be the ‘cook’. He donned thick gloves of reinforced leather, and Gerd covered his nose and mouth with a special, very thick ‘cook’s’ scarf. He put the preparation in a pot and waited for it to boil. 
 
    “After it boils, wait until it changes color, then mix it with the remaining components,” Iria told them. 
 
    Egil was managing things as if he were an expert alchemist, which did not surprise them. After all, Egil was Egil. He put together the mix very carefully, releasing a brownish smoke after the reaction. Everyone else took a startled step back. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s a normal reaction,” Iria said. “Now you have to let it come to the boil a second time, then take it off the fire.” 
 
    Egil followed all the instructions. When he had finished they went back to their table carrying the container with the preparation: a green liquid. He had to use tongs to avoid burning himself. He placed it in the center of the table. 
 
    “Cover it and wait until the color changes,” said Iria. 
 
    They waited, deeply intrigued, staring at the glass jar and waiting for the change. 
 
    Iria left them to answer the Wolves’ questions. 
 
    “Do you think we’ve done it right?” Gerd asked. He looked as though he did not like it one little bit. 
 
    “Of course we have,” Ingrid said. “We’ve followed all the instructions to the last detail.” 
 
    “Sure,” Viggo said, “but that doesn’t mean we’ve followed them correctly.” 
 
    “What do you think, Egil?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “We can only wait to find out the result of our brilliant collaboration.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “I mean we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    A few minutes went by, and the liquid turned blue before the Panthers’ eyes. 
 
    “How exciting!” Nilsa said, and applauded, aloud this time. 
 
    Viggo pointed to the next table, one eyebrow arched. “Hmm, ours is blue, but the Wolves’ is green.”  
 
    “And the Owls’ is reddish,” said Lasgol, who had been watching Astrid’s group. 
 
    “Curious… and fascinating,” Egil said. “Different results for the same parameters and instructions. We’ll just have to wait and see what Eyra says.” 
 
    The Master Ranger addressed them. “As you can see, there’s a disparity in colors in the final preparation. Only one color is the correct one. Each team, bring me your potion and I’ll give my verdict.” 
 
    Ingrid was about to take the container, but Nilsa beat her to it. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” she said excitedly. “I’m sure we’ve won.”  
 
    Ingrid smiled. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “And no clumsiness,” Viggo added. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him. “Of course not.” 
 
    She took the container to Eyra. The Master Ranger put all nine representatives in line and had them present their work. She looked at the first one: red potion. She shook her head. The second: green. Again she shook her head. The third: brown. 
 
    “It didn’t even react,” she complained. 
 
    She went on until she reached Nilsa. She checked the color and nodded. 
 
    “Blue: correct.” 
 
    The Panthers shouted in celebration. They had done well. Excitement took hold of them. And of Nilsa. The restless redhead raised her arms in triumph, showing everyone the container with the blue liquid. In her excitement the container slipped from her hands and began to fall. She tried to catch it as it fell, but she could not manage to grasp it and it crashed on the floor, shattering into a thousand pieces. The liquid spread out in front of her and a sweet smell began to pervade the room. 
 
    Eyra put her hands to her mouth and nose. “Don’t breathe it!” she shouted. “Everybody out! Quick!” 
 
    They stampeded out of the door. All, that is, except the nine representatives who had already breathed the preparation and fallen senseless to the floor, borne away by the vapors of the Summer Slumber. 
 
    It took a good while to rescue them. Eyra did not allow anybody to go into the hall. They broke the windows to allow the substance to evaporate and air the space. Finally they rescued the victims. They were fine; they would not wake up till dawn, but just in case, they were moved to the infirmary with the Healer. Edwina took over the duty of watching over them, but there was nothing she could do to wake them. 
 
    Viggo spent the whole dinner laughing. He could not stop making comments about Nilsa and her incurable natural clumsiness. Even Ingrid had to admit that on this occasion their friend had caused utter chaos. The other teams also called out comments they had no choice but to put up with. 
 
    “Our Nilsa’s like that,” was the phrase Gerd used to apologize for her, with a shrug. One by one, they all had to admit he was right and smile. 
 
    A week later, Oden led all the Second Years to the Command House, where Dolbarar was waiting for them. He had not told them what this was for, just his usual shut up and do as I say look. 
 
    “Welcome, Apprentices,” the leader said with a smile as he spread his arms to greet them. In one hand he carried his staff, and in the other the volume of Rangers’ teachings. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. It was always comforting to be greeted by the Camp leader. He was warm, and in his manner there was a mixture of affection and comfort. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking that you might find a short break welcome on this lovely morning. We’ve left spring behind, and now summer is announcing her arrival.” He took a deep breath. “Her aroma is unmistakable here at the Camp. There will be no physical training today. I think you need a breather after such an intense spring.” 
 
    “I’d say we do,” whispered Viggo. 
 
    Gerd stretched uncomfortably. “I’m sore all over,” he complained. 
 
    “Stop complaining about everything,” Ingrid growled. “That’s not the way leaders are forged.”  
 
    “It’s just that we’re all so tired,” Nilsa said. Her head was bowed, and there was exhaustion in her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t join them,” said Ingrid. “You make sure you always stay with me. Or they’ll lead you down the path of the second-raters.” She looked accusingly at Viggo. 
 
    Most of the Apprentices heard the news with pleasure, except for Isgord and his group. The Bears and some of the Wolves also made faces. They wanted to go on training and improving. 
 
    “This morning you’re going to come with me to a very special place,” Dolbarar said. “Follow me.” 
 
    The Camp leader led them through an area adjoining the Camp which nobody normally visited because it was hard to get to. They climbed a small hill, crossed a river and went up a rocky slope. Lasgol watched Dolbarar climb, leaning on his long wood-and-silver staff. He was surprised, and wondered at the agility and skill he showed at his age. 
 
    When they passed the rocks they came to a large forest. They went into it; it was an oak-wood of awesome beauty. Dolbarar led them to its heart, walking among hundred-year-old oaks. Lasgol felt a prickling at the back of his neck. Something was going on here. It was no normal oak-wood. 
 
    “This place is special,” he whispered to Egil, who was walking beside him. 
 
    “The light that comes in between the trees and the warmth of the air,” Egil said analytically, “are rather stronger than might be expected from an oak-wood in northern Norghana.”  
 
    “I think there’s something that’s causing it.” 
 
    “Magic?” Egil asked excitedly. 
 
    “Shhhh, don’t let Nilsa or Gerd hear you or else we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    Egil smiled apologetically. “Forgive me, it’s just emotion. Sometimes I get carried away.” 
 
    “I’m going to use my Gift.” 
 
    “Awesome! Tell me what you pick up.” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated and called on his Detecting Animal Presence Skill. He tried to catch the presence of animals or strange creatures in the place. There was a flash which was only visible to those able to notice the use of the Gift, and he searched around. He could not detect anything odd. But of course with so many Apprentices around him it was very difficult to pick up anything. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Oh… that’s a pity.” 
 
    They reached the center of the oak-wood, and Dolbarar stopped before a majestic oak tree. It was immense and solid, and the light that bathed it seemed to reflect from it more intensely. 
 
    “This is a very special place,” Dolbarar announced. 
 
    The Apprentices assembled in a semicircle in front of the leader, who was stroking the rugged trunk affectionately, as if it were an old and much-loved friend. 
 
    “We are now in the midst of the Sacred Oakwood. This place has a supreme meaning and importance for us. This is where the Rangers came into being, at this same spot, before this grandiose tree: the Sacred Guardian of the Forest, three hundred years ago. Thus it is narrated in the Path of the Ranger.” He showed them the volume he was carrying with him. “It’s a sacred place for us because here we were born and here we will die someday. But as long as this oak-wood lives, so will we ourselves. You must love, respect and protect this place with all your being.” 
 
    The Apprentices were listening in complete absorption to his words. 
 
    “It’s written that Magnus Lindberg, King of Norghana, took refuge in this oak-wood with his last faithful followers. He was fleeing from the Zangrians, who had invaded the kingdom and had just defeated him in the last great battle to the south, where there now stands our beloved capital Norghania. It was the time of the bloody Wars of the Mid-East. In this same place, at the foot of this oak-tree, he fought and defended himself with his last men to the end. In a desperate defense they managed to repel the Zangrians, who wanted to kill the King and take over Norghana. But King Magnus was badly wounded. The commander of his army lay dead a few paces ahead. His last Ice Mage was dying, pierced by a spear, by his side. There was no hope left. He told his people to escape before the enemy came back with reinforcements to finish them off. He asked to be left to die fighting for his country. The king’s last soldiers saw that everything was lost, so they fled, leaving the king to be granted his final wish.  
 
    “Nevertheless, a group of mountain dwellers, most of them hunters, remained by his side and defended him to the death. The King asked their leader, Harald Dahl, a brave man with a determined gaze, why they were staying when there was no hope left. Harald replied that they had sworn with blood to protect their lands from the enemy to the very last. And this oak-wood was their domain. They would not give in to the invader. Their families depended on them. The King asked the other mountain dwellers. They replied that they would defend the realm to the death. The King took his sword, got to his feet, and thanking them for their loyalty, courage and valor, he named them the protectors of the lands of the kingdom, of this forest. He named them his Rangers. And thus the Rangers were born.” Dolbarar took a deep breath and paused, lost in memory. 
 
    “What became of them, sir?” Egil asked. He was captivated by the story. 
 
    Dolbarar came out of his reverie. “Just as King Magnus feared, the Zangrians returned with reinforcements. A dense mist was covering the oak-wood when they came to kill them. The Rangers defended the King. They fought with honor, with valor…” He sighed. 
 
    There was a silence. Everyone was watching him, spellbound. 
 
    “And they died. All of them.” 
 
    A murmur of surprise and shock ran through the Apprentices. 
 
    “The soil we stand on is sacred, soaked in the blood of those brave Norghanians who gave their lives for the king, for the snowy kingdom. In the blood of the first Rangers.” 
 
    “How did they find out what had happened?” Astrid asked, intrigued. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “The following day Visgard, King Magnus’s son, accompanied by one of the loyal generals, found them. They had come to help the King, but did not arrive in time. The Ranger Harald, believed dead, was still breathing, and he told the Prince what had happened. The brave man did not live to see the following dawn. Prince Visgard, impressed by the events and following his father’s example, created the Corps of Rangers. He formed it with mountain dwellers from the north. It was with them that he started to take back the kingdom from the Zangrians. And so, after five years of skirmishes and ambushes, and guerrilla fighting, with an army mostly made up of surviving disbanded soldiers who had come back to the new king’s army, he managed to throw the Zangrians out of the realm.” 
 
    “That’s how it’s written in the history books,” said Egil. “Except for the part played by the Rangers.” 
 
    “History books remember the winners, the great leaders. As was the new King Visgard, who re-conquered the realm. The birth of the Rangers that day in this place has been forgotten with the passage of time. But we remember, honor and celebrate it. That’s why I’ve brought you to this place.” 
 
    “We’ll honor and respect it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Egil, who was unable to hold back his enthusiasm. 
 
    “It is here, before the Sacred Guardian of the Forest, our sacred oak, that you will be named Rangers at the end of the fourth year of training. That is, if you make it.” 
 
    A general murmur, half-nervousness, half-confidence, ran through the apprentices. Some were not very sure of reaching that goal, others convinced they would succeed. 
 
    Dolbarar showed them the medallion which hung around his neck. “This is the place where the Rangers receive their medallions. These represent who we are: Rangers, and which School we belong to.” He showed it to them for a long moment, then put it away under his tunic. 
 
    “The medallion with a bow, that of the School of Archery. The one with a bear, that of the School of Wildlife. The medallion with an oak leaf portrayed on it, that of the School of Nature. The one which portrays a snake, that of the School of Expertise. They’re carved from these oaks that surround us.” He waved his staff at them. “Mine and those of the Master Rangers are carved from the Sacred Guardian itself. We all carry the spirit of this place with us around our necks, close to our hearts. Never forget this place and its meaning, because from here we come, and here we will be buried.” 
 
    “Buried?” Isgord asked. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “Those who fall with honor will be buried here in the Sacred Oakwood. So it is written in the Path of the Rangers, and so we honor it.” He held up the book. 
 
    There was a silence. The implications of all this were many and profound. 
 
    “And now is the time to honor our own.” 
 
    Dolbarar got down on one knee before the Sacred Oak, and the Apprentices did the same. He intoned a melodic ballad, an ode to the fallen, in a deep voice but also with a touch of gentleness. The ode, as was traditional in the north, praised the fallen and wished them a prosperous life in the eternal frozen kingdom beside their ancestors and loved ones. When he had finished, he stood up and saluted the Sacred Oak respectfully, then turned around. 
 
    “Let’s go back.” 
 
     The Apprentices left the place in a respectful silence. Lasgol wondered whether he would manage to graduate in that place and obtain his medallion. What School would it be in? He shook his head. That day was a very long way away. Better to face the challenges one by one each day, because he knew there were plenty of them waiting for him, and tough ones at that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instruction in the School of Expertise became extremely intense from the very first day and from then on it only got worse. Each day Haakon the Untouchable made sure this was so. The first year, as Initiates, they had endured hard training in this School, this second year, as Apprentices, was turning out to be even harder. 
 
    Lasgol did not feel at all comfortable in Haakon’s presence. After what had happened with Isgord and Nilsa, and the timely intervention of the Master Ranger, Lasgol ought to have felt more relaxed in his presence. But he did not. He did not know why, but Haakon still made him feel nervous. It was not his looks – he was used to those – it was more his somber, threatening air. He was thin and wiry, and his expression was genuinely sinister. But most of all it was those small black eyes above a hooked nose that made Lasgol feel apprehensive. 
 
    “This School tries to extend what we can get to do with our body and the five senses we have,” Haakon said, stroking the wooden medallion with a snake carved in the center which he wore on his chest in honor of his School. “I see by the expressions on your faces that you don’t understand. We teach you how to walk with the stealth of a predator, to disappear in the shadows like a night hunter. To camouflage yourselves like a chameleon, to walk unseen and unheard. You’ll learn to fall on your victims without them knowing what happened. And if confrontation is inevitable, we’ll teach you to push your body to the limit of its possibilities so that you come out victorious. But all this requires you to be in perfect physical shape. And you don’t look that to me, so we’ll have to do something about it.” 
 
    And the torture began. Haakon made them train hard, without a break. He used three of his instructors, each one more somber than the one before, to make sure all the apprentices stretched themselves to the limit. They had them doing exercises to develop balance, coordination and bodily agility. 
 
    “Rest has weakened you, physically and mentally,” he had told them. 
 
    The instructors made them pass the test involving the slippery trunk over the gorge, to climb and come down from trees in no time at all, and to remain hidden for hours without moving to avoid detection. They repeated the tests again and again. They came back to their cabins totally exhausted. The instruction in the morning might be exhausting, but the evenings where they had instruction in School were equally hard. The instructors were merciless with them. 
 
    After eight weeks of hard conditioning, Haakon gave his judgment at last. 
 
    “I can see a very slight improvement in your physical and mental shape. I’m glad to see that. We can end this conditioning period.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted in relief. Nor was he the only one. Egil was having a terrible time, and Gerd not much better. Even Ingrid was heard to mutter at last in relief. 
 
    “Now it’s time to begin to develop the ability to walk among shadows without being detected,” Haakon announced. 
 
    This sentence left Lasgol and his teammates puzzled. They all turned to Egil, but he only shrugged. 
 
    “This smells fishy to me,” Viggo said after a moment. 
 
    And Viggo had an inborn instinct for these things. He was not often wrong. 
 
    Two days later, Haakon summoned them to instruction after dinner: in the middle of the night, in the center of the northeastern forest, by the Moon Rock. The teams attended, bewildered by such an unusual call. This was something new, and they all knew that new usually meant something bad. 
 
    “Why has he summoned us at night?” Ingrid wondered. She sounded annoyed. “And here, in the middle of nowhere?”  
 
    “It’ll be something exciting!” Nilsa said, full of enthusiasm. 
 
    “Sure, really exciting…” Viggo muttered with his usual sarcasm. 
 
    Gerd was looking around as if expecting someone to emerge from the shadows and pounce on him. “I don’t like this at all, everything’s so dark…” 
 
    “There must be some logical and carefully-worked-out explanation for bringing us here at night,” Egil said, trying to analyze the situation. “Haakon’s planning something. That’s the most likely explanation.”  
 
    “Sure, but what?” Lasgol said eagerly. He was watching the other teams. Boars, Bears and Eagles were trying to look as if they were not bothered by being there at night. They were boasting and making jokes. Isgord was strutting like a peacock, showing off, letting everyone see that he was not intimidated. It would take a lot more than this to scare him. 
 
    Haakon appeared, followed by three of his instructors. On his wrist he carried a white owl. It was a large one, and in its round snowy face were huge dark eyes. 
 
    “Tonight we’ll see what you’ve learned,” Haakon said. “This time it won’t be either me or the instructors who’ll be judging your performance. It’ll be my friend Alma.” He displayed the owl to the teams. 
 
    “What’s he planning to do with that owl?” whispered Ingrid. 
 
    “No idea, but nothing good for sure,” Viggo replied. 
 
    “This is pretty weird,” Gerd muttered. 
 
    Nilsa could not take her eyes off the bird. “Well, she’s beautiful.”  
 
    “It’s the night hunter with the best night vision in the whole of nature,” Egil said. 
 
    Haakon looked up at the moon among the clouds. “Captains, to me,” he called out. 
 
    Ingrid nodded to her team and went. She joined Astrid, Isgord, and the other captains. 
 
    “It’s time to practice, and you’d better do it properly, or else you’ll be spending the whole night here.” 
 
    “What do we have to do, Master Ranger?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Haakon pointed toward the east. “See the beech wood? You have to cross it in absolute stealth from one end to the other without being detected. One of the instructors will stand at this end and tell you when to start, the other one will be waiting for you at the other end. You must get to him.” 
 
    “How will we be detected?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “She’ll do it,” Haakon said. He was stroking Alma, who was watching everything that went on around her with her enormous eyes, her head turning this way and that. “She’s been trained to hunt Apprentices like you. She’ll watch from the sky. If she detects you she’ll fall on you and mark you with her claws. If she does, you’ve failed. And if she detects one member, then the whole team fails.” 
 
    “Oh…” Astrid said, realizing the difficulty of the test. 
 
    Haakon’s face, usually somber, showed the trace of a smile. 
 
    “We Eagles’ll make it,” Isgord assured him. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of yourself. Each team will have three trials. If you don’t get it, you’ll go on practicing till dawn.” 
 
    Ingrid and Astrid exchanged a look of consternation. They went back to their teams and explained the test. 
 
    “Nothing escapes an owl’s acute vision,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    “This man is out of his mind,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “We have to try,” Ingrid said. “However hard it looks.” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing, but he had the clear feeling that it would be a test they would remember. 
 
    Their turn came third. The first two teams had failed almost at the very beginning of the test. They had not gone more than twenty paces when Alma had detected them, descending through the trees as if she were on her way to catch a clawful of mice. 
 
    “Remember,” Ingrid said to the team, “we move together and in silence.”  
 
    They nodded. 
 
    The instructor gave them the signal. They went into the forest and crouched down until they were hidden by the undergrowth. 
 
    Haakon launched Alma into flight, and at once she rose to a height and glided over the forest. 
 
    The Panthers waited calmly, without giving way to nerves. Ingrid gave the signal, and the six moved as one, with barely a sound, as they had been training to do for weeks. Darkness was their ally, but at the same time their enemy, because if they stepped in the wrong place the bird of prey would detect them. Following their training they waited, camouflaged within the underbrush. Slowing their breathing, integrating themselves into the vegetation, imperceptible to the eye. The human eye, that is, though not that of an owl. 
 
    Suddenly Alma flew over them. Lasgol stopped breathing. She glided through the trees, but without detecting them. They waited patiently. Ingrid gave the signal and they moved together like a huge shadow, advancing four steps, then disappeared into the vegetation again. Alma had not seen them. They repeated this three times more. Lasgol cheered up a little. Things were going well. Ingrid gave the order and they advanced four steps more. And when they were about to crouch down again Alma zoomed down on to Gerd’s back. Caught by surprise, he could not help but give a yell, half-howl, half-lament. And at that point the test ended for them. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’ve been hunted by an owl,” Ingrid said as they came out of the forest on their way back to the clearing. 
 
    “What I can’t believe is that Haakon’s using bloody birds of prey to hunt us in the middle of the night, in the middle of a forest,” protested Viggo. 
 
    “He’s making it really hard,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “The next thing’s going to be wolves hunting us,” Viggo grumbled. 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” said Lasgol. In fact he was not at all sure it would not turn out to be true. 
 
    “We’re Apprentices now,” said Egil. “This year’s going to be more difficult than the Initiate one, and that’s something we always need to keep in mind.”  
 
    “Yeah… and last year was so easy…” Viggo said. 
 
    They sank into despair. This grew deeper as all the teams, one by one, failed the test. Alma was merciless. She caught the teams before they had managed to cross half the forest. Even the Eagles. Three times they tried, and each time they failed. The only joy they had that night was seeing the expression of rage and frustration on the faces of Isgord and his teammates at not having passed the test. 
 
    “Now that really is a disappointment,” Haakon said when they had finished. “I was hoping that at least one team would make it, but I see you’re very far from living up to my expectations. Go into the forest and carry on training till dawn. When the first light shows, you can go back to your cabins.” 
 
    There were muffled complaints, which a sinister look from Haakon quelled at once. The teams trained all night, while Alma watched them from the sky without making a move. When dawn came they went back, half-dead with exhaustion. But before they could get into bed, Master Instructor Oden appeared with his infernal little bell and brought them out for the morning physical training. 
 
    That was an experience that no-one would forget. They were reduced to rags. They had been doing exercises all day and all night, and now they had to do another session of instruction without any sleep. 
 
    That evening in the cabin they collapsed on to their bunks. Camu came out to play, only to find that his four friends were asleep and it was impossible to wake them. The creature bounced and shrieked all over the cabin, trying to get their attention, but that night he would get none. He went over to Lasgol and licked his cheeks. As he would not wake up, he curled up beside him and slept with him. 
 
    A few days later, after dinner, Lasgol was waiting beside the library for Egil to finish examining some tomes which he had described as ‘very interesting’. Suddenly someone came up to him. 
 
    “Hi there, Lasgol,” said a sweet feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol turned and saw Val, who was coming out of the library with a book in her hand. 
 
    “Hi, Val.” 
 
    “Oh, I see you remember my name.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I? 
 
    “You heroes must be very busy to notice something as unimportant as a new Initiate.” 
 
    “Um… no, well, I don’t… I’m not a hero… I mean I remember your name.” 
 
    She smiled. “That makes me very happy.” 
 
    “Well… I remember most names, my memory’s pretty good.” 
 
    “Oh… now I’m disappointed,” she said with a charming smile.” For a moment I felt special.”  
 
    Lasgol blushed, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Because it’s you,” she went on, “I’ll tell you a secret.” 
 
    “A secret?” 
 
    “My real name is Valeria. But I’d rather be called Val. I think it’s nicer. Valeria sounds very cold, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Sure, Val is prettier.” 
 
    “So you don’t like my name.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. Valeria’s a very pretty name.” 
 
    “Relax, it was a joke,” she said with an amused grimace. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and swallowed. “Phew,” he said. He felt clumsy and rather thick-headed when she was talking to him. 
 
    “Are you always so tense? Is it a hero thing? Always ready to leap into action?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I’m usually very relaxed.” 
 
    “Oh, then it’s me that makes you nervous?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he hastened to say. 
 
    “Never mind. Some people don’t like me. It’s one of those things. They say I’m very straightforward. ‘Gentle but incisive’ is how they describe me.” 
 
    “I don’t dislike you, honestly. Well, I barely know you…” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” she replied with a snort, and wiped her brow. “I’d like it very much if we could be friends,” she added, emphasizing very much in her soft voice. 
 
    “Sure, me too.” 
 
    “Great!” she cried, and gave him a smile that could have melted an iceberg. 
 
    Lasgol smiled back in puzzlement. This conversation was confusing him. 
 
    “Are you going into the library?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “No, I’m waiting for Egil.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I saw him on the upper floor. He spends a lot of time in there.” 
 
    “That’s right. He likes to learn.” 
 
    “Great quality. What about you?” 
 
    “Well… not so much…” 
 
    “Of course, you’re more of a man of action.” 
 
    “Me? No, not that either.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend, it’s obvious.” 
 
    A figure emerged from the library and came toward them. 
 
    “Hi there,” Egil said. He came to stand between them. “I’ve finished my search.” 
 
    “Oh, in that case I’ll leave you, I don’t want to be a nuisance,” Val said. She took her leave of them with a slight bow to each. As she was leaving she gave Lasgol a look full of meaning. 
 
    “What did the Initiate Val want?” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged and looked confused. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Girls,” Egil commented. “They’re hard to fathom, a real mystery.”  
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Summer Test was approaching inexorably as the days went by. Hot days, at least for the Norghanians. In fact it was on the cool side compared to the usual temperatures of the kingdoms further south, those in the deserts of the Nocean Empire. 
 
    Every day, under the warm sun, involved more intense effort than the previous one. They were all so deeply-involved in the training that it seemed their lives depended on it. Nobody wanted to fail, and they knew the test would be very hard. 
 
    It weighed heavy on everyone’s minds and spirits. That and another matter they knew little about, even though a few rumors had made their way up-river as far as the Camp. 
 
    “Have you heard the latest?” Nilsa asked her teammates as they were being served hot spicy soup. The dining hall was full to the brim and the atmosphere was restless. 
 
    “About the Summer Test?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “They say it’s going to be tough,” Gerd said dispiritedly. “A lot more so than the First-Year ones.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ingrid reassured him. “We’ve trained a lot and we’re good, we’ll get through it.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Viggo said as he took a bite from a roast chicken leg. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “No, not about the Test. About the war!” 
 
    “What have you heard?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    They all stopped eating and paid attention. 
 
    “They say the army of King Uthar has crossed the Frozen Mountains and fallen on Darthor’s forces.” 
 
    “Good!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    “Well, not so good…” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “They were forced back and had to retreat.” 
 
    “The King’s forces?” Ingrid said, sounding shocked. Incredulity was clear on her face. 
 
    “They say… that after three great battles they were forced to withdraw. There must have been a lot of casualties.” 
 
    “That’s terrible news!” Gerd said, horrified. 
 
    “Where did you get the news from?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Etor of the Third Year, who was told by Olaf, whose wife is the cousin of Atos the Mille, and his son is in Uthar’s army.” 
 
    “Huh, sounds reliable,” Viggo sneered, and dismissed it with a gesture. 
 
    “It might be true,” Gerd said sadly. “Darthor’s forces are formidable and the Corrupt Ice Mage is enormously powerful.”  
 
    The big boy’s words left them very worried. 
 
    “I have one more bit of news,” Egil said in a low voice, so that no one apart from his teammates could hear. 
 
    They all bent forward and brought their heads closer over the table to listen to the scholar. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I’ve had a letter from my father.” 
 
    “Your father the Duke?” Viggo said in surprise. “But he’s never written to you.” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily. “That’s why it’s bad news…” 
 
    “Explain yourself,” said Ingrid. “I don’t understand a thing.”  
 
    “The fact that my father has written to me… is something out of the ordinary. And the content of the missive still more so…” 
 
    They were silent, waiting for him to go on. When he did so, his voice was barely audible. “He’s ordered me to stay with the Rangers and do my duty in the days to come.” 
 
    Nilsa wrinkled her nose. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Gerd. 
 
    “That’s bad news,” said Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Viggo, surprised by his insight. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Yes, it’s bad news… for me… and also, I’m very much afraid, for all of us.” 
 
    “Can you explain?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol was already imagining what he was about to say. There was a knot in his stomach. 
 
    “My father’s ordered me not to flee and to act as what I am: a hostage of King Uthar’s, to make my father obey him. And if he’s ordered me to do it, it’s because something’s going to happen. Something that will put me in that position. Something that my father’s going to do.” 
 
    “Is your father going to betray the King?” Ingrid asked, wide eyed. 
 
    Egil shrugged. “It doesn’t even have to be an explicit betrayal, in the full sense of the word. It might simply be that he won’t support the King in this campaign against Darthor.” 
 
    “That’s more or less the same thing as treason,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Egil said. “I have a suspicion that there are some of the Dukes and Counts who haven’t supported the King. Hence his difficulties in defeating Darthor.” 
 
    Viggo smiled maliciously. “And that strengthens his position if the King ends up weakened by the encounter.”  
 
    “They won’t dare go against the King!” Ingrid cried indignantly. She had spoken rather louder than she intended, and several students at the next table turned to look. 
 
    Gerd smiled at them and tried to put them off. “She’s passionate about King Uthar,” he said. He poked his thumb at Ingrid and made a comic grimace. 
 
    “Not openly, or as long as the King’s more powerful, but if Darthor weakens him…” 
 
    “And not your father and his people…” Viggo noted. 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “You mean to say your father and his treacherous allies aren’t helping the king, and that’s why he’s losing?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. It’s just a guess, but it could very well be the case.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” Ingrid cried, deeply offended. 
 
    “It’s a very clever move,” Viggo said thoughtfully. 
 
    “You need to be careful, Egil,” Lasgol said uneasily. “The King and his people might take it out on you.” 
 
     Egil waved at the second- and third-year tables. “Not only on me. There’s more than half a dozen others like me, or rather in the same situation as me in this dining hall…” 
 
    They all looked around. 
 
    “We might be getting ahead of ourselves,” Nilsa said nervously. “It might not be as bad as that.” 
 
    “I have another rumor which supports Egil’s theory,” said Viggo. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The Rangers are sending out their last reserves. They leave the Camp tomorrow. I found that out in the stables.” 
 
    “They’re leaving us without instructors?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “No. I think they’re all leaving except the minimum number of Instructors they need to carry on with the training.” 
 
    “If that’s so, then my guess seems to be correct,” Egil concluded. “The King’s calling all his men. He hasn’t got enough support.”  
 
    That evening, after dinner, in preparation for what was coming in the Summer Test, Lasgol was practicing archery with Ingrid’s help. For the moment they stopped thinking about the war and its consequences for Egil. They were in the archery fields, and had placed an oil lamp beside the target and another beside their own position so that they could shoot, because it was a dark night. 
 
    “Remember, release gently, very gently,” Ingrid reminded him. 
 
    Lasgol tensed the bow and aimed. The distance was two hundred paces and at night, despite the oil lamps, it was a difficult shot. He concentrated, half-closed his right eye as he normally did in order to aim better, and released. The arrow flew on a parabolic course and headed straight for the bulls-eye. But at the last moment it strayed to the right. Although he had hit the target, it was a poor shot.

“You didn’t take the wind into account,” Ingrid commented. 
 
    “I did, I swear.” 
 
    “You did? That’s strange. The grip’s good, posture’s correct, the way you release is correct too… I don’t know what it could be…” 
 
    Lasgol snorted. “When I was born I must have been cursed with bad aim by a capricious witch.” 
 
    Ingrid laughed. “I don’t think it’s that, there has to be some other explanation. You’ve been training day and night, you ought to be a good archer by now. There’s something wrong with you, and I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” came a voice. 
 
    They both turned to see one of the Third Year Captains. He was almost as tall as Gerd and strong, although not as much as the big boy. His hair was blond, worn in braids, and his eyes were intensely blue in a handsome, strong-chinned face. It was clear that he was a born warrior. Lasgol recognized him. From what they had heard, he was one of the best captains of the third year: intelligent, strong, determined. He was very well spoken of, and it was even rumored that he was one of the main candidates for one of the elite specialties. He was only a year older than they were, but he looked older, more like a grown man. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ingrid asked him, although both she and Lasgol knew perfectly well who he was by now. 
 
    “My name’s Molak Frisk, Third Year Captain,” he said with a slight bow. 
 
    “I’m Ingrid and this is my teammate Lasgol. We’re Second Years, in the Snow Panthers team.” 
 
    Molak nodded. “I see you’re having trouble with the bow. Archery is one of the Schools I’m good at. Maybe I can lend a hand. If you’d like me to, obviously,” he added in a friendly voice. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Lasgol, who was in despair. 
 
    Ingrid’s face twisted. “I’ve tried everything with him… I doubt whether you can do much more.” 
 
    “Let me try. We can’t afford the luxury of a hero among us who’s a second-rate archer,” he said with a friendly smile. 
 
    Lasgol made a despairing gesture, then smiled. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Ingrid said, without taking her eyes off the stranger.  
 
    “Take three shots,” Molak said to Lasgol, “and I’ll watch to see where the problem is.” 
 
    Lasgol took the shots, concentrating all his attention on them, trying not to make any mistake. Despite this, they were not good ones. He hit the target, but never the bulls-eye. 
 
    He snorted. “This isn’t my thing. What a disaster…” There was despair in his voice. He was annoyed at having made a fool on himself in front of a Third Year Captain. 
 
    Molak smiled and patted his back. “Relax, it’s not all lost.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “No. The odd thing is you do it all well, but I think the problem is that you don’t do it well enough.” 
 
    “How d’you mean?” Ingrid asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “There’s no single specific area where you do things wrong, which is the commonest thing. Everyone fails in one aspect, or generally two or three which can be easily spotted and the mistakes corrected. In your case it’s different, there’s no clear area of error, but every aspect needs some slight adjustment. Very odd. Hard to see, and to solve.” 
 
    Lasgol’s shoulders drooped. “Oh…” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, I didn’t see anything wrong,” Ingrid said. She was calmer now that she knew she was not going wrong in her assessment of Lasgol. 
 
    Molak looked at her for a moment, and his eyes gleamed. “It’s very hard to see. Archery is my strong point. I’ve been training for years and I have a good eye for this skill. Probably,” he added so as not to make them feel bad, particularly Ingrid, “next year you’ll be able to identify these details too.”  
 
    “I very much doubt it,” said Lasgol, who was feeling quite depressed by now. 
 
    “Next year I’ll be able to identify any mistake, even if it takes me day and night,” Ingrid said forcefully. 
 
    “Are you always as determined as that?” 
 
    “Yes. You don’t approve?” 
 
    “No, no. Not at all. Good quality.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    Molak gave Lasgol a look that said quite a strong character, this girl. Lasgol understood it and smiled. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, Ingrid,” Lasgol hastened to say, to save his captain from an outburst. 
 
    “Hand me your bow and I’ll explain the five points you need to improve.” 
 
    “Good job there’s only five,” Lasgol said sarcastically. 
 
    The Third Year Captain gave a small guffaw. “You’re not that bad at it, you just need to polish your style a little. First point: the grip. The archer holds his weapon, but doesn’t choke it. A common error in archers is to hold the grip too hard when the cord is tensed for the shot. The result of this is a slight deviation toward one of the four directions.” Molak grasped the bow by the grip. 
 
    “I understand, I won’t grip so hard.” 
 
    “You have to measure your strength, press it hard enough to keep it steady but not too much, or else your shot will go astray.” 
 
    “And how will I know exactly how hard?” 
 
    “That’s what training is for. Over time you’ll be able to notice.” 
 
    “That’s what I always say,” Ingrid said” Train and train so as to succeed.”  
 
    Molak looked at her with surprise. His expression showed that he approved of the comment. 
 
    “Second point: The archer never lowers the arm when he releases. It mustn’t be done, not even very slightly. You must train in order to hold your bow arm steady until the arrow reaches the target. Only then can you lower your arm.” 
 
    “I try, but the weight…” 
 
    “Correct, you need to train your arm so that you can hold the weight. 
 
    “Third point: If you want to be sure of a bad shot in archery, look at it.” He made the gesture of moving the bow to follow the trajectory of the arrow with his eyes. 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid looked at him blankly. 
 
    “Nothing must distract from the shot. Don’t look to see whether you’re aiming at the target and don’t anticipate the shot. Finish the movement, and only then look to see whether you’ve hit the bulls-eye, not before, because you make the shot unsteady.” 
 
    They nodded. “I’ll remember that,” Ingrid said. “I like it.” 
 
    “Fourth point: When he releases, the archer is always relaxed and keeps a steady arm. He imitated a shot and allowed his face to look relaxed, while his right arm was stiff as a post. “You need to relax when you shoot, particularly at the moment of release. Your body mustn’t be rigid and your muscles mustn’t be contracted.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true that I get very tense sometimes, particularly when it’s a complicated situation like the tests…” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Learn to be relaxed when you shoot, with your mind blank, focused on the shot and only on the shot.” 
 
    “I find that hard too,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “And lastly: The good archer releases cleanly and withdraws gently.” Molak opened his hand so that his fingers spread apart, then moved his arm back gently. “When you release and open your hand, you want it to move back cleanly.” 
 
    “Thanks so much for your help,” Lasgol said gratefully. “I’m sure the advice is going to come in very handy.” 
 
    “I’ll remember the five lessons and teach them to the rest of the team,” Ingrid said happily. “It’ll help us a lot in the tests.” 
 
    Molak smiled. “Keep practicing until you’ve corrected the five points I’ve mentioned. I can’t tell you how long it’ll take you, it could be this year or the next, but you’ll get it in the end.” 
 
    “Thanks a million, I will.” 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “I’ll make sure he trains day and night.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it for a moment,” Molak said, and then fixed his gaze on Ingrid. He smiled at her. “A pleasure to meet you, Ingrid… and you, Lasgol.” 
 
    Ingrid went as red as a ripe tomato. Lasgol looked at her in surprise. She never blushed. 
 
    The captain left, and they were silent for a moment. 
 
    “Come on then, let’s practice!” she said suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and released. 
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    The evening prior to the Summer Test, so important and so much dreaded, arrived at last. At Ingrid’s suggestion, they went to bed early. They needed to rest as much as possible. They would be going to need all their strength on the morrow. Lasgol was nervous, and judging by the way his teammates were tossing in their bunks, so were they. It took him a long while to fall asleep, but he did at last, with Camu curled up on his chest. The creature slept with his everlasting smile. 
 
    Nightmares took over Lasgol’s dreams. He tossed and turned uncomfortably in his bunk, nearly throwing Camu off it in the process. The creature clung to the headboard with all four feet, and at once fell asleep where he was. Lasgol meanwhile was running through a snowy forest, chased by a monster with the body of a polar bear and the head of a white eagle of monstrous size. He was running as fast as he could, but the creature was gaining on him. It was almost upon him. It was about to catch him! 
 
    The cabin door edged open with a faint creak. A hand appeared and rolled a ball of cloth along the floor. The creature in Lasgol’s dreams caught up with him and began to devour his back with its enormous yellow beak. The ball began to give off a bluish smoke, as if it had caught fire and were burning inside. Lasgol was fighting the creature, which was about to tear his head off. Two more balls rolled along the cabin floor and ended up under the bunks. They began to give off the strange smoke. 
 
    Lasgol woke up from his nightmare, caught up in the horror of it, his forehead drenched in sweat. He propped himself up in his bed, trying to breathe and calm down. A sweet smell reached him and went up his nose. Puzzled, he looked toward the common area and saw the strange blue smoke. 
 
    And then he saw them. 
 
    Two figures wrapped in hooded cloaks were moving stealthily toward the bunk beds, with unnaturally slow movements. 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    That was all he was able to say. A great sleepiness took hold of his mind. He tried to resist it, but was unable to. He felt a terrible tiredness, his eyes were closing. He tried to move, but his arms were as heavy as tree-trunks. “What’s… what’s happening to me…?” He could not even think… 
 
    “Narcotic…” he heard Egil mumble. 
 
    He saw Viggo out of the corner of his eye. He had got to his feet and reached for the dagger hidden at his belt. He swerved toward the intruders and tried to throw it, but the movement was too slow. One of the intruders hit him on the head, and he fell to the floor unconscious. 
 
    “We’re… under attack…” Lasgol muttered. Through the blue smoke he saw Camu lose his grip on the headboard and fall between it and the mattress. The little creature too was unconscious. Lasgol tried to get up, but fell to the floor. A boot clamped his head hard and forced him against the floor. A moment later he lost consciousness. 
 
    Oden’s little bell and his shouts woke them up. 
 
    “Fall in! It’s the Summer Test!” 
 
    Lasgol woke up on the wooden floor with a terrible headache. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he got up. 
 
    Viggo’s hand was on his head where he had been hit. “Someone attacked us.” 
 
    “Is everybody all right?” Lasgol asked worriedly. He was trying to puzzle out what had happened. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Gerd said. 
 
    Egil did not answer. 
 
    The three turned to his bunk. 
 
    He was not there! 
 
    “Egil!” cried Lasgol with his heart in his mouth. 
 
    “They’ve taken him,” said Viggo. 
 
    Gerd was looking blank. “Taken? Who? Why?” 
 
    “Fall in!” came the powerful voice of the Master Instructor. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happened, but we’ve got to tell Oden,” Lasgol said, and ran outside. 
 
    He went out in front of the cabin so urgently that he nearly ran over Ingrid and Nilsa, who were already lined up there. 
 
    “Master Instructor!” Lasgol called. Viggo and Gerd came out behind him. 
 
    “Silence and fall in!” 
 
    “Wait, Instructor!” 
 
    “No ifs and buts! Fall in and keep silent!” 
 
    “Something’s happened!” he heard Astrid say, several cabins further down. 
 
    “I know, now shut up and fall in!” 
 
    Lasgol was left open-mouthed. What was going on? 
 
    “I protest!” Isgord called out. “We’re missing one!”  
 
    “Shut up, all of you and fall in! One knee on the ground and eyes straight ahead!” 
 
    Lasgol could not understand what was going on, but he was beginning to realize that they were not the only ones who had been attacked. 
 
    In whispers, Viggo told Ingrid and Nilsa what had happened. Their faces showed the amazement and concern they were all feeling. 
 
    Other captains tried to speak to Oden, but he was adamant. Finally, resigned and troubled, they all fell in. 
 
    “Very good. Now follow me to the House of Command for the Summer Test. And I don’t want to hear a word.” 
 
    Dolbarar was waiting for them, as was the custom at official events, and with him were the four Master Rangers. They were dressed for the occasion, with their cloaks and identifying medallions. 
 
    The Apprentices were nervous, very nervous. Lasgol’s hands were moist with perspiration and he was rubbing them on his trousers. He did not understand what was happening, and concern for Egil was torturing him. 
 
    Dolbarar stepped forward to address the Apprentices. As was usual in him, in one hand he held his great staff, and in the other the precious tome: The Path of the Ranger. He smiled equably, trying to calm them. 
 
    “Today is a special day. Today is the Summer Test. I see anxious faces, tense bodies, nervousness and restlessness. That’s natural. The first thing I would like to say is that what went on last night is part of the test. You may be easy, your comrades are fine. Nothing has happened to them. Although I must say I’m a little disappointed by how little resistance was offered. A Ranger must always be alert, even in the most sacred place, as his own home is. So says The Path” (he showed them the tome) “and so must we prepare and act. Every team has lost a member. One chosen at random by my hand.” 
 
    Lasgol exchanged blank glances with his teammates. What was Dolbarar planning for the test? Whatever the case, Egil was all right, which was the important thing. He had been scared to death. 
 
    “We are facing a very important test,” Dolbarar went on. “Nevertheless, you must breathe deeply and relax. Trust in all you’ve learned, not only this semester but in the whole of the past year. It will be of good use to you. Nerves, fears, are bad companions. Trust in your possibilities and in your team.” 
 
    Ingrid gave a confident nod. She was holding Nilsa, who was so nervous she could not stand still. 
 
    “This is going to be really great,” Viggo murmured in a tone of pure sarcasm. 
 
    Gerd nodded. He was looking very down in the mouth. 
 
    Dolbarar went on with a cordial wave: “This is one of my favorite tests, I enjoy it immensely every year. I’m sure that this year will be no exception. We call it Capture and Rescue. It’s a classic among the Rangers. You’ll be competing against the other teams in a single test as a large-scale elimination contest. There can only be one winning team. The team which comes out victorious will be rewarded with a Leaf of Prestige. This year only two will be awarded, in the Summer and Winter tests, so they’re more valuable than ever.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll win them!” Ingrid said to encourage them. 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. “This girl’s just too much.”  
 
    “The test consists of ‘rescuing’ the member of each team who has been ‘captured’,” Dolbarar explained. “The enemy being the other teams,” he added with a slightly malicious smile. “You’ll be wearing grey cloaks. You’ll carry the compound bow, with a quiver of twelve arrows with a marking tip, knife and axe with blunt edges, also for marking. 
 
    “I don’t need to explain how they work, you know them well. When you’re hit, your name will be called out by an instructor. At that moment you’ll be eliminated. You’ll lower your weapons and sit on the ground, on the spot where you were eliminated. You won’t do anything else.” 
 
    “They leave quite a big red mark when they hit you,” Nilsa commented. “I don’t like it at all.”  
 
    “That’s really disheartening, because it means you’re eliminated,” Gerd said. He was remembering the previous year’s final. 
 
    “Sure, what our beloved leader doesn’t mention is that it hurts a lot when you’re hit,” complained Viggo. “I still have bruises.” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate and be a man,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    “I’ve been a man ever since I was born.” 
 
    “A toothache is more like what you are.”  
 
    Viggo gave her a charming smile. 
 
    Ingrid muttered several curses under her breath. 
 
    Lasgol could not help smiling at Viggo’s comment. In fact he was perfectly correct. The weapons, even though they could not cut, certainly caused pain on contact, and the feeling of having one hit you and seeing the red stain spreading was devastating. 
 
    “Every team must find, free and come back with their captured member,” Dolbarar explained. “But – and here comes the best part of the test – you must do this while you fight the other teams. The rules are simple. You all go into the Unfathomable Forest. You do so from different directions which have been set in advance. You must find your captive partner somewhere in the heart of the forest and come back with him to me. I’ll be waiting at the edge of the southern gully. Within the forest, it will be open war. If you come across another team, you must deal with it as with an enemy and eliminate it. If a member of the team is hit and marked, he’ll be eliminated. Face-to-face combat is allowed. Always remember: mark, don’t injure. Every team will be accompanied by an Instructor Ranger at a certain distance to ensure fair play, and at the same time to assess your skills and dexterity. Only the first team to come out with their hostage will win. Compete with all you’ve got, but do it with honor or else you’ll be disqualified.” 
 
    There was a murmur among the teams. The Captains called for order. 
 
    “One last point, to make the test more interesting. If your captured team member is stolen from you and taken out of the forest during the test, the team who loses their captive member will be eliminated. You have a moment to prepare the test. Then we’ll begin.” 
 
    The teams conferred. It was a complicated test, as well as a very important one. They had to analyze how they were affected by the lack of the member who had been captured, the possibilities open to the team, and the strategy they needed to follow. 
 
    Ingrid was watching the other teams. “They haven’t captured any of the Captains,” she said. 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Nilsa. “The Captains are the most important parts in the teams. It would be too much of a disadvantage for the team who’d lost one.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not so sure,” Viggo said. “As far as I’m concerned they could have taken all the captains. On the other hand it’s a good thing for us that it was Egil they took.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” Lasgol said. “I don’t…” 
 
    “He’s the worst fighter in the team, and as he won’t be able to fight in the whole test, that benefits us. That’s not a personal criticism, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “Yeah, but on the other hand he’s the brightest and the one with the most knowledge that might give us ideas.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “You’re both right.” 
 
    “I think if they’d let us choose who the ‘captive’ was, Egil would have volunteered,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “I still think it’s in our favor that it was the bookworm they captured,” said Viggo. “We can think too.”  
 
    “That’s enough,” Ingrid snapped back. “You know perfectly well that Egil’s a thousand times smarter than you are, cloth-head.”  
 
    Viggo put on a haughty air. “My brain is brilliant, it’s just that it works differently.”  
 
    “It works backwards, that’s the way it works.” 
 
    “In any case, that’s the luck of the draw,” Nilsa said. “There’s nothing we can do. For better or worse, we’re left without Egil.” She gave a snort to ease her nerves. 
 
    “Well,” Lasgol said, “we’ll have to think very carefully how we act in each situation we find ourselves in.”  
 
    “I won’t make decisions in too much of a hurry,” Ingrid reassured them. 
 
    Nilsa was wringing her hands. “This test is setting my nerves on edge. Where have they got Egil hidden? What’s in store for us in there?”  
 
    “I’m a bit scared… by the test and by how dense the forest is…” Gerd admitted. 
 
    “Stay calm, everyone,” Ingrid said reassuringly. “We’ll find Egil. We’ll rescue him and come back in triumph.”  
 
    “All together, as one,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Dolbarar asked the Captains to gather round him. 
 
    “It’s time for the test to begin. Good luck to all, and may the best team win. Remember that the behavior of each member of the team will be assessed during the test. Act thoughtfully and honorably. Remember everything you’ve learned.” 
 
    The Captains went back to their teams, then made their way to the Unfathomable Forest. Marga, the Archery Instructor, was assigned to the Panthers and would be with them for the whole test. She led them to the point where they would enter the forest. A horn sounded, giving the signal for the test to begin, and all the teams went into the forest. 
 
    The Panthers began their incursion. Marga lagged a little behind, to follow them and keep an eye on them. 
 
    “Everybody keep your wits about you, and in silence,” Ingrid ordered them. 
 
    They moved toward the forest with their bows at the ready. The Rangers called it the Unfathomable Forest because it was so large and dense that it seemed to be endless. This was the first time they had set foot in it. It was not advisable to go into it as it was very deep and full of obstacles. More than one explorer had become utterly lost in it. 
 
    They moved carefully, not knowing what they were going to find in there and at the same time needing to be alert to avoid being taken by surprise by the other teams. They reached a stream and stopped to drink. Ingrid and Nilsa stood watch while the others drank, then they switched roles. 
 
    “I don’t see any sign of Egil,” Ingrid said, sounding put out. 
 
    “I’ll go and check,” Lasgol said. “They must have crossed the river at some point.”  
 
    “All right. I’ll come with you. The others can secure this position. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Lasgol followed the trail along the riverside toward the east, but found no tracks. They went back to their starting-point and did the same toward the west. At a hundred paces he found the trail. 
 
    He pointed to the river. “Here. This is where they crossed, the tracks are three hours old. Three men and Egil.” 
 
    Ingrid crouched down to take a closer look. 
 
    “I can see there are four of them, from the tracks. But how do you know one of them is Egil?” 
 
    “His footprints are smaller, and less deep.” 
 
    “It might be some other ’captive’, from another team.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and pointed to the other side of the river. They crossed it, and he showed Ingrid what he had seen. 
 
    “He tripped here and fell to the ground.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Look at his knees and hands when he broke the fall.” 
 
    “The marks look… a bit exaggerated…” 
 
    “Right. It’s a sign for us. If you look properly, they form a letter.” 
 
    “Oh… E!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and nodded. “E for Egil. He’s telling us where they crossed.” 
 
    “How clever of him! And what a good eye you have!” 
 
    They turned, and a shadow appeared behind them. They raised their bows with their hearts galloping. 
 
    It was Marga! 
 
    They lowered their bows and gasped in relief. 
 
    “You ought to give some warning,” Ingrid grumbled. 
 
    The Ranger shrugged and signaled to them to go on. 
 
    They gathered the team together and went deeper into the heart of the immense forest, following the trail of Egil and his captors. They took turns to track so that they could all take short breaks. They went as fast as they could, aware of the need to finish the test in the shortest possible time. With each further hour they spent in the forest, it became more abrupt and vicious, as if it had identified them as intruders and were rejecting them with its foliage. Nightfall came, and now they had to make their way onward with knife and axe. They were covered in scratches and tired, but they had to keep going. Ingrid was setting a murderous pace. She wanted to reach Egil and rescue him before the other teams, to have an advantage on their way out. 
 
    The forest would not let them advance as fast as Ingrid wanted. Night made things even more difficult. They leapt over a fallen trunk and went down a gully. When they came out at the other end, Ingrid stopped suddenly. Nilsa tried to do the same, but she did not have enough time and bumped into her friend’s back. 
 
    “What…?” she protested. 
 
    The expression on Ingrid’s face silenced her. 
 
    Lasgol reached their side and came to a sudden halt in his turn. Twenty paces ahead, watching them with fierce eyes, was a pack of grey wolves. 
 
    “Wolves… bad business…” Viggo whispered cautiously. 
 
    The alpha male took a step forward and growled. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Let’s move back slowly,” said Ingrid. 
 
    With the utmost caution they retreated, while the wolves watched them threateningly. 
 
    “We’ll have to make a detour,” said Ingrid in annoyance. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerd said, “but confronting a pack of wolves isn’t a good idea.”  
 
    “This is going to mean a major delay.” 
 
    “They don’t look as if they’re going to move,” Viggo pointed out. “This is their territory and we’re the intruders.”  
 
    “We have to face the other teams and the elements,” Lasgol said. “This pack of wolves is part of this habitat. The best thing to do would be to go around them and carry on, or else we might have a serious problem.”  
 
    Ingrid accepted reluctantly. 
 
    They went on, and after going around the wolves they found the trail again. It delayed them to some extent, but not as much as they had feared. The trail was easier to find and follow in that thick vegetation. There was no doubt about following the trail of Egil and his captors, because they had made their way through just as they were doing themselves. At midnight they stopped, exhausted and in desperate need of rest. The moon was high above their heads, but they could barely see it through the branches of the trees. 
 
    To make up the time lost because of the forced detour, Ingrid increased the pace. She seemed possessed by the spirit of a tireless goddess. She kept it up until Nilsa, exhausted, tripped and fell. Viggo and Gerd collapsed beside her. They were exhausted. 
 
    “All right,” Ingrid conceded, “we’ll take a break.”  
 
    “This forest goes on forever,” Nilsa said, her shoulders sagging. 
 
    Gerd was looking around, even though what with the thick vegetation and the shadows of the night they could see nothing at all. “It gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “A stroll in the country,” Viggo commented with a comical grimace. 
 
    “He can’t be very far,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Ingrid asked. “This forest is immense, and I don’t think we’re even remotely near the center.” 
 
    “It’s a feeling… and an assumption…” 
 
    “I think we’re close to finding him too,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Enlighten us with your wisdom,” Viggo said. 
 
    “The test involves rescuing the one who’s been captured and getting out of the forest to reach Dolbarar in the shortest possible time. If we bear in mind that the Tests by teams usually last a whole day and night, and we’ve already used up the day, either we find him very soon or else we won’t be able to complete the test before sunrise, which is what Dolbarar will have intended the winning team to do.” 
 
    They were all left staring at the redhead with surprise on their faces. 
 
    “You’ve left me speechless,” Viggo said. 
 
    “I think you’re absolutely right,” said Gerd. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Lasgol, waiting for his opinion. 
 
    “That was my guess. I couldn’t have put it better.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s be as careful as possible,” said Ingrid. 
 
    They rested. Exhaustion and hunger were punishing them. The tension they were feeling weighed on them like a tombstone. Nobody said anything more; they simply stayed silent and alert. It was not very long before Ingrid gave the order to go on. They all felt they had had very little rest, but they did not complain. 
 
    The trail led them to another river, wider and with quite a strong current. They stopped to study the trail and see where they could cross. Lasgol was looking closely at the footprints when he realized that something was not right. At the point where they had crossed, the prints were joined by several others. Different ones. Someone other than Egil and his captors had crossed here. He was going to tell the team about this when Nilsa gave the alarm. 
 
    “Movement to the east,” she whispered urgently. 
 
    “Take cover!” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    They hid behind the trees and vegetation and stayed as still as statues. They controlled their breathing and relaxed their bodies. They must not be discovered. 
 
    “Movement to the west,” whispered Gerd. 
 
    Lasgol went closer to Ingrid and whispered into her ear: “They’re following their trails, like us. They’ll meet at that point.” He pointed ahead of them, to the spot he had been examining. 
 
    “Damn! We’re all going to meet. We’d better move back, quickly, without a sound.” 
 
    The Panthers retreated ten paces away, with complete stealth. 
 
    “Position yourselves. Keep your eyes on the river. That’s where they’ll appear.” 
 
    Ingrid was not wrong. A few moments later several silhouettes arrived from the east, following the river. There was very little visibility, but despite this the grey cloaks seemed to attract the moonbeams and reflect them like a mirror. Lasgol recognized them: they were the Boars, a very tough team. They had not spotted the Panthers in their hidden position. 
 
    Ingrid was about to give the order to attack when Lasgol grabbed her arm, made a warning gesture and nodded toward the west. Their teammates were waiting for the order with bows at the ready and nerves raw. Ingrid understood what he was pointing out. She raised her clenched fist as a signal to the others, and they all waited. 
 
    From the west came the Foxes, following the river. The two teams caught sight of each other a few paces from the crossing. The fight broke out in the blink of an eye. Arrows and screams alternated as bodies leapt and rolled on the ground. Both teams sought cover, but by the time they found it they had each lost a couple of their members. The instructors called out the names of those who had been hit, and they were eliminated. 
 
    The Panthers waited for Ingrid’s signal in silence, hidden, like predators. The Foxes retreated toward the Panthers’ position, not yet having realized that they were there. 
 
    Ingrid gave the order. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The Panthers rose and released their arrows against the Foxes. Taken by surprise, they had no escape. The two closest were hit fair and square in the chest. The third, Azer, the Captain, managed to dodge the first attack, but Nilsa got him in the back with an excellent second shot. The three members of the team were eliminated. 
 
    The attack was a success, and the Foxes were eliminated. But with the attack they had also revealed themselves, and now it was the Boars who were attacking them. 
 
    “Take cover!” Ingrid called out. 
 
    Jobas, the Captain of the Boars caught Nilsa on the side with a great shot. 
 
    Marga called out her name. The redhead lowered her bow and sat down on the ground with an expression of massive disappointment. 
 
    “Hell!” Ingrid muttered. 
 
    “We need to attack them from the sides,” Lasgol whispered to Ingrid. Two arrows whistled past his head. 
 
    “Okay. Gerd, go with Lasgol, Viggo, you come with me. We’ll flank them.” 
 
    They threw themselves to the ground, and like snakes, dragged themselves in an encircling movement, seeking to entrap the enemy. 
 
    The Boars regrouped. Jobas and two of his best shots were left: Mark and Niko. Lasgol and Gerd approached them from the east, taking a long detour to put them off the trail. They were peering out from behind two enormous firs. Ingrid and Viggo appeared west of the Boars’ position and released their arrows. They hit Mark, but were driven off by the furious defense of Jobas and Niko. Lasgol took a chance while they were distracted and shot Niko, hitting him in the back. The names of the two victims were called out. Gerd released an arrow against Jobas, but it crashed against a branch and failed to reach him. Caught in a crossfire, the Captain ran off and was lost in the forest. 
 
    “He’s running away!” Ingrid cried triumphantly. 
 
    “He nearly got me in the face,” Viggo complained. 
 
    “That was almost a disaster,” Gerd said. 
 
     “And we’ve lost Nilsa,” Lasgol said glumly. 
 
    They went back to where she was sitting, looking resigned. 
 
    “Go on. Find Egil and win.” 
 
    “We will,” Ingrid promised, and gave her a hug. 
 
    They said goodbye and went on. They crossed the river following the trails, of which there were now three. In the middle of a patch of open land the three trails separated, taking different directions. 
 
    “Which one do we follow?” 
 
    Lasgol pointed to a handprint on the ground. “This one. It’s Egil’s hand. He’s wearing his house ring on his index finger.” 
 
    “And it’s a small hand, almost like a child’s,” Viggo added. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    They reached a group of large moss-covered rocks, where the trail ended. Ingrid gave the order to disperse. They searched around, but found nothing out of the ordinary. Lasgol lay down on the ground and tried to work out where the trail came to an end. The others took up defensive positions to protect him. He examined two great boulders and a trunk which had fallen between them. He made a sign to Gerd to help him, and the big boy followed him. 
 
    “We need to move the trunk.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Using his exceptional strength, Gerd pushed the trunk aside, and a small cave appeared between the two rocks. Lasgol went in warily. The last thing he wanted was to find a bear in its den. 
 
    “Gerd, help me,” he called out. 
 
    A moment later Gerd came out of the cave with Egil in his arms. 
 
    “We’ve found him!” Ingrid cried. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s unconscious,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Ingrid and Viggo came over to see what was going on. 
 
    “He’s disabled,” Lasgol said. He was examining Egil on the ground. 
 
    “Disabled?” Ingrid asked in annoyance. 
 
    “He’s been poisoned,” Viggo said. 
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    “Why would they poison him?” Ingrid said. She glanced over her shoulder. A few steps away was Marga, watching in silence. Ingrid gave her a questioning look, but the Instructor was silent.  
 
    “Viggo’s right,” Lasgol said. “He’s been given something that’s knocked him out.” 
 
    “I’m nearly always right.” 
 
    “Almost never, you mean,” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    “Let’s examine his body and decide what’s wrong with him,” Lasgol said. “This must be part of the test.” 
 
    “D’you think so?” Gerd said, sounding unconvinced. 
 
    “Yes. Or else they’d have taken him to the Healer.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ingrid. 
 
    The four examined Egil carefully. They found a mark, like a sting, on his forearm. Around it was an intensely blue-purple bruise. This gave them the clue. The continued their examination of his body and his symptoms. 
 
    “It’s the Violet Slumber,” Lasgol concluded. 
 
    “Wow,” Gerd said. “That’s one of the strong poisons.” 
 
    “One of my favorites,” said Viggo. “Leaves the victim unconscious for at least a day and a night, and there’s no way he can wake up once it’s in his bloodstream.” 
 
    “There must be some way,” Ingrid said. “Think!” 
 
    The four were silent, searching their knowledge of School of Nature. 
 
    “We might try The Resurrector,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “But it’s not for this type of poisoning,” Gerd pointed out. “It’s for very high fevers and heart attacks.”  
 
    “Well, I can’t think of anything else…” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “Well, then, that’s decided,” Ingrid said. “We’ve got to try something.”  
 
    Lasgol was looking around. “Let’s hunt for the ingredients. It’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “We’d better not waste time. Off we go!” 
 
    The four of them ran off. Finding what they needed was not going to be at all easy in that forest and at night, with only the light of the moon to rely on. But of course that too was part of the test. The organizers were not going to make things easy for them. 
 
    Lasgol was looking for the mushroom they needed near some moist roots, with Gerd a hundred paces ahead of him. He went across to another tree and searched among its roots. At last he found it. 
 
    He went to tell Gerd, who was already more than a hundred and fifty paces away. 
 
    “I’ve—” he began to say. But he never finished the sentence. Gerd started running through the trees, away from him. 
 
    What’s he doing? 
 
    Suddenly he saw several figures chasing after Gerd, and crouched down with a swift movement. He half-closed his eyes to watch them. They were the Wolves: four of them. He thought of releasing an arrow, but hesitated and reconsidered. Gerd was leading them away from his own position. If he released he would attract them, and Egil was lying defenseless behind him. They would all be eliminated. He sighed. He could not help him. 
 
    Good luck, my friend, he wished Gerd, who was sacrificing himself so that they would not be spotted. 
 
    He went back to the entrance to the cave and explained to the others what had happened. Ingrid was very unhappy. It took them a while to find all the ingredients they needed for the potion. After this, preparing it was an even more complicated business. They had to light a fire inside the cave and do everything possible to avoid detection by the other teams. Lasgol suspected that several of the ‘captives’ were in the same area, which meant that their teams were there as well. Finally they managed to prepare the antidote. They gave it to Egil, then waited with fingers crossed. 
 
    “It won’t harm him, will it?” Ingrid asked uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Lasgol, “It might not do anything at all, but I don’t think it’ll harm him.” 
 
    “Antidotes fight poison,” said Viggo. “If there’s no poison they shouldn’t do anything.”  
 
    Suddenly Egil opened his eyes wide and pushed himself up on his elbows. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Egil!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Yeah… I think so…” 
 
    “Thank goodness!” Ingrid said with a gasp of relief. 
 
    They helped him to his feet. He began to remember. 
 
    “Now I remember… I was abducted…” 
 
    “We’d better tell you what’s been happening,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    They quickly told him everything that had happened and the situation they found themselves in at that moment. 
 
    “Oh ... I see. We’d better not waste any more time, then. I feel fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. I feel as if I’d been having deep sleep treatment. In fact I feel revitalized.” 
 
    “Well then,” Ingrid said, “in that case let’s go on.”  
 
    “No weapons for me?” Egil asked. 
 
    “No. The mission was to rescue you. You don’t fight.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “And what’s worse, the other teams could kidnap you, and then we’d lose.” 
 
    “Well then, I seem to be in a pretty compromising situation. Thank the frozen gods I have my team with me, and it’s the smartest of them all. Nothing’s going to happen to me. We’ll come out of this victorious!” 
 
    Viggo put his hand on Egil’s forehead as if he were checking for a fever. “I think he’s still delirious from the poison.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. 
 
    “Move,” said Ingrid, her spirit unbreakable. “There’s no time to lose! To victory!” 
 
    They left the little cave and headed south toward the gully which was their way out of the forest. Ingrid was in the lead, followed by Viggo, with Egil in the middle and Lasgol keeping up the rear. Instructor Marga did not let them out of her sight, keeping at a distance. Ingrid set a fast pace, as she usually did. But the further south they went the more careful they had to be, as the other teams would be following the same course at that moment. 
 
    Ingrid reached the summit of a small hill dense with firs. She stopped and knelt, then raised her fist. They all stopped and followed her example, scanning the surroundings with their eyes peeled. She signaled them to gather closer. When Lasgol reached her side he saw why she had stopped. In front of them, down below, in a wide clearing, three teams were fighting to avoid being eliminated. 
 
    “What teams are they?” Viggo whispered. 
 
    “I can make out the Bears… Foxes… and Snakes…” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Better go around them to the east,” Egil whispered. 
 
    “We’re above them,” Ingrid pointed out.” We could wait until there are only a few left and then attack. We have the advantage, and we’d finish them off.”  
 
    “That statement is correct. But we need to consider what’s more important for us and the risks we’d be running. If we go around them we’ll gain time and run less risk. We could reach the end of the test and win our points, which is what matters. Confrontation always entails risks, and the outcome is unpredictable.” 
 
    “I’m with Ingrid,” Viggo said. “Let’s finish them off now we have the chance. They wouldn’t let us off if it was the other way around.” 
 
    “I agree with Egil,” Lasgol said. 
 
    They all turned to Ingrid. She was considering the situation and muttering possible plans to herself. 
 
    Suddenly, from the west, the Falcons appeared. 
 
    Ingrid threw herself to the ground at once. The others followed suit. They lay there, keeping very still, watching the new team. The Falcons had not seen them. Their attention was focused on the fighting in the clearing. 
 
    Ingrid reconsidered. “We’ll do what Egil says,” she whispered. “If we attack we might be surprised from behind while we’re caught up in it.” 
 
    The Falcons launched their attack on the other three teams. In the confusion, the Panthers escaped to the east. 
 
    Ingrid was moving now with all the stealth she could manage, alert to the least sound, smell or movement that might give them away to another team. They were not going very fast, but they were close to coming out of the forest without having been eliminated, and she did not want to take any risk. 
 
    “We might not be first,” she had told them, “but we’ll make it.”  
 
    They arrived at a strongly-flowing river and cheered up. Beyond the river they could see a more open area, bathed in moonlight. It was the beginning of the great gully which led to the end of the forest. Dolbarar would be there, waiting for the teams. They were very close by now. A fallen trunk lay across the river. It was massive and very long, more than twenty paces. 
 
    “Let’s cross the trunk,” Ingrid said. “We’ll gain a little time.”  
 
    Viggo turned to Egil. “Egil, be careful and don’t fall in, the water’s pretty rough.”  
 
    Egil swallowed and nodded. Lasgol winked at him in encouragement. 
 
    They began to cross in single file: Ingrid first, Viggo behind her, Egil in the middle and Lasgol after him. Ingrid reached the other side without any trouble. Viggo was about to step off the trunk when an arrow hit him in the middle of his chest. 
 
    “Eh?” he cried, and before he could react a second arrow hit him in the side. A blonde archer had shot him from behind the bushes to their right on the far side. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Ingrid shouted. She fell to one knee, readying her bow in a flash. 
 
    An arrow whistled by Lasgol’s head. It came from the side of the river they were trying to reach. It was an ambush. Ingrid released toward the bushes the attack was coming from and hit one of the archers. It was one of the twins, either Jared or Aston. 
 
    “Ambush! It’s the Eagles!” 
 
    Isgord appeared from behind a tree like a forest assassin, and with an accurate shot he hit Ingrid in the chest. Two more arrows finished her off; they were from Alaric and Bergen, shooting from the undergrowth. 
 
    The names of Viggo and Ingrid were called out, and they were eliminated. With a cry of rage Ingrid lowered her bow and sat down on the ground. Viggo climbed down from the trunk and did the same. 
 
    Egil bent over just as two arrows were seeking his head. He looked at Lasgol, horrified. 
 
    “Retreat!” Lasgol said, and got down on all fours on the trunk to avoid being an easy target. 
 
    They started to crawl back along the trunk while the arrows whistled by them. 
 
    Lasgol raised his head. They were only five paces from the point where they had begun to cross. They had a chance. If they managed to reach it they could run and hide. It was then that he saw a face a few steps ahead. A friendly face. A face that charmed him and stirred butterflies in his stomach. 
 
    It was Astrid! 
 
    She was arriving with Leana, Asgard and Borj. 
 
    “Owls!” he heard Isgord cry from the other side. “Eliminate them!” 
 
    Suddenly the arrows no longer sought the bodies of Egil and Lasgol on the trunk but those of the Owls, who took up positions by the sides of the trunk and returned the attack. Arrows flew from each side to the other. 
 
    Lasgol looked back, then at Astrid. He and Egil could not retreat, only go forward. But then they would be at the mercy of the Owls. He took one step forward, with Egil behind him. He looked Astrid in the eye, and her gaze confirmed that they could approach. He hesitated. It was a competition, after all, however much they might be friends. Would she let them go, now that she had them cornered?  
 
    She signaled to him to come closer. Her face showed calm, her eyes friendship. Lasgol decided to trust her. They moved forward. When they were a step away, he heard Leana ask her Captain: “What do we do?” 
 
    He stopped to look into Astrid’s eyes. And he saw the gleam of betrayal. He understood it and knew they were going to be eliminated. He reacted like lightning, grabbed Egil and jumped into the water. The last thing he heard before the current carried them away was Astrid telling her team: “Eliminate them.” 
 
    Lasgol fought against the current with all his strength. He managed to surface and tried to help Egil, who was in difficulties. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said, coughing up water. 
 
    “Don’t… let me drown…” Egil begged him with terror in his eyes. He was fighting with his whole small body to keep afloat during the strong current that was dragging them downriver. 
 
    They fought like wild piglets to keep afloat. Lasgol managed to take command of the situation. Egil went under twice, but Lasgol, ever-watchful, pulled him out by his hair. At last the current dragged them to a deep bend, and there they were able to hold on to some branches and get out of the water. 
 
    They lay there on the shore, unable to move after the exhausting effort and the horrible experience. 
 
    “Thanks… my friend…” Egil said. “I feel… like I swallowed… an ocean.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I had to get you out. It was me who pushed you in, after all.” 
 
    Egil laughed and began to cough. It took them a while to recover. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I think we ought to finish the test. You have the ‘Captive’, meaning yours truly, and you haven’t been eliminated. We can still make it.” 
 
    “That’s true. Although we’re in very bad shape…” 
 
    “At least we’re on the right bank” Egil said, smiling broadly. “We crossed.”  
 
    Lasgol laughed. “We nearly drowned, but we crossed.” 
 
    “Let’s go on to the edge of the forest. If I’m not mistaken it must be very near, to the southeast.” 
 
    “On we go, then.” 
 
    The two friends moved forward with care. Lasgol had lost his bow and had only his axe and knife. They were both wet and cold and very tired, but they carried on until they came to a very steep hill, almost a rock wall. 
 
    “We’ll have to climb it,” Egil said. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the right direction?” 
 
    “D’you really believe I’d even think of climbing this now if I wasn’t?” 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud. “All right, then, up we go.” 
 
    It took considerable effort and exhausted them, but they reached the summit. At the top they realized that it was one of the walls of the exit canyon. 
 
    “I was right,” Egil said. He was on his knees, panting. 
 
    “You always are,” Lasgol replied, and let himself fall beside him. He was shattered. 
 
    “I’m not very often wrong,” Egil said with a smile, trying to hide just how tired he was. He could barely stay on his feet. 
 
    “We’ve got to go down. At least this part will be easy.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    They started the descent, sliding down the moist slope. They reached the bottom and lay there on their backs, then got to their feet with a colossal effort and faced the end of the forest. They looked back: all was clear. They looked forward: a few trees and what seemed like the way out of the canyon. 
 
    “What d’you think’ll have happened to the Owls and the Eagles?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I guess they’ll both have run out of arrows and resorted to face-to-face combat. It’s the most logical guess. I don’t think the Eagles will have let them cross. They’re much stronger. Better.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Egil pointed to the end of the canyon. “Look. Behind the trees you can see light, I think they’re torches.”  
 
    Lasgol half-closed his eyes. “I think I can see people… waiting behind the last trees.” 
 
    “It must be the way out.”  
 
    “True. We’re just about there.” 
 
    “We’re going to make it!” Egil said with a broad smile as he went in among the trees. 
 
    Suddenly a pair of feet fell on Lasgol, striking him hard on the chest. He was thrown backwards, rolled twice and was left lying face down on the ground. 
 
    Isgord was four paces away, with a huge smile of triumph on his face. He must have been waiting for them in a tree. 
 
    Egil turned to Lasgol. From another tree Jared’s twin fell on top of him, and he was buried under the boy’s enormous weight. 
 
    Lasgol got to one knee and unsheathed knife and axe. Isgord and Jared had no bows, so they would have to fight hand to hand. He did not stand much chance against those two, but he would fight. He would carry on trying to the end. 
 
    Isgord smiled from ear to ear. “I’d love to stay and fight you and teach you a lesson. But I have a better option. I’m taking your Captive. I win the test and get not only the Leaf of Prestige but an Oak Leaf for each member of my team for capturing him. Ah, and your team gets eliminated.” 
 
    “Nooo!” Lasgol cried as he understood Isgord’s masterly move. 
 
    “Goodbye, loser.” 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet. Isgord set off at a run toward the finishing line. Jared slung Egil over his shoulder and ran after him. 
 
    Lasgol followed them, but the lead of a few paces they had on him was too much of an advantage. He reached the end of the trees as his two rivals were already crossing the finishing line. 
 
    “The Eagles win the Summer Test!” he heard Dolbarar say. 
 
    Applause and cheers reached Lasgol. 
 
    “The Snow Panthers lose their Captive, they’re eliminated!” Dolbarar proclaimed. 
 
    Lasgol fell to his knees in front of the finishing line. 
 
    They had lost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days that followed the Summer Test were long and tortuous. The Snow Panthers’ morale was as low as it could get. Particularly Lasgol’s, for having failed his team when they had been so close to making it. 
 
    Gerd put his enormous arm around his drooping shoulders. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said to comfort him as they ate. 
 
    “No, it was that cretin’s,” Viggo said with a glance of hatred at Isgord, who was strutting like a peacock through the dining hall among the Second-Year tables, as the great champion of the Summer Test. 
 
    “In fact he did very well…” Nilsa admitted. 
 
    “You drool over every breath he takes,” Viggo said. “Don’t you realize he’s an egomaniac, and eaten up with hate? If you squeezed hard enough he’d burst and cover you in pus from head to foot.”  
 
    Nilsa made a face. “I know he hasn’t behaved well, don’t think I don’t. But he won fairly.” 
 
    “They were the best,” Ingrid said. She was the most affected by their defeat. 
 
    “That was a good move, waiting there in hiding at the end of the test,” Egil said. “And perfectly executed, I have to admit. Worthy of an intelligent mind.” 
 
    “And a rotten one,” Viggo said, biting an apple. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “They’ve all been granted an extra Oak Leaf, plus the Leaf of Prestige, and this year there are only two.” 
 
    “It was my fault,” Lasgol said, downcast, as he drowned his sorrows in garlic soup. “I took things for granted at the end.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” said Egil. “I was there with you, and I didn’t see it coming either.”  
 
    “Well, they haven’t penalized us so badly after all…” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Not so badly?” Ingrid repeated, sounding upset. “They gave us one Oak Leaf for Archery and Expertise.” 
 
    “But two for Wildlife and Nature,” Nilsa added, striking a positive note. 
 
    “I call that mediocre, verging on downright loser,” Ingrid said. “We’ll need to get three in Archery and Expertise in the Winter Test if we’re to pass the year. That’s almost impossible.” 
 
    “Not for you,” said Viggo, “although for us it is.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. How are we all going to get top marks in those two Schools, the most difficult ones?” 
 
    “Ingrid’s right, we’re in a deeply complicated situation,” Egil said. “Fortunately we have the hearts of lions and the minds of foxes, and we’ll never give up. At least I won’t, and I know that you, my dear teammates, won’t either.” 
 
    His words did something to cheer the others. 
 
    “If Egil doesn’t give up, then I won’t either,” Gerd said, and clenched his huge fist tightly. 
 
    “Me neither,” Viggo said, looking grim. “I’ll kill someone first.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, and the trace of a smile appeared on his glum face. 
 
    Nilsa nodded, swaying in her seat, unable to stay still. 
 
    “All right,” Ingrid said. “We don’t give up. We’ll fight.”  
 
    “Remember,” Nilsa pointed out, “there are other teams in an even worse position than us.”  
 
    Gerd nodded. “True. Only a few of them completed the test.”  
 
    “The ones who’ll end up passing the year,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Competition is going to be ferocious at the Winter Test,” said Egil. “We need to get ready for it.”  
 
    Viggo gave a massive snort. “I can see this is going to be another magnificent year,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I’d rather call it a fascinating one,” said Egil. 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes and slapped his forehead with his hand. 
 
    Gerd began to laugh, and the others joined him. Once again, camaraderie and good humor helped them to keep going. 
 
    In the evenings, when they were in their cabin, several questions troubled Lasgol’s mind and prevented him from sleeping like his friends. Camu, his jovial and mischievous partner, whom he loved dearly, was one of those questions. He did not understand the small animal’s presence by his side. What was this creature, which was both remarkable and enigmatic? What skills did it have, or might someday develop? Why was he the one who had Camu? Was there some connection with his father’s death? With the fact that someone had tried to kill him? Probably not. All the same, these questions went on seething in his mind and would not let him sleep. 
 
    As time went on, he became more and more convinced that he ought to find out what kind of creature Camu was. This could at least provide him with a clue to go on. Knowing what he was, he could guess at his function, or where he had come from, or anything that would help him with the mystery that surrounded him. He and Egil had already checked the whole library, and there was no mention whatsoever of a creature even remotely like Camu in any tome or parchment on the upper floors. 
 
    One evening Egil and Lasgol sneaked down to the library cellar, where there was rumored to be a reserved section which contained tomes on magic and sorcery. Or at least, so said Gurton, a big third-year boy who came from the same county as Egil. Gurton had confided this to him, Egil being the son of such an important father. Lasgol was beginning to understand the advantages of being from the nobility, even here, during a secret valley surrounded by high mountains and under the dominion of the Rangers. According to what Gurton had told them, that was where ancient tomes on arcane subjects were kept. But the section was kept secure behind a locked door of solid iron. 
 
    They had asked the librarians to be allowed to examine the tomes inside, but they had been flatly refused. That section was reserved for Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers. It contained very valuable tomes of wisdom which were only for the leaders of the Rangers and the Schools, and of course they denied that anything about magic or sorcery was kept down there. According to the Librarians, those books were forbidden throughout the Camp. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil had gone back to the cabin and told the others. 
 
    “Why do you want to get in there?” Ingrid asked. “If it’s locked, there must be a reason.”  
 
    Lasgol indicated Camu, who he was playing with. “Because of him. To find out what he is.” 
 
    “Or she is,” Egil said with a smile and went over to stroke him. He was growing very fast; by now his body alone was more than a hand-span long, with his tail adding another hand-span. He loved to run all over Lasgol’s body. The creature’s feet seemed to stick to any surface, and he never fell. He had grown used to Egil, who always wanted to stroke him. And although he would not let him catch him, Camu was prepared to allow Egil to stroke him. Now they were playing ‘hide and seek’, as Egil called it. He stroked the creature’s head and Camu hid by becoming invisible, only to reappear a moment later somewhere else in the cabin, and Egil then had to find him. They spent long periods of time playing. The creature seemed to enjoy the game, and they had found out that he could move in his state of camouflage-invisibility, and move very fast. 
 
    “You’re going to get into trouble,” Ingrid said, not at all convinced. 
 
    “We have to find out what he is and why he came to Lasgol,” Egil said. 
 
    “Does anyone know how to pick locks?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    They all turned to look at Viggo, almost at the same moment. 
 
    “By all the bullies of the slums! Why are you all looking at me like that?” 
 
    Ingrid arched one eyebrow. “Because we’ve known you for quite a while, and we know that out of all of us, you’re the one most likely to have that particular skill.”  
 
    Egil burst out laughing. “Well put!” 
 
    Viggo wrinkled his nose and brow, and his usual enigmatic, handsome face took on an expression of distaste. 
 
    Nilsa came close to him until her nose was touching his, as if she were interrogating him. “Come on, own up.” 
 
    “All right, then… yes, I can pick a lock.” He turned his back on them and folded his arms across his chest, pretending to be deeply offended by the implications. 
 
    “You see?” Ingrid cried, and raised her arms to the sky in a gesture of victory. 
 
    “Caught!” Nilsa said with a triumphant giggle. 
 
    “Will you help us?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “All right. But if we’re caught it’ll be your fault, not mine.” 
 
    “We’ll need tools,” said Egil. 
 
    Viggo took out several picklocks from the back of his belt. “Nah…we’ll only need these.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know where those came from or why you even have them” Ingrid said. She poked her finger at him accusingly. “And what’s more, I don’t want to know anything about your past. Whatever you are, you’re no blue-eyed boy.”  
 
    Viggo smiled his mischievous smile. “I never said I was.” 
 
    Ingrid snorted, then left. “I don’t want to know anything about this business. You’ll get expelled, you just wait.” 
 
    But Lasgol and Egil were already convinced, and Viggo could not resist the temptation to break the rules. It was stronger than him so he joined the other two. 
 
    After weighing up what would be the best time, they decided to risk it. The first night they tried to pick the lock, they were almost found out by one of the three Librarians, who had heard a noise and come down to see what was going on in the cellar. They told him they had got lost because they did not know the Library very well. Luckily they were believed – after all, Viggo had never set foot in it – but they had to leave. 
 
    They cursed their bad luck. The two Librarians in charge of the Library were always very busy, since there were not enough of them to attend to all the students of all four years. They were aged, slow and patient, and devoted much of their time to helping the numerous initiates who could not read or write. When these students came to study, the two Librarian Rangers read to them and explained the subjects they had to learn, which usually meant School of Nature or Wildlife, and used this as an opportunity to teach them to read. It was obligatory for the initiates to learn to read and write in order to go on to the second year. Luckily for the Panthers this had not been a problem, as they could all read and write, although at different levels. Gerd and Viggo had some difficulties, whereas Egil and Ingrid were outstanding, and Nilsa and Lasgol were at an intermediate level. 
 
    They tried again three evenings later. They made sure that the Librarians were busy and that the cellar was deserted. Viggo tried to pick the lock. He went on trying for some time, but without success. 
 
    “This is very strange,” he whispered. “I can’t open it, and I can assure you I’m good at this. Very good.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Egil said, scratching his chin. 
 
    Lasgol went over to the lock and put his hand over it. He felt something strange, and a shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to be able to pick it,” he said, and suddenly Camu appeared on his shoulder. The creature gave a little shriek and his tail stiffened, pointing to the lock. 
 
    Viggo and Egil stared at him, eyes wide in amazement. 
 
    “What’s this vermin doing here!” Viggo protested under his breath, looking distinctly displeased. 
 
    “I didn’t know he was with me! He’s been invisible all this time.” 
 
    “Don’t let him shriek or he’ll give us away,” Egil said. 
 
    “And how do I stop him shrieking?” 
 
    Camu was now stiff, pointing at the lock with his tail. 
 
    “Why’s he doing that?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “It might be because of…” Lasgol began, but before he could say magic, he stopped. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Egil said. “Put him close to the lock.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    Lasgol put his shoulder to the lock. 
 
    Suddenly Camu turned golden. They all looked at him blankly. He gave a growl and shook his tail. Its tip touched the lock, and there was a golden flash. 
 
    “Keep that creature under control!” Viggo protested. “He’ll get us caught!”  
 
    “Fascinating!” said Egil. 
 
    The creature looked at Lasgol and flexed his legs repeatedly as if he were happy, then became invisible once again. 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    Lasgol, felt his shoulder, but Camu was no longer there. He shrugged. 
 
    “Try again, Viggo,” Egil said 
 
    “What for? We’ve already tried.” 
 
    “Humor me…” 
 
    “All right. But you watch your vermin.” 
 
    Viggo used the picklocks, and to his enormous surprise the door opened after a click. Carefully, they pulled it wide open. They found themselves looking into a huge room with massive, solid shelves against three of the walls. In the fourth wall was a fireplace with a low fire burning. In the middle of the room was a huge round table with six chairs. 
 
    “Quick,” Egil said, “let’s make the most of this, there’s nobody here.”  
 
    They went in, although Viggo did not like the idea. He shook his head. 
 
    “If there’s nobody here, then why’s there a fire?” 
 
    The others paid him no attention; they were already searching among the books on the shelves. Viggo tried to object and stayed by the door to keep watch. There were all kinds of books: The Gift and its Manifestations; Ice Mages; Blood Magic; The Development of the Talent; Analysis of the Magic of Curses; Magic of the Four Elements; The Charming of Objects; Theories about Ilenian Magic and its Origins; Dark Magic; Ranger Magic; and many more. 
 
    Egil was so excited he could barely breathe. 
 
     “All these tomes, all this knowledge! This is marvelous!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “And the Librarians assured us there wasn’t a single tome on magic in the whole camp.”  
 
    “I have the feeling that there’s still a lot we don’t know about the Camp and the Rangers,” said Egil. 
 
    “Which they’re keeping from us,” Viggo added. 
 
    “That too,” Egil agreed. 
 
    “Find what we’re looking for and let’s get out of here,” Viggo said urgently. “Now that we know what they’ve got here, if they catch us we’ll be expelled!” 
 
    Lasgol had the same feeling. They searched everywhere. 
 
    “Here! Treatise on magical creatures,” Egil said. He laid a large tome on the table. 
 
    Lasgol went to look at it, and as he passed the fireplace Camu reappeared on his left shoulder. He became rigid, pointed his tail at the fire and shrieked. 
 
    “Shhh!” Viggo protested. “Keep the little beast quiet!” 
 
    Lasgol stroked Camu, but he did not change his stance. 
 
    “Come on, little one, don’t shriek, please.” 
 
    Egil was devouring the pages of the tome. 
 
    “Dragons… no, Griffons… nope, Hydras… ugh, no. This one I don’t know, but it’s not it either…” 
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
    “I can’t find anything, there’s an interminable list of magical creatures in this tome, but nothing like our little friend.” He indicated Camu, who was still rigid with his tail pointing towards the fire. 
 
    “Someone’s coming!” said Viggo. 
 
    “Hide!” said Lasgol. He slid under the table from the side opposite the door. Viggo followed him. Egil ran to put the tome back in its place on the shelf. As he was on his way back, the door began to open. Lasgol bit his lip. Viggo made a sign to Egil to hurl himself on the floor. Egil, half-running, slid across the floor feet-first until he was under the table beside his friends. 
 
    One of the two Librarians put his head round the door and inspected the hall suspiciously. Lasgol looked for Camu, but he had vanished again because of the commotion. The Librarian scanned the room. The three friends stayed under the table, still as statues, cloaked by the shadows, reducing their breathing so as not to be detected, as they had learnt in the School of Expertise classes. There followed a few moments of tension. The Librarian did not seem convinced, as if there were something that did not fit. At last he turned around and shut the door behind him, then locked it. 
 
    “Phew!” said Viggo with a snort. 
 
    “That was close,” said Lasgol, breathing deeply to fill his lungs. 
 
    “That was a good slide, bookworm,” Viggo said to Egil. 
 
    Egil smiled in satisfaction and flexed his arms. “Thank you. It looks as though a year and a half of intense physical training has been exactly what my now-not-quite-so-skinny body needed.”  
 
    “We’d better get out of here before they come back, or else that vermin starts shrieking again.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” said Egil. “I didn’t find what I was looking for.” 
 
    The three friends went to the door. Viggo used his picklocks, which worked. Pretending innocence, they went up to the upper floor and left the Library as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “That was nice, let’s not do it again,” Viggo said with a grimace of amusement. 
 
    “Why not?” said Egil, following his lead. “Tomorrow evening I’ve got nothing to do. I’m entirely at your disposal.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and smiled. Viggo rolled his eyes. They went back to the cabin; they had already taken enough risks for that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    School of Archery was turning out to be quite interesting that afternoon. For the first time in a long while the Panthers were enjoying the lessons, which helped to raise their morale a little. They were in the heart of a dense forest. Instructor Marga had divided the teams into pairs, which had to compete with one another in a test. She had given them the compound bows they had been training with lately. This time, though, the arrows were rather special. Their tips ended in a cloth-covered metal ball, so that it hurt but did not wound. 
 
    “First pair,” she called. 
 
    These were Astrid and Leana, her teammate from the Owls. She was a slim blonde girl of unusual beauty, although in Lasgol’s eyes Astrid’s beauty had no paragon, it was something special… He felt a pang of pain in his chest at the thought of what had happened during the Summer Test. He could not believe she had not helped him. He shook his head, troubled and angry. 
 
    “Right then,” Marga went on. “There are two parallel paths through the forest, with about a hundred paces between them. They’re not natural, they’ve been made for this test. Take your places at the beginning of each path.” 
 
    Astrid and Leana did as they were told. They could see each other, although there were trees and abundant brushwood between the two paths. 
 
    “You each have twelve arrows. You must use them to hit your rival as you’re running to the end of the path. The winner is the one who reaches the end first with the fewest hits. The only rule is that you can’t leave the path under any circumstances. Understood?” 
 
    Leana looked at Astrid, who nodded. Then the blonde beauty nodded too. 
 
    “Right. Take your places. Ready? Go!” 
 
    Astrid ran off along the path, as did Leana. Suddenly Astrid armed her bow as she ran and took aim. Leana did the same. The difficulty of the test was obvious. They had to aim as they ran along a narrow, irregular path, leaping over roots, stumps, and a variety of vegetation. One trip, one misstep, would mean the end of the test for whoever made a mistake. 
 
    Astrid released. Her arrow flew across the hundred paces that separated them, expertly missing the trees between them. But she did not hit Leana, who accelerated and let the arrow pass behind her. Now it was her turn. Though her arrow brushed Astrid’s body it too missed her, though only just. 
 
    The test had everybody riveted. Nobody took their eyes off it, even for a moment. The two teammates exchanged several arrows while they stayed within the path and ran with all their might. Leana was the first one to gain a hit. She caught Astrid’s shoulder and made her lose her balance. For a moment it seemed she had lost it completely and was going to stray off the path, at which point she would have lost, but she recovered. Now Leana had the advantage. Astrid ran with all her strength. Another arrow flew straight towards her face, but a moment before it reached her it struck against a tree between the two of them. 
 
    Lasgol let out his breath in a snort. 
 
    “This is an amazing fight,” Nilsa said in a low voice. Excitement would not allow her to stand still. 
 
    Astrid drew level with Leana. They exchanged more shots, which hit trees or were lost to right and left of the runners. It looked as though they were not aiming with such accuracy. 
 
    “They’re tired,” Egil whispered to Lasgol. “That’s what’s stopping them from aiming properly.”  
 
    Ingrid nodded. “They’re coming to the end. This is getting exciting.” 
 
    They were fifty paces from the end, with both girls equal. They aimed, waited for a clear space between them and then released. Without the trees in the way, both arrows crossed the separating distance and hit their targets. Astrid was hit in the chest, Leana in the leg, hard. She stumbled and fell. Astrid came out of the forest victorious. 
 
    The other Apprentices applauded wildly. 
 
    “That was great,” said Gerd. 
 
    “They’re really good, both of them,” said Viggo with unmistakable envy. 
 
    Astrid went to see how her teammate was and helped her up. They exchanged a few words and came back to the group with smiles on their faces. 
 
    “I always say a demonstration is worth more than a thousand explanations,” Marga said. “Today this has been shown pretty clearly. You did very well. Much better than I expected. Obviously the training is beginning to have its effect. Let’s see how the others fare. Next!” 
 
    They went through the test two by two, and just as Instructor Marga had suspected, they did not all do as well. Among them was Nilsa, whose opponent was Ingrid. Halfway through, dodging an arrow from her friend, she tripped on a root and flew off the path, hit a tree and fainted. Fortunately she suffered nothing worse than a bump on her forehead. 
 
    Gerd’s opponent was Viggo. They both did reasonably well, although it was obvious that they were neither as agile nor such good shots as some of the others. The winner was Viggo, who hit the big boy six times. 
 
    “You’re an easy target, too big,” he said teasingly when the test was over. 
 
    Gerd laughed. “Absolutely! Big and slow as a mountain.” 
 
    Lasgol’s opponent was Egil. In fact he held back, wanting the test to run its course, and then defeated his friend cleanly. 
 
    “I know you didn’t give it everything you had, so thanks,” Egil said. 
 
    “I will next time. This was just a warm-up.” 
 
    The ones who shone were the Eagles and the Wolves. Particularly Isgord, who was like a forest assassin. Luca, the Captain of the Wolves, was also an opponent to fear. They ran at amazing speed and each of their shots hit their target, no matter how hard the visibility or the angle of the shot. 
 
    “They’re scary,” Gerd commented. 
 
    Lasgol agreed. “Yes, they’re very good.” 
 
    “So keep away from Isgord,” Viggo said. “You know he’s got it in for you, and as soon as he can he’ll try something.”  
 
    “I know…” Lasgol well aware that the threat was very real.  
 
    After the test, on their way back to their cabins, Lasgol crossed paths with Astrid, who was walking with Leana. He bent his head and said nothing. 
 
    “Not even a greeting?” she reproached him with a half-smile. 
 
    Lasgol stopped and looked at her, as neutrally as he could, he said: “Hi there, Astrid.” 
 
    “Will you leave us a moment?” she asked Leana. 
 
    “Sure, see you at dinner,” replied the other girl, and left. 
 
    Astrid came up to Lasgol. “Angry?” 
 
    “Me? No. Of course not.” 
 
    “I’d say you are.” 
 
    He avoided her gaze. “Why should I be?” he said with feigned nonchalance.  
 
    “That’s what I’m wondering.” 
 
    “Well then, there’s no reason. I’m not angry.” 
 
    “You said that as if you were.” 
 
    “Not at all. You’re imagining things.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine things. You’re not even looking me in the eye.” 
 
    Lasgol was forced to do so. “I’m looking now, see?” 
 
    “It’s because of the Summer Test.” 
 
    “You did what you had to do,” Lasgol replied. He began to feel a pang in his stomach, a mixture of rage and hurt. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Well then, if you know, we don’t have to say anything more about it,” he said in a voice which was a little harsher than he had intended. 
 
    “See? You’re upset.” 
 
    “You could have helped me. I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “And so we are.” 
 
    “Well, it didn’t look that way. You shot at me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do anything else… not in that situation…” 
 
    “There’s always a way out. You just have to find it.” 
 
    “It’s my duty as Captain to do what’s best for my team.” 
 
    “And as my friend, which is what you tell me you are?” 
 
    “I couldn’t let you go, it’s a competition between teams…” 
 
    “Yes, and your team finished. You accomplished the task. Not like mine, which didn’t. Partly because of you.” 
 
    “Because of me?” 
 
    “You made me jump into the river, and we nearly drowned.” 
 
    “I gave you a chance, and you ought to be grateful to me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, grateful?” 
 
    “I could have shot at you. And I’d have hit you.” 
 
    Lasgol was getting more upset by the moment. “Maybe yes, maybe not.” 
 
    “I think this Hero thing must be starting to go to your head.” 
 
    “And I think this know-all Captain thing is going to yours.” 
 
    “Know… know-all?” Astrid could not believe what she was hearing. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Aren’t you confusing me with your new friends?” 
 
    “What new friends?” 
 
    “A certain blonde from the First Year.” 
 
    “Val?” 
 
    “Already calling her by her nickname?” 
 
    “I… she’s just a friend…” Lasgol said in confusion. 
 
    “One you see pretty often.” 
 
    “We’ve met once or twice… by chance… the Camp isn’t as big as all that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, of course, by chance.” 
 
    “I don’t see what this has to do with what we were talking about.” 
 
    “It has to do with the fact that you’re acting like a fool.” 
 
    “Me? A fool?” 
 
    Astrid nodded with her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “At least I know who my friends are.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty clear. Then there’s nothing more to say,” Lasgol said very angrily. He turned to leave. 
 
    “You’re so vain.”  
 
    “Know-all!” Lasgol shot back, and left quickly. He was so furious he felt he was going to explode. 
 
    “Next time I’ll shoot you right in the face!” 
 
    Lasgol made an angry gesture at her and went on walking. If he turned back he knew he would say something he would regret. 
 
    A few days later, to get Astrid out of his mind, Lasgol decided to make some enquiries on his own about his dear friend Camu. He did not want to get his friends into trouble, or at least he was going to try not to. There was a lead he wanted to follow, so he made his way to the great warehouse at the entrance of the Camp. It was a huge building, the largest in the whole place. It was very odd. In order to hide the ugliness of the outsized rectangle which had been built, it had been surrounded by ash-trees, and both walls and roof were covered with moss and creepers which hid everything. It had been done so well that you could pass in front of it without even realizing it was there. 
 
    The building was a key point in the Camp, as all food, supplies, clothing, weapons, and any other gear that arrived were stored there before being distributed. There was a constant flow of people and crates coming in and going out through the great main door. And the person who managed all this was an old Ranger named Guntar, although he was known in the Camp as Old Grunt. 
 
    “What do you want?” he growled at Lasgol from behind the counter, without even a ‘Good day to you’. 
 
    Lasgol had not even had time to reach the counter. His words dried up in his mouth. 
 
    “Come on, I haven’t got all day,” said Guntar. His face was full of wrinkles and he was bald. But the most striking thing about him was that he looked like a bulldog. The resemblance was astonishing. 
 
    “Good day, I’m…” 
 
    “I know who you are. What do you want?” 
 
    “Well…. I’ve come about a personal matter…” 
 
    “Here we only deal with Quartermaster’s business. I’m the Master Superintendent Ranger. If that’s not what you’re looking for, you can take yourself off.” 
 
    “It’s just that…” 
 
    He pointed to his assistants, who were transporting crates from one place to another. “Can’t you see how busy we are?” 
 
    “It’s about my father…” 
 
    Guntar straightened up. He stared at Lasgol. “What about your father?” 
 
    “I received my father’s belongings after his death. I was wondering whether they were sent from here.” 
 
    “Yes. We sent them. All Rangers have a deposit box in this place with their belongings, a kind of ‘bank safe’, but better guarded. When they’re away from the camp serving the King, we keep their things safe. When one of them dies, they’re sent to their next of kin. That’s the way it’s always been.” 
 
    “I see. I was wondering whether I could have a word with whoever collected my father’s things from his deposit box.” 
 
    “That would be my cousin Murch. He’s in charge of the deposit boxes.” 
 
    “Can I speak to him?” 
 
    “He’s at the back of the warehouse. Nobody’s allowed to enter the deposit except him or me. It’s for reasons of safety and confidentiality.” 
 
    “There are certain matters which are better left alone,” a voice said at Lasgol’s back. He turned, saw Haakon and started in surprise. Haakon was watching him with that sinister look of his. He did not seem at all pleased. 
 
    “I just…” 
 
    “What happened to your father is so much water under the bridge. Water that mustn’t be stirred or muddied. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    Guntar nodded. “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Everything was cleared up. You cleared his name. No more talk about that business.” 
 
    “It’s just that—” 
 
    “An Apprentice doesn’t talk back at an Instructor,” Haakon said with lethal coldness. “Least of all a Master Ranger.” The hair on the back of Lasgol’s neck stood on end. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now go back to your duties and forget all about this business. I won’t say it again.” 
 
    Lasgol bowed his head and left. As he was going out of the door he heard Guntar ask Haakon what he could do for him. And the Master Ranger’s answer was: “Nothing.” 
 
    What had happened left Lasgol with a very bad taste in his mouth. Why did Haakon not want him to investigate the matter? How had he come to be there? Was he following him? And if he did not want anything from Guntar, why had he gone to the warehouse? 
 
    He puzzled over it for days, and finally decided to take action. If Haakon was watching him, he would have to try a different approach. He was not going to stop investigating. He had decided to find out what else had happened to his father, and that was what he was going to do. The chance presented itself one evening in the dining hall. Haakon was at the table with Eyra, Ivana, Esben and Dolbarar. He saw Guntar and Murch finish their dinner and leave, heading off in opposite directions. He stole a glance at Haakon and saw that he was in deep conversation with Dolbarar. Without stopping to think twice about it, he went out after Murch. 
 
    He reached him almost at his cabin. 
 
    “Excuse me…” he said from behind him. 
 
    Murch turned at once, with surprising speed for someone his age. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Do you know me?” 
 
    “We all know you.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I have a question,” he said, looking closely at the Quartermaster Ranger. He was rather like his cousin, but he looked less of a grumbler and had more hair. 
 
    “About your father?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I thought all that was cleared up. I liked Dakon, one of the best First Rangers we’ve had. I always thought what happened was very strange…” 
 
    “Who was it sent me my father’s things?” 
 
    Murch scratched his beard. “It’s been a long time since that… yes, I remember, it was me. It’s my responsibility. Didn’t they get to you?” 
 
    “Yes… yes, I got them.” 
 
    “Was anything missing, then? I always send whatever’s in the deposit box.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that… there was a box of blood-red wood, with strange decorations in gold, very striking, unmistakable…” 
 
    Murch shook his head. “No, there was nothing like that among your father’s belongings.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Certainly. I made up the package that was sent to you myself. There was no red ornamented box.” He shook his head. “I’d remember that. I like details. Besides, a box like that, I’d have had to wrap it up very carefully. Your father hardly kept anything in the deposit. A couple of changes of clothes and a rare book or two from the Library, which I returned.” 
 
    “Then how did the box get to me?” 
 
    “Was it in the package that was sent to you?” 
 
    “Yes. I opened it and it was inside.” 
 
    “Well, someone must have tampered with the package on its way to you, because no box came from here.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. “How was it sent?” 
 
    “Downriver, in one of the supply ships. Captain Astol is the one who makes most of the trips.” 
 
    “Who did he give it to?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m sorry.” 
 
    All of a sudden Lasgol had that feeling as though someone were watching him. He turned his head slightly, and beside a tree, three paces away, he could make out a shadow. The shadow was Haakon. He felt a shiver run down his spine. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “My pleasure. And if you want my advice, don’t think about it anymore.” 
 
    Lasgol walked quickly away. Haakon’s eyes were boring into the back of his neck. He was afraid. But it had been worth it. He had found out two things: first, that it was not his father who had sent him the egg, which left him completely baffled. And second, Haakon was spying on him and did not want him to make inquiries. 
 
    He went to bed with two questions in his mind. Who? Who had sent him the egg? And Why? Why did Haakon want him to stop asking questions? 
 
    And he had an ominous feeling. A very ominous one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, hurry up!” Ingrid yelled at them. “We’re going to be late for Wildlife Instruction!” As usual, she was half a league ahead of them.  
 
    Viggo frowned. “Doesn’t this girl ever tire?”  
 
    Nilsa passed him on the slope as they made their way to the western woods. “Don’t let her hear you, or you’ll get the rough side of her tongue.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I love about her,” Viggo replied with a smile and a tone of voice that was not quite as sarcastic as usual.  
 
    Nilsa stopped and looked at him for a moment in surprise.  
 
    “I mean, Miss Bossy-boots is a pain!” he corrected himself at once.  
 
    The redhead smiled and ran on after Ingrid.  
 
    Lasgol and Gerd exchanged amused glances.  
 
    Instructor Guntar of the School of Wildlife was waiting for them. Lasgol could not get used to his picturesque appearance. He had platinum blond hair and beard, both of them thick and wildly shaggy. His skin was so white that it looked half-bleached. The sunrays which filtered through the branches of the trees were bright on his hair and beard, giving him the appearance of some magical creature of the woods, an albino ogre. His character too was also very like that of a beast.  
 
    “Pay attention, you bunch of clumsy idiots!” he greeted them with his usual good humor.  
 
    The teams gathered around him, all attention.  
 
    “As you’ve already shown me you’re incapable of distinguishing a grey bear’s trail from a frightened deer’s, I’ve decided to bring along some help.”  
 
    Lasgol’s pride had been a little wounded by this comment. He was a good tracker and could tell the difference between a bear’s trail and a deer’s perfectly well. But he said nothing and went on listening to find out what the instructor meant.  
 
    Guntar disappeared behind the cabins of the School of Wildlife and came back after only a moment.  
 
    “Do you know what this is? And if anybody dares say ‘no’, I’ll skin him alive.”  
 
    They looked at what the instructor had brought with him: a medium-sized dog. It walked with a serene gaze in its dark eyes. Its ears were broad, its muzzle neither large nor small and its neck long and pale. Its coat was thick and shiny, with the straight red hairs spotted with black.  
 
    He turned to Gerd. “Well now, let’s take you, big guy. What’s this?”  
 
    “It’s a Norghanian bloodhound, capable of picking up a scent at a distance and crossing wide stretches of arctic terrain without tiring. It’s said that when they pick up a trail they can follow it for weeks until they find their prey, however difficult the terrain.”  
 
    “Good. I see you’re not a simpleton, big guy, and you’ve paid attention to the instruction you’ve been given. Well, life has its surprises.”  
 
    The comment made Gerd furrow his brow, something he rarely did. He had not liked it at all.  
 
    “We’re going to carry out an exercise you’re going to love. It’s a very amusing game, you’ll soon see.”  
 
    Lasgol had the feeling that the experience was not going to be a pleasant one. Viggo’s snort and look of incredulity confirmed his suspicions.  
 
    “I need a team to volunteer,” Guntar said.  
 
    There was a silence. The Captains were looking at their teams and saying nothing.  
 
    “Come on! What do you want to be, Rangers or princesses in a fairy-tale?”  
 
    “The Eagles volunteer,” Isgord said, puffing out his chest and taking a step forward. He had not stopped to check with his team, who were staring at him without conviction, particularly the twins Jared and Aston. Martha grimaced, but said nothing.  
 
    “She won’t say anything,” Nilsa commented to Lasgol. “She does everything he says, like a silly girl with stars in her eyes.”  
 
    Lasgol noticed a certain resentment in her tone. But knowing what had happened between her and Isgord, it did not surprise him. He said nothing, but nodded.  
 
    “If she’s not careful she’ll get burnt,” Nilsa said. “Like moths that get too close to the flame.”  
 
    “Speaking from personal experience?” Viggo said with a mocking smile. As always, he was listening to any comment or conversation.  
 
    “Don’t your ears ever take a break?” Nilsa complained.  
 
    “Hearing,” Egil corrected her. “We tend to say ears when it’s really our sense of hearing which…”  
 
    “Hearing, ears, gossip and idiots!” Nilsa burst out angrily. She went to stand beside Ingrid.  
 
    Egil tried to apologize. “I just…”  
 
    “Leave it, wise guy,” Viggo said. “It’s got nothing to do with you.” He pointed to Isgord. “It’s all about that showoff.” 
 
    Guntar turned to the Captain of the Eagles. “I see we have one team with guts. That’s what I like! You’ll go far.”  
 
    Isgord swelled even more with pride at this comment. He glared at the other Captains with a self-satisfied smile of triumph.  
 
    “You’ll be the team that’s hunted,” Guntar went on.  
 
    The smile faded from Isgord’s face. He froze, as did his teammates. Alaric and Bergen looked more like bulldogs than ever with their displeased expressions.  
 
    Smiles appeared on the faces of the other teams. Nilsa chuckled in satisfaction.  
 
    “I need another team, to be the trackers.” Guntar said.  
 
    All the Captains volunteered. Isgord’s face was a poem of shame and humiliation. His team was going to be tracked and hunted.  
 
    “The big smart guy’s team,” Guntar asked. “Who are you?”  
 
    “The Snow Panthers,” said Ingrid.  
 
    “Right, the Panthers will be the trackers. They’ll take good old Rufus.” He gave the hound a pat, and it responded to the caress by licking his hand.  
 
    “What’s the aim?” Ingrid asked.  
 
    “Very simple. The Eagles team will go into the northern woods. You give them some time, then you go on their trail and try to find them.”  
 
    “And we’re taking the bloodhound?”  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    “I don’t understand. We could find them without the hound, we’ve got good trackers in our team.” She glanced aside at Lasgol. “With the hound’s help, even though we don’t know how to use him, it should be pretty easy.”  
 
    “It looks that way, you think? Well, it won’t be. The Eagles will have me.”  
 
    Ingrid’s expression turned to one of confusion. Isgord and the Eagles, on the other hand, began to look much more cheerful.  
 
    “We’re going to play cat and mouse. My favorite game. You’ll be the cat and we’ll be the mouse, only this mouse is a very smart one, and he’s going to hide his trail very well.”  
 
    “I see…”  
 
    “The cat learns to track. The mouse learns to hide its trail. Believe me, learning to hide your trail well will save your lives. The same goes for knowing how to track. You need to master both of those abilities. To find trails and to lose them.”  
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Understood.”  
 
    Guntar whistled in the direction of the School of Wildlife cabins, and two instructors came over.  
 
    “While we’re playing cat and mouse, these two are going to teach the others how it should be done. Pay close attention, learn to do it well. It’s very important for a Ranger. An expert Tracker can follow any trail, but not only that, he can make his own disappear to trick the bloodhounds, which is extremely difficult. That’s what we’re going to learn in these exercises. When we’ve finished, it’ll be the turn of the two other teams. You’ll take turns as cat and mouse, so pay attention both to tracking and to making your own trail vanish. If any team disappoints me, they’ll remember it for the rest of their life. Is all that clear?”  
 
    The chorus of ‘yeses’ was very convincing.  
 
    “Right then, let’s get started. The mouse starts moving.” He gave Rufus to the Panthers. Gerd went straight away to make a fuss of the hound and whisper nonsense to him. The dog seemed used to humans. Nilsa bent down beside him, and she too began to scratch his head and his drooping ears, telling him what a handsome boy he was.  
 
    Guntar took the Eagles away with him, and they vanished into the woods.  
 
    Ingrid indicated the hound. “We’re going to need help with him,” she said to the instructors.  
 
    “The first hunt doesn’t include help. You’ll just have to manage.”  
 
    “I love the way they always make things so easy for us,” murmured Viggo in Egil’s ear.  
 
    And he was not wrong there.  
 
    One of the instructors pointed in the direction of the woods. “It’s time to catch the mouse. Cats, get going, hunt them.”  
 
    They set off. It took them a while to make Rufus understand that he had to come with them. Luckily he seemed to obey Gerd to some extent, so the big boy took the dog with him. They went into the woods leaving behind the instructors and the other teams, and straight away they came to the first problem.  
 
    “I can’t find the trail,” announced Ingrid, who was in the lead.  
 
    “Let Lasgol try,” said Nilsa. “He’s the best at this.”  
 
    Lasgol took the lead and began to search for the other group’s trail.  
 
    “You’re not going to believe this, but I can’t find it.”  
 
    “I believe you, Lasgol,” Egil said. “This whole exercise is very well thought out and planned. Guntar’s an excellent instructor.”  
 
    “Well, I think he’s a moron,” said Viggo.  
 
    Egil nodded. “That’s the image he wants you to have of him, but he really is very clever and skillful. Believe me.”  
 
    Lasgol crouched down beside a group of ferns and looked around. “He’s wiped the trail,” he said. “I think they came this way, but I can’t say for sure, and what’s worse, I can’t find which direction the trail goes on. There aren’t any prints….”  
 
    “How has he managed to wipe out the tracks of six people?” Ingrid wondered, folding her arms across her chest.  
 
    “He’s very crafty,” Egil said with the trace of a smile.  
 
    Viggo covered his eyes with his hand. “Or else we’re blind as moles.”  
 
    “We’re not that blind,” Nilsa protested.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Ingrid asked.  
 
    “Let’s try with our four-legged friend,” suggested Egil.  
 
    They turned to Gerd, who was playing with the dog a few paces away and not paying attention to what was happening. “Who’s the best-looking in this group, eh? You, you’re the best-looking,” he was saying as he scratched the dog’s ears.  
 
    Viggo put his hand to his forehead and said something rude.  
 
    “Stop playing with him and bring him over,” Ingrid snapped.  
 
    Gerd looked at them and nodded. “All right. Come on Rufus, let’s go.” He led him to where Lasgol was crouching.  
 
    He pointed to the ferns. “Search, Rufus, search.”  
 
    Rufus turned and looked towards the Camp. His gaze was distant.  
 
    “We’re doomed,” Viggo said with a grimace of despair.  
 
    “Come on, Rufus,” Gerd insisted.” Here, look!”  
 
    “This is getting better and better,” Viggo grumbled.  
 
    Gerd went up to Rufus and got down on all fours beside him. “Come on boy, come with me,” he said, head to head, as he began to move on all fours toward the ferns. Rufus failed to follow him.  
 
    “You’re getting there,” Viggo said. “And don’t worry, it doesn’t look ridiculous. Not in the least.”  
 
    “Let him be,” Nilsa said reproachfully. “At least he’s trying.”  
 
    “But we’re not getting anywhere,” Ingrid said in frustration.  
 
    “Come here, mutt!” Viggo called.  
 
    Rufus ignored him completely.  
 
    “Come on, doggy, this way,” Nilsa said.  
 
    She had no luck either.  
 
    “I’ll bring him,” Gerd said. He began to pull on the leather collar, but the dog refused to move from where he was.  
 
    “He weighs a ton,” Gerd said. “I could drag him, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. They’re very stubborn. If he doesn’t want to…”  
 
    “You’re right,” Egil said. He was watching the dog. “We mustn’t force him. Actually I think we need to do the exact opposite. Let him be. He’s an animal which by instinct and training – and we must assume he’s been very well trained by the Rangers – knows exactly what he ought to do. Therefore I’d say that if he doesn’t, it’s because we’re doing something wrong.”  
 
    “So what should we do?” Ingrid asked. “Ignore him?”  
 
    “We should, but not Gerd. The dog always needs to know his place and who’s boss. And in this case it’s his human, Gerd.”  
 
    And this was what they did. They moved away and left Rufus to himself. After a while Gerd went across to the ferns. In a firm voice he gave the order: “Rufus, here,” and pointed to his own side.  
 
    For a moment nothing happened. Rufus did not budge. He went on ignoring them.  
 
    “Rufus, here,” Gerd repeated. He pointed again, more emphatically.  
 
    The hound did not react, nor did he even look at him. Gerd held firm and did not move. Suddenly Rufus yawned and started to move very slowly, reluctantly. He circled in front of Gerd, who kept pointing firmly. Rufus started to sniff a few paces away from him, and after doing this in several spots nearby he went back to Gerd and sniffed where he was pointing.  
 
    Then he stiffened, looking ahead.  
 
    “He’s found the trail,” Gerd said.  
 
    “Let’s wait,” Egil suggested.  
 
    Suddenly Rufus began to move forward, sniffing to left and right. They all followed. They did not interrupt him and left him to his own devices. He marked the way, and they followed without disturbing him. They crossed the woods, and Rufus guided them to the east. He went into a beech wood, and they followed him.  
 
    Ingrid, who was in the lead, turned to the others. “Guntar made a sharp turn here, thinking he’d shake us off, but with the hound we won’t lose him.”  
 
    Lasgol crouched down again to inspect the ground. And sure enough, he found the trail. They had not bothered to hide it here. This was logical enough, because they could not hide it constantly; it would take them too long and they would be caught.  
 
    “They’re ours now,” Gerd said cheerfully. “Nothing escapes a Norghanian hound once he finds the trail.”  
 
    “Let’s be alert,” Nilsa said. “We’ve got to catch them.”  
 
    Viggo smiled. “I want to see the face of that arrogant swine Isgord when we catch him.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Egil said.  
 
    They all looked at him.  
 
    “Why?” Ingrid asked.  
 
    “Because the test is about following and hiding the trail. Being cat and mouse. The fact that the cat is doing it well doesn’t mean that the mouse isn’t doing as well, or even better.”  
 
    “I don’t understand a word of that,” Nilsa said.  
 
    Lasgol saw the point. “It means we shouldn’t count our chickens before they’re hatched. Guntar might surprise us.”  
 
    “Exactly,” said Egil.  
 
    “Know-all, wet blanket,” Viggo complained.  
 
    “Well then, let’s catch the mouse,” Ingrid said.  
 
    They followed Rufus through the woods. The dog seemed to know at every moment where he had to go. His sense of smell was unbelievable, other-worldly. Every once in a while Lasgol found some tracks, so they knew that Rufus was not mistaken.  
 
    Lasgol looked around. “This trail is recent, very recent.”  
 
    “We’ve almost got them,” Ingrid said.  
 
    “Onward to victory!” Nilsa said encouragingly.  
 
    They moved on quickly and came to a gully. When they crossed it, they found a strongly-flowing river. Rufus went up to the bank and stopped. They waited to see what he did next. The dog sniffed to the east, following the shore, then retraced his steps and did the same to the west. He stopped halfway and stood still, staring at the river.  
 
    Lasgol went across and looked for prints. He did not find any, but the mud on the bank had been recently churned up.  
 
    “I think they crossed here. Guntar has wiped the tracks.”  
 
    “In that case this is where our luck runs out,” said Egil.  
 
    “Why?” Viggo asked.  
 
    Gerd sighed. “They went into the river. Rufus has lost the trail. He can’t follow it in the water.”  
 
    “Oh no, really?” Nilsa said in annoyance.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Egil.  
 
    “Well then,” said Ingrid, “let’s cross and look for the trail.”  
 
    “It’ll be useless,” Egil pointed out.  
 
    Lasgol nodded sadly. “We’ve got no idea where they might have left the river. And most likely they’ve already left it and aren’t on the other side but back here, on their way back to the Camp.”  
 
    “I’m not giving up,” Ingrid said stubbornly. “We’ll cross and search for the trail.”  
 
    “I’m not giving up either,” Nilsa agreed.  
 
    “As you wish…” Lasgol said, although he knew it would be useless.  
 
    They crossed the river. It took them a while to convince Rufus to do the same, but in the end he did, in his own time and when he chose to. They searched for the trail until nightfall. They had no luck. Rufus failed to catch the scent again, and they could not find a single footprint. In the end they had to give up. Guntar had beaten them. This was rather remarkable, taking into account that they had a bloodhound with them. Lasgol realized the importance of Guntar’s lesson. An expert Ranger could outsmart even a Norghanian bloodhound. Impressive.  
 
    As they were going back to the Camp Viggo came up beside Egil.  
 
    “You’re a know-all and a wet blanket and a jinx. We already had them.”  
 
    “Because I was right?”  
 
    “Yeah, exactly.”  
 
    Egil laughed out loud, and Lasgol smiled.  
 
    “Maybe next time I’ll be wrong.”  
 
    “Sure, and some day cows will fly.”  
 
    At the Camp, Guntar and the Eagles welcomed them with mocking applause. Isgord was smiling from ear to ear, as were Martha and the twins. The other teams said nothing, but looked at them pityingly. And there was nothing worse than the shame of being pitied.  
 
    “Lesson learned, kitties?” Guntar asked.  
 
    “Learned,” Ingrid said through gritted teeth.  
 
    They suffered the humiliation of defeat, but they had learned their lesson.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    School of Expertise had become Lasgol’s most hated subject, although he had to admit that they were learning some amazing things… and he liked this. The price they had to pay was high, though. As far as this specialty was concerned, his heart was divided. 
 
     According to Haakon, without true effort, without blood, the rewards of life could not be obtained. Lasgol knew he was not wrong about this and that what they had already learnt might well save their lives in the future, but it was too harsh a training, both for body and mind. It was curious that Haakon rarely used other instructors; he himself was always the one who taught them. As if it were his duty to teach them. Or perhaps because he did not want to miss the slightest detail. 
 
    This afternoon he had prepared the ribbon test for them. He had placed three ribbons at the tops of three very tall firs. They would have to climb the three trees, get the ribbons and give them back to him before he had time to count to sixty. 
 
    “He’s crazy,” Gerd whispered. He was staring up at the trees with terrified eyes. 
 
    “You can do it,” Nilsa said. “Just don’t look down.”  
 
    “And you, don’t you lose your grip, slip or whatever it is you always do so that you end up on the ground,” Viggo said to her. 
 
    The redhead poked out her tongue at him. “Dimwit!” 
 
    “It’s going to be tough,” Egil said. He let his breath out in a loud snort. 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid managed it in time. The effort of climbing the three trees and coming down without falling and breaking any bones was terrible. For Lasgol, who had spent his whole life climbing trees, it was almost natural. He did not have such a hard time. Ingrid, for her part, was sheer physical force and determination, nothing was too much for her, and she did it almost in the same time as Lasgol. 
 
    Viggo handed over the ribbons as Haakon reached sixty. It took Nilsa a little longer, what with the extra difficulty of nearly falling and breaking her skull twice. Luckily she managed to get a proper grip and avoided ending up in the hands of the healer. 
 
    Gerd and Egil had a very hard time finishing. The three trees were unreachable giants as far as they were concerned, and after getting to the top of the first one, it was almost impossible for them to climb the other two. But they took strength from their self-respect and refused to give up. They struggled, and after much effort and pain they succeeded. Not within the time, but they did it. The first was Gerd, who collapsed in exhaustion after having to lug the weight of his own huge body, which ballasted him like an anchor. Egil barely weighed anything at all, but on the other hand he did not have Gerd’s strength. In fact he had very little, and his hands and feet were not used to an activity as rough as this. Climbing cost him an enormous effort. 
 
    When they had finished the exercise, Haakon addressed them all. 
 
    “That was a pathetic spectacle. A Ranger needs to be able to climb to the top of any tree with the agility of a monkey, and almost as fast. Train until you’re capable of getting to the top of these three trees in a couple of breaths.” 
 
    And with these words he left them, walking as he always did: with absolute stealth and an uncommon grace. 
 
    The days went by, and Lasgol was training very hard. As he did so, he could not stop thinking. He clung to the idea of finding out what was behind the mystery of Camu. He went on investigating on his own. One thing Murch had said kept going around in his head: ‘Your father barely kept anything in the deposit. A change of clothes and a couple of rare books from the library, which I returned.’ At first he had not thought it important; his father loved books and read whenever he could. But after turning it over and over in his mind, something sparked his attention: rare books. What did Murch mean by rare books? There was only one way of finding out.  
 
    He went to the Library and sought out the Librarian Ranger, Bolmason. Judging by his appearance, anyone would have said that he must be over a hundred. The eyes behind his glasses were tired but lively.  
 
    “Good evening, sir,” said Lasgol.  
 
    The Librarian was seated behind his large work-desk at the far end of the first floor of the library. He barely raised his gaze from the scrolls he was studying “It’s certainly a good one,” he replied.  
 
    “I was wondering… if it’s not too much trouble…”  
 
    “Come on, then, ask your question. I haven’t got all evening, and in case you hadn’t noticed, I haven’t got too much time left and I don’t like to waste it.”  
 
    Lasgol thought this was a joke, but the librarian’s face was as serious as a funeral.  
 
    “I’m the son of…”  
 
    The librarian grimaced with boredom. “I know who you are, everybody knows who you are.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded and swallowed.  
 
    “Among my father’s belongings there were some books. I’d like to know which ones they were.”  
 
    The librarian looked at him from behind his glasses.  
 
    “That was a long time ago.”  
 
    “Yes, but all borrowed books are recorded, it’s the rule, and a Ranger doesn’t break the rules.” He pointed to a large brown tome on one side of the desk.  
 
    “I see you’re a smart boy,” the Librarian said. His mouth twisted in a sarcastic grimace. “If the books were in your father’s deposit, that means he broke the rules of the Library when he failed to return them. That’s very bad.”  
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. He was not going to fall into the trap, he was not going to cower or get angry, whatever this old relic of a Ranger might say.  
 
    “We need to check that,” he said, and indicated the large tome.  
 
    Bolmason made grumbling noises. “Very well. We’ll check.”  
 
    He opened the tome and searched among the wrinkled yellow pages for a long while. “Yes, here it is,” he exclaimed at last. “Dakon, First Ranger.” He smiled in satisfaction. “Everything gets noted down here. Let’s see… yes, two books: A Compendium of Norghanian History and A Treatise on Herbology.”  
 
    “May I see them?”  
 
    “No, they’re books from the forbidden section, you can’t go in there or take out the books we keep there. Only the highest ranks among the Rangers can do that.”  
 
    “And my father had access?”  
 
    “Dakon, as First Ranger, did have access, yes.”  
 
    “I see. But tomes on History and Herbology belong to the forbidden section?”  
 
    “That’s none of your business.”  
 
    Now Lasgol could understand why Murch had said they were rare books.  
 
    “And now leave me in peace. You’ve already used up precious time that I’ll never get back.”  
 
    Lasgol looked at him in puzzlement. Was he really counting the time he had left to live?  
 
    “Come on then, out with you!” Bolmason said, and shooed him away, waving a scroll.  
 
     Two days later, with Camu on his shoulder, in a camouflaged and invisible state, Lasgol entered the Library very late. Stealthily, making sure he was not seen, he went down to the cellar, to the door of the forbidden section where the tomes on magic were kept.  
 
    He took a quick look at the lock. When he touched it, a shiver ran down his spine. It’s protected by Magic. I can’t do anything against that kind of protection. My Gift doesn’t give me that skill. Or at least mine doesn’t, but it seems it does to someone I know. He concentrated and used his Gift to call Camu. The creature appeared on his right shoulder and looked at him with his bulging eyes and eternal smile. Suddenly he turned toward the lock and shrieked. His tail stiffened, pointing at it. Shhh, don’t make a noise, Camu. I know there’s Magic, you needn’t warn me. I want you to undo it.  
 
    Camu turned his head to Lasgol and blinked twice. He turned golden, brought the tip of his tail to touch the lock, and there came a golden flash. The little creature flexed his legs repeatedly as if he were dancing.  
 
    “Very good” Lasgol said, and stroked his head. Camu looked at him and licked his hand. Lasgol smiled at his partner. He took out one of Viggo’s lock-picks and set himself to open the door. It took him a while, but finally he managed to force the lock. Viggo had given him a couple of practical lessons.  
 
    He went into the room and was surprised to find that the fire in the fireplace was lit. Someone must use this room daily, otherwise why would it be lit? Dolbarar, perhaps? He or the erudite Eyra, most probably. He went toward the shelf and began to look for the two books his father had borrowed from the library. Camu jumped off his shoulder and started running around the room.  
 
    It took him a while, but he found them.  
 
    “Here they are: A Compendium of Norghanian History and A Treatise on Herbology,” he said to Camu, who was more interested in the fire in the hearth. He opened them on top of the great round table in the center of the room and studied them. Why had his father had those two books? What had he been looking for?  
 
    Suddenly Camu began to shriek. He was stiff, his tail pointing at the fire.  
 
    “Shhh…what’s up, little one?” whispered Lasgol, and came closer to him. He looked at the fire. He stretched out his hand and was immediately aware of the heat from the flames. There seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
    Camu shrieked again.  
 
    “Don’t do that, or we’ll be found out. What do you feel?” – and as he asked this aloud, he realized. The creature had the ability to detect magic. “Is there magic in the fire?” he asked.  
 
     Camu was unmoving, pointing at the fire with his tail.  
 
    Lasgol concentrated. He used his Gift and communicated with Camu. If there’s any magic in the fire, undo it.  
 
    The creature looked at Lasgol and turned golden. He touched the fire with the tip of his tail, causing a great golden flash. The fire vanished. Camu flexed his legs happily.  
 
    Lasgol was perplexed. “But… the fire was real…” He reached out with his hand, and there was nothing there. “Or perhaps not…”.  
 
    With a leap Camu went into the fireplace.  
 
    “Stop, you little imp! Where are you going?”  
 
    And before Lasgol could do anything, Camu turned golden and touched the stone at the end of the fireplace with his tail. There was another flash, and a false wall opened.  
 
    “By all the frozen winds of the north!”  
 
    Camu began his dance, shaking his tail in delight.  
 
    Lasgol put his hands into the opening and found a box. It was blood-red, with engravings in gold. Very similar to the one which had supposedly belonged to his father, and which had contained the egg. ‘Supposedly’, because he was not sure that it had been among his father’s things. He stared at it for a moment. What was inside it? With trembling hands he opened it.  
 
    “It’s a jewel… and a very strange one…”  
 
    He examined it. It was round and flat, like a flat, translucent diamond the size of a plum. It was set in a golden arc.  
 
    The creature looked at him sideways and gave a questioning shriek.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, like a diamond, but round and flat. I need to show it to Egil. Maybe he’ll have some idea what it could be.”  
 
    He put the empty box back in its place again and closed the wall. When he did so, the fire sprang into being again. He started backwards in fear, pulling Camu with him, and ended up sitting on the floor. He got to his feet and picked up the two books and the jewel.  
 
    “Come on Camu, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Egil was smiling from ear to ear. He had managed to prepare the Tranquilizer, a very powerful paralyzing poison. He was the only one of the Panthers who had done it, and the first out of all the other teams. They had been working on it for more than a week in the big School of Nature cabin, which had low fires in the hearths with the pots, pans and other utensils to prepare concoctions. Viggo called it the ‘condemned workshop’. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Egil said as he raised the jar containing the substance. His eyes were shining with excitement. 
 
    Old Eyra beckoned to Iria to go and check what he had prepared. 
 
     “Hand it to me carefully,” the instructor said as she came to his side. “If it falls on my skin it could knock me out. And I don’t fancy going to bed with a terrible headache,” she added, as if this had happened to her before. 
 
    The other teams, sitting at the long work-benches, watched the scene. Iria took the compound to an enormous shelf that ran from wall to wall. She searched for a glass container and poured a liquid into the compound with great care. A light greenish smoke rose from it. 
 
    “It’s reacted. It’s correct.” 
 
    “Very good,” Eyra said with a nod of acknowledgment. “Congratulations, Egil of the Snow Panthers. Now we have the first one.” 
 
    Isgord gave Egil a glare of hatred, which caught Lasgol’s eye. The Captain of the Eagles could not stand this School, and Lasgol could not help enjoying the sight of him in trouble, unable to be the number one in everything, as he would have so much liked. At the Owls’ table Astrid was smiling. She had no problems with that School and was probably on the point of solving the exercise, if she had not done so already. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Egil was very intelligent, probably the most intelligent of all. An atmosphere of joy spread through the team. They had had many days of failures, and were beginning to think success was impossible. 
 
    “Don’t be so happy,” Eyra said. “You won’t leave here until half the members of each team have succeeded.” 
 
    A murmur of protest filled the lab-workshop. 
 
    “No complaints. If we must spend another week, I’ll be happy to go on watching how disastrous you are.” 
 
    And the old woman was not wrong. It took them another week to achieve three more correct poisons per team. When they did it, the Instructors Iria and Megan showed them how to pour them into wooden containers which they were to carry tied to their belts. 
 
    “You’ll be wondering why this is, you young apprentices,” Eyra said and looked at them maliciously. 
 
    Lasgol watched her closely. At times, as at that moment, the old woman looked to him like a real witch in a fairy-tale. 
 
    “I’ll tell you. School of Nature is the most difficult, because it requires a brain, not muscles. And some of you seem not to be overly gifted with it. I mean brain, for those who are already lost.” She shook her head at the sight of a few looks of total bewilderment. “Anyway… tomorrow morning you’ll go to carry out an exercise which will put you to the test. You’ll use the Tranquilizer in a real test. Good luck to all of you, and be very careful.” 
 
    With those words she took her leave, and they were all left in suspense. 
 
    The next morning was a very chilly one. Guntar and Marga took them to the northern woods. What Eyra had conveniently forgotten to mention was that the test consisted of tracking and hunting boar with the poison they had just learnt to prepare. Viggo summarized everybody’s thoughts precisely. 
 
    “They’re crazy. Someone’ll end up hurt as a result of this.” 
 
    But this was not what the Instructors thought. Apparently hunting boar strengthened the human spirit. Or so said Guntar. Marga thought it was a danger every Ranger had to confront, as it created mental strength. It was a joint initiative between the Schools of Wildlife and Archery as a preparation for the Winter Test, which would mark the end of the year and the possibilities for many of either continuing or being expelled. 
 
    They had separated into three groups. The Panthers had the earthy half-albino instructor. With them were the Eagles, as were the Wolves. Lasgol would have rather gone with Marga, but fortune had not favored them in this way, nor in having to put up with the Eagles. 
 
    Gerd was deeply fearful. Boars terrified him. Some of good old Gerd’s fears were exaggerated or largely unfounded, but in this case they were solidly based. They all knew how to recognize the trails of those wild animals, and were able to follow them if conditions were not too bad. The difficulty, and the danger, lay in preparing the moment of confrontation with the beast correctly. 
 
    “Northern wild boars are extremely dangerous,” Guntar warned them. “Their hide and coat are so tough that arrows barely pierce them.” 
 
    Isgord pointed to his own bow. “Not even a good archer?” 
 
    “Trying to kill them with bow and arrows is reckless, and nine times out of ten it ends badly. They can disembowel bloodhounds and men with one thrust of those terrible curved tusks. And their strength and power are only equaled by those of bears.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of them,” Isgord said. 
 
    “Well, you ought to be,” Guntar told him. “Don’t confuse trust and stupidity.” 
 
    “We, Eagles can kill it,” Isgord said. He looked at his teammates, who nodded confidently. 
 
    “Maybe. But at least one of you would die and another end up seriously wounded. Which do you want to be?” 
 
    Isgord made a face. 
 
    “Right, I can see you understand what I’m saying. Now follow me and keep quiet. And no heroics. I don’t want an accident, and I can assure you we’ve had plenty in the past.” 
 
    The three teams nodded as they let their Instructor’s words sink in. 
 
    “How does this crazy Instructor expect us to hunt a boar?” Viggo asked in an angry whisper. 
 
    “We’ll have to trust Guntar,” Ingrid said. “He knows what he’s doing, he’s an Instructor.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if you trust the upper ranks you’ll end up in a nameless grave.” 
 
    “In this particular situation,” said Egil, “I must side with Viggo. This isn’t the way to hunt boar. My father, my brothers, and their men hunt them, and they always do it with bloodhounds, and they’re armed with reinforced pikes and spears which they use to impale the animal when it lunges. They plant them in the ground and use their feet as a stopper so that the animal in its wild charge impales itself in its lunge.” 
 
    “Well, all we have are our Ranger’s weapons,” Nilsa said, feeling her hips nervously. 
 
    Lasgol knew they were right to be afraid. They all were. All except Guntar, who seemed to be enjoying every moment of the hunt. They came to a part of the forest with dense foliage. Guntar looked closely at the trail and raised his fist, and they all stopped. He made a gesture and they retreated three paces. 
 
    “The lair’s close,” he whispered. “Everybody stay quiet if you value your lives.” 
 
    Gerd began to tremble. Ingrid grasped his arm and whispered in his ear. “I’m with you. I’m your Captain. I’ll protect you. Nothing’s going to happen to you.” 
 
    The big boy nodded and stopped trembling. 
 
    “Get out your knives and short axes. I want three trenches, making a semicircle. Here.” He pointed. “One per team. Dig without making any noise.” 
 
    The teams obeyed. The ground was hard, and it was difficult to dig deeply. Little by little, working as a team, they began to manage it, but not without an enormous effort. 
 
    “Waist-deep,” Guntar said in a whisper. 
 
    They went on digging with knife and axe. It took them a good while to reach the required depth. Isgord and his teammates were digging as though possessed. They always did everything that way, as if every little task were a competition. 
 
    “Hide the earth you’ve taken out and cover the trenches with branches and leaves so they won’t be seen.” 
 
    The first to finish, of course, were the Eagles. When the remaining traps were ready, Guntar gathered them around him. He crouched down, and they followed his example. 
 
    “First: everyone take three arrows and smear the tips with the Tranquilizer poison. Do it the way you’ve been taught. If anyone’s infected and falls flat on his face I’ll just leave him here for vermin to eat.” 
 
    Very carefully they did as they were told.  
 
    “I’ll go into the vegetation. The lair is a little further ahead is. When it becomes aware of me, I’ll run back. The boar will come after me. You’ll be hiding in those bushes. Have your bows ready, but don’t release until I give the signal. If anybody moves, if the boar sees you, this could end very badly. It’ll stop chasing me and go after you. That mustn’t happen. Understood?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “This isn’t the moment for mistakes. This is dangerous.”  
 
    “We won’t fail,” Isgord said. 
 
    “You’d better not. When I free the traps I’ll give the signal. Then you release. The goal is to hit it so that it falls into the traps. The poison will do the rest. It’ll end up paralyzed. Pay attention, because it’ll come very fast. Three hits ought to be enough. The best archers of each team, place yourselves in front. Now then, get ready.” 
 
    They hid among the bushes and behind the trees and readied their bows. Ingrid, Isgord, and Luca, the Captains, placed themselves in front. 
 
    Guntar moved forward carefully. He leapt over the three traps and entered the dense growth silently. For a long moment nothing happened. They were all waiting tensely. Nilsa was so nervous that she was tapping the ground with her foot. Ingrid held her leg tightly. Gerd was crouching, his face white as snow. Viggo and Egil seemed to be keeping themselves under control. Lasgol, hiding behind a tree, looked to his right. Isgord was glaring at him from behind the nearest tree. 
 
    Suddenly they heard noises within the vegetation, and Guntar appeared running like a gazelle. He was being chased by an enormous, enraged boar. Lasgol saw its tusks, and a knot formed in his stomach. Guntar reached the traps, leapt over them and gave the signal. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Lasgol raised his bow. Suddenly he felt a hard tug. He was left in the open, between two trees. He looked to one side and saw that it had been Isgord. Nobody seemed to have noticed, nobody except the boar. The beast looked at Lasgol with furious eyes and veered to the right. The earth under its hind legs collapsed. Its body began to fall into the trap, but because of its enormous momentum it dodged it with a massive lurch. The animal straightened and went for Lasgol. 
 
    “Look out!” cried Guntar. 
 
    Lasgol saw the boar lunge at him. It’s going to kill me! he thought as he raised his bow. 
 
    Four arrows flew from the trees and hit the animal in mid-charge. But they did not manage to stop it. It went straight for Lasgol, who released his arrow, knowing that it would not save him. The murderous tusks were heading for him. It was going to tear him apart. He thought of using his Gift, but it was already too late for that. 
 
    Suddenly Gerd appeared on his right. With a tremendous leap he struck the boar on the side, shoulder-first. The force of the impact shot the animal toward Lasgol’s left and avoided hitting him. Gerd was left lying on the ground with a grunt of pain. Lasgol reacted and moved away. Then he hurried to help Gerd stand up. 
 
    The boar pulled itself upright again and turned to attack. It began a new charge. Lasgol and Gerd saw it coming toward them at a run. They screamed. A single pace from the two friends, the animal fell on its side and did not get up again. The poison had taken effect. 
 
    “It’s fallen down!” Guntar said. He ran to their side. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lasgol asked Gerd. 
 
    The big boy was clutching his head. “Yeah… what a blow.” 
 
    “What a move,” Guntar said to him. “It’s a long time since I’ve seen anything like it. It takes a lot of courage to do what you just did, lad.” 
 
    “Well… I didn’t think about it…” 
 
    “Thanks, big guy, you saved me,” Lasgol said, and gave him a hug. 
 
    “And you?” Guntar said furiously to Lasgol. “Why the hell did you come out into the open? I’d told you to be careful!”  
 
    “It wasn’t me…” he began to say, but then he saw Isgord looking as if he had done nothing, with his team behind him. If he accused Isgord he would deny it, and nobody had seen what had happened. Lasgol decided that it made no sense to create more conflict. “I’m sorry, I’ll be more careful next time,” he said apologetically. 
 
    “If you don’t pull yourself together there won’t be a next time.” Guntar replied, then went to examine the animal. “It’ll be Tranquilized till dawn. The right way to do this would have ended with the beast in the trap and senseless. I hope this will be a lesson to you and that you understand the danger of certain situations and how to prepare for them correctly.” He wrenched the arrows out of the boar’s body and smeared it with a medicinal ointment so that the wounds would not get infected. “We’ll leave our friend the boar to recover and go back to its lair,” he said, and gave it a couple of pats. “And now let’s go back. Lasgol, when we get back, take five turns around the lake as punishment for your ineptitude.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Lasgol said, downcast. 
 
    They left and Isgord beamed at him in triumph. 
 
    Lasgol gave him a glare like a dagger. One day we’ll settle things. I won’t forget this. 
 
    That evening in the cabin, he was trying to calm down after the whole sorry business. He was playing with Camu, who was enjoying every game, every caress. 
 
    “I’ve been studying them,” Egil said with a nod at the two books. 
 
    “I hope you’ve found something out, but they don’t look very interesting…” 
 
    Egil chuckled. “That’s what I’m here for. You need to read carefully. I’ve been analyzing them with great care ever since you gave them to me. If they find out we’ve taken them, we’ll be in deep trouble. Perhaps enough to mean our expulsion…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take them back to the forbidden hall in the library cellar as soon as we find something. Or if we don’t find anything.” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t get caught.” 
 
    “I won’t be. I’ve got Camu to help me.” 
 
    The creature heard his name and gave an inquisitive shriek. He was hanging upside down from the ceiling above Egil’s bed. 
 
    “Get down right now and behave yourself,” Lasgol told him, but Camu decided to go on exploring and jumped on to the clothes rack. 
 
    Egil laughed, while Lasgol shook his head. His face showed his frustration. 
 
    “You see, these two books look like normal tomes on general knowledge. If you read them you won’t find anything significant, beyond the information in them, which isn’t very interesting. I’ve checked what they say and everything’s correct. There’s no peculiar information, erroneous places, incorrect dates, wrong knowledge, nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “So that means… they’re just normal books?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “And no.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in puzzlement. 
 
    Egil smiled. “What’s written in them is normal. But the books themselves aren’t.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “They belong to someone with a lot of money, an important nobleman.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Lasgol asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “From the material they’re bound in. It’s very good. Extremely good, and expensive. Only a nobleman could afford it.” 
 
    “D’you know who?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know who the maker might have been. The covers, the ink, the embroidery are of exquisite quality. It’s very puzzling.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “But perhaps in that lies part of the mystery.” 
 
    “In the master craftsman?” 
 
    “And in the person who commissioned it. A strange order: common knowledge in valuable tomes.” 
 
    “An eccentric nobleman?” 
 
    “It could be. But knowing that your father had them…” 
 
    ·Yes, you’re right, there has to be something else.” 
 
    “I don’t have the answer you’re looking for, but I doubt whether it’s a coincidence. He was studying them, just as I’ve been doing, for some reason, or because of some suspicion.” 
 
    “Suspicion?” 
 
    “Yes, it could easily be. The more I think about it, the more I begin to feel there’s something we can’t see now but that we haven’t resolved.” 
 
    “A mystery?” 
 
    “Yes. I think there might have been something else in your father’s death that we haven’t found out yet.” 
 
    Lasgol heaved a deep sigh. 
 
    “I have that feeling too. Don’t know why. I’ve tried to shake it off but it won’t go away. I have the feeling there’s something more… I believe we don’t know the whole truth. There are things that don’t fit, about my father, my mother… I don’t know, I’m not completely convinced that we know ‘all’ the truth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I want to find out what else is involved in my father’s death, and my mother’s. I want to know the whole truth of what happened and why. And I want to know how Camu fits into all this mystery.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Egil, you’re a good friend.” 
 
    “You know I can’t resist a mystery.” 
 
    They shared a comradely laugh. 
 
    Lasgol hoped that the mystery would not get them into any trouble. 
 
    Sure. No chance of that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning dawned amid unfamiliar sounds, which woke them. They could hear voices: loud, agitated, even shouting. It was a very strange thing to hear at the Camp, where there was always silence and calm.  
 
    Lasgol leapt off his bunk bed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Egil asked as he woke up. 
 
    “There are voices. I don’t know what’s going on, but it doesn’t sound normal.” 
 
    “Sounds like trouble,” said Viggo, who was looking outside through the right-hand window of the cabin. 
 
    “See anything?” Gerd asked him. 
 
    “No, but I think it’s coming from the stables.” 
 
    “Let’s go and find out,” Egil said. 
 
    Viggo grimaced. “Yeah, sure… and if it’s Darthor we go and shake hands with him.”  
 
    Egil shook his head and smiled. “No, we need to understand what’s happening.” 
 
    “Nothing good, that’s what’s happening,” Viggo said, not at all convinced. 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol, who nodded. They both ran out half-dressed. Gerd was undecided, so he stayed with Viggo. 
 
    They ran to the stables. They were not the only ones who had come to look. Lasgol saw Astrid and Leana a few paces away. He felt a knot in his stomach at the sight of Astrid. He decided to swallow his pride and go up to her. 
 
    She gave Lasgol a bright-eyed look when she saw him approaching. “Have you got any idea what’s going on?” 
 
    “No, but something pretty strange is happening.” He gestured in the direction of the stables. 
 
    A long caravan was coming from the southern entrance of the Camp. Except that it was not a normal caravan, like those of the Initiates or Apprentices when they arrived at the beginning of the year, nor was it one of those which brought supplies; those were much smaller and completely silent. No, this was a much more melancholy one. It was a caravan of the wounded. Those wounded in war. More than thirty carts pulled by mules were coming in sluggishly, loaded to the brim with soldiers in very bad condition. 
 
    “By the Gods of Ice!” Astrid cried when she realized what it was. “How horrible!” 
 
    “It’s the horror of war,” Egil said, watching the blood-spattered carts and the wounded and dead they carried. 
 
    At the head of the group was an officer of the King’s Army. His arm was bandaged, and he was escorted by a dozen soldiers on foot with drawn, exhausted faces. 
 
    “There are some dead bodies in that cart…” Leana pointed out in horror. 
 
    “Unload them! Quick! Don’t let them bleed to death!” came Oden’s thundering voice as he organized a dozen Rangers to provide help. 
 
    “I think we’d better go and help,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You think so?” Astrid asked, looking at Oden, who was barking orders left and right. 
 
    “He hasn’t got enough Rangers,” said Egil.” And he’s going to have to improvise a field hospital.”  
 
    The officer dismounted and saluted Oden. 
 
    “Master Instructor,” he said wearily. 
 
    “General Ulsen, welcome to the Camp,” 
 
    The general gave an exhausted wave. “Let’s dispense with formalities. We need urgent help, or else a lot of them won’t survive.” 
 
    Oden nodded. “We’ll take charge of them, General. At once.” 
 
    “Thank you. You people help the Rangers,” he ordered his men. 
 
    “It’s not necessary.” 
 
    “It certainly is. We’re the Army of the Snow. We never give up. My men will help until they faint.” He turned to them with a look of pride. 
 
    “At your command, sir!” they replied in unison. 
 
    Lasgol was watching the scene as if he were during an unreal landscape, a dream, or rather a nightmare. 
 
    “You people there, come with me!” a feminine voice said behind them. 
 
    They turned and saw the Healer Edwina, who was running toward them. 
 
    “Get a move on! Every moment counts!” 
 
    They did not need to be told twice. They followed her to the carts and set to work beside the Healer, following her instructions. Lasgol wondered at Edwina’s knowledge and her healing power. The others could not see the blue energy of the healer in action, issuing from her body and working on the bodies of the wounded. But he could. 
 
    Egil watched him out of the corner of his eye while the healer worked, guessing what Lasgol was seeing. He would have to tell him all about it afterwards, in detail. They concentrated on helping Edwina as much as they could, which meant seeing terrible wounds and death in its closest and cruelest form. Some of the wounded were beyond any possible help; not even the Healer could save them. 
 
    Dolbarar and the four Master Rangers arrived immediately and organized things. They called everyone in the Camp. The third- and fourth- year trainees put up a field hospital in front of the House of Command. They made beds out of the tables and communal benches of the dining hall. The first- and second- year trainees were in charge of water, medicines, food, blankets and clothes. 
 
    It was a terrible experience, one that would be forever engraved on their souls. The blood and horror they witnessed that day would never fade from their memories. Ever. The luckier ones received attention in time, both from the healer and from the Rangers who were helping to tend their wounds. But the injuries of many of them were too serious for the Healer to be able to do anything for them. 
 
    General Ulsen went over to Dolbarar. 
 
    “I know I’ve broken the law of the Rangers by coming to shelter here with my wounded, but I didn’t have any other option. The enemy had us surrounded. It was either this or go under. I couldn’t let them die. I couldn’t…” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Ulsen. The Rangers never shut the doors to our friends.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dolbarar, it does you credit.” 
 
    “And the rest of the King’s forces?” 
 
    “They retreated. That’s why we were surrounded. Uthar’s orders were to retreat to the walled city of Olstran and wait for reinforcements.” 
 
    “Olstran? The great city’s halfway between the mountains and the capital, Norghania! Is that how far the King has had to retreat?” 
 
    Ulsen sighed. There was deep concern in his eyes. “We’ve been defeated on three occasions. The situation is critical. If we don’t stop them at Olstran, they’ll get as far as the capital…” 
 
    “This is terrible news…” 
 
    “The King needs the support of the reluctant nobles, those of the Western League. Without them he won’t be able to stop Darthor.” 
 
    Dolbarar sighed deeply. 
 
    While Dolbarar and the General were discussing the complicated situation the King’s forces found themselves in, the Rangers took charge of the dead. Quietly, and with the utmost respect and speed, they took them away to a separate area. 
 
    Everybody worked without rest until well into the night, trying to contribute what they could to help those brave soldiers. Dolbarar was very concerned about Edwina. There were too many wounded for a single healer, and she refused to rest. He was afraid she would go beyond her own strength to help them and that she herself might be the one who died. It would not be the first time, nor the last. Healers – although it was forbidden – could draw from their own vital energy to continue healing once they had consumed their inner pool. But it was very dangerous, and if they did not stop in time they used it up completely, and this drove them to death. 
 
    At last, exhausted, the healer fainted. Eyra and her assistants took her to her house so that she could rest, and stayed to look after her. The situation seemed to calm to some extent as the night progressed. Many of the wounded fell asleep from sheer exhaustion, yet some of them were in terrible pain from their wounds, and the moaning and sobbing could be heard like a funeral incantation. 
 
    “Have you any idea what happened?” Nilsa asked. She was trembling with cold and the impact of what she had seen.  
 
    “A battle south-east of here,” said Gerd. “According to what one of the wounded soldiers told me while I was carrying him away.”  
 
    “How did they get here?” Ingrid asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “A soldier told me they were brought upriver,” said Lasgol. “It was quicker than taking them to Olstran, the nearest walled city. The others who were a bit closer were taken to the city. General Ulsen knows the Camp and knew where to find help. The Captains transported them on the fast ships during the night, to deceive the enemy.” 
 
    “It seems Darthor has defeated the King’s forces again,” Egil said. 
 
    “Uthar had to retreat?” Ingrid asked. She was shaking her head, unable to believe it. But the evidence was clear. These wounded were the losing army. 
 
    “A sergeant told me it was an epic battle,” Egil said. “They fought against the Wild Men of the Ice, Ogres, terrible beasts…” 
 
    “And you believe him?” Nilsa asked. “It sounds exaggerated…” 
 
    “I have to say that yes, on this occasion, I believe him.” 
 
    “This is terrible news…” Nilsa said, sounding nervous. 
 
    Gerd gave her a hug to soothe her. 
 
    Silence fell. They were all pondering on the terrible circumstances. 
 
    Lasgol saw an Initiate leaning against a tree, some way from the square, almost as if she were hiding. She was covering her face with her hands and appeared to be weeping. He recognized her and went over to her. 
 
    “Are you all right, Val?” 
 
    The girl nodded without looking up, her hands covering her eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he insisted. He could see that she was trying to hide the fact that she was crying. 
 
    “Yes… I’m fine, thanks…” she said in a broken voice. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong about crying. It’s been a terrible thing. You needn’t hide.” 
 
    Val raised her big blue eyes at Lasgol. They were red and her cheeks were wet. “I don’t want the other Initiates to think I’m weak…” 
 
    “You, weak? Nonsense.” 
 
    “Don’t you believe it… a lot of it is just for show…” 
 
    “Maybe.” He pointed to her heart. “But I know there’s a lot of character in there.”  
 
    Val stopped sobbing. “Thanks, Lasgol. You’re very kind.” 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” he said, and made a funny face to try to coax a smile from the girl.” Last year I was an infamous traitor, the worst on earth.”  
 
    “That’s what I heard. I also heard that by magic, or rather witchcraft, you ended up as a hero.” Her smile returned, albeit weakly. 
 
    “By the end of the year I hope I’ll have turned into a prince.” 
 
    “If you’re not careful, you might end up as a princess.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud. “That would be worth seeing.” 
 
    “Thanks for cheering me up,” Val said, trying not to cry. “It was horrible, all that blood, the dreadful wounds… the dead…”  
 
    Lasgol crouched down in front of her. “It’s been bad for everyone. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight, and I’m sure I’ll be having nightmares for quite a while.” 
 
    “A hero like you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Hero or not, if this didn’t affect me I wouldn’t be human.” 
 
    Val nodded. “So you’ve got nothing to hide or be ashamed of.” 
 
    “You know what they’re like… they look for a weakness… there’s so much competition among the Initiates, even in my own team.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll do very well. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “I have to,” she said, and her face became serious. There was determination in her eyes. “I can’t fail.” 
 
    “We’re all here for a reason.” 
 
    “Some reasons are more powerful than others…” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Val stood up, and Lasgol did the same. 
 
    “I feel better now. Thanks. You’re my hero.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at the words. 
 
    “Thank you. I mean that.” 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    Val gave him a heartfelt hug. Lasgol returned it. For a long moment he comforted her in his arms. 
 
    “See you,” Val said and she left with a grateful smile. 
 
    Lasgol watched her leave. What powerful reason could Val have for being there? From her expression, a very powerful one. And while he thought about it he noticed a pair of eyes fixed on him. Wild, green eyes in a beautiful fierce face. 
 
    It was Astrid. 
 
    She was staring at him from the nearby fountain. There was real anger on her face. He went to greet her, but with things being what they were between them and the look she was giving him, he thought better of it and lowered the hand he had begun to raise in greeting. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    Astrid turned as if offended and strode away, very stiff-backed. 
 
    “Lasgol, we’re leaving,” Ingrid called out to him, and waved to him to follow. 
 
    Exhausted, they went back to their cabin to rest a little. Come dawn they would have to go back to help with the wounded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following week was a struggle to save the most seriously wounded and aid the recovery of those who were no longer in danger. The Healer never rested for a single moment, and Dolbarar watched her constantly so that she would not cross the bridge of no return in her healing work.  
 
    Messengers, both winged and on horseback, arrived and departed. The news that came was not at all encouraging. Darthor’s forces were advancing, and King Uthar had been forced to retreat. His troops had been dispersed and were trying to regroup. 
 
    Everything in the Camp now revolved around the war and the wounded. The Rangers of the four courses kept up the daily Instruction, but they also carried out supporting tasks. The days were filled with work. The weather turned worse in the blink of an eye. The cruel Norghanian winter descended on the mountains and the Camp like a frozen god, spreading its snowy wings and covering everything in white. The landscape was beautiful, unlike the sky, which was growing greyer and greyer and threatening storms daily. But worst of all was the cold. It began to be extreme. 
 
    “I wonder when the Winter Test will take place?” Ingrid said one morning while they were training. 
 
    “Why are you always thinking about the same thing?” Viggo protested, panting, There was snow up to his knees, half-way up the hill they were climbing. 
 
    She frowned. “Because we’re risking expulsion, and if I don’t think about it I can’t get myself ready to pass it.”  
 
    “Judging by the date, it ought to be soon,” Egil said. His face was red from the effort and the intense cold. 
 
    Gerd stopped beside them and looked up at the sky. “It’ll be soon. The weather’s getting much worse.” 
 
    Nilsa caught up with Lasgol and threw snow at him, laughing. “Come on, not so much chatter! We have to get to the top!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and went on with an effort, gesturing to them to hurry. Viggo shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    A few days later Oden came to the cabins earlier than usual, which always meant something new, good or bad: usually the latter. He ordered the teams to line up. 
 
    “Dolbarar has called a meeting at the Command House,” he announced. “Follow me, right away.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. This was not usual at all. 
 
    Dolbarar was waiting at the door of the building, his face grave. Lasgol read concern in his eyes. Beside him was General Ulsen, standing rigidly to attention. 
 
    “Welcome,” Dolbarar greeted them. But he was not smiling as usual. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged worried looks. Something was going on, and it was not good. 
 
    “I would imagine that this call has caught you by surprise. I can see it in your eyes, which are full of uncertainty and unrest. You’re probably thinking it has to do with the Winter Test you’re so worried about.” He paused, then nodded, more to himself than to the Apprentices. “You’re not altogether mistaken. This year everybody’s tests will be affected by an undeniable fact we have to face up to: the war against Darthor. And this war will affect the Winter Test.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll cancel it and let us all pass,” Gerd whispered hopefully. 
 
    Viggo grimaced. “Yeah, sure, and they’ll make me a Prince of Norghana.”  
 
    Ingrid elbowed him. “Shhhh! Listen to Dolbarar.” 
 
    “General Ulsen has received very worrying news which require us to become involved,” Dolbarar went on. “I’ll let him be the one who tells you.” With a wave he invited Ulsen to speak. 
 
    The General swept his gaze along the Apprentices, as if assessing their courage. 
 
    “The situation is grave. I’m not going to lie to you. The King has been repelled and the war is beginning to look bad for us. After the last three battles, Uthar has retreated to the walled city of Olstran. He’s regrouping. But in his retreat a number of regiments have been left blocked behind the Mountains of Eternity and can’t come back. Darthor has taken advantage of Uthar’s retreat to seal the passes, and the regiments have been left isolated in the north. Now he’s preparing to move on Olstran with his forces. This Camp is the most northerly point still in the hands of Uthar’s forces. The enemy controls the north and is advancing to the south behind those mountains as we speak.” He indicated the range that surrounded and protected the Camp and the whole enormous valley. “That’s why the King has ordered the Rangers to rescue the trapped regiments.” 
 
    Murmurs rose among the Apprentices. 
 
    Dolbarar took over. “This year The Winter Test will be one of enormous courage. It will consist of rescuing those soldiers trapped in the frozen north behind the mountains. We can’t let them die at the hands of the enemy, or the deadly winter. You students, of all four years, are the only ones who are still in the Camp. It must be you.” 
 
    The murmurs became cries of surprise, muffled outbursts of surprise and fear. This was more than a test, it meant taking part in the war, and they were all aware that they could die. 
 
    “We need to clear two closed passes and rescue our troops so that they can join King Uthar in Olstran. The Fourth-Years, with the First-Years – as they’re the youngest and least experienced – will go to clear the Pass of the Frozen Giant. You, the Second-Years, are already prepared to face this situation. You’ve been training for almost two years. You can do it, I’m absolutely sure of that. In any case, teams from the Third-Year will go with you. Your mission will be to clear the Mouth of the White Dragon.” 
 
    Gerd’s eyes opened wide. His face turned to one of terror. 
 
    “That’s the most northerly pass…” 
 
    “Yes,” Egil explained. “And behind it are the Unreachable Mountains, beyond which lie the final northern territories, where Norghana ends and the Northern Sea begins.” They call that region the Frozen Land.” 
 
    “And it’s where some of the Wild Tribes of the Ice live…” Viggo added, looking unenthusiastic. 
 
    “It’s not clear whether they’re still living there,” Nilsa said. “It’s been years since anybody’s gone anywhere near those inhospitable lands.”  
 
    “For one pretty obvious reason,” Viggo shot back. “The Wild People of the Ice kill them.”  
 
    Ingrid tried to calm them. “We don’t have to go as far north as that, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t want to bump into some brutal Wild of the Ice,” Gerd said. His eyes showed all the fear he felt. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ingrid said. “It’ll be a simple mission. Reach the pass, clear a way and take the regiment out of there. Easy as pie.”  
 
    Lasgol exchanged a glance with Egil, who frowned as though he was not quite so sure it would be like that. 
 
    Dolbarar explained the mission in detail and the risks they would encounter. 
 
    “Be careful. This won’t be just a test, this is war. You could die, all of you.” 
 
    Lasgol felt an icy shiver run down his spine. The faces of his comrades were tinged with fear and concern. 
 
    They left with the first light of dawn. Esben and Instructor Marga were their guides. Lasgol was glad that the Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife was with them. At least it was not the sinister Haakon, or frosty Ivana. Eyra was too old for that kind of adventure. Esben had character and was rather rough, but there was no malice in him. 
 
    Lasgol thought they were going to leave the Camp by the southern entrance and then head to the Foot of the Camp: the landing. There they would take ship, leave through the Gorge and sail down the River of No Return. That was what the First- and Fourth- Years had done the day before. But to their great surprise, Esben guided them toward the northern forests. 
 
    As they set out, some of the Third-Year teams joined them. Lasgol recognized Molak. He was glad it was him. Having him there eased his mind. It was said that he was the best of the Third Year. In Archery and in School of Expertise he certainly was. 
 
    “Hi, Ingrid,” Molak greeted her as he joined their side. 
 
    “Hi, Molak,” Ingrid replied in a tone rather less icy than was usual in her. For a moment both captains looked at one another without a word. 
 
    Viggo caught the gesture and frowned. 
 
    “How’s that shot coming on, Lasgol? Any improvement?” 
 
    “A lot, Molak. Thanks for your advice. It’s helped me a lot.” 
 
    Molak smiled. “I’m glad.” 
 
    What Lasgol did not tell him was that he had been practicing day and night. This was not only bearing Molak’s advice in mind; he had been experimenting with his Gift and had managed to develop a new skill. Egil called it True Shot. He still had not mastered it, but it had been a great discovery and a great surprise. It had happened by accident. He had been training with Ingrid and Egil when it happened, and was aiming with his bow. He was feeling so frustrated because his shots were not hitting the target, no matter how hard he tried, that he shut his eyes and cursed. I see the target, the exact point I have to hit. I must hit it. I have to hit it! And because of the strong feelings running through him, his rage and frustration, his Gift awoke without his summoning it. He opened his eyes and focused on the target. He felt the tingling which the use of his Gift stirred in him. There came a green flash which ran down his arm and the bow. He had no idea what kind of skill he had invoked. He released and followed the trajectory of the arrow with his gaze. The arrow hit the target. The exact center. With no deviation whatsoever. He could not believe it. 
 
    Nor could Egil and Ingrid. They stared, open-mouthed. 
 
    He tried again, but could not repeat the feat. He could not manage to summon the skill a second time. It did not surprise him; spontaneous abilities needed mastering. It took him weeks to begin to control how to summon this new skill. 
 
    Egil was delighted. He said it was ‘fascinating’. He had noted down everything in detail in his notebook. The problem with developing new skills was that it took too long and too much effort. ‘Like all the good things in life,’ Egil had said. But Lasgol did not have much time. Besides, once he had finished controlling it, he would not be able to use it to pass his archery test, as he felt it would be like cheating. 
 
    Egil had explained to him that from a moral point of view it was not cheating because every person used his or her body and natural talents freely in order to become a Ranger. Gerd, for instance, was the strongest boy in the Camp, and he could use that strength in fighting and many other tests. He could not see that possessing the Gift was any different from having a large, strong body. 
 
    Lasgol understood what Egil was trying to tell him, but even so, he preferred not to use his Gift in training, still less in the tests. 
 
    “Be careful,” Molak had warned them. He was looking at Ingrid as he spoke. “This mission is dangerous.” 
 
    Lasgol emerged from his own thoughts and nodded heavily. 
 
    “Whoever gets in our way had better be careful,” said Ingrid forcefully. 
 
    Molak smiled, surprised at the comment. “Even so, be careful.” 
 
    “We will be,” Ingrid said, rather more warily this time. 
 
    The Third-Year Captain went back to his own team behind Esben and Marga, who were setting the pace. 
 
    “What did Captain Fantastic want, then? Viggo asked her. 
 
    “Captain Fantastic?” Ingrid asked him in annoyance. 
 
    “Yeah, the one you were making eyes at.” 
 
    “That’s Molak, and he’s no captain fantastic. And I wasn’t making eyes at anybody!” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah… that’s why you’re as red as a tomato.” 
 
    “I’m red with rage at having to put up with you!” Ingrid said, and turned her back on him. 
 
    Lasgol had to stop himself from chuckling. He went on walking. The journey was going to be hard and long. It began to snow, which was a good sign in the north, as the temperature would not go down while the snow was falling. They were all wearing thick winter clothes, white rangers’ cloaks so that they blended with the snow and their frozen surroundings. Even their satchels were white. Huddled in their cloaks, wearing hoods, and with the white ranger’s scarf over nose and mouth, they were indistinguishable from the snow from a distance. They all carried small wooden shovels in their satchels which they would need to clear the snow. 
 
    Esben made them march at a good pace, always following a northerly direction. Marga kept a close eye on the teams. They forded several lakes and crossed five stretches of forest that seemed endless. Finally they reached the foot of the range of hills which sealed the valley. They had already climbed it in several places, though Lasgol could not understand the point of climbing the range if there was no way down on the other side. And this they knew well. 
 
    “All of you, gather round,” said Esben. Marga went to stand beside him, and the groups took up their positions. 
 
    “What I’m going to show you is a secret of the Rangers, one we’ve kept for a long time. I wouldn’t show it to you if I had any other option, but unfortunately we have no time to take a detour. The lives of brave Norghanian soldiers depend on our acting quickly. I need your oath that you’ll never reveal this secret to anyone. Even under torture. You must take it to the tomb with you.” 
 
    Esben’s words, so ruthless, left them all rather uneasy. 
 
    Molak was the first to react. “Of course, Master Ranger.”  
 
    Isgord, who did not want to be left in the shade, spoke next. “Of course, sir. To the tomb.” 
 
    Little by little the others accepted the condition. 
 
    “Right. Follow me.” 
 
    Esben climbed up the rocky snow-covered walls with surprising agility and sure-footedness. The others followed him as best they could. They reached the halfway point, and Esben stopped in front of two huge boulders which appeared to have fallen from the summit. Suddenly two Rangers appeared above them. Nobody could tell where they had come from. They seemed to have appeared out of the blue by magic, although it probably had more to do with their skill in Expertise. 
 
    “Master Ranger Esben,” they said. 
 
    “Watchmen of the Secret Pass,” Esben replied. 
 
    The others waited while the three Rangers exchanged words in a low voice. After a while, during which everybody took the opportunity to rest, Esben addressed the group. 
 
    “Follow me, in single file.” 
 
    With that, he climbed on to the boulder with the aid of the two Rangers, dropped down on the other side and vanished from sight. Molak followed him. When Lasgol’s turn came the two Rangers helped him to climb, and once on the boulders he found the secret. A very narrow gorge with room for a single person at a time opened out before his eyes. One of its walls had moved aside and fallen against the other, leaving a narrow passage at the base. From the distance it looked as if both walls were fitted one against the other. The lower part was not visible. 
 
    “Unbelievable…” muttered Lasgol. He went into the passage, following the others. He thanked the Gods of Ice that he was not afraid of narrow spaces. It took them some time to reach the way out. They had covered more than two thousand paces. At the other end of the passage they found two gigantic rocks hiding it from inquisitive eyes, and two more watchmen, who helped them climb out. 
 
    Esben and Marga called all the Captains together, and the Master Ranger addressed them, looking stern. 
 
    “We’re out. Now we need to be cautious in the extreme. Remember what you’ve learnt and be very careful. Don’t forget that we’re at war. We’ll go to the pass, we’ll clear it, then find the soldiers trapped on the other side and come back with them. There’ll be no nonsense. We’ll stay away from Darthor’s forces at all times, or else not all of us will get back alive.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ll do,” Molak promised. 
 
    “Right. On we go.” 
 
    They went northwards. It was snowing heavily, and the way was hard. They walked in silence, careful not to be spotted. Marga went ahead to explore and avoid any encounter with the enemy. Esben sent Molak and the other Third-Year Captains to cover the flanks and the rearguard. He gave them orders to explore three hundred paces away from the group and give warning of anything unusual. 
 
    Lasgol and the other Apprentices moved with their senses alert, but above all very stiffly. The tension was so obvious that it seemed to restrict them from moving their muscles and joints naturally. Ingrid made noiseless gestures of encouragement to them, but Gerd’s face betrayed the fear they were all feeling. Nilsa took such careful steps on the snow that she seemed another person. She was terrified that they might be spotted because of her clumsiness. Lasgol was deeply restless. Egil watched everything around him, memorizing and analyzing it all with his prodigious mind. The only one who seemed to be at complete peace in that situation was Viggo. Difficult situations did not make him nervous. A quality to be envied and which Lasgol would have loved to possess, though unfortunately this was not the case. 
 
    They marched for a week, crossing forests and climbing hills amid the discomforts of a winter which was growing more dangerous with every passing day. The journey began to turn very difficult. Particularly during the nights, when the temperatures plummeted and they could not even light fires to warm up for fear of being seen. Esben did not allow them to sleep more than was necessary to avoid the mind suffering, and they slept huddled against one another to guard some bodily warmth. The supplies each of them carried were for three people: for themselves and for two soldiers they had to rescue. The weight was considerable, and having to eat their meals cold did not sit easily on the stomach. 
 
    The first week might have been hard, but the second turned hellish. The terrain was growing more abrupt all the time, and a single slip might have cost them their lives. The weather became extreme. The winter storms began to punish them with freezing winds that cut the skin, icy rain which froze them to the marrow and snow and hail which hindered them from moving at the pace they should. Esben guided and encouraged them. The Apprentices were standing up to the punishment like true champions. Fortunately there was no trace of the enemy. They had found prints toward the south, but they were a week old. Lasgol did not know how Esben could read that trail more than a week later and during a winter storm, but he could. The Instructor’s skill astonished him. 
 
    As the third week began, spirits began to tire and some Apprentices to weaken. Helped by their team partners, they kept going. Amid a blizzard which hardly allowed them to see anything, they reached the entrance to the Pass of the White Dragon’s Mouth. 
 
    “We’ll stop here!” Esben called out. 
 
    “I’ve checked the surroundings and there’s no trace of the enemy,” Marga said. Only her eyes and the freckles on her forehead were visible under the ranger’s scarf which covered her face. 
 
    “Good. I want watchmen at a thousand paces in all directions.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Marga replied, and she set about choosing the watch. 
 
    “The others, listen to me,” Esben said. “I know you’re tired. But think about this: the sooner we finish the mission, the sooner we’ll be back home.” 
 
    All the Apprentices nodded. 
 
    Esben indicated the landslide of snow and rocks which had blocked the entrance to the pass. 
 
    “This isn’t the result of natural causes. Darthor did it. But today we’re going to show him that nothing can stop the Rangers, nothing can stop the Norghanians. Get your shovels out! Clear the entrance!” 
 
    And the Apprentices began to work with what little strength they still had left, proud to be Norghanian, to be Rangers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them a week of very hard work to clear the entrance to the pass. They worked in shifts, day and night. While some teams rested, the others worked, then they in turn took over. The amount of snow and rock they could move with discipline, following Esben’s expert orders, was amazing.  
 
    They worked with great care, because the risk was high. The amount of fallen rock and snow was enormous, and highly unstable. The teams had to remove snow and rock from the base which might destabilize the upper layers. 
 
    “Unload from above!” Esben shouted. 
 
    They worked vigorously, following his instructions. 
 
    Suddenly there came a terrible noise, like a peal of thunder sounding throughout the Pass. 
 
    There was a rock-fall. 
 
    Snow and rock fell on the teams who were working at that moment. The Bears took the brunt of the blow and were buried. Everybody leapt to rescue them and got them out alive, though badly injured. There were broken bones, ugly contusions and more serious wounds. 
 
    They treated them with the ointments and medicines they carried and applied splints. 
 
    “What shall we do?” Marga asked Esben. Both were worried, and unable to hide the fact. 
 
    “If they stay up here, in this weather… they’ll die. Let me think.” 
 
    He considered the problem for a whole morning, and finally came to a decision. He called Marga and the Wolves. 
 
    “You’ll have to go back before someone dies. Take them back to the Camp.” 
 
    “But you’re going to need me with you,” Marga said. 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want their deaths on my conscience. Get them back safe and sound. It’ll be difficult. I can’t give one of the teams the job, they’re still not ready to face a real situation.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll do it,” Marga promised. 
 
    They left before sunset. 
 
    Esben addressed the remaining teams, who were watching the departure of their wounded comrades. “This is more than a Test. This is real life, and here people get wounded and die. I don’t want to go back to the Camp with losses, so pay careful attention to what you do and don’t let this happen again.” 
 
    They worked without pause for days, going deeper into the Pass, clearing the avalanche that filled it from one end to the other. 
 
    “I can’t see how Darthor managed to fill the whole Pass,” Lasgol commented to his comrades as they ate their provisions during a break. “The entrance is one thing, but – the whole gorge?” 
 
    “He must have used beasts of the snow,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Most likely he’ll have used magic,” said Egil. 
 
    “There we go again with that horrible magic,” Nilsa protested. 
 
    “It’s what makes most sense if we analyze what we’ve found,” Egil said. “An avalanche on this scale can’t have been man-made.”  
 
    “Perhaps it was Mother Nature,” Ingrid said. “She certainly can.”  
 
    “Yes,” Egil argued, “but it wouldn’t have been all along the canyon, it would most likely have been in the middle. The more I think about it, the more I believe it was magic.” 
 
    “Corrupt Ice Mages?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of…” 
 
    “Stop talking about magic and corrupt mages,” Nilsa said. “It gives me the creeps, and we’ve got enough trouble already as it is.” 
 
    “The redhead’s right,” Viggo agreed. 
 
    “We need to know the danger we’re facing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo made a face. “So why don’t you go ask your boyfriend, ‘Captain Fantastic’?”  
 
    “I don’t have a boyfriend!” 
 
    Viggo imitated the voice of an infatuated young girl. “You drool every time he speaks to you, with those blond braids of his, those blue eyes that take your breath away, and that handsome strong-chinned warrior’s face.”  
 
    Ingrid exploded. She lunged at Viggo, and they had to be pulled apart. Luckily they were too tired, and it was too cold, to have a real fight. 
 
    A few days later, in the middle of a snowstorm, the Eagles managed to get through the final blockage and cross to the other side of the Pass. Isgord celebrated as if they had done all the work by themselves. This did not sit well with the other teams, who had given everything they had, working in that terrible gorge. But Isgord could not care less. 
 
    Esben sent the Third-Years to reconnoiter the area while the others waited. When they came back they reported their findings. 
 
    “Nothing to the east,” Aspen, one of the Captains said. 
 
    “Nothing to the west,” said Olmer, the other. 
 
    “Footprints to the north, sir,” Molak announced. 
 
    “Our own men or the enemy?” the Master Ranger wanted to know. 
 
    “Both, but the most recent ones are our own soldiers.” 
 
    Esben considered this. His hair and beard were covered in snow, and he seemed to have aged thirty years. 
 
    “Right, we’ll go ahead slowly, arrow formation. I’ll take the lead. You three and your teams, with me. We’ll be the arrowhead. The others will follow, forming the shaft. The Eagles of the Second-Year will form the feathers.” 
 
    Isgord nearly exploded with anger at the order. They would be the last, they would miss all the action keeping watch at the rearguard. 
 
    They moved with complete stealth. Snowflakes fell from above, widely-spread, swaying gently as they fell. Everybody was so tense that they had forgotten the tremendous exhaustion and cold they were suffering. They reached a group of pines, and Esben gave the order to stop. They readied their bows. Something was up. After a long moment Esben gave the order to continue. 
 
    Once they came out of the pine wood they found a huge valley. Hundreds of military tents were sheltered against one of the rocky walls. Beside them were Norghanian soldiers on watch duty. They looked in a very bad state. Some of them were wounded. 
 
    They had found them! 
 
    A Norghanian officer appeared with fifty or so armed men as soon as they approached. 
 
    “I’m Captain Tolan.” 
 
    “Master Ranger Esben.” 
 
    “Ranger? How? Here?” the Captain said in complete puzzlement. 
 
    “We’ve cleared the Pass.” 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No, Captain, it isn’t. We’re here to take you all back.” 
 
    Tolan had a look of total disbelief. 
 
    Esben nodded. 
 
    Further to the west they could see several empty supply carts and the dead bodies of animals the soldiers had used for food. Lasgol saw the skeletons of ponies and horses. They had been eaten. Under some trees was a pile of corpses. 
 
    These were of soldiers. 
 
    They gathered to talk in the command tent. It was in such a bad state that the wind came in through several great holes on one side and went out through others on the opposite side. Even so, it was better than staying in the open, as at least the canvas roof protected them from the snow which was still falling. 
 
    Captain Tolan welcomed them. 
 
    “We must leave as soon as possible. As you’ve seen, my men are in a miserable state. I have a lot of wounded, and those who can still fight are starving. We had to sacrifice the beasts… we went out hunting, but with this damn weather all we could catch were a few small animals. We’re not Rangers… fighting is our thing, not hunting… or surviving in this environment…” 
 
    Esben nodded. “We’ve handed out the supplies we brought.” 
 
    “Thanks… if you hadn’t appeared… we wouldn’t have survived another week.” 
 
    “How come you didn’t try to free the pass?” Esben asked. 
 
    “We did. But we only have swords and spears. Even so, we tried… but there was a huge rock-fall. I lost nearly fifty men. After that I didn’t dare try again. We searched for alternatives, to east and west, but there’s no way of crossing these bloody mountains.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Esben confirmed. 
 
    “We ought to leave right away. We haven’t had contact with the enemy since we were defeated and they crossed us, but they might return.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll do that. Get your men ready. My Rangers will help the wounded and those who are too weak to make the journey back on their own.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Is there any other regiment on this side who needs help?” 
 
    Tolan thought for a moment. “The Iron Claws are to the north, but I don’t know whether they need help or not.” 
 
    “The King’s punishment forces? What are they doing so far north?” 
 
    “We crossed with them after the battle. They didn’t tell me their mission in the area. They wanted to come back through the Pass, but when they found it wasn’t possible they headed north, to the coast. They were looking for some sizeable ship to get back on.” 
 
    “If they’re north of here, sooner or later they’re going to come across Darthor’s troops. We ought to warn them that the Pass is open.” 
 
    “They left three days ago. They can’t be very far.” 
 
    Esben looked at his Team Captains. “Molak, Ingrid, take your teams and find the Iron Claws. Tell them that the Pass is open and come back with them.” 
 
     They exchanged uneasy glances. “Very well, sir.”  
 
    “Remember we’re in the territory of the Wild People of the Ice. No nonsense.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Do it right and you’ll be rewarded. Do it wrong and you’ll die.” 
 
    Ingrid swallowed, but said nothing. 
 
    While Esben and Tolan were organizing the troops and the transport of the wounded, Ingrid and Molak explained the mission to their teams. 
 
    “We have the luck of the damned!” Viggo complained bitterly. 
 
    “It’s an honor to have been chosen!” Ingrid riposted. 
 
    Nilsa looked thoughtful. “If we do it right, Esben might give us a Leaf of Prestige.”  
 
    Gerd’s eyes were full of fear and worry. “Sure, but it’s going to be dangerous…” 
 
    “If we put the two things on a scale,” said Egil, “the difficulties of getting a chance of good marks in a test and getting a Leaf of Prestige on top of it, I have to say this is a chance we can’t and mustn’t pass by. I’m aware of the risk it entails. We need to be extremely cautious, it’s true, but the opportunity, as Ingrid and Nilsa have already said, is clear, and for that reason we need to take it.” 
 
    “I don’t like the risk we’re going to be taking either,” Lasgol said, “but it’s true that it’s a good opportunity and that we need it. And what’s more, we’ll be helping the King’s men, who might be in danger.” 
 
    “Let them help themselves,” Viggo grumbled. “They’re elite forces for a reason!”  
 
    “Shut up, potato-head!” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “In any case,” said Egil, “Esben has given the order, so we have to go.”  
 
    “Let’s grab some rations and get ready,” said Ingrid. Her eyes were on Molak, who beckoned her over. 
 
    Both Captains spoke for a moment, then went back to their teams. 
 
    “We’re leaving very soon. There’s a storm on its way.” 
 
    “Did your boyfriend ‘Captain Fantastic’ tell you that?” 
 
    “I’m going to give you a black eye!” 
 
    Egil stepped in between them. “Take it easy…” 
 
    Lasgol pointed to the sky, which was growing blacker by the moment. “We’d better get ready.” 
 
    They left with the storm almost upon them. Behind them Esben and Tolan were hastening toward the Pass. Molak took the lead and guided them north, crossing a snow-covered forest. It was cold. They all had their ranger’s scarves on to keep out the cutting wind. They moved in silence, paying good attention to where they put their feet. 
 
    Molak’s team was striking in appearance, almost as much so as that of the Panthers. The first thing that caught their attention was the team’s name: the White Eagles. Lasgol had already realized that the names the teams selected in the first year and kept through the following years were always the same. He guessed it was to make it easier for the Instructors to organize them. The fact that Molak’s team had the same name as Isgord’s was shocking. 
 
    It was made up of the twins Margot and Miriam, who were as alike as two raindrops. It was impossible to tell them apart, even more so when they were completely covered up with winter clothing. They had large brown eyes, almost reddish, like the embers of a bonfire. They were indisputably Norghanian: blonde, with very white skin, strong, capable of bringing down an adult man with a punch. Beside them walked Jaren and Tonk, two born warriors. Strong and tall, they were from the south of Norghana, as was clear from their physical features. Their skin was not so fair, their hair brown. Jaren had blue eyes and Tonk green, showing the mixture of races in them. The fifth member, who never strayed from Molak, was Mark, thin and not very tall. He was his captain’s shadow and never left his side. 
 
    They reached the second mountain range. Molak gave the order to halt. He crouched and studied the trail, with Mark helping him. 
 
    Ingrid called Lasgol. 
 
    “What do you think, Lasgol? You’re the best of the Panthers at reading trails.” 
 
    Lasgol crouched down and studied them. 
 
    “It’s them. Infantry soldiers with heavy armor. More than a hundred. They’re moving fast and heading to the Pass.” He indicated the gorge that opened out to the west. 
 
    Molak shook his head. “I was hoping to catch up with them before they crossed…” 
 
    “What’s on the other side?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That’s the territory of the Wild People of the Ice.” 
 
    “But we’re still in Norghana, aren’t we?” 
 
    “That depends on who you ask,” said Molak. 
 
    Mark explained. “According to King Uthar, Norghana reaches as far as the Northern Sea, which is to say all the northern land. According to the Wild of the Ice this is their land, and they defend it with their blood.” 
 
    “I thought the Wild of the Ice lived in the Frozen Continent, further north, in the middle of the Northern Sea,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Mark pointed north. “One part lives there, and another on the coast of northern Norghana.” 
 
    “The Norghanians and the Wild of the Ice have a long history of confrontation,” Molak said. “The Norghanians don’t usually venture beyond those mountains, and the Wild Ones don’t usually come down from them either. That way peace is kept.” 
 
    “Was kept…” Ingrid added. 
 
    “That’s correct, was kept,” Molak said. “Darthor has set himself up as the defender of the Wild of the Ice, and united them under his flag. As with other peoples of the Frozen Continent.”  
 
    “Defender?” Nilsa repeated, “But he’s a ruthless murderer!”  
 
    Mark made a face. “Not for the Wild Peoples. To them he’s a savior.” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “There’s always two sides in a war,” Mark said, “and they both think they’re right and that their cause is just.” 
 
    “Are you defending Darthor’s cause?” Ingrid said with a look of total disbelief. 
 
    “No… I’m just saying that from the point of view of the Wild of the Ice, they’re right, and their leader is Darthor.” 
 
    “Nonsense! That’s humbug!” 
 
    “Shhhh!” Molak warned her. “We’re in enemy territory. Lower your voices.” 
 
    “All right…” Ingrid said in a whisper. 
 
    “We have to cross the Pass,” Molak said. “I’ll go first. I’ll take a look round and if it’s safe, I’ll come back and let you know. Wait for my signal.”  
 
    “Let me go,” Mark volunteered. 
 
    “No. I’m the Captain. It’s my responsibility.” 
 
     “Then I’m coming with you,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Ingrid…” 
 
    “I’m a Captain like you. It’s my responsibility too.” 
 
    Molak glanced at Lasgol for support, but Lasgol knew Ingrid too well; she would not budge. He shrugged and looked resigned. 
 
    Molak swore under his breath. “All right, we’ll both go. Nobody move until we come back. If we don’t, you’re not to come after us. You go back with Esben, is that understood?” 
 
    Lasgol and Mark nodded. 
 
    “Be alert. We don’t know what might be on the other side, or what could come out of this Pass at any moment.” 
 
    “We will be,” Mark promised. 
 
    “Right then, let’s go.” 
 
    The two Captains went into the long gorge. Lasgol looked up at the majestic, snow-covered mountains. Impracticable, inclement, centuries-old beings of rock and snow, majestic and lethal. 
 
    They waited at the entrance of the gorge, the Panthers on one side and the Eagles on the other, bows at the ready. They waited and waited.  
 
    Night fell. 
 
    The Captains did not come back. 
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    They waited all night. They could not do anything else in the midst of the snowstorm and the darkness of the night. They sheltered against one of the rocky walls behind some firs. Here they huddled between the slope and the trees, piled together. They took turns at keeping watch and tried to rest a little, although no one managed anything more than cat-naps. 
 
    At dawn the teams gathered to decide what to do. 
 
    “They haven’t come back,” Lasgol said.” Something’s happened to them.”  
 
    “Looks like it,” said Mark. 
 
    “We have to go and find them,” Nilsa said nervously. 
 
    “That goes against our orders,” Mark countered. 
 
    “I don’t care about orders,” she insisted.” We have to go and find them.”  
 
    The twins were shaking their heads. “We have to follow orders,” they said almost in the same breath. 
 
    “Sure, Nilsa said angrily, “and if the order’s to jump off a cliff, you two just follow it.”  
 
    The twins did not like the comment, and an argument broke out between the two teams. One supported going in search of the Captains, the other insisting that they ought to follow their orders those same Captains had given. 
 
    Egil tried to make himself heard. “Wait a moment… please…. Keep calm…”  
 
    “Silence! Let Egil speak!” Gerd shouted, sounding like a bear roaring. 
 
    They fell silent. Lasgol had never seen Gerd shout; it was something quite unheard-of in him. Concern showed clearly on his face, but strangely, there was no fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks… Gerd,” said Egil, equally taken aback by the big boy’s outburst. “When there’s no way of reaching a solution and there’s no hierarchy of command, the best thing to do is submit the question to a vote.” 
 
    “You want us to vote on what to do?” Jaren asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But is a vote valid?” Tonk asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not generally, no. You follow the hierarchy of command. But here we don’t have one, we’re missing both Captains.”  
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” Mark said. 
 
    Lasgol, Gerd and Nilsa nodded. Viggo folded his arms and said nothing. 
 
    “All right,” said Egil. “Those who vote for going after them, raise your hand.”  
 
    Nilsa, Lasgol, Gerd and Egil himself raised their hands. It took Viggo a while to decide, muttering under his breath, but finally he raised his own as well. To Lasgol’s surprise, Jaren and Tonk did the same. 
 
    “Well, I think that’s clear,” Mark said. 
 
    Egil nodded. “We’re a majority. We’ll go in search of them. But we can’t make the ones who want to follow orders come too. If you don’t want to, you’re within your rights.” 
 
    “We’ll go and warn Esben, as Molak wanted us to do,” the twins said. 
 
    Mark was divided, and his face showed it. He wanted to go in search of Molak, but he had been ordered to do the opposite. 
 
    “I’ll go with you. Though really I should go with them.” 
 
    “All right said Egil. “That’s decided.”  
 
    The twins took their leave and set off back. The others went into the pass with fear coursing through their bodies. Mark and Lasgol, who were the best trackers, took the lead. Jaren and Tonk, who were the best fighters, came after them. The others followed in pairs. The gorge froze the blood in their veins. The snow-covered walls towered above them, seeming to reach the heavens. They moved forward like tiny ants crossing the majestic, eternal mountains, while the snow erased their trail, covering it with a white cloak. 
 
    Lasgol counted more than five thousand paces before they reached the end of the pass. They searched at the end, but there was no trace of Ingrid and Molak. The snow made the search a great deal more difficult. 
 
    They went on to the north, crossing a forest, and when they came out at the other end they found something they were not expecting. 
 
    The sea! 
 
    A blue-white surface opened up before their eyes. 
 
    “The Northern Sea!” Egil cried. “This is fantastic!” 
 
    “You can say that again!” Gerd said. 
 
    “Seals!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “And walruses,” Gerd said with a huge smile on his face. 
 
    “There are hundreds of them resting,” said Nilsa, “as if nothing worried them.”  
 
    “They certainly don’t look very concerned,” Mark agreed. 
 
    “What shall we do?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Let’s follow the coastline,” Mark suggested. 
 
    They went on carefully, as they were more exposed now. The landscape was overwhelming, with the frozen sea on one side and the snow-covered mountains and forests on the other. It was hard to concentrate. 
 
    All of a sudden they saw something in the distance. They stopped and threw themselves to the ground. 
 
    It looked like buildings, on the coast. 
 
    “A village?” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “Fishermen, “Mark said. “I can see boats on the shore.”  
 
    “Just one point,” Egil interrupted. “There are no Norghanian villages so far north.” 
 
    Lasgol was following Egil’s train of thought. “Then… that means…” 
 
    “It’s a village of the Wild of the Ice,” Mark said. 
 
    They all tensed and readied their bows. 
 
    Lasgol noticed something. “Something’s wrong.”  
 
    “What is?” Mark asked, and looked more closely at the village. 
 
    “There’s no smoke coming out of the chimneys. And in this cold, there should be…” 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe the Wild don’t use chimneys like we do.”  
 
    “I doubt it,” Egil put in. “From what I’ve been able to read about this race that dwells in the North of Tremia, and when I say North I mean the whole north, not just the North of Norghana, they use fire to survive the icy temperatures they live in. There aren’t many studies on them, but according to some that were made on specimens that were captured and studied, they’re not so different from us. Unfortunately they die soon after being taken into captivity,” 
 
    “Except that they’re bigger and much stronger than us,” said Viggo, “and they live in frozen places where only polar bears survive, and they’re blue!” 
 
    “Blue?” Gerd asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Ice-blue,” Egil said. 
 
    “And they hate us to death,” Jaren added. 
 
    “Perhaps because we fear them to death?” said Egil. 
 
    “I’ve heard that they drink our blood to make themselves stronger,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Although drinking the blood of one’s enemies to make oneself stronger is a belief among little-developed cultures,” Egil said, “I can’t confirm it’s the case among the Wild of the Ice.”  
 
    “Whatever it is,” Mark pointed out, “we know very little about these people, apart from the fact that we need to avoid them if we want to stay alive.”  
 
    Lasgol, who was looking closely at the distant village, noticed something else. There was no sign of movement. He did not want to risk his comrades’ lives, so he summoned his Hawk Sight skill. A green flash ran through his head. He concentrated, closed his eyes and let the image flow through his mind. He could see the village. He was right, nothing was moving. A funereal stillness hung over the place. 
 
    “Let’s get closer and find out what’s going on,” he said. “It looks deserted.” 
 
    “All right,” Mark said. “Take care and stay alert.”  
 
    They reached the village, and what they saw petrified them. 
 
    They were all dead! 
 
    And it was not the soldiers. It was the Wild People. 
 
    They were lying on the beach, around a hundred of them. Old men, women, and children, with the blue of their bodies turning white. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Lasgol had already seen this when he had used his skill. He bent over to examine the bodies. They had been dead for at least three days, and they had died by the sword. Tears filled his eyes. 
 
    “It’s a massacre,” said Egil. 
 
    “Perhaps they died fighting,” said Tonk. 
 
    “Old men, women, and children?” Gerd said with horror, as he gazed on a little child with blue skin. 
 
    “They were executed,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Egil was examining a woman whose throat had been cut. “They’ve been put to the knife.” 
 
    “This is… horrible… a nightmare,” Nilsa said. She began to sob bitterly. 
 
    Egil shook his head, deeply saddened. “This is the madness and meaninglessness of war.” 
 
    Lasgol could not hold back his tears. Who had killed all those people? And why? 
 
    “There are no adult men,” Mark said as he came back from checking all the fisherman’s huts. 
 
    “None by the fishing boats either,” said Jaren. 
 
    “The men must have gone to war,” said Egil. “They joined Darthor’s army. They’ll be south of here, in our lands.”  
 
    “So who did this, then?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid it was our own men,” Egil said. 
 
    “Ours? That’s not possible!” Gerd said. His eyes were burning with rage and frustration. Tears rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    Lasgol was studying the footprints in the sand. “This was done by Norghanian soldiers.” 
 
    “But it’s an atrocity!” Nilsa cried furiously. 
 
    Rage, frustration, impotence, devoured them. They stayed there in silence, staring at the carnage, their souls unable to accept what was in front of their eyes. 
 
    Suddenly Mark saw something in the distance. 
 
    “Take cover! Someone’s coming!” 
 
    Mark, Tonk and Jaren ran to the fishermen’s huts. Lasgol and Egil did the same. Gerd, Nilsa and Viggo hid among the fishing-boats. 
 
    They waited, with their bows at the ready. In their minds were the enormous Wild of the Ice. They would be torn to pieces if they were found there. They would be blamed for the death of the People’s loved ones. Nothing would save them. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He could see Egil beside him crouching under the window of the hut that looked out toward land. He was sweating. And it was not from effort, or the temperature. Neither of them dared look out of the window. 
 
    The footsteps were closer now and clearer. There were many: more than a hundred men, Lasgol calculated. And when his mind analyzed it he realized. He got up slowly and looked out of the window. 
 
    “They’re men, soldiers,” he whispered to Egil. 
 
    His friend got up too and looked out of the window. 
 
    Lasgol had not been mistaken. More than a hundred Iron Claws were approaching, in close formation. They stopped in front of the houses. 
 
    “Come out of there or we’ll set the huts on fire!” barked a rough voice. 
 
    “They know we’re here,” Lasgol whispered to Egil. 
 
    “They must have left men watching the village… in case the Wild Ones came back.” 
 
     “You mean… them…?” 
 
    Egil nodded heavily.” 
 
    “Come out now if you want to live! This is your last warning!” 
 
    “We’re coming out!” Lasgol shouted, and showed himself. 
 
    “All of you out! This minute!” 
 
    Lasgol came out into the open, and Egil with him. They went up to the soldiers, and the others followed them. 
 
    The soldiers surrounded them. They carried spears and small metal shields and were dressed in red and black, with heavy scaled leggings and infantry boots. A third of them carried bows. They looked as if they had been out in the open for a long time. Too long. They were tough-looking men, with a dangerous look in their eyes. They did not even look like soldiers, but more like criminals, murderers. 
 
    “I’m Captain Urgoson,” said the commanding officer as he stepped forward. He was tall and strong, with unkempt hair and beard and one ear missing. But what worried Lasgol were his eyes: small, black with a lethal brightness. “Which of you is in charge?” 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friends, and none of them knew what to say. Mark, who was the eldest, took a step forward. 
 
    “I am. Third Year-Ranger Mark.” 
 
    Urgoson looked at them. “They’re bloody Ranger apprentices!” he said, and burst out laughing. His men too joined in with sneering laughter. The ones surrounding them did not lower their spears. 
 
    Mark stood firm. “And you are…?”  
 
    “You’re among the Iron Claws, the elite troops of his Majesty Uthar. So you’d better show due respect.” 
 
    Mark stood very erect. “We’ve been sent to find you.” 
 
    “Find us? Who sent you?” 
 
    “Captain Tolan.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?” 
 
    “Yes sir, he and his troops are back safe.” 
 
    “How’s that possible? The Pass is closed.” 
 
    “We’ve opened it.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “The Rangers.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned if they’re not some use after all!” 
 
    “Did you hear? They’ve opened the Pass.” 
 
    The men burst out into shouts and cheers. 
 
    “We can go back as soon as you want.” 
 
    “That’s great news. We’ve spent a month in this frozen hole. We’ve been all the way along the coast searching for a ship big enough to take us back home. And there’s nothing. These blue savages only have fishing boats big enough for two, the morons.” 
 
    “What happened here?” Lasgol asked suddenly, unable to hold back. “Why did you kill them all?” 
 
    Urgoson looked him in the eye. Then he smiled, a dangerous smile. 
 
    “We followed Uthar’s orders. He ordered us on this mission.” 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t order you to kill defenseless old men, women and children…” 
 
    The Captain moved forward until he was standing in front of Lasgol, two fingers away from his nose. He was a head taller, and far stronger. 
 
    “The first thing you ought to know, boy, is that the Wild of the Ice aren’t defenseless in any way. They could break your neck with their bare hands the moment you let your guard slip. The second” – he poked his finger at Lasgol’s chest – “is that the King entrusted us with punishing the coast wherever the enemy is, and that’s what we’ve done.” 
 
    “The King would never sanction that.” 
 
    Urgoson laughed.” It’s the King himself who ordered us to do this.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn whether you believe me or not. But if you call me a liar again to my face, I’ll cut your throat. 
 
    Lasgol tensed. His comrades reached for their weapons. 
 
    “Keep still if you don’t want to end up like the blue-skins,” Urgoson warned them, and there was a coldness in his voice that left no room for doubt about his intentions. 
 
    Urgoson’s men threatened them with their spears, and they were forced to desist. 
 
    “It would seem our young rangers have an idealized view of our beloved king,” Urgoson went on, with a clear note of sarcasm in his voice. “They don’t know what our dear monarch is capable of. More so now, in times of war.” The men laughed. “In fact he performs his role as the great King of Norghana very well. Everybody believes he’s a benevolent king, a righteous man, good, fair and dignified… What a disappointment they’ll have when they find out the truth.” The laughter went on, now even louder. 
 
    Lasgol’s face showed his disbelief. 
 
    “I see you won’t accept what I’m telling you. Take my word for it, that’s how it is. We’re his war dogs, and we know it, don’t we, brothers?” 
 
    The soldiers cheered and shouted. 
 
    “We do the dirty work that the King doesn’t want to be seen. Like for instance to ‘clean’ this region or punish the enemy. And a lot of other ‘jobs’ which must never come to light.” 
 
    Lasgol was about to reply when he heard a sound that caught his attention. It was a kind of whistle… something was cutting the wind. And then he recognized it. 
 
    An arrow. 
 
    One of the soldiers surrounding the group arched his back and cried out in pain. An enormous arrow had pierced him. 
 
    “Wild Ones!” a watchman cried. 
 
    “Watch out!” cried another. 
 
    Lasgol turned toward the forest. At its edge he saw something he had never expected to see in his life. Something that petrified him. 
 
    A hundred Wild of the Ice. 
 
    They shot at them. 
 
    It took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. They were huge, brutal men, with bluish skin and hair and beards white as ice. They wore white bearskins, and carried spears, bows and axes of enormous size. They were roaring like bears and coming to do justice, to avenge their dead. His blood froze. The lethal sound of the arrows cutting the air forced him into action. 
 
    “Down on the ground!” he shouted. 
 
    The arrows fell upon them, reaching the soldiers who were maneuvering themselves into a defensive formation. They fell, pierced by arrows larger than any Lasgol had seen before. They must be shooting them from gigantic bows. A soldier was skewered right in front of him. 
 
    “Form a defensive wall!” Urgoson shouted. 
 
    Another wave of arrows fell on them and the soldiers died, pierced through. Lasgol heard a moan and turned to his right. 
 
    Mark was writhing on the ground. An arrow had hit him in the side. Tonk and Jaren ran to him. Lasgol knew he would not make it. The wound was too serious. He felt a lump in his throat. 
 
    Suddenly there came a bestial scream. 
 
    Urgoson had recognized the tremendous creature beside the Wild Ones. “They’ve got a Snow Troll with them!” 
 
    And chaos broke loose. The Wild People of the Ice charged against the soldiers. 
 
    Lasgol looked around him. The soldiers had forgotten all about them and had positioned themselves to face the charge. Seeing how huge, strong and brutish the Wild Ones were, he guessed that the situation was hopeless. The soldiers would not be able to stop them. They were going to be torn to pieces. He took a quick glance toward the coast. 
 
    “To the fishing boats!” he urged Egil, and his friend nodded. 
 
    Tonk and Jaren picked up Mark and carried him on their shoulders, and the group started to make their escape toward the beach. They ran at a crouch, trying to avoid the arrows. 
 
    “Quick!” Nilsa urged them. 
 
    They reached the boats. Gerd grabbed one with his powerful arms and pushed it into the water. 
 
    “Get in!” he shouted. 
 
    Nilsa and Viggo, who were the first to arrive, clambered in. Gerd pushed them against the waves. He went into the water up to his waist, but seemed not to notice the icy sea amid the intensity and danger of the situation. 
 
    The Wild Ones hurled themselves against the defensive wall of the Iron Claws, and the soldiers were thrown into the air. What followed was pure carnage. The Wild of the Ice, possessed by an utter fury, delivered death to right and left. The soldiers could do nothing against the strength and brutality of those ice-blue beasts. Blood tinged the snow red. 
 
    “Quickly!” Gerd urged them. He had got another boat ready by now. 
 
    Tonk and Jaren arrived with Mark. They put him in the boat while Gerd held it fast in the water. Lasgol and Egil took another boat and began to drag it to the sea. 
 
    Suddenly Tonk’s body arched, and he gave a grunt. Jaren turned to him and saw that a spear had pierced him. He died before he could realize what had hit him. Jaren took a step sideways, lost his balance and fell. Gerd saw the arrow that had killed him coming out of his back. Stunned, in shock, he looked up and saw three huge Wild Ones. They unsheathed long knives. Gerd was petrified, not by fear, but by the impact of watching his comrades die before his eyes. 
 
    Lasgol pushed the other boat into the water. “Get away, Gerd!” he shouted. “Take the boat!” 
 
    The three Wild Ones began to run toward Gerd. But the big boy did not seem to react. Wide-eyed, he was watching the dead bodies of Jaren and Tonk floating beside him. 
 
    “Gerd!” Nilsa shouted desperately from the boat, which was already moving away. 
 
    Gerd reacted to his friend’s shout. He leapt into the boat and began to row with all his might. 
 
    The Wild Ones could not manage to reach him. 
 
    “Come on, Lasgol!” Egil called from the boat. 
 
    Lasgol was about to jump into the boat when he felt a strange sensation which he recognized at once. 
 
    Magic! 
 
    He began to feel a terrible drowsiness, and knew what was happening. He turned and recognized someone on the beach. A middle-aged man, with white curly hair and intense green eyes. Again he was surprised by the contrast of white hair, dark skin and shining green eyes. Certainly exotic. It was the Nocean Sorcerer. He was pointing his curved and jeweled sword as he cast a spell which was overpowering him completely. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    He tried to resist, but the magic was powerful. His eyes were closing. Then he saw the Snow Troll arrive and take his place beside the mage. 
 
    “It’s the Sorcerer and the Troll!” Egil shouted from the boat. “Get in!” 
 
    But Lasgol knew he was lost. His conscience was fading. With one last effort he pushed the boat with all his strength, sending it away. 
 
    Egil stretched out his hand to his friend. “Lasgol!” 
 
    And Lasgol lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was woken by horrible screams. He was dizzy and drowsy, as though he had been drugged. It took him a while to be himself again. Suddenly he felt cold, very cold. Beside him he found a white bearskin, which he wrapped round himself and snuggled inside. He was alone and unarmed. He wondered what had become of his comrades and hoped they had managed to escape in the boats. He remembered Mark, Jaren and Tonk, and tears filled his eyes.  
 
    “I’m so sorry… so sorry…” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    The screams started again, screams of horror and pain. Everything was dark, so that he could see nothing. His hand touched a ceramic container, which he picked up and opened. There was water inside, and he drank it all. He was dying of thirst. What with the screams and the memories of what had happened at the village, he started to feel very bad. He almost threw up, but managed to compose himself. 
 
    He felt around him and realized he was in a small rocky cell. It was a natural prison, part of a cave, and a large rock had been put at the entrance to block it. He tried to move it, but it was impossible because it weighed too much. The walls were very cold, too cold. Wherever he was, it must be somewhere very far north. 
 
    Suddenly he heard a grating of rock on rock, and the stone door opened. 
 
    A Wild Man of the Ice appeared. 
 
    He was carrying a torch. Without a word he seized Lasgol by the neck and with tremendous strength lifted him off the floor, as if he were a child, then carried him outside. 
 
    Lasgol was half-dead with fear, but he tried to stay calm. Out of the corner of his eye he took a good look at the Wild One. He was huge, over six feet tall, his sheer muscular strength overwhelming. His skin, on the other hand, was very smooth, unwrinkled. There was no way of guessing his age; he looked young… eternally young. But the most striking thing about him was the color of his skin, an awesome ice blue. 
 
    The Wild One gave him a glance full of hatred. Lasgol looked away at once. His hair and beard were a bluish blond and looked icy, as if they had frozen a long time before. His eyes were very strange, such a pale grey that they looked almost white. From a little way away those eyes appeared to be completely white, with no iris. It made Lasgol’s soul shrink to look at this savage creature. 
 
    And though this man might make his blood freeze, what he was beginning to see around him left him terrified. They were in a deep natural cavern on an enormous scale. He could see Wild Ones at different heights in caves and galleries in the rock. The cavern seemed to be oval, with light coming in through an opening above. Lasgol had the impression that it was shaped like an amphora, made of frozen rock. 
 
    The Wild Ones were dressed in white skins and furs. They carried huge axes at their backs. Some also carried large spears, others long bows. But they were all armed with those tremendous axes. Lasgol noticed one thing that caught his attention: both axes and spears were made of wood, with blue stone for the cutting edges. He did not recognize the material. He was carried past a group of them who carried bows at their backs and saw that the arrowheads were of the same material, that blue stone. 
 
    This race had no knowledge of steel. 
 
    The Wild One stopped to look into one of the wells in the deepest area. Lasgol could see how they threw in one of the soldiers who were held as prisoners. He was armed with a large wooden club. There was a sudden roar, and a snow bear went into the well while the Wild Ones cheered from the upper tiers. Lasgol could not believe what he was seeing. The bear roared in fury and lunged at the prisoner. They fought briefly, and the soldier was destroyed by the bear’s ferocity and strength. 
 
    The Wild One let out a series of sounds: brief, solemn and deep. Lasgol interpreted it as laughter. They went on, and the Wild One stopped at another well, this one larger. Five soldiers, who looked in a very bad state, were awaiting their fate. They had been armed with wooden clubs. Suddenly a rock door slid open and an enormous troll of the snow came at them. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    The troll pounded his chest with his fists and roared. The five soldiers hurled themselves at him all at once. The fight was brief and disheartening. The troll tore them apart one by one. The creature’s blows sent the soldiers flying through the air. Its arms, legs and torso were so powerful that the soldiers were like children beside it. Lasgol had to stop looking; it was too much for his stomach. The Wild One laughed again. It appeared that this wild, grotesque entertainment amused these people. 
 
    They reached the northern area of the cave. The floor and walls stopped being rock and were now pure ice. Lasgol noticed that the cavern ended in a glacier. This world of ice and rock was fascinating. And what he saw next was incredible. The whole northern area was of ice. On its face a mural of strange symbols had been carved at different levels. In front of the mural was a huge throne of ice. On one side of it a white bear was resting, on the other a snow panther. He swallowed at the sight of them. But what really left him frozen was the being which was approaching to take its seat on the throne. 
 
    The being was nearly twelve feet tall. Lasgol’s jaw dropped in amazement. He was as tall as two men, and truly impressive. His skin was blue, like that of the Wild Ones. But unlike them he had diagonal streaks covering his body. He was as broad as three men, a giant compared to a Norghanian. This was why Darthor was said to have an army of giants. He was dressed in white bearskins. 
 
    He took his seat on the throne and looked at his captive. Up to now Lasgol had thought this being was incredible, but now he did not know what to think. His hair and beard were long, white as snow, and also appeared icy. Instead of a pair of eyes he only had one, very large, in the middle of his bluish forehead. The iris was blue, like his skin, and when he looked at Lasgol, its gaze seemed to pierce his soul. 
 
    The Ranger Apprentice was speechless. 
 
    Half a dozen beings, like him but without beards, came to stand behind the throne. They carried huge axes and wooden shields. These must be his bodyguard. Lasgol did not know what race of half-giants or semi-gods this could be, and for a moment he thought he was in a nightmare he could not wake from. Were they men? Were they a mixture of men and Ice Giants? What were they? 
 
    The Wild One of the Ice who was carrying him threw Lasgol at the being’s feet. The white bear and the panther growled threateningly. He kept as still as a statue and avoided making eye-contact with the two animals. 
 
    The being said something in a strange language he did not understand. His voice was cold and deep. He patted both beasts as if they were his lapdogs. The animals quieted and lay down again beside their lord. 
 
    He asked a question in the strange language, but Lasgol did not understand. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” asked the being, this time in Norghanian, with a strange, strongly-marked accent. 
 
    “Are you Darthor?” 
 
    The being smiled, showing large teeth with two long yellow fangs like those of some feline predator. 
 
    “No. I’m not Darthor. I’m his ally and I serve him with honor.” 
 
    Lasgol watched him, not understanding. 
 
    “I’m the leader of the People of the Ice. I’m known by the name of Sinjor.” 
 
    “My respects, your majesty.” 
 
    Sinjor smiled. “The boy is a clever one, he shows respect and good manners so as not to die. Don’t majesty me, I’m not one of your kings.” 
 
    “The boy must not be harmed,” came a soft voice that Lasgol recognized. 
 
    The Nocean Sorcerer approached the throne. 
 
    “The boy belongs to me,” Sinjor said. 
 
    “No, he belongs to my master.” 
 
    “If Darthor wants him, let him come and claim him.” 
 
    “I’m claiming him in his name.” 
 
    “That’s not enough. He was at the village. He shed the blood of my people. He must suffer and die, so says the law of the ice.” He gestured at one of the frozen walls, where something appeared to have been carved in a language Lasgol could not identify. 
 
    “Even so…” 
 
    “I didn’t shed any blood,” Lasgol hastened to say. 
 
    The Wild One, who was still holding him, punched his head. Lasgol felt an intense pain. 
 
    “Let him speak,” the Sorcerer said. 
 
    “Very well,” said the leader to his warrior. 
 
    “We Rangers had nothing to do with what happened. It was an atrocity, we’d never do something like that… ever…” 
 
    The being indicated the ceiling. “Why should I believe you? You’re Norghanian, like them.”  
 
    Lasgol looked up and saw three officers hanging upside-down from the ceiling, tied by their legs. One of them was Urgoson. He was in very bad shape, but still alive. 
 
    “I’m Norghanian, it’s true, but we’re not all the same. My comrades and I aren’t like them.” 
 
    “Your word is not sufficient proof.” 
 
    Lasgol indicated Urgoson. “He can confirm it.” 
 
    The semi-giant was thoughtful. “Bring him down,” Sinjor said. 
 
    Two enormous warriors freed the officer and brought him to their leader. The panther roared. Urgoson’s expression was one of absolute terror. 
 
    Sinjor pointed an accusing finger. “You are the officer in charge, the man who ordered the massacres of my people on the north coast.”  
 
    “No, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up. Don’t speak until you’re told to,” Sinjor said, and his warriors hit Urgoson, who shut his mouth, whimpering. 
 
    “Is what the Ranger saying true? Speak now.” 
 
    “No, it’s not true, it was those Rangers who attacked the villages, not my men.” 
 
    “Liar!” Lasgol cried furiously. He got another blow on the head. 
 
    “These Norghanians don’t know honor, they lie more than they speak,” Sinjor said. 
 
    The Sorcerer smiled. “I can solve this.”  
 
    “Ah, the great sorcerer’s magic. Very well then, go ahead.” 
 
    The sorcerer took out his curved sword and pointed it at Urgoson, who began to whimper again. The sorcerer muttered a few words as he waved his sword. Lasgol saw the spell leave the sword and surround Urgoson’s head, like a thread of purple mist. The officer screamed in fear as he began to feel the effects of the spell in his mind. 
 
    “Now he will answer honestly, or die of pain for having lied. The choice is his.” 
 
    “I like this spell,” Sinjor said with a nod. “It sounds fair.” 
 
    “Who was responsible for the massacres?” the Sorcerer asked. 
 
    “The Rangers!…Arghhhh!” he yelled in pain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes… Arghhhh!” Urgoson fell to the floor, writhing in agony. 
 
    Sinjor smiled broadly. “It looks as though he’s lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying… Arghhhh!” the pain was so intense that Urgoson rolled along the floor screaming. 
 
    “He lies like a bloody Norghanian.” 
 
    “It was them… Arghhhh!” This time the pain was so strong that it almost finished him completely. 
 
    Sinjor smiled. “He’s going to kill himself, the liar.” 
 
    The Sorcerer spoke. “Last chance. Answer honestly or die. Who was responsible?” 
 
    Urgoson looked at the sorcerer with eyes full of tears and face twisted in pain. “It was us, it was us, we did it!” 
 
    Sinjor nodded. “The truth is coming out now. Who ordered it?” 
 
    “It was Uthar! Uthar! Stop! For heaven’s sake!” 
 
    “If you’re telling the truth, the pain will stop,” the Sorcerer said. 
 
    Urgoson’s face showed that the pain was leaving his body. 
 
    “Why did he order it?” Sinjor asked. 
 
    “He said he wanted to send a message to Darthor, teach him a lesson. He ordered me to kill everyone, women, old men and children included. It’s all I know, I swear, no more pain, please!” He was now stretched out on the floor. 
 
    “Uthar will pay with his life for this,” Sinjor said, and his face showed irreconcilable hatred. 
 
    “How many villages?” the Sorcerer asked Sinjor. 
 
    “Five,” Sinjor said with deep sorrow. “The coastal ones. Only the inland ones were saved.” He shook his head, and Lasgol saw immense sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry… we were putting pressure on Uthar in the south…” 
 
    “And the coward came at us at from the rearguard.” 
 
    “We closed the passes…” 
 
    “These snakes sneaked in before.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, sorcerer. This is Uthar’s work and he’s the only one responsible.” 
 
    The Sorcerer nodded. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe what he was hearing about the king. 
 
    Sinjor stood. He was overpowering, with his twelve feet of height enormous body and single eye. 
 
    “You spoke the truth, and your suffering is over,” said the leader of the Wild People of the Ice. He whispered something to his snow panther. The animal gave a prodigious leap and sank his jaws into Urgoson’s throat. The officer kicked briefly, then died. 
 
    “A clean, almost painless death. He didn’t deserve it, but it was fair. As for you” – he pointed at Lasgol, who was deathly afraid – “it’s clear that you took no part in the massacre. But it’s not clear that you wouldn’t do it anyway if your ‘magnanimous’ king ordered you to.” 
 
    “I would never do anything like that. Nor would the Rangers, I swear it on my honor.” 
 
    “And why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because he’s telling the truth,” came a cavernous voice behind him. 
 
    Sinjor turned. Surprisingly, he went down on one knee. The sorcerer too knelt. 
 
    “My lord,” said Sinjor. 
 
    “My master,” said the Sorcerer. 
 
    Lasgol turned his head slowly, fearfully, and saw that all the Wild Ones had knelt. There was not a soul in the cavern who had not gone down on one knee. Even the beasts had flattened themselves on the floor. 
 
    He saw a figure approaching as if it were not treading on the ground, sliding on the icy surface, as if it were floating. Lasgol felt his stomach turn. The figure wore a long black tunic with white streaks, like corrupt ice. In one hand it carried a wand of the same color and in the other a blue sphere. Its face was covered by a breathtaking helmet. The visor of this was black, but seemed to have a life of its own and formed vortexes which seemed to swallow the light. Two huge semicircular black blades decorated the sides of the helmet. From the figure’s shoulders hung a long cloak, also black with white streaks. The figure was neither very tall nor very strong, but its presence emanated an arcane power that was chilling. 
 
    “Darthor…” Lasgol muttered under his breath. 
 
    Darthor spoke with a voice so cavernous that it seemed to come from the deepest abyss. “Sinjor, my friend, Lord of the People of the Ice. Muladin, my exceptional Sorcerer.”  
 
    The two men bent their heads before their lord. 
 
    Darthor raised his arms. “Rise, all of you, I beg you.” 
 
    “We weren’t expecting you so soon, sir,” Sinjor said. 
 
    Darthor passed by Lasgol and stared at him through his visor. Lasgol felt that he was being analyzed from head to foot. He shivered, and the hair at the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
    “I was on my way south, but this new event made me come back to the north.” 
 
    “The situation is under control, as I promised you,” Sinjor said. He sounded puzzled. 
 
    “I know. That’s not why I’ve come.” 
 
    “Then why?” Sinjor said, still puzzled. 
 
    “I came for him,” Darthor said. He pointed at Lasgol. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol had been locked up in that cold rocky cell for three days. At least he had not been taken to the wells, which had been his greatest fear. He was not allowed out, but at least they brought him food and water twice a day. He did not understand why they were keeping him there, still less why Darthor was interested in him.  
 
    One thing he had learned was that the Wild People of the Ice were not as wild and brutal as they looked. He had tried to communicate with his jailor. The first day he had refused flatly and punched him in the head, a horrible custom among that race. The second day he had discovered something striking. When he tried to communicate with the Wild One he had caught a glimpse of a golden flash in his own right hand. Taken aback he had removed his winter glove. The Wild One said something unintelligible I his language. Another flash came from his hand and there was a message in his mind. Shut up, you dummy. Lasgol was puzzled, he had understood the Wild One, but how? And then he realized where the flashes were coming from: the finger where he wore the ring he had found in his attic; it was translating the Wild Language. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Lasgol had asked, tempting his fate, and something amazing happened. As his mouth started forming the words, the ring flashed and turned them into the Wild Language. 
 
    “I’m from the Frozen Continent to the northeast.” The Wild One said tilting his head to one side not understanding how Lasgol could speak his language. 
 
    “From the Frozen Continent? I didn’t know anybody lived there.” 
 
    The Wild One had laughed, with that strange laughter of theirs. 
 
    “Of course somebody lives there. The People of the Ice live there.” 
 
    “Fascinating, as a friend of mine would say. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Now you know. But I advise you never to set foot on our continent.” 
 
    “Because of… you?” 
 
    “That, but mainly because of the weather. You’d freeze in two days. You’re skinny and your skin is weak. You wouldn’t be able to stand the cold.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. May I ask what race your leader Sinjor is?” 
 
    “You may. He’s one of the Ancients. There aren’t many of them left. They live to the east, a long way to the east. They’re powerful, and very intelligent. They’ve been alive for over a thousand years.” 
 
    “Are there any more races like them? Like you?” 
 
    The jailor nodded, but decided not to share any more information, probably for reasons of prudence. He was a brute, but not a fool. 
 
    “And what are you doing here in Norghana?” Lasgol asked, to break the silence. 
 
    The jailor punched him in the head. 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    The jailor looked all around to see whether anybody had heard the question. 
 
    “Don’t you ever call this land Norghana again. This is the land of our ancestors. This is the land where the first People of the Ice were born. This is sacred land. And it’s ours. Not the Norghanians’. Not yours. If you want to live, bear that in mind.” 
 
    “All right… I won’t forget…” 
 
    “We’re here to help our brothers. You’ve seen what they’ve done to them…” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, feeling very distressed. 
 
    “We’ve joined Darthor’s crusade to defeat Uthar and regain these lands for our people.” 
 
    “I didn’t know any of this… I’d always thought these lands belonged to Norgh…” – he interrupted himself before he could finish the sentence – “…and that nobody lived here.” 
 
    “Our brothers have lived here for more than two thousand years. This cave is a temple for us, it’s a thousand years old. Our brothers lived here before the Norghanians. But the monarchs of the south have always hidden our presence from their people, or painted us as wild brutes who eat the children of the Ice.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “But Darthor understands us. He feels our pain, empathizes with our cause. That’s why we follow him.” 
 
    “But isn’t Darthor an evil being, a corrupt Ice Mage?” 
 
    Before he had even finished the sentence, he already knew what was coming. He took the punch without a word. It hurt a lot, smarted and hurt intensely. 
 
    “Darthor is a great leader. He and Sinjor will guide us to victory.” 
 
    And with that the conversation was over. On the two days which followed he could not manage to get a single word more out of his jailor. So he used the time to study the ring although he was unable to discover anything else about it. It was charmed, that much was certain. Egil had told him of swords, orbs and other objects bewitched by great mages, which granted different powers to those who possessed them. But he had no idea what kind of spell his ring had, and he did not understand what it had been doing in a box in his attic either. 
 
    On the third day he received a strange visit. It was the Sorcerer. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” he said without preamble. 
 
    “Which is?” Lasgol asked distrustfully. 
 
    “You’ll do what you’re told, without a word, without objections.” 
 
    “And in exchange?” 
 
    “In exchange I won’t kill two of your comrades.” 
 
    His stomach gave a lurch. But he tried to hide it. 
 
    “Which two comrades?” 
 
    “A blonde girl with lots of character and an intelligent athletic boy who was with her, Ranger apprentices like you. We captured them just outside the pass.” 
 
    Lasgol felt his heart stopping. 
 
    “Are they here?” he asked in anguish. “Can I see them?” 
 
    The Sorcerer shook his head. “We’re holding them at another base, closer to the pass.” 
 
    “Are they all right? Tell me they’re all right!” 
 
    “I see you know them and you’re worried about them. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Lasgol thought for a moment. He had nothing to gain by resisting, and a lot to lose. 
 
    “All right, I’ll do whatever you ask of me. But let them go.” 
 
    “Let them go? That wasn’t the deal.” 
 
    “It is now. My absolute collaboration in exchange for their freedom and their safe return. That’s my proposition.” 
 
    The Sorcerer pondered. 
 
    “All right, then. It’s a deal. I’ll keep to my part, you keep to yours.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    With a brief nod, the Sorcerer went out. Lasgol was left deeply worried about Ingrid and Molak. But at least they were alive, or so the Sorcerer had said. Perhaps he was lying. He could only trust that they really were alive and that the Sorcerer would keep to his side of the deal. 
 
    A couple of days later the rock door slid open, and a Wild One grabbed him by the neck and dragged him out. 
 
    “I can walk,” he said. 
 
    He received a painful punch on the head. 
 
    The Wild One took him to the upper levels instead of the lower ones, which surprised him and awakened his hopes. On the upper gallery the Wild One moved a rock aside. They came out into the open, and the light of day blinded Lasgol. The Wild One let him go and turned back. It took Lasgol a moment to get used to the sunlight and the clarity, which were so strong they dazzled him. When he could see more clearly, he recognized Muladin standing on one side of what appeared to be a natural terrace at the top of the cavern. The Sorcerer was looking out at the view, which was overwhelming. To the north was the sea and what looked like a colossal iceberg. To the east the coast blurred into the distance. To the west and south were the solemn and frozen forests inland. Behind them, the great mountain ranges: majestic, frozen, eternal. 
 
    “A beautiful land, don’t you think?” came a cavernous voice which made his hackles rise. 
 
    He felt Darthor’s presence beside him and turned his head very slowly. The corrupt mage was staring out at the landscape from under his helmet. Lasgol felt a knot in his stomach. He found it hard to breathe. 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered. 
 
    “You can rest easy; I’m not going to do anything to you.” 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “I’m not what you think, or rather what you’ve been made to think.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I don’t understand what I’m doing here…” 
 
    “You’re here because I requested it. I sent Muladin as soon as I knew you were north of the pass.” 
 
    The Sorcerer gave him a nod. 
 
    “He’s my faithful servant, and a great friend.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him out of the corner of his eye. “He tried to capture me… in Norghana… with a troll.” The Sorcerer was still standing to one side. 
 
    “True. It seems you heard what you shouldn’t have heard at Duke Olafson’s castle, and that complicated matters. He saw the chance of capturing you and didn’t hesitate.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything compromising,” Lasgol said quickly, to defend himself.” The Duke didn’t agree to ally himself with anyone.”  
 
    “The Duke is an intelligent man, and a difficult one, but his moment will come.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    Darthor ignored the comment. “The creature you carried with you saved you from Muladin,” 
 
    “Camu… he’s very special…” 
 
    “He is, although you don’t yet know how special.” 
 
    Lasgol was taken aback by the reply. 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “I know a lot about you, Lasgol.” 
 
    “About me? Why?” 
 
    “Because of who you are, because you’re First Ranger Dakon Eklund’s son.” 
 
    “My father… you possessed him with your powers… he was killed because of you.” 
 
    “That’s what they say. Do you believe it?” 
 
    “Yes…. I believe it.” 
 
    “Just as you believe Uthar is an honorable and benevolent king? A great king for Norghana?” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. “I thought so… I think so… I don’t know…” 
 
    “You have doubts? A week ago you’d have died for him without blinking.” 
 
    “I don’t know… there must be some explanation for the atrocities I’ve seen…” 
 
    “And if there isn’t?” 
 
    “There has to be.” 
 
    “Perhaps what you’ve witnessed in this corner of the world is true.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe it.” 
 
    “The evidence is clear. You know it, your heart knows it. The carnage you witnessed, the horror inflicted upon those five villages, is by Uthar’s personal order. To take revenge on me, on us.” 
 
    Lasgol was silent. “Comrades of mine died too,” he said in defense. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but that’s war for you. Good men die. Men and women, children and old people who can’t defend themselves.” 
 
    “You could stop the war,” Lasgol said, almost pleading. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to. The People of the Ice have put their trust in me, and I can’t disappoint them. I’ve given them my word that I’ll do everything in my hand to lead them to victory.” 
 
    “You could negotiate a ceasefire, a truce, reach a peace agreement…” 
 
    “Uthar would never accept. He wants to expel us from these lands.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Hatred and greed, two of the greatest reasons.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to think. 
 
    “Hatred for these people, the People of the Ice, and the other peoples of the Frozen Continent. Greed, because here and in the Frozen Continent there are extensive gold mines he seeks to possess. With them he could dominate not just the north, but half of Tremia. His ambition has no limit. When he becomes Lord of the North he’ll turn to the Mid-East, and from there he’ll go on to conquer East and West, depending on which realms are weaker. The war in the North is only the beginning. If he wins, he’ll become the owner of the North, continue his campaign of conquest and seek to raise himself up as the owner of all Tremia.” 
 
    “Oh… but even so, you could try to negotiate a peace treaty with him, maybe share the riches of the North?” 
 
    “Years ago it might have been possible. But that’s not the case anymore.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “The king isn’t the man he used to be. He’s changed.” 
 
    “So much so that he won’t listen to reason?” 
 
    “That, and even more than that.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “I know, but you must believe it. For your own good.” 
 
    Lasgol was left without arguments. 
 
    “Why am I here?” he asked. He was already beginning to suspect some hidden reason. “It’s not by chance. I’d already be dead if it were.”  
 
    “You’re intelligent, and that pleases me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re here because I want to reveal something important to you.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. “To me?” 
 
    “I never possessed your father. The Rune that marked him was not a rune of domination. Dakon acted of his own free will. Your father served our cause, like other loyal allies and friends of ours throughout Norghana.” 
 
    Darthor’s words were like a fist punching him in the stomach. 
 
    “That’s impossible! We saw it with Daven! It was proven!” 
 
    “Daven was dominated. I did it. But not your father.” 
 
    “That’s not true! It can’t be!” 
 
    “It is, and you need to know the truth and understand the reason.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Uthar himself exonerated him.” 
 
    Darthor nodded. “That was my plan. If Daven had managed to kill Uthar it wouldn’t have mattered, but if he’d failed, at least we’d have managed to deceive Uthar, and he’d have had to exonerate Dakon. Muladin and I planned every detail carefully and deliberately.” 
 
    “That can’t be true. You tried to kill me at the Camp. That mercenary was working for you.” 
 
    “You’re wrong again. I never tried to kill you. In fact I tried to help you. I was the one who sent you the egg with the creature in it.” 
 
    Lasgol flung his head back in shock. “You…? You sent me the egg? Camu?” 
 
    “Yes, I intercepted the package of Dakon’s belongings the Rangers had put together and slipped the red box with the egg into it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “It’s impossible. Why?” 
 
    “To help you. To protect you.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He was so confused he felt dizzy. He could barely think. 
 
    “The mercenary was in Uthar’s service. He’d been watching you ever since your father died. It was Uthar who ordered him to kill you at the Camp.” 
 
    “Uthar? Kill me? Why?” 
 
    “Because you’d joined the Rangers. Because you did that in order to find out about your father. And he fears that the truth will come to light. He can’t let that happen.” 
 
    Lasgol was shaking his head, unable to understand what was going on, what he was hearing. “What truth?” he asked. 
 
    “His great secret. A secret for which he’s prepared to kill anybody.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. Uthar gave me a decoration. He cleared my father.” 
 
    “It’s an act, a masquerade so that nobody’ll suspect anything. Especially you. Now everybody believes I tried to kill him, that your father was under the spell of my dark arts. Both those things are false. Uthar is very intelligent, and a supreme manipulator.” 
 
    “If he hadn’t been under a spell, my father would never have shot at the king.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have done it. His mission was to lead the king into the ambush. I was waiting at the gorge with my forces. But at the last moment a Ranger warned the king of the trap. Uthar stopped. He didn’t go into the gorge. Dakon knew we wouldn’t trap him and made a courageous decision, a heroic decision, for all of us, a decision that cost him his life. He decided to kill the king before he could escape. Unfortunately he didn’t succeed.” 
 
    “I don’t believe any of this! Why would my father do a thing like that?” 
 
    Darthor turned to him. “Because Dakon was my beloved husband.” 
 
    Lasgol’s mind broke into a thousand pieces, as if a rock had shattered a mirror. 
 
    Darthor took off his helmet. “Lasgol, I’m your mother.” The face of a beautiful middle-aged woman was revealed. Her blonde hair was streaked here and there with silver. Her green eyes shone with a self-contained happiness. She smiled at him. 
 
    Lasgol took two steps back. “It can’t be! No! No!” 
 
    “I know it’s too much to take in. One day you’ll understand fully. But for the moment I need you to believe that Uthar is the enemy who has to be defeated, that your father and I loved each other passionately and fought against him.” 
 
    Lasgol covered his ears with his hands. “You’re lying! I don’t want to hear any more of this! Leave me alone!” 
 
    “I only want to protect you. You’re my son.” 
 
    “Nooooo! Leave me alone!” 
 
    Darthor put on the helmet again, completely hiding her face. 
 
    Lasgol did not want to believe any of it. He denied it. He denied it to himself, to his mind. It was impossible. It was a lie, a ruse. It simply could not be. But there was one thing he could not deny, however hard he tried: the woman’s face was the one he had seen in the painting in the attic. And that meant it was her. It was Mayra. She was his mother. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, no, it can’t be…”  
 
    “Muladin,” Darthor called. 
 
    “Yes, my master.” 
 
    “You know what needs to be done. Get everything ready.” 
 
    He bowed. “It shall be done as you wish.”  
 
    Darthor looked at Lasgol for one last time and went into the cavern. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, as if trying to wake up from a horrible nightmare. 
 
    Muladin seized him by the shoulders. “If you value your life, you won’t tell anybody what you’ve found out, what my lord and master has shared with you. If you do, you’ll die, and it won’t be at our hands. Do you understand?” 
 
    Lasgol did not reply. He was completely stunned, and he seemed to be hearing and seeing double. His mind was about to explode. 
 
    “Tell me you understand. Your life depends on it.” 
 
    Lasgol stirred. 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Now relax.”  
 
    Muladin took out his jeweled sword and began to murmur arcane words. Lasgol knew what was coming, but this time he was not afraid. He saw the purple flash of magic being summoned. The spell filled his mind, and he began to feel irresistibly sleepy. He did not fight the spell, but allowed sleep to take possession of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol woke up in front of the secret pass which opened into the valley of the Camp. How did I get here? Did they let me go? Why? I don’t understand! Confused, cramped and very tired, he got to his feet. He shook his head to clear it a little. It was cold, and a storm was threatening. He went up to the secret entrance and stood in front of it, fully visible. He spread his arms wide to show that he was not carrying any weapons. He knew that at least two Rangers were on watch duty at the entrance, even if he could not see them. 
 
    “On your knees,” a voice ordered in a whisper. 
 
    He did as he was told. A Ranger appeared behind him and put a knife to his throat. 
 
    “Apprentice Lasgol, back from the rescue mission in the north,” he said, trying to keep his voice even. 
 
    Another Ranger appeared above the massive boulders which hid the passage. He was aiming his bow at Lasgol’s chest. 
 
    He did not make the slightest movement as he was examined and searched. 
 
    “Are you alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you been followed?” 
 
    “I don’t think so…” 
 
    “All right, enter. Report to Dolbarar immediately.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed with relief. “Yes, sir, right away.” 
 
    He entered the pass. 
 
    When he came to the Camp, his spirits stirred at the sight of the familiar landscape. As he had been told, he went to the Command House and asked to see Dolbarar. 
 
    He was made to come in and wait in the common area, in front of the fireplace. 
 
    Dolbarar appeared, and a moment later the Four Master Rangers joined him. Dolbarar hastened to hug him heartily.  
 
    “Lasgol! We thought we’d lost you!” 
 
    Lasgol was deeply grateful. “I’m fine, sir.” 
 
    “We were told you were captured by the Wild of the Ice.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Dolbarar shook his head. “That’s extraordinary.” 
 
    “What is, sir?” 
 
    “It’s not often that anybody’s managed to escape alive from the Wild of the Ice.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Where did they keep you captive?” Esben asked. 
 
    “Who’s their leader?” Haakon wanted to know. 
 
    “How many of them are there?” Ivana asked. 
 
    “Let the young man breathe,” Eyra said sympathetically. She gave him a kind smile. “He must have been through a terrible experience.” 
 
    “I’d like to know… whether my comrades were saved…” 
 
    Dolbarar made an apologetic gesture. “How insensitive of me. Yes, your teammates managed to get away in the boats and escape to safety. You’ll be able to see them as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted with relief, and an enormous sense of happiness flooded through him. 
 
    “Unfortunately Mark, Jaren and Tonk didn’t make it… we held their funerals a few days ago. It was a solemn ceremony. They were symbolically buried in the Sacred Oakwood, where the Rangers were born and where the brave ones rest. They gave their lives for Norghana, like the true Rangers they had not yet become. It was the least we could do to honor them. Their courage and bravery will live in our memory forever. The whole camp is deeply affected by what’s happened. Including us, and myself. They were my responsibility…” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. “The Wild Ones attacked us because of what had happened to their villages, because of the massacres carried out by the Iron Claws.” 
 
    As he said this there followed an almost sullen silence. 
 
    “Are you sure it was the Iron Claws? They’re the Punishment Regiment of the King…” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s a very serious accusation,” Haakon said. 
 
    “Which I can prove. The officer in command told me himself.” 
 
    “How was that?” Eyra asked. 
 
    Lasgol told them what had happened up to his encounter with Darthor. He omitted that part on purpose; he needed time to consider everything that had happened and come to his own conclusions. He did not want to be hasty. Very probably he ought to tell them, but something within him told him to wait. Mistakenly or not, he decided to keep quiet about this part. It hurt him to do so, as there was deep concern on their faces, particularly Dolbarar’s. 
 
    “This is very serious,” the Camp Leader said. 
 
    “It might have been a trick,” Haakon said.” He was under the influence of the Sorcerer’s spell.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Esben agreed. 
 
    “Let’s consider this carefully,” Eyra said. “Who would commit an atrocity like that? Not the Rangers, nor the Wild Ones either… By chance there happens to be a Norghanian regiment with a very bad reputation in the area? In an isolated war zone? I might be old, but I’m no fool. It was them. Nine times out of ten, the most obvious answer is the correct one. Nature teaches us that.” 
 
    “Urgoson confessed that it had been the King who ordered it,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “This is even harder to believe,” Ivana said.” The King would never do that…”  
 
    “It’s much more likely that it got out of hand,” Haakon suggested. “Finding themselves isolated and alone in the North… it’s happened before, in times of war…”  
 
    Dolbarar shook his head. “I refuse to believe that our King would order such a vile act.” 
 
    Lasgol did not want to force the matter. After all, he himself was not completely sure. 
 
    “Tell us everything that happened again, if you don’t mind,” Dolbarar begged him. 
 
    Lasgol did so, without mentioning Darthor. 
 
    Haakon arched one eyebrow. “How did you manage to escape?”  
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Esben said in puzzlement. 
 
    “I said I didn’t escape, they let me go.” 
 
    Dolbarar tugged at his beard. “Surprising… very surprising,”  
 
    “It must have been to confuse us with false information,” Haakon suggested. 
 
    Eyra nodded. “That would make sense.”  
 
    “I don’t know the reason, but they let me go.” 
 
    “They let you go with certain ideas in your head that you’re telling us now, to confuse us,” Ivana said. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    “We have a lot to think about,” Dolbarar said. “Go to your team while we confer.” 
 
    Lasgol turned and went out through the door. 
 
    The last thing he heard was Dolbarar saying: “A very special boy, a very significant event and an extremely worrying one. We must get to the bottom of this ugly business.” 
 
    He did not even have to make his way to the cabins. As he came out Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Viggo and Egil were waiting for him in front of the Command House. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Nilsa cried at the top of her voice. 
 
    They all ran to throw their arms around him amid laughter and shouts of joy. 
 
    Lasgol was laughing, letting out all the accumulated tension, and his eyes moistened with this outpouring of affection. 
 
    Egil had seized him by the chest and would not let him go. 
 
    Ingrid hugged him tightly. “I knew you’d make it!” 
 
    “Ingrid!” cried Lasgol when he realized that she too had come back. “What happened with you and Molak?” 
 
    “We were captured. It was that damn Nocean Sorcerer – I think it was the same one who attacked you and Egil, going by the way you described him. He put a spell on us and we couldn’t do anything. We were prisoners of the Wild of the Ice for days – I don’t know where, some kind of village in the middle of a great frozen forest. We weren’t hurt, apart from a couple of punches, mostly on the head. I’m still sore. The Sorcerer stopped the chief of the village from killing us. The brute wanted to make us fight against a white bear he kept as a pet. Can you believe it?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded several times. He could believe every word of it, and more. 
 
    “One morning, without a word, they put us in a sailing-boat heading south. They didn’t give us any explanation. Do you know anything about it all?” 
 
    Lasgol was about to tell them that he had negotiated their freedom with the Sorcerer, but it was hardly the right moment. 
 
    Even Viggo, who was not given to these moments of pure gush, as he called them, hugged him tightly and patted him on the back. 
 
    “I was thinking I’d have to go and rescue you all by myself,” he said jokingly. 
 
    “Thank goodness it wasn’t necessary… those poor Wild of the Ice…” Lasgol replied good-naturedly, and they both laughed. 
 
    Egil was not saying anything, but his face showed that he was very moved. He said at last: “It’s fantastic,” and was unable to hold back his tears. 
 
    They all laughed. Lasgol hugged him again. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the cabin. I’ve got a lot to tell you, and I can’t do it here.” 
 
    “On we go,” Ingrid said. 
 
    As they were going in through the door, Camu shrieked at the sight of Lasgol. He bounced three times and threw himself at his chest. 
 
    “Camu! Little one!” Lasgol cried. He was very happy to see him. 
 
    The creature climbed on to the boy’s shoulder and curled his tail around his neck, as if making sure that he was not going anywhere without him, then started to lick his cheek, all the time giving little shrieks of joy. 
 
    “That creature has been a pest,” Viggo said. “Bouncing around non-stop and whimpering all the time.” 
 
    “It was quite a job, hiding him so he wouldn’t be discovered,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We invented the story that a baby possum was making all the noise,” Nilsa said, “that it was hiding under the cabin and we didn’t want to kill it.”  
 
    “The poor thing was missing Lasgol and was very worried, just as we were,” Egil said. 
 
    “Thank you, all of you, for looking after him. And for worrying about me…” 
 
    “The least we could do,” Gerd said, and gave him a friendly pat on the back. As usual he did not calculate his strength properly, and Lasgol took a whack which made him stagger a step forward. He smiled delightedly. 
 
    Lasgol overwhelmed Camu with caresses. The little creature was madly happy and whimpered without stopping. While he stroked him he remembered what Darthor had told him about the creature. It made him wonder whether he should tell his friends about that conversation. The threat he had been given was clear. He must not tell anyone, or else it would be his life. He considered whether to tell them the version he had told the Camp leaders, or the truth. He decided it would be better to tell them only the first, though a small inner voice told him he was making a mistake. 
 
    After answering endless questions from his friends, he was exhausted. He curled up in bed with Camu in his arms. And he dreamt. Unfortunately he could not manage to relax properly, and his dreams turned into nightmares where nobody was who they said they were, the people he trusted betrayed him and his enemies turned out to be friends when the moment of truth arrived. He did not rest at all. 
 
    “Nothing’s what it seems…” he murmured, and at last gave up and fell asleep. 
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    Activity at the Camp now became frenetic. The war and events in the north had created a situation of maximum alert. Dolbarar had sent the few remaining Rangers to keep watch on the secret passage, with the order to seal it if the enemy were spotted. 
 
    The soldiers who were recuperating were sent downriver to the walled city of Olstran, where the King was regrouping. Instruction had finished with the Winter Test, and now everybody was helping the war effort while they waited for the Acceptance Ceremony, although it was unclear whether it would take place, or when. 
 
    Lasgol could not clear his mind of everything that had happened to him. Was Darthor really his mother? Had his father really acted of his own accord? Could it be? These thoughts tormented him day and night, and he could not free himself of them no matter how hard he tried. He went on telling himself that it was all a lie, that they were trying to confuse him. It must be a ruse with some evil purpose he still could not fathom. But deep down, something was whispering to him that it might not be completely false… And this gnawed at his soul. 
 
    Dolbarar announced that the Acceptance Ceremony was being cancelled for all courses until further notice. This was because of the increase in hostilities. The leader of the Camp wanted everybody to focus on the danger of the war and to help in every way they could. As they had already finished their instruction, they could devote all their time to helping the army. 
 
    That evening, in the cabin, Gerd and Viggo were practicing the bear-fight. They were trying to topple one another in the middle of the cabin. Lasgol realized that they were doing it to entertain him and raise his spirits after his experience in the hands of the Wild of the Ice. They were still asking him endless questions about it, but he had not yet told them about Darthor. 
 
    Gerd was so big and strong that it was practically impossible for Viggo to defeat him, but he would not give up. 
 
    “I’ll beat you, just you wait.” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said, and dug in his feet, making Viggo’s every attempt to unbalance him useless. 
 
    “Don’t you dare let me win.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I wasn’t thinking of letting you win.” 
 
    Lasgol watched them from the other bunk, where he was playing with Camu. He was trying to teach him to count with the fingers of one hand. The creature was having a wonderful time watching Lasgol show him several fingers at once and wait for an answer. 
 
    “One finger, one shriek.” 
 
    Camu shrieked three times. 
 
    “No, no. One finger, one shriek.” 
 
    Camu jumped onto Lasgol’s chest and shrieked twice, wagging his tail happily. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and snorted despairingly. He was never going to do it. It had been Egil’s idea to try and teach the creature some basics to find out his capacity for learning, and also to gauge his level of intelligence. Lasgol was beginning to see quite clearly that Camu learned what he wanted to, and that when it came to what he wanted, he was very intelligent. He let the creature be, and came down from his bunk to see what Egil was doing. 
 
    He found him studying the jewel Lasgol had found hidden in the fireplace of the forbidden hall in the library cellar. He was examining it with a magnifying glass he had obtained from Eyra, the Master Ranger. He was analyzing it and noting down long sentences in his notebook. It was his habit to study and write down all his findings every day before going to bed. Except on those evenings when he was so tired that he fell asleep in his clothes on his bed, only to wake up the following morning with his pillow wet with saliva. 
 
    “Have you found anything interesting?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    “I’ve been studying it all this time you weren’t here. This jewel is really fascinating.” 
 
    Lasgol looked closely at it. It was round and flat, the size of a gold coin, and looked like a flat translucent diamond. It was set in a gold ring. 
 
    “I can’t make it react with anything. I’ve tried with the four primary elements, fire, water, air and earth, but there was no result. And I’ve tried with other elements like silver, iron, acid… nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe it only reacts to magic. I think that makes sense.” 
 
    “Could be. Whatever the case, I’m inclined to keep on trying to make it react. I need to find out its function. What was it made for? It’s not for decoration, I’m sure of that. It’s not a precious stone, it’s something totally different, and every day that goes by it intrigues me more. I was in Eyra’s lab, and she let me study some of her compounds.” 
 
    Lasgol was uneasy. “Did you show her the jewel?” 
 
    “Obviously not. What would be the advantage of such a course of action?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It would have been counterproductive. She’d have confiscated it. She allowed me access to several compounds, and then when she wasn’t looking I took some more to try them out. Although unsuccessfully.” 
 
    “Ah! I see.” Lasgol smiled. “You sometimes talk rather oddly.”  
 
    Egil looked at him as if he did not know what he meant by this. “The instructors don’t understand that need to experiment and learn on one’s own initiative which some of us feel. A few of us, those of us with enquiring minds.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because it’s dangerous to experiment with compounds and jewels that might be magical?” 
 
    “Very true, my dear friend. Allow me to point out that this comment is more worthy of Viggo.” 
 
    “We spend so much time together that we pick up everything. Even sarcasm.” He was watching Viggo, who was trying with all his might to unbalance Gerd without moving him an inch. 
 
    Egil smiled. “It’s natural.” 
 
    “Be careful with your studies and experiments. We don’t want a dangerous ‘accident’.” 
 
    “I’m very careful, don’t worry,” Egil said. He laid the jewel on top of the pile of books beside his trunk. This was growing higher all the time. 
 
    Lasgol gestured at it. “Soon they won’t let you into the library if you don’t return some of them.” 
 
    “My hunger for knowledge is insatiable beyond understanding.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at him, wide-eyed. “Is that a play on words?” 
 
    Egil smiled. “Well done. It is.” 
 
    At that moment there was a moan. Lasgol and Egil turned their heads to Gerd. 
 
    “No kicks in the shin!” 
 
    “Who says?” Viggo said, and gave him another kick in the other shin. 
 
    Gerd howled with pain and shoved his opponent with all his strength. Viggo was thrown against the opposite wall at the end of the cabin. He hit the wall where somebody had hung a set of deer’s antlers, which served as a hook for their cloaks. There was a loud thud, and the antlers flew. Viggo fell to the floor with a grunt of pain. The flying antlers hit poor Camu, who was trying to trap a spider in a corner. 
 
    The creature gave a sharp shriek of pain. 
 
    Lasgol was startled. “Camu!” 
 
    The creature camouflaged itself at once and vanished. 
 
    “Ouch…” Viggo said. He was unable to stand up. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to!” Gerd said in a frightened whimper, and went to help Viggo. “It was a reflex!” 
 
    Egil pointed to the floor. “Lasgol, look.” 
 
    Lasgol followed the pointing finger and saw a few tiny spots on the wood. He bent down to take a closer look. They were wet. It was blood. Dark. 
 
    “It’s blood! Camu’s hurt!” 
 
    “The antlers must have cut him,” Egil said. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Gerd moaned. “I can’t control my own strength!”  
 
    “Camu!” Lasgol called. “Show yourself.” 
 
    But the creature did not obey. They could see the spots of blood approaching the trunk and Egil’s books. 
 
    “Use your Gift,” Egil said. “We have to see how badly hurt he is.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He concentrated, called on his Gift and used his skill to communicate with animals and creatures. Camu, easy. Show yourself. 
 
    The creature did as he was told and appeared on top of Egil’s pile of books. He was curled into a ball. Lasgol ran to him. 
 
    “Are you all right, little one?” he said, and picked him up. When he did so, several drops of blood fell on to the books and the jewel. Camu started to whimper in long heartbreaking moans.  
 
    Gerd was deeply troubled at the sound. “Is he badly hurt?” 
 
    “I’m… all right… thanks…” Viggo said with his hand on his head. But nobody was paying any attention to him. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil examined Camu. He had a cut on his right foreleg, and from this was issuing dark, rather thick blood. 
 
    “It’s just a cut,” Lasgol said, sounding relieved. 
 
    “Not serious,” Egil agreed. 
 
    Lasgol was stroking Camu, who was still whimpering. “I know, it hurts. But it’s only a cut, little one, don’t worry.” 
 
    Gerd offered them a bandage. Lasgol was wrapping it around Camu’s leg when suddenly there came a golden flash. They all looked at the creature. But it had not been him. 
 
    It was the jewel! 
 
    Egil bent down to inspect it. 
 
    “It’s been activated!” 
 
    “Uh-oh!” Gerd said. He ran out of the cabin without looking back. Viggo followed him immediately, holding his ribs with one hand. 
 
    Lasgol moved away, carrying Camu. “Be careful,” he said. 
 
    Egil nodded and concentrated on watching what was happening to the jewel. It had started to glow with a golden radiance. 
 
    “It’s definitely activated.” 
 
    “How?” Lasgol asked. He had already bandaged Camu and was holding him cradled in his arm. 
 
    Egil went closer to the jewel on top of the pile of books. He did not pick it up with his hands, just in case. 
 
    “Interesting… very revealing…” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The jewel is discolored.” 
 
    “Discolored? With what? How?” 
 
    Egil pointed to Camu. 
 
    Lasgol understood. “His blood!” 
 
    “Exactly. He’s activated it. I can see where two drops have fallen on to the surface of the jewel.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Fascinating, I’d rather say. And it corroborates my theory that it was activated by some compound.” 
 
    “Mine too. Camu’s blood is magical, I’m almost certain of that.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Hmmm, that could be it too. Both theories are acceptable.”  
 
    “Don’t touch it. We don’t know what it does. It might be dangerous.” 
 
    “I think I’m beginning to understand the function of this jewel.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m watching what it’s doing.” 
 
    Lasgol came closer to look. He was deeply intrigued, and a little scared. 
 
    “I can’t see anything. It’s lying on top of your books, but it’s not doing anything except give out that golden glow.” 
 
    “Take a closer look. What book is it on top of?” 
 
    Lasgol came even closer and tried to read the title, but could not. The letters were dancing in front of his eyes. 
 
    “What the heck!” 
 
    “Fascinating, eh?” 
 
    “I don’t understand a thing.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “The book it’s on top of is the one your father had: Compendium of the History of Norghana.” 
 
    Lasgol blinked hard and tried to read the title, but was unable to. 
 
    “Are you sure? I can’t read the title, for some strange reason.” 
 
    “I’m sure. The fascinating thing is that the book is connected with the jewel. It’s changed its title. Or to be more precise, and if what I think is true, the jewel is revealing the book’s true title.” 
 
    “You mean to say… the book’s bewitched?” 
 
    “Enchanted, in order to protect it. It’s pretending to be something it isn’t. Let me see if I’m right.” 
 
    “Be very careful.” 
 
    Egil went to his trunk and came back with a pair of leather gloves, which he put on. He picked up the jewel in his right hand with great care. Nothing happened. He passed the jewel over the title of the book: Compendium of the History of Norghana. Then the letters danced, and a new title was revealed before their eyes. 
 
    “Drakonian Creatures.” 
 
    “Oh…” Lasgol said, open-mouthed. 
 
    Egil opened the book and began to read. It was the same text as before. He took the jewel and passed it over the first page, and as he did so the letters danced and the real text began to reveal itself: 
 
    “Drakonian Creatures, distant relatives of the extinct Dragons…” 
 
    “The jewel deciphers and reveals the book’s true text. It’s absolutely fascinating.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” asked a female voice from the door. 
 
    They turned and saw Ingrid’s head poking round. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Sure? If you need me I’ll come in.” 
 
    “No need. We’re fine.” 
 
    “All right, then. We’re outside. Call if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ingrid.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Egil. 
 
    “You mean to say this jewel is for reading enchanted books?” 
 
    “That’s what I think. Books whose content has been hidden.” 
 
    “And why would my father have this book?” 
 
    “That’s something we’ll have to find out. And the answer might very well be in the book itself. In its contents.” 
 
    “Are you going to study it?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “I don’t know whether we should… the more we investigate, the more dangers we come across…” 
 
    “Somebody’s taken a lot of trouble to hide what’s in this book. We need to find out why.” 
 
    “We need to?” 
 
    “Come on, Lasgol. We can’t let this discovery pass, it’s too fascinating.” 
 
    Lasgol knew he would not be able to convince Egil. Every time his friend used the word ‘fascinating’, there was no way of making him change his opinion. Once again he had an uneasy feeling. A shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    Camu gave a little shriek, as if he too had felt it. 
 
    We shouldn’t go any deeper into this business. We’re going to get into trouble. But Egil was already in bed examining the tomes with the activated jewel. Lasgol sighed and resigned himself. They would have to deal with whatever was coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ingrid, Viggo, Lasgol and Gerd were coming back from loading sacks of provisions destined for the front. On their way they met Molak and the twins Margot and Miriam. Lasgol felt terrible about their loss. He stopped to greet them.  
 
    “Hi there,” he began, not really knowing what to say. 
 
    They nodded in greeting. 
 
    “How… how are you…?” 
 
    “Fine, considering…” Molak replied. 
 
    The twins bowed their heads, looking a little embarrassed. Ingrid had told Lasgol that the twins blamed themselves for what had happened to Mark, Jaren and Tonk. Esben had assured them that they had done the right thing and congratulated them. But even so, they could not forgive themselves. 
 
    “I’m really sorry…”  
 
    “It’s not your fault, it’s not anybody’s fault, it’s the war,” Molak said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, heavy-hearted. 
 
    “Ingrid told me we owe our freedom to you.” 
 
    “I just saw the opportunity and took it…” 
 
    “Well, let me thank you for it. I didn’t think we’d come out of it so easily.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “You’d have done the same thing.” 
 
    Molak nodded. “It’s supplies today, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Viggo complained. “We’ve been breaking our backs for quite a while.”  
 
    “We’re going hunting in the eastern woods at Esben’s request. An army needs fresh meat.” 
 
    “With your marksmanship they’ll have plenty of venison,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    Molak smiled back and looked up at the stormy sky. “Let’s hope the wind doesn’t betray us.”  
 
    “Would you mind if I came along with you?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Molak looked at the twins, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Sure. A good shot like you will be very useful.” 
 
    “Great,” Ingrid said. “I’ll get my bow and quiver.” She ran off. 
 
    They said goodbye to Molak and the twins and went on toward the cabin. 
 
    “I feel so bad for them,” Gerd said. “To lose half the team like that…” 
 
    “Well, they seem to have a new member,” Viggo said crossly. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in puzzlement. “You mean Ingrid?” 
 
    “Of course. Who else would I be talking about?” 
 
    “Well… I think it’s natural… she and Molak shared a very bad experience…” 
 
    “Sure, and now they walk around everywhere holding hands like a pair of halfwits.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” Gerd asked with a mischievous smile. He had already guessed what was going on. 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me. She can do whatever she likes.” 
 
    “But you don’t even like Ingrid!” Gerd said. 
 
    “Of course I don’t like her, she’s too bossy by half!” 
 
    “Well then…” 
 
    “Well, that’s that, and there’s no more to be said!” 
 
    Gerd looked at Lasgol and made a funny face. Lasgol did the same back. There was no doubt about it, Viggo was eaten up with jealousy. 
 
    In the early evening, at the cabin, Egil explained what he had found out to Lasgol. Gerd and Viggo were listening, the former with fear, the latter still rather shocked. 
 
    “It’s fascinating. It turns out that Compendium of the History of Norghana is really Drakonian Creatures. And A Treatise on Herbology is really Shifters and their Transformations.” 
 
    “Those all make more sense,” Lasgol reasoned. “Although I still don’t understand what my father was doing with a secret book on Shifters and another one on Drakes. It’s got me wondering.” 
 
    “I’ve been studying them non-stop,” Egil went on. “They’re very complex tomes and hard to understand. They go beyond a simple compendium of knowledge. I still have a lot to understand and decipher, but I’ve managed to unveil some very interesting information about Shifters and their Gift, and also about Creatures classified as being related to Drakes. I still need to study the books much more deeply if I’m to come to a better understanding.” 
 
    “So what have you found out so far?” 
 
    “Before jumping to conclusions, allow me to explain…” 
 
    “Of course,” Lasgol replied with a smile; he knew that Egil was dying to tell him what he had found out. 
 
    “I found Shifters and their Transformations fascinating. Truly fascinating. Shifters are people with the Gift, like you, Lasgol. What’s particular in them is that the skill they develop with their Gift is that of transforming themselves into other people. The greater the Gift, the more powerful the transformation, both in resemblance and in duration. The most powerful of them can transform themselves into someone else, practically identically. Nobody can tell the difference. Not even their own family. A husband wouldn’t be able to tell them from his wife, or the other way around. Looks, voice, everything is identical. The only thing that varies is behavior. But even this is something they might be able to manage quite well, at least the most powerful ones.” 
 
    “A husband wouldn’t realize his wife was a Shifter?” Viggo asked with a malicious smile. 
 
    “Not if the Shifter is a powerful one.” 
 
    Viggo was about to make a comment, but Gerd silenced him by putting his big hand over his mouth. 
 
    Lasgol was shaking his head. “What are they? Sorcerers?” 
 
    “Not exactly… they’re something else, their own category. Shifters. They can’t cast spells, or use Blood Magic, or Curse Magic, like the Nocean Sorcerers. Or the magic of the elements, like the Rogdonian Mages. Their whole Gift is specialized in being a Shifter, and that’s why they’re so hard to detect. To everyone’s eyes, they’re identical to the person they replace.” 
 
    “They specialize. Like our Ice Mages.” 
 
    “That’s correct, and when they do, they become very powerful in that particular specialty.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “To keep up the shift, they use the inner energy the Gift has provided them with.” 
 
    “Like me, when I use my Gift and call on some skill.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But my pool of energy’s only a small one. It’s empty after using a few skills, and then I can’t invoke any other, I need to sleep to recharge it. What does a Shifter do when his pool – or her pool – is empty in order to keep up the shift? Or does he lose it and go back to his usual shape?” 
 
    Egil clapped enthusiastically. “A really good observation. The most powerful Shifters drink the blood of their victims to prolong the change and not to have to consume so much of their inner energy to maintain the shift.” 
 
    Lasgol threw his head back. “Really?” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “That sounds awesome.”  
 
    Gerd threw up his arms in contradiction. “It’s horrible.”  
 
    “They must have found some way of using the blood instead of their inner energy. That’s why when their reserves of energy are low, they drink their victim’s blood and keep up the change. Isn’t that fascinating?” 
 
    “And horrible,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yes, that too. A fascinating horror.” 
 
    “I find it ‘charming’,” Vigo said, looking amused. 
 
    “And what have you found in the other book, Drakonian Creatures?” 
 
    “That’s very interesting as well. It deals with species distantly related to the extinct Dragons. They’re mostly extinct as well. They’re smaller animals than their older cousins, but that doesn’t make them any less fascinating.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of their characteristics and skills. We’ve all heard the legends of how the Dragons arrived from the east and razed Tremia. Of how powerful they were, capable of flight, with breath of fire and ice and scales impenetrable to our weapons. Monsters of destruction which destroyed Tremia thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “But they vanished.” 
 
    “Yes, and nobody knows why. The same way they arrived out of the blue one day, they vanished. Scholars believe they became extinct, because they’ve never been heard of again. In my opinion that’s a pretty big assumption…” 
 
    “What do you think, then?” 
 
    “That they came in search of something. They didn’t find it, and they left. Or perhaps they found it and then left. Who knows? But I don’t think they became extinct.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Our Egil is full of good news,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “Dragons won’t come back again, will they?” Gerd asked. He sounded horrified. 
 
    “No, so take it easy and don’t worry,” said Lasgol, trying to calm him. But he was wondering about the same thing himself. 
 
    “As to their smaller cousins,” Egil went on, “there’s still evidence of them. Of some. And the most surprising thing is the abilities and skills they’ve developed. In the deserts of the Nocean Empire, where the sun is hotter than anywhere else in Tremia, there are some Drakes called ‘Desert Dragons’. They can absorb the heat of the sun through their scales. They’re reddish and they look like large lizards, but they have the teeth of a predator: very sharp. Their bite can easily tear off an arm or leg. In moments of danger they’re capable of generating a wave of heat that shrivels up everything around them. It’s a defense mechanism.” 
 
    “Wow, what creatures!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Yes, and they’re not extinct yet. At the opposite end of the spectrum, there are Drakes in the frozen islands to the north of our realm, which can endure temperatures so low that no animal can survive. They’re white, with bluish scales on their back, the size of a crocodile and with a similar body-shape. Their skill lies in the fact that they can freeze their prey with their icy breath.” 
 
    “Like the Ice Dragons?” 
 
    “Exactly, but much less powerful. And there are others… some that can turn whatever they bite into stone, or simply turn translucent so that they can vanish into lakes and ponds.” 
 
    “Really extraordinary,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It certainly is! I’ve really enjoyed delving deeper into all this. And there’s so much more I still don’t know. I have to keep studying.” 
 
    “I bet my dinner that your little beast is one of those weird Drakes,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Don’t call him a beast,” Gerd said. “His name’s Camu.”  
 
    “What does that matter to you, when you’re afraid to pick him up!” 
 
    “But it’s magical!” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Well… that’s the point…” 
 
    Egil interrupted them. “There’s a distinct possibility that it could be the case. All the clues point in that direction. His body-shape…” He pointed at Camu. The little creature, seeing this, thought he wanted to play. He climbed up Egil’s arm, curled his tail around it and swung upside-down, shrieking joyfully. 
 
    “Very smart?” Viggo commented. “He doesn’t seem so to me.”  
 
    “Hey!” Lasgol protested. 
 
    Egil ignored them and went on with his explanation. “But as for the skills he’s shown… I can’t come to a satisfactory conclusion. Not yet. I need more information.” 
 
    “If Lasgol’s father had the book, as you told us,” Gerd said, “that ought to be a clue, right?”  
 
    “True,” Egil admitted. 
 
    Viggo looked doubtful. “He had both books, the one about the Shifters as well. Why would he have a book on weird beasts and another on shifters? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Lasgol said, sounding downhearted. 
 
    “The fact that we can’t see the relationship doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” Egil said. “It’s a question of finding it out.” 
 
    They went on talking for some time until they fell asleep, exhausted. 
 
    Nevertheless Lasgol could not manage to sleep. What had happened with Darthor would not let him relax. Nightmares pursued him. He left the cabin to breathe the cold winter air and clear his head. Camu climbed on to his shoulder and licked his cheek. 
 
    “Thanks, little one. You’re a dear.” 
 
    And at that moment he realized that it had been Darthor who had sent the little creature. Why? What for? I can’t believe what he told me. It upsets everything I believed in before. It’s impossible. Not her. Darthor can’t be my mother. No. And despite this, something within him, like a powerful presentiment, was telling him it was the truth.  
 
    He shook his head. I can’t solve it like this. I know what I have to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     At the first light of dawn Lasgol woke his roommates and gathered them together in the cabin. He made them sit around him.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Lasgol?” Ingrid asked. “Is everything all right?” She was obviously concerned about his strange behavior. 
 
    “Isn’t it a little early for a meeting?” Nilsa said, yawning. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Viggo said. “My head’s still asleep.”  
 
    “Your head…” Ingrid started to reply, but Lasgol interrupted her. 
 
    “I need to talk to you…” 
 
    “You know you can count on us for anything, we’re the Snow Panthers,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Egil nodded. “We’re partners. More than that, we’re friends.”  
 
    “That’s exactly why… I promised there wouldn’t be any more secrets between us.” He looked at Egil. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ingrid asked. “Tell us, we’ll face it all together.”  
 
    “All right, then. This is something very important, rather dangerous, which is going to change your lives. I’m not sure I should… I have doubts, I don’t want to drag you into my problems…” 
 
    “We’re all together in this,” Egil said. “Your problems are our problems.”  
 
    “Hey!” Viggo put in. “And what about my problems?”  
 
    “Nobody cares about your problems,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Come on, Lasgol,” said Nilsa. “Tell us, it’ll be best, it really will.”  
 
    “If I do, I’m breaking a promise, and my life’ll be in danger. And if my life’s in danger, and you defend me, your lives will be in danger as well. That’s what worries me most.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about us,” Gerd assured him. 
 
    “I’ve thought about it a lot. And I’m going to do it. I’ll face the consequences. I just hope you don’t get caught up in them.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” Egil said encouragingly. 
 
    “We’re with you, and we’ll face it together,” Ingrid added. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. He let the air out of his lungs, and with it his fears. He told them everything that had happened with Darthor, without leaving out any detail. When he had finished, there was a deep silence in the cabin. They were all watching him open-mouthed, trying to work out what it all meant. 
 
    “But… it can’t be…” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. “I don’t believe a word of it! Not one word!”  
 
    “It must be a trick, for some reason,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Your father was under a spell,” Nilsa told him, “and that woman, Darthor or not, isn’t your mother. She can’t possibly be.” 
 
    Ingrid was unable to accept it. “The King can’t be what they say he is. Uthar’s a good king, noble, honorable, I can’t believe the opposite. Least of all when it comes out of the mouth of his enemy, a corrupt mage leading an army of savages and beasts.” 
 
    Lasgol listened to their opinions, trying to make sense of it in his own head. 
 
    “Well, I believe it,” Egil said. 
 
    There was a silence. They all looked at the little scholar. 
 
    “What do you mean? How?” Ingrid asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “You’ve lost your wits after reading all those twisted books,” Viggo said. 
 
    Gerd was shaking his head. “The Sorcerer’s put a spell on Lasgol and made him see the face of a woman vaguely like his mother’s instead of Darthor’s. It’s a trick. The whole story is a ruse to make us turn against the king. How could the king be our enemy?” 
 
    “Come on, Egil. How can Darthor be his mother?” Nilsa said. “There’s neither rhyme nor reason in that.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why it’s true. Because it’s so unlikely, it must be true.” 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head. “It can’t be true. I can’t believe it without incontestable proof. I won’t lift a finger against our king without solid proof.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we need to protect Lasgol,” Egil said. “He’s entrusted us with something that puts his life in danger. That’s unequivocal.” 
 
    Ingrid clenched her fist. “We’ll protect him.”  
 
    “Of course we’ll protect him,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “From whom?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Darthor,” Gerd said. 
 
    “And the King,” Egil added. 
 
    Lasgol felt so grateful that a lump came to his throat. 
 
    “Everybody agreed?” Ingrid asked. “Let me see your weapons.”  
 
    They all unsheathed their Ranger’s axes and knives and crossed them in front of their faces. Lasgol did the same. 
 
    “Do I have your word?” Egil asked. “Are we going to protect Lasgol against Darthor, or the King?”  
 
    “You have it, and so we will,” they all said, as one. 
 
    They lowered their weapons after the oath. Lasgol was deeply moved. 
 
    “You did the right thing to trust us,” Egil told him. 
 
    “No… more… secrets,” Lasgol muttered. 
 
    Egil nodded. “No more secrets.”  
 
    “Why do you think they let me go?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m wondering myself,” Egil said. “There must be a reason, and it must have something to do with our little friend.” He pointed at Camu, who was hanging upside-down from the ceiling. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “She sent it to you… it must be for some important reason.” 
 
    “But even so, I don’t get it. Why did they let me come back to the Camp if Uthar’s after me to kill me?” 
 
    “Because as long as you’re here, Uthar won’t suspect anything. Besides, if you’d stayed with them you’d be in the midst of the war and you’d be in great danger. Here you’re a long way from the front, and it’s safer. It makes complete sense. If you hide the most important thing in plain sight, nobody will ever find it.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about it; it made some kind of sense. Here he was protected and beyond the reach of the war. 
 
    “How I love this place!” Viggo protested. “Every day there’s some new bit of trouble!”  
 
    “Don’t complain so much,” Nilsa told him. “You’d be bored otherwise.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether you’ve realized that we’ve made enemies of not just one but maybe the two most powerful personalities, and the ones with the biggest armies, in the north of the continent…” 
 
    Nilsa thought for a moment. “You’re right… this place means one problem after another.” She shook her head resignedly. 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to them,” Egil said to Lasgol. 
 
    They spent the day on tasks involving supplies. In everyone’s minds was Lasgol’s account and the conflict it had generated. During dinner in the dining hall they barely spoke. Lasgol saw Astrid at the next table. She looked at him and for a moment it seemed as if she was going to speak to him. But she looked away, and this hurt him. They had not spoken since his return. 
 
    They went back to their cabin. They were getting ready for bed when the door opened suddenly. Startled, Lasgol, Viggo, Gerd and Egil spun round to see General Ulsen coming in through the door. After him came two soldiers and the Master Rangers Ivana and Haakon. They all looked at the newcomers in surprise. 
 
    General Ulsen came to stand in the middle of the cabin and took out a scroll with the royal seal. 
 
    “Who is Egil, third son of Duke Olafson?” 
 
    Egil stepped forward. “Me, sir.” 
 
    Ulsen gave him the scroll to read. 
 
    Egil opened it, and his friends tried to sneak a look at it. 
 
      
 
    By order of His Majesty King Uthar Haugen of Norghana, the sons of the Dukes and Counts of the Western League must surrender themselves immediately. They will be incarcerated as hostages of war until the time when their parents swear their loyalty to me, Uthar, King of Norghana, and join the cause in order to defeat Darthor and his forces. If the said Dukes and Counts refuse, their sons will be hanged in exactly seven days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Egil finished reading the royal order. He bowed his head. They were all left petrified. 
 
    “Egil…” muttered Lasgol. He knew they had come to arrest his friend. 
 
    Ulsen pointed at Egil. “Take him!” 
 
    The two soldiers seized Egil by the arms. 
 
    “Wait!” Lasgol cried. “You can’t take him!”  
 
    Viggo and Gerd seized the two soldiers. 
 
    “Rangers!” Ivana said in an icy voice, and they all looked at her. 
 
    “It’s a royal order. To refuse it means high treason.” 
 
    “But it’s not fair. He’s a Ranger, loyal to the king.” 
 
    “And because of that he won’t resist,” Haakon said with a glare that left no room for discussion. “And neither will you, because those are the king’s orders.”  
 
    Lasgol and his comrades exchanged a glance. They did not want to let Egil go. 
 
    “For the last time,” Ulsen said. “Are you going to give yourself up, or are we going to have to use force?” He put his hand to his sword. 
 
    “No, it won’t be necessary,” said Egil. “I give myself up. I’ll obey the order.” He looked warningly at his friends, to stop them resisting. “And so will they.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes. This is the game of politics and war.” He gave them a nod so that they would release the soldiers. 
 
    Viggo and Gerd let them go. 
 
    “Where are they taking him?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “To the dungeons, under the Command House,” Ivana said. 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Haakon said. 
 
    “Let’s be on our way,” Ulsen said. 
 
    Egil was imprisoned that same evening, and with him the other sons of dukes and counts at the Camp. 
 
    When she found out what had happened, Ingrid was so furious that three of the boys had to hold her back to stop her demolishing the door of the great house to rescue Egil. 
 
    The Panthers went to the House of Command. Each holding a candle, they began to sing the ode to the brave, to let Egil know that his friends were with him. And then something unexpected happened. The Owls arrived with their candles and joined in the song, then the Wolves, the Boars, the Foxes, the Falcons. All the teams arrived, one by one. They all sat down in front of the great house and sang. They sang with all their heart, to cheer their imprisoned comrades and to protest against that example of royal injustice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lasgol! called a female voice. 
 
    He turned and saw a girl coming at a run, her long blonde hair swinging as she ran. Her face was very pretty, bewitching.  
 
    It was Valeria 
 
    “Hi Val,” he said. 
 
    “It’s horrible, what they’ve done to Egil and the others.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” he agreed with a heavy heart. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “It’s a royal order, there’s nothing we can do. I’ve spoken with Dolbarar, I’ve begged him, but his hands are tied, it’s a direct order from the King. I know he doesn’t like it one little bit, but he won’t go against Uthar. I’ve talked to the Master Rangers too, but the result’s the same. It’s a royal order, and whether they like it or not, they have to obey.” 
 
    “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “These are times of war, there’s no justice in war. That’s what Egil told me himself.” 
 
    “Have you been able to see him?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes, we were allowed to visit him. They’re keeping them in the dungeons below the House of Command. He’s fine. He wants to appear strong, though deep down I know he’s afraid his father won’t rescue him.” 
 
    “If you know where they’re kept… we might try something else…” 
 
    Lasgol arched one eyebrow. “Something else? What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “We could free them…” 
 
    “Val! That would be high treason.” 
 
    She frowned. “And locking up innocents as hostages of war is what?” 
 
    “Even so, we can’t…. we’d be hanged.” 
 
    “If we’re found out, which needn’t be the case. I mean it, it can be done. Let’s plan it,” she said firmly. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “You’re brave and determined, I have to admit that,” he said with a faint smile. 
 
    “More like impulsive and daring,” she said with an enchanting smile. “But people also say that’s part of my charm,”  
 
    Lasgol laughed aloud. He had not laughed in a long time, and it felt good. The tension left his body and his spirits rose. The truth was that he always felt good in Val’s company; she was odd, but he liked her. 
 
    “I’m due for Quartermaster’s business,” Val said, winking at him, “but think about it. I’m with you.” She turned around and ran off. 
 
    Lasgol stayed standing there watching her in puzzlement. 
 
    The following days were full of uncertainty. The date given by the King in his ultimatum to the Western League was fast approaching, and everybody was beginning to be on edge. The situation was growing tenser every day. The teams concentrated on tasks of support for the war, which ranged from providing meat, timber, furs and supplies to the making of bows, arrows and spears for fighting, which were then sent downriver in the Ranger ships. 
 
    Even so, many faces showed their disagreement with the hostage situation. Although not everyone. Isgord and others like him, from the Second- as well as the Third- and Fourth-Years, accepted the order as a necessary evil in order to gain victory in the war, They did not care whether the hostages ended up hanged. Fights had already broken out between several teams for this reason, some being in favor of freeing the hostages, others against. Nor did it help matters that there were more Rangers from the east of the kingdom than from the west. The former were loyal followers of the King, the latter aligned with the nobles of the Western League, who although not openly against the King, supported the League above the monarch. As Egil was fond of saying: ‘Land calls more strongly than lineage’. The four Master Rangers were now patrolling the Camp to prevent confrontations. 
 
    The conversation in the dining-room that evening, surrounded by their fellow-students, was about the war and the hostages. 
 
    “Things aren’t going well,” said Viggo. “I found out while we were loading the sacks of grain and the barrels of water for his fortress that the King’s having serious problems. Without the help of the rebel Dukes it doesn’t look as though he’s going to be able to make it. Darthor’s forces are fearsome.” 
 
    “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Do you mean the hostages?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. 
 
    “I’m sure Egil’s father will reconsider,” Gerd said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Lasgol said. “He’s a difficult man. And he’s not on the King’s side, that I can assure you.” 
 
    “But he’s not on Darthor’s side either… is he?” Viggo asked, looking serious. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I wouldn’t know what to say about that.” 
 
    “He won’t let his son be hanged,” Gerd said with conviction. 
 
    “He sent Egil here in case this happened one day, so that it wouldn’t be his older brothers. Egil told me that. So he had it all thought out. Maybe even the sacrifice…” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Nilsa protested angrily. She flung out her arm and a glass of cider flew off the table. 
 
    “Easy…” Ingrid said. 
 
    “How can I be easy?” she shot back. She banged her fist on the table, but unfortunately succeeded in hitting the edge of a plate, which flew. Lasgol managed to catch it in mid-flight, but was unable to avoid the contents, which fell on to his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry… it’s all so… inhuman…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lasgol.” We all feel the same frustration.”  
 
    “If Egil’s father won’t let his arm be twisted,” Nilsa said determinedly, “we’ll have to do something.”  
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “We can’t do anything. It would be treason.” She was looking at Dolbarar’s table, where he was dining with General Ulsen and one of his officers. 
 
    “Are you going to let him be hanged?” Gerd said, taking Nilsa’s side. 
 
    “We’ll all be hanged if we get involved,” Ingrid said. “There’ll be no mercy. The army follows orders and rules blindly. Even more so in times of war. It happened to my aunt.” 
 
    “The one you insist belonged to the Invincibles of the Ice,” Viggo said, “the elite infantry of the King, even though it’s impossible because they only accept men?” Every time the subject came up, he seized the chance to attack Ingrid. 
 
    “Shut up and let her be,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Ingrid was silent, thinking for a long moment, then she made up her mind. “All right, I’ll tell you. I trust you, you’re my team, my comrades. But what I tell you must stay between us. It’s something private that only concerns my family and nobody else.” 
 
    “Of course,” Gerd said. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Viggo, and he waved his hand. “All right, it won’t leave this room. My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “I wish they were all the time,” Nilsa said, and the others laughed. 
 
    “Redhead… don’t tempt me…” 
 
    “Go ahead, Ingrid,” Lasgol said, curious to learn the story. 
 
    “The story of my aunt is a sad one, a tragedy, but one we could learn important lessons of life from. I try to learn from what happened to her and the decisions she made… My aunt was a soldier in the Snow Army. She taught me to fight, right from when I was a little girl. By the time I was four she was already teaching me to use a sword, with a wooden one she’d made for me herself.  
 
    “You started early,” Nilsa commented. “I was playing with ragdolls at that age.’”  
 
    “There was a reason. My aunt didn’t become a soldier of her own free will, or teach me how to fight when I was so young without a powerful reason.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “When she was no more than thirteen, some mercenaries passing through the village found her in the forest gathering berries with her brother. They broke his skull and he was forever handicapped… and she… she… well, you know what ruthless men do to girls and defenseless women if they get the chance…” 
 
    “That’s awful!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    Viggo put his hand to his dagger. “A man who does that to a woman deserves to have his throat cut,” he said, serious as death. He drew his finger across his throat. 
 
    Lasgol felt bad for Ingrid. “If you don’t want to tell us, you don’t need to…” 
 
    “Now I’ve started, I’ll finish. That’s the reason why she became a soldier, and that’s the reason why she taught me to fight from childhood onwards, so that the same thing wouldn’t happen to me. Those years in the army made her strong, in body and spirit. She’d never let anything like that happen to her ever again. So she trained day and night for years and became an exceptional soldier. To avoid men messing with her for being a woman – and although they’re accepted into the army in Norghana, they still have to put up with constant teasing and worse things than that – she cut her hair men’s style and hid her femininity. Because she wasn’t very attractive to begin with and she had a deep voice for a woman, it wasn’t too hard for her to pretend. Over time, and as the bloody campaigns went by, nobody remembered she was a woman, only that she was a lethal soldier, one of the best in her regiment. And that filled her with pride. She was better than the men in one of the areas they’d always reigned supreme.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’re always trying to be better than the boys?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Because she taught me there’s no difference, that anything they can do we can do as well, or even better.” 
 
    Gerd nodded. 
 
    Lasgol was growing more and more curious to learn what had become of her. “How did she join the Invincibles of the Ice?” he asked. 
 
    Viggo was about to protest, but Ingrid made a shushing gesture. 
 
    “There was a battle in which only a handful of her regiment survived. According to what my aunt told me they would all have perished, but the Invincibles of the Ice appeared at the last moment and saved them. After the battle an officer who had watched her fight and was impressed by her skill with the sword offered her the chance to join them. My aunt told me she had had to decide on the spot. The Invincibles were going to go on their way, and it was either join them or stay with the survivors of her shattered regiment. She thought about it. She knew the Invincibles didn’t accept women, and that if she were found out it would mean fatal consequences for her.” 
 
    “She didn’t accept, surely?” Gerd said. 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “But why?” Nilsa asked. “She was already the best in her regiment, she’d already proved she was as good as men, or better than them.”  
 
    “Because she wanted to prove she was as good as or better than the best of men: the Invincibles of the Ice,” Viggo said. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Exactly. She would prove she was as good as they were, and if she was found out she’d take the consequences. She would never give up. She’d find a way of being better than them.” 
 
    “And did she?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “She was with the Invincibles during three campaigns. She went on training with them day and night, improving to get to their level. She fought as one of them. Nobody ever knew she was a woman. She proved that a woman could fight with the best of men. That’s what my aunt proved. She’d send me letters at the end of every campaign and tell me about them. I was only able to see her once again, at the end of the third one. I’ll always remember her words: ‘Don’t let anybody ever tell you that you can’t do something because you’re a girl. We can do everything. Even what they can’t do themselves. Always remember that.’” 
 
    Nilsa punched the air with her fist. “And so we can!” 
 
    “Go on,” Lasgol encouraged her when Nilsa had calmed down a little. 
 
    “During the fourth campaign, an enemy arrow hit her in the chest. The wound was serious, and they took her to the surgeon. When they took off her chainmail they discovered her secret… they saw she was a woman. Her career came to an end. They put her on trial, and she was sentenced to the ‘Traitor’s Fate’ for having lied and deceived the Invincibles.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Gerd asked, “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “They abandoned her, wounded, in the snow, in enemy territory. She died. I don’t know whether it was from the wound, or the cold, or at the hands of the enemy, but she never came back.” 
 
    “That’s merciless!” Nilsa protested in outrage. 
 
    Ingrid wiped away a tear that was trickling down her cheek. “It was, but she knew the risk she ran and decided to run it all the same.”  
 
    Lasgol put his hand on her shoulder. “Thanks for telling us.” 
 
    “I just want you to understand that that’s the way the royal army deals with what it doesn’t accept,” Ingrid said finally. 
 
    They were all silent for a moment, turning this over in their minds. 
 
    “Is that why you joined the Rangers,” Viggo asked,” to show everyone what your aunt couldn’t, that a woman is as good as the best among the men?”  
 
    “Yes, because it’s true, and I’m going to prove it. I’m going to get to be First Ranger. The best among all the Rangers! There’s never been a woman First Ranger, I’ll be the first. Everybody in the realm will know about it. I’ll create a path for others who’ll follow in my footsteps.” 
 
    “And you’ll honor your aunt,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Yes, for what they did to her. And not only for her, but for all the women who’ll come after us. One day there won’t only be a woman First Ranger, there’ll be a general of the Invincibles of the Ice too. We need to break the rules, we need to create an example. Other women will follow us. One day there’ll be a queen of Norghana, who’ll rule without needing a man. We don’t need men, we can manage on our own.” 
 
    “Well said!” Nilsa cried. “I’m with you!” 
 
    “Me too,” said Gerd. “Even though I’m not a woman.” 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. But he said nothing. 
 
    “Even so,” Nilsa said, “we ought to think of something… in case things don’t come out well with Egil… in case his father leaves him to his fate.”  
 
    “I’m with Nilsa,” Gerd said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “We can’t let him be killed.” 
 
    “Count me in,” Viggo said. “That know-it-all makes me sick, but nobody’s going to hang him. Well, apart from me, I mean.” 
 
    They all looked at Ingrid, who bowed her head. “We’ll all end up hanged, but count me in.” 
 
    “That’s the way to talk!” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Now all we need is a plan,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Well, let’s get down to it,” said Lasgol. “We’ve got two days.”  
 
    And so the fated day arrived. The time given by the King had expired. At dawn General Ulsen went to the House of Command with a dozen soldiers, and Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers came out to meet them. 
 
    “I have come to carry out the King’s orders,” the General announced. 
 
    “Hasn’t there been a counter-order?” Dolbarar asked hopefully. 
 
    “No. His Majesty Uthar, King of Norghana, has sent me a message with the names of those who have been pardoned and those who are to die today.” 
 
    “May I see the order?” 
 
    “Of course.” The General handed it to Dolbarar. 
 
    A crowd gathered behind them. They had come to see what was going on. How the situation would be resolved. 
 
    “It’s the King’s handwriting. I can swear to it.” Dolbarar handed the order to the Four Master Rangers for them to read. When they had finished, it was handed back to the General. 
 
    “Bring the prisoners,” Dolbarar said. 
 
    Master Instructor Oden nodded and went to get them. Shortly afterwards he came back with the six hostages. 
 
    The General went to stand in front of them. In a solemn voice he read them their fate: 
 
    “Olaf, son of Count Bjorn… goes free.” 
 
    There were sighs of relief and cheers among the students. 
 
    “Thank goodness…” Gerd whispered. He was feeling so terrible that his face was pale. 
 
    “Bigen, son of Count Axel… goes free.” 
 
    The sighs of relief were now clear shouts on behalf of the hostages. 
 
    “Good! Good!” Nilsa muttered. “Two freed is a really good sign.” 
 
    “Jacob, son of Duke Erikson… will be executed at noon.” 
 
    Viggo clapped his hands to his head. “You certainly are a jinx, with a vengeance.”  
 
    The crowd began to boo the sentence. Shouts against the King’s decision began to be heard. 
 
    “Gonars, son of Duke Svensen… will be executed at noon.” 
 
    “Now it’s Egil’s turn,” Gerd said, trembling. “I’m going to have a stroke.”  
 
    “Let’s hope he’ll be spared,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Lasgol said, although he was not so sure. 
 
    “Egil, son of Duke Olafson… will be executed at noon.” 
 
    “No….” Egil said, and his heart sank. 
 
    “Hell!” cried Viggo. 
 
    “No! No! No!” Nilsa was screaming. Ingrid hugged her. Gerd fell to his knees, his eyes full of tears. 
 
    Two more were pardoned. 
 
    The crowd began to protest and boo the General. The soldiers went to surround him. The situation was becoming complicated. Someone threw a stone at the soldiers. The shouts were growing louder, and things were about to turn serious. 
 
    Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers went to stand in front of the soldiers, facing the students. The leader of the Camp raised his arms. In one hand he carried his staff and in the other the tome The Path of the Ranger. 
 
    “We Rangers serve the realm. The King. We obey his orders, without questioning them, because he is our King and we follow him.” 
 
    The cries and protests began to die out at his words. 
 
    “I know this royal order is not to your liking. I understand that. But we must obey it, because not to do so would mean the end of the Rangers. We cannot refuse an order of the King’s.” 
 
    “Go back to your cabins,” Esben said. 
 
    “On you go, disperse,” Haakon said. 
 
    Ivana and Eyra came to the first rows and gently persuaded them to leave. 
 
    In the cabin nobody spoke. They were all thinking of what had happened and of what it implied. 
 
    Egil was going to die. 
 
    “Ready?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Keep to the plan.” 
 
    “Oh sure,” Viggo muttered. “They always turn out so well…”  
 
    “We’ll keep to it,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You’re awesome,” Lasgol told them gratefully. He was fully conscious of the fact that what they were about to do involved an enormous risk. 
 
    “Remind me of that when we’re all hanging from the noose,” Viggo said, and winked at him. 
 
    “Get everything together,” said Ingrid. “We’re leaving now. Each one in a different direction. We speak to no-one, we stop for no-one. If it’s an Instructor, you say you’re going to do some archery practice.”  
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Ingrid went to the door, opened it and looked out. Then she checked the position of the sun. It was nearly noon. She could see nothing to prevent them. 
 
    “Go. Mission under way.” 
 
    One by one, at set intervals, they left the cabin. They were all wearing their second-year cloaks, each carrying a bow and a satchel. 
 
    The weather was deteriorating, with a storm on its way from the north-east. This was not what they would have chosen. From different directions, taking a wide detour, the five made their way to a point east of the camp: the place where the hostages were due to be hanged. They had spent time reconnoitering the spot the previous day. Viggo had got the information from the soldiers while playing dice. In addition he had won quite a lot of coin, which (knowing Viggo) did not surprise anybody. 
 
    Lasgol took up his position, to the south. He changed his cloak and put on the white winter one which would allow him to blend into the surrounding snow. He searched for a fallen tree and hid behind it. He was two hundred and fifty paces or so away. A good distance. He kept his eyes on the path from the west and the great century-old oak where the sentence was to be carried out. He checked his bow and prepared two arrows, one normal and the other ‘special’. Using all the knowledge he had acquired during the training in Expertise, he camouflaged himself with his surroundings and vanished from sight, staying as still as a stone statue covered with snow. 
 
    To the north of the oak he glimpsed a silhouette which disappeared a moment later, hidden in the snow. It was Viggo. To the east he glimpsed Gerd, and to the west, the most complicated position, since it was the one the soldiers would come from, he saw Ingrid hide behind a tree. Nilsa was waiting to the south with the escape ready. They were all in position and camouflaged. All they had to do was wait. And cross their fingers for the plan to work. 
 
    It began to snow. 
 
    The line of soldiers with the prisoners appeared in the distance. General Ulsen was riding at the head. Twelve soldiers surrounded a cart pulled by two mules carrying the prisoners: Egil, Jacob and Gonars. They reached the great oak and got the three nooses ready. Lasgol swallowed. They were going to set the cart in motion, and the prisoners would be left hanging by the neck until they died. He felt a knot in his stomach and made sure he was ready. Luckily there were no Rangers with them. They had counted on that. Dolbarar would not want any of his people witnessing this. 
 
    Very slowly, Lasgol nocked the ‘special’ arrow. Suddenly a rider arrived at a gallop. It was a soldier. 
 
    “Urgent message, sir,” he called. 
 
    Lasgol guessed it was important, and although he caught fragments of the conversation, interrupted by the wind, he did not want to risk misinterpreting it. He used his Gift and called upon his Owl Hearing skill. 
 
    “Couldn’t it wait?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s from the King.” 
 
    “Hand it over.” 
 
    Ulsen read it. He nodded. 
 
    He raised the message and read aloud. 
 
    “By royal order Gonars, son of Duke Svensen, is pardoned.” 
 
    His father must have backed down at the last moment. 
 
    “Take him down from the cart.” 
 
    The soldiers did as they were told. 
 
    Jacob stammered: “My… father…?” 
 
    Ulsen shook his head. “Sorry, son.” 
 
    The General raised his hand. 
 
    “Please, no, stop the execution,” Jacob was pleading. Egil was resigned to his fate. 
 
    I’m not going to let them kill my comrades! War or no war! 
 
    He put his hand to his mouth and imitated the hoot of an owl. Once. 
 
    Ingrid answered. Also once. It meant yes. 
 
    Viggo twice. Gerd once.  
 
    They were a majority. 
 
    Lasgol aimed, calculated the trajectory and released the arrow. An instant later it was joined by three more. They rose to the clouds, then came down under their own weight. These were special arrows. At their tips they carried a tiny glass container. The arrows fell at the soldiers’ feet just as Ulsen let his arm fall. 
 
    There came the sound of four glass phials breaking on the ground. Something gaseous rose from them and spread ten paces in every direction. 
 
    It was Summer Slumber. 
 
    “What the hell!” cried General Ulsen before he fell unconscious. 
 
    The dozen soldiers followed him to the ground. All of them fell asleep except the last one, who stumbled backwards and bumped into one of the mules pulling the cart. Frightened, the animal ran off, dragging the cart with it. 
 
    Jacob and Egil lost the support of the cart and were left hanging from the nooses around their necks. 
 
    Oh no! They’re suffocating! Without a second thought Lasgol called upon his Hawk Sight skill to see the rope clearly. He took a deep breath and called upon his True Shot skill to follow it. 
 
    Come on now, don’t fail me! I need you! Or it’s his life! Lasgol muttered to himself. He knew he had not yet mastered this skill. 
 
    The arrow flew towards the rope at the moment Ingrid reacted and began to run. 
 
    It flew in a perfectly straight line, hit the rope and cut it cleanly. 
 
    Egil fell to the ground. 
 
    Ingrid stopped at a hundred paces. She aimed, and with a smooth movement released her arrow. 
 
    It slashed through Jacob’s rope, and he fell to the ground. 
 
    A masterly shot. 
 
    Lasgol let out his breath in a snort. Thank you, Gods of the Ice, thank you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Master Instructor Oden was beside himself, cursing left and right.  
 
    “You’ve broken the rules! You knew you couldn’t interfere, that it was a royal order! You’re going to pay for this!” 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Viggo and Lasgol were standing in line inside the House of Command. Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers were watching them, looking deeply serious. 
 
    “Are you going to go on maintaining that you didn’t do anything?” Dolbarar asked, one eyebrow arched. “That it wasn’t you who freed Jacob and Egil and helped them to escape?”  
 
    “It wasn’t us,” Viggo lied, with absolute ease. 
 
    “General Ulsen is demanding the heads of whoever it was. It’s an outrage to his own person, to what he represents, to King Uthar.” 
 
    “He’s an officer of the King,” Ingrid said. “He should have foreseen something might go wrong.”  
 
    “Within Camp territory? Under my protection?”  
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “It’s a time of war, anything could happen.”  
 
    “The arrow that freed Jacob was released by an expert,” Ivana said. “We found the spot it was done from. The distance is two hundred and eighty paces, with wind and snow. An excellent shot.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged his shoulders helplessly. “Then it couldn’t have been us, we’re not that good at archery.”  
 
    “And they hid in four carefully chosen spots,” Haakon added, “without being seen.”  
 
    Nilsa was looking innocent. “Surely if it had been us, we’d have been seen. Especially me, I’m so clumsy…” 
 
    “They used Summer Slumber,” Eyra said accusingly. “I taught you how to prepare it myself.”  
 
    “We all know how to make the potion,” Ingrid said. “It could have been anybody in the third or fourth year.”  
 
    Dolbarar went up to Lasgol. “You’re very quiet, Lasgol. Are you sure it wasn’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir,” Lasgol lied, unable to look him in the eye. 
 
    “It wasn’t us,” said Viggo. “And there’s no proof.”  
 
    “You can’t accuse us without evidence,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “You think yourselves very smart,” Haakon said, “but you’re not as smart as you think.”  
 
    “The ones under sentence,” Gerd asked. “Did they manage to escape?”  
 
    Haakon nodded. “Someone smuggled them into Captain Talos’ ship inside some barrels of drinking water, which we found to be empty”  
 
    “Who’s been loading grain and barrels of drinking water these past few days?” Oden asked, although he already knew the answer. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Us, but so have the other second-year teams.”  
 
    “Very smart, but not smart enough,” Haakon said. “We caught one of the two fugitives.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a knot in Lasgol’s stomach. 
 
    The looks on his comrades’ faces showed the enormous tension they were feeling. The plan had not been totally successful after all. 
 
    “One of the two?” Nilsa asked. She looked as though she were about to explode from the tension. 
 
    “Bring him in,” Haakon called loudly. 
 
    The door opened, and two Rangers came in with the prisoner. 
 
    It was Egil! 
 
    Lasgol felt his heart was about to leap out of his mouth. 
 
    “Egil, old pal!” Gerd cried, unable to contain himself. 
 
    “Now you don’t feel quite so smart, eh?” said Haakon. 
 
    Ingrid was looking very unhappy. “How did you catch him?”  
 
    “We’re Rangers,” Ivana said. “Did you really think your little plan would work?” 
 
    “Egil…” Nilsa said, trying to hold back her tears. 
 
    “Nothing escapes the Rangers,” Esben assured them. 
 
    “Jacob did,” Viggo said angrily. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Eyra replied. 
 
    Lasgol understood. They had not fooled them. The Rangers had caught Egil and Jacob. His heart sank. 
 
    Egil was staring at the floor. He was defeated. He knew he was doomed. 
 
    Ingrid stepped forward threateningly. “You can’t execute them.” 
 
    Viggo moved to step forward too, but Dolbarar raised his hand in warning. “Control your impulses, Ingrid.” 
 
    The Captain controlled herself and went back to stand beside her fellow-apprentices. 
 
    Lasgol was desolate. Egil was going to be executed after all. 
 
    Gerd was shaking his head. There were tears in his eyes. “You can’t…” 
 
    “Egil, step forward,” Dolbarar ordered. 
 
    The two Rangers holding Egil let him go, and he obeyed the order. “Sir…” 
 
    Dolbarar brought out a scroll, opened it and read aloud: “By royal order, Egil, Son of Duke Olafson, is hereby pardoned.” 
 
    They were all left stunned. 
 
    “My father… did he give in to King Uthar?” 
 
    “Exactly. He supports the King’s cause. The message arrived today.” 
 
    “In that case…” 
 
    “Your life is pardoned,” Dolbarar said. 
 
    Nilsa flung her arms into the air. “Yes!” 
 
    “Awesome!” cried Gerd, joining in the celebration. 
 
    Even Viggo could not help smiling from ear to ear. Lasgol let out his breath in a snort of relief, and with it all his anxiety. 
 
    “And Jacob?” Egil asked. 
 
    There was a funereal silence, and Lasgol feared the worst. 
 
    Eyra spoke: “Jacob… got away…” she said, in a tone that sounded as though she was clearly lying. 
 
    Egil smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be grateful for,” said Haakon. “It’s a stain on our honor.” He did not look at all happy about the way things had gone. 
 
    Esben folded his arms over his chest. “We’ll survive the dishonor,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol understood that the Rangers had let Jacob escape and would take the blame for it. Also that they did not all agree with this. Haakon and Ivana looked unmistakably displeased. 
 
    Dolbarar sighed heavily and pointed a finger at the team. “There’s no evidence to put the blame on you, because you hid it well. You’ve been very clever. But that doesn’t mean that what you’ve done is good. The King will demand an explanation. One which I can’t give him. I’m not going to take this any further. We all know what’s happened here, and here it will stay. Don’t you ever do anything like this ever again. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol replied. With the very positive result they had obtained, he wanted the matter forgotten.  
 
    “Understand that the next time you’ll all finish up hanging from a noose and there’ll be no one to save you.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Now go away, and never mention this to anyone.” 
 
    The six friends left the Command House with serious, overwhelmed expressions. But as they drew nearer the second-year cabins, smiles began to break out on their faces. 
 
    Two weeks went by, and the situation began to grow clearer. King Uthar, with the support of the rebel Dukes of the West, managed to defeat Darthor at the walled city of Olstran in an epic battle. With the reinforcements from his forced allies, Uthar put pressure on Darthor, who was obliged to withdraw. The plan to force the rebel Dukes to join the alliance had been a success. 
 
    The news, which arrived by messenger-pigeons and crows every few days, was hopeful. The King’s forces gained three new and important victories. Darthor’s forces were beating a retreat northward. Uthar was regrouping his forces to pursue the enemy and expel them from the north. 
 
    One evening while they were talking about the news of the war, Jacob’s team appeared at the Panthers’ cabin. They said nothing, but left a note on the floor signed by the whole team. It read: ‘Thanks for having the courage we lacked.’ Then, one by one, they saluted the Panthers and left in silence with heads bowed. 
 
    Many in the Camp were aware of who had stopped the executions, and showed it; they gave slight bows, saluted the Panthers respectfully and gratefully, without making it so obvious that the soldiers would notice. But not everybody shared the same vision. The first time Isgord bumped into Egil and Lasgol he wasted no time before attacking them. 
 
    “And here we have the son of traitor number one with the son of traitor number two. There’s a saying: Ice birds of a feather… flock together…” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Lasgol in annoyance. “There’s no traitor here.”  
 
    “There was me thinking you were the biggest traitor, and now it turns out you’ve got competition.” 
 
    “Neither my father nor his father before him were traitors.” 
 
    “Oh, no? Well, he was nearly hanged… I’d have liked to see it.” 
 
    Egil sighed. “Don’t bother,” he said to Lasgol. “The insecurities he suffers from must be chronic, and that’s why he attacks everybody like that. He’s trying to compensate.” 
 
    Isgord went red with rage. “You’re going to swallow those words!” 
 
    Lasgol got in between to protect his friend and clenched his fist. Isgord did the same. Before anybody could do anything to stop them, both arms flew and the fists contacted their opponent’s noses. Both stumbled back with the pain. 
 
    “Stop!” came the voice of Master Instructor Oden. He ran towards them to separate them. “No fighting! Rangers only fight against enemies of the realm, never among themselves.” 
 
    “He started it,” Isgord said. 
 
    “I don’t care who started it! No fighting, or you’ll find yourselves running ten laps around the lake!” 
 
    Egil gestured to Lasgol to let things be, and they left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn had not yet arrived that morning when Oden roused them all with his much-loathed little bell.  
 
    “Stand in line!” he shouted. “Get a move on, stand in line!”  
 
    “What’s up?” Gerd asked fearfully. 
 
    “Something bad, that’s what’s up,” Viggo said as he jumped down from the upper bunk. 
 
    Camu shrieked in complaint, annoyed at being woken up. 
 
    Lasgol stroked his head to calm him. “You go back to sleep, little one. This has got nothing to do with you.”  
 
    “Formal dress! Everybody!” Oden shouted. 
 
    Nilsa’s head poked in through the door. “Do you know what’s going on?”  
 
    “Not a clue,” Egil said. He was finishing dressing. “But it must be something official if they want us in our fancy clothes.” 
 
    “Is it going to be the Ceremony of Acceptance?” Gerd wondered, sounding worried. 
 
    “It might be,” Egil reasoned, “but Dolbarar would have announced it. The last thing he said on that particular subject was that it was suspended because of the war.” 
 
    They went out to find Oden waiting for them impatiently. 
 
    “Don’t ask, just listen. Line up, in two lines. The Second-Years with the First- on one side, and the Third- and Fourth-years on the other. The line will stretch from the Camp entrance to the House of Command.” 
 
    They were all nervous and puzzled. What on earth was going on? 
 
    But Oden was in no mood for questions. “Are you deaf? Get down to it!” 
 
    They ran to take up their places. As they did so they noticed that Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers were waiting in front of the House of Command, wearing their dress uniform beside the Instructor Rangers. General Ulsen was there too, with his armor well polished. The Third-Years were standing in line on the other side. Molak gave him a nod, and Lasgol nodded back. 
 
    With the first rays of the sun, a section of the trees that formed part of the impenetrable wall around the Camp opened. Through it came riders. Riders who were in very bad shape, covered in mud, with faces that told of the hell they had been through. 
 
    “Light cavalry,” Gerd commented, “but where have they come from?”  
 
    “Judging by the way they look, it wasn’t a parade,” Viggo said. 
 
    The cavalry was followed by a regiment of the Invincibles of the Ice, the Norghanian Elite Infantry. They looked as bad as the cavalry, covered in dirt and blood. 
 
    “They’ve come from fighting at the front,” Ingrid said as she saw the state they were in. 
 
    After the elite infantry came a regiment of Royal Rangers in their green cloaks. They rode with their shoulders sagging. 
 
    “Look!” Gerd cried eagerly. 
 
    “The best of our own people!” Nilsa cried excitedly. 
 
    “First Ranger Gatik should be at the end,” said Egil. 
 
    He was not wrong. Gatik appeared bringing up the rear, tall and thin, in his early thirties, with his blond hair and short beard. He looked tired, and his eyes were sunk deep in their sockets. His horse was covered in mud and his cloak in dried blood. 
 
    “Going by the number and make-up, it’s clear who they are,” said Ingrid, who had a very good eye for everything military. 
 
    “It’s Uthar’s personal escort,” said Egil. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Does that mean the King’s coming?” Gerd asked in surprise. 
 
    “Of course,” said Viggo. “Unless the King’s lost his escort, which would be really funny.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Ingrid said. “Those soldiers wouldn’t leave the King for anything. Death rather than that kind of dishonor.”  
 
    “Stranger things have been seen,” Viggo said. 
 
    And before Ingrid could reply, the Royal Guard made its entrance. Their size made them unmistakable – they were almost as big as the Wild of the Ice – and the war scars on their faces. But above all by the two-headed axes they all carried at their backs confirmed it. 
 
    “Now there’s no doubt about it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Nor was she wrong. King Uthar entered the Camp on his white thoroughbred. Lasgol watched him with wary eyes. He imagined that Egil, beside him, would be doing the same after everything that had happened in the northern lands. 
 
    Uthar was even more formidable than Lasgol remembered. He was as broad as two men and half a head taller than an average Norghanian, who was quite tall to begin with. He must have been in his mid-forties. His blond hair, worn loose under a jeweled crown, fell over his shoulders. His eyes were large and blue. His face was not handsome, but hard and stern. He wore a suit of armor of impressive workmanship, with decorations in gold and silver and encrusted gems. A cloak of intense red and white fell down his back. 
 
    The six friends sank down on one knee before the king, who came forward, looking straight ahead, with regal poise. They watched him out of the corners of their eyes, overwhelmed by his tremendous presence and the royal aura that emanated from him. 
 
    As soon as the king had gone by, Ingrid gave her judgment. “If I didn’t believe it before, I believe it even less now,” she whispered to Lasgol. “Darthor deceived you.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “For once I agree with Miss Bossy-Boots.”  
 
    Doubt was gnawing at Lasgol. Seeing Uthar so impressive, surrounded by his escort of personal guards, by the Norghanian army, he had to admit that Ingrid must be right. Uthar was not the enemy; it had to be Darthor. He had been deceived. 
 
    On the King’s right, as usual, rode Sven, the Commander of the Royal Guard, protecting his lord with his life. He was not big and strong, like the king and the royal guards, but thin and not very tall. His hair was dark, as were his eyes. But he was the best swordsman in the kingdom, and nobody had ever defeated him in hand-to-hand combat or duel. 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “I agree. You were tricked.” 
 
    “Sorry, Lasgol,” Gerd said, “but I agree with them.”  
 
    His eyes were drawn to Olthar, who was riding on the King’s left. He was reminded of Muladin, the Nocean Sorcerer, not because they were alike – in fact they were exact opposites – but because they were both powerful mages. The Norghanian Mage’s hair was snow-white, long and straight. His eyes were grey, expressionless. His body was gaunt, but it radiated power, abundant power. He carried an exquisite staff, white as snow, inlaid with silver. 
 
    “Well, I stand by my hypothesis,” Egil said. “Darthor is Lasgol’s mother, and the King isn’t who he seems to be.” 
 
    “How can you say that!” Ingrid cried in disbelief. 
 
    “He’s right there in front of your nose!” Viggo said angrily. 
 
    “You’re very weird sometimes,” Nilsa told him. 
 
    Lasgol was looking at his friend, intrigued. Even he was feeling more inclined to his friends’ view than to Egil’s. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Two powerful reasons.” 
 
    “It’s not going to turn out that it’s so unlikely that it has to be true,” said Viggo, “because I’m not buying it.”  
 
    “That too, but no. I’ve been analyzing what happened to Lasgol, and there are two very significant facts which if properly interpreted might help solve this intricate mystery.” 
 
    Viggo folded his arms. “Go ahead, enlighten us with your wisdom.”  
 
    While the procession continued, Egil explained to his friends. 
 
    “The first significant fact is that Darthor himself went to see Lasgol in person. Why? He’d already captured him, and he was a prisoner. He was being watched by the Sorcerer Muladin. There was no need for Darthor, the corrupt Lord of the Ice, the most powerful man in the North of Tremia, to abandon his march on the city of Olstran, where he had Uthar besieged, in order to go back to the north to speak with Lasgol. It doesn’t make sense. Why would he do a thing like that? The war was already almost won. He was heading south with his forces. The King didn’t have the support of the rebel Dukes. And suddenly he stops and turns back in order to speak with Lasgol. Don’t get me wrong. I love Lasgol as much as you do, but he has no importance in this confrontation.” 
 
    Lasgol opened his eyes wide, then nodded. “That’s true, I really don’t matter at all…” 
 
    “Exactly. And if he’s unimportant, why would Darthor, Dark Lord of the war, with half Norghana already conquered, turn around to go and speak to him?” 
 
    Egil waited for a reply, but nobody was able to provide one. 
 
    “It doesn’t make much sense, quite honestly…” Nilsa admitted. 
 
    “Insane, powerful lords of evil don’t act logically,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    “Darthor might be many things,” said Egil, “but one thing he’s not is insane, or else he wouldn’t be leader of the People of the Ice.”  
 
    “All right then,” Ingrid asked, “what’s your theory?”  
 
    “Very simple and very difficult to believe. She came back because she needed to speak to him, to tell him the truth personally, because she knew Lasgol would never believe it otherwise. She came back because she’s his mother and she needed to see her son and tell him the truth.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Viggo was the one who broke it. He shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so,” he said 
 
    “All right, I’ll put the question the other way around. If it’s not true, then why did Darthor go to see Lasgol?” 
 
    There was another, longer, silence. The procession had finished passing through on its way to the House of Command. 
 
    Ingrid was the first to speak. “It’s very odd that he’d just go back to speak to Lasgol, that’s true enough.”  
 
    “They wanted to deceive him, for some reason,” Nilsa suggested. 
 
    “They didn’t need Darthor for that,” Lasgol said. “Muladin the Sorcerer was there already, and so was Sinjor, the leader of the People of the Ice. I was scared to death, they could have deceived me perfectly easily.” 
 
    Nobody knew what to say to that. 
 
    “And the second reason?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “The second reason is that Darthor let Lasgol come back here, to the Camp. Why would he do a thing like that? He already had him captive. The war was going in his favor at that moment. Why free Lasgol?” 
 
    “To confuse us?” Viggo suggested. 
 
    “I doubt whether confusing six ranger-apprentices would be part of Darthor’s master-plan for domination,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t make sense,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “He let him go because he wanted to keep him safe. As long as he was in the Camp, unless he did some sniffing around, Uthar wouldn’t suspect him or move a finger against him. If he stayed with Darthor he’d be running a risk, because he was going into battle, and as Lasgol wasn’t convinced, he’d be sure to try something. Leaving him with the Wild Ones was a risk too. So that out of all the options, he chose the one that posed the least risk for Lasgol. Who chooses the least risky option for someone? A loved one.” 
 
    “A mother…” said Gerd. 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “Well, I still don’t believe one little bit of it,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil smiled. “That’s why we love you so much.”  
 
    The tired royal procession arrived at the House of Command, where Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers were waiting. King Uthar, Ice Mage Olthar, Commander Sven and First Ranger Gatik dismounted in front of the great house and greeted their hosts. The King embraced Dolbarar and nodded briefly to the Four Master Rangers. 
 
    The Royal Guard formed a circle around the King. The Royal Rangers moved to stand at the sides, bows at the ready. Oden took charge of their horses. The light cavalry withdrew, but the infantry moved in front of the King in a line, like an impassable barrier against whoever might want to come close to the monarch. 
 
    Lasgol and the others who had formed the corridor of honor went over to the House of Command. Everybody was very excited about the King’s visit and anxious to hear the news he might be bringing about the war. 
 
     “Everybody come closer, please!” Dolbarar called. It looked as though he wanted to address them. 
 
    The whole Camp gathered round, curious and uncertain at the same time. 
 
    “As you have just seen,” Dolbarar began, “the King has honored us today with his presence. It is a visit we had not expected. Events have favored it. It has caught us all by surprise, but” – he added with a smile – “as Rangers, we’re always alert and at the King’s service.”  
 
    Viggo wrinkled his nose. “Does anyone fancy predicting the reason for this royal visit?” 
 
    “They don’t look too well,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “At least they’re alive,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “We’d better listen…” Gerd said, looking worried. 
 
    Dolbarar went on to give the King an official welcome: “The Rangers open the doors of their home with honor and pleasure and offer shelter and rest to the King and his escort, in full awareness of the honor he bestows on us.” 
 
     Uthar gave a slight nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “His Majesty King Uthar has important news that affects us all as Norghanians,” Dolbarar went on. “Let us all now give ear to His Majesty.”  
 
    “Uh-oh…” said Viggo. 
 
    “Don’t put a jinx on it,” Nilsa said. 
 
    Gerd was more hopeful. “It might be good news,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “Shut up, half-wit,” said Ingrid. “The King’s about to speak.”  
 
    “Bossy…” 
 
    Uthar spread his arms. “I have a very important announcement to make,” he said in his powerful voice. “We are back from the North. We have stopped here for supplies and to rest after two great and difficult battles. We are exhausted, but euphoric, because victory is ours.” 
 
    Everybody in the Camp was hanging on the King’s words as though hypnotized. 
 
    “We’ve defeated Darthor and made him flee to the Frozen Continent!” the King shouted at the top of his voice. “Victory is ours! Norghana is ours!”  
 
    The whole Camp burst out cheering. They hugged one another, carried away by excitement and this unexpected good news. 
 
    “Victory!” yelled Sven. 
 
    “For Norghana! For the King!” Gatik shouted. 
 
    “Victory! For Norghana! For the King!” everyone shouted as they jumped for joy. 
 
    Uthar went on: “Many good men have fought and fallen defending our land from the claws of Darthor, the corrupt lord of the ice. Tonight we will rest and honor our dead, that they may attain the warrior’s paradise by the side of the Ice Gods.” 
 
    Olthar raised his staff of power. “Let us honor those fallen in battle, in the defense of the realm!”  
 
    All fell to one knee and bowed their heads in honor of the fallen. A respectful silence fell over the Camp. 
 
    “Let the fallen be honored by all tonight,” Dolbarar said, and accompanied the King into the House of Command. After him came Gatik, Sven and Olthar. 
 
    Oden took charge of organizing the royal escort’s accommodation and requirements in his usual no-nonsense style. He put the First-Year teams to work on it. 
 
    “Well,” Viggo said, “I think that clears it all up,”  
 
    “Yes,” said Ingrid, “I’m with the King. You won’t make me change my mind.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gerd said to Lasgol and Egil, “but so am I.”  
 
    Lasgol looked at Egil, feeling more confused than ever. “What do you think?” 
 
    Egil thought for a moment. “He’s either a great King or a great impostor.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “In either case I’m in deep trouble.” 
 
    “Very true, my dear friend,” Egil said, looking very concerned. “We need to get to the bottom of this business… I fear your life’s in danger as long as we’re unable to ascertain which side is right.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly news!” Lasgol replied with the ghost of a smile, trying to make light of it all. But the reality was that he was deeply worried. 
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    That night not many of them managed to sleep. The amazing news filled their young minds and hearts.  
 
    The war was over! 
 
    Darthor had been defeated! 
 
    They had won! 
 
    At the King’s request, all honored those who had died for the country, and there were no celebrations. Despite this, in everybody’s hearts joy was overwhelming and they had to make a real effort to contain themselves. In everybody’s hearts except that of Lasgol, who could not sleep and was stroking Camu as he held him in his arms. 
 
    At dawn Oden gathered everyone together: First-Years, Second-, Third- and Fourth-Years, and made them assemble in line in front of the House of Command. Here Dolbarar appeared, followed by the Four Master Rangers. 
 
    “This year we suspended the Ceremony of Acceptance because of the war. But His Majesty King Uthar has asked me, as he is stopping here on his journey, and considering the fact that the enemy has been expelled from our lands, that we should celebrate it. Therefore I hereby declare the inauguration of the Ceremony of Acceptance!” 
 
    With this announcement the door to the House of Command opened and Uthar came out in his shining armor, followed by Commander Sven and the Ice Mage Olthar. Meanwhile Gatik, the First Ranger, was placing his men in silence, to secure the perimeter. As soon as the King set foot outside the house the Royal Guard surrounded him. 
 
    “It will be an honor to be present at the Ceremony of Acceptance for one more year,” Uthar said with a broad smile. 
 
    Dolbarar bowed to the King. “In that case, let us start with the Initiates.” He pointed to where the First-Year Rangers were standing. He gave them a reassuring smile, even though many of them could barely hold back their nerves. It had caught them totally by surprise. 
 
    “Very well then, carry on,” Uthar said. “A little joy and festivity will cheer us up after such unpleasant experiences.” 
 
    “Last year may have been odd,” Dolbarar commented, “but this year has turned out to be even stranger for the young people in my charge.”  
 
    “I regret the fact that this little war of ours has interfered with the instruction of my Rangers.” 
 
    “Your Majesty… that’s not what I meant to say… I swear…” 
 
    Uthar laughed heartily. “I know, but I couldn’t resist it,” he said good-humoredly, and went on laughing. 
 
    Dolbarar smiled. “I’m glad to see you in such good mood this morning.” 
 
    “It’s not snowing much,” the King roared, “the enemy has left the continent and I’ve rested like a hibernating bear after a very long, long time…. I’m euphoric!” 
 
    Dolbarar bowed to him. “It pleases us and fills our hearts with joy to see you so happy, my liege.” 
 
    “Proceed with the ceremony!” Uthar said with a wave. 
 
    “As with every year,” Dolbarar announced, “this ceremony is where it will be decided who will pass on to the next year and who, unfortunately, will be expelled. I have conferred with the Master Rangers to assess the merits of each one of you. We have evaluated them and come to a definite conclusion. 
 
    “Master Rangers: the First-Year list, please,” he added. 
 
    Eyra, Ivana, Esben and Haakon nodded and bowed slightly. Eyra walked solemnly across to Dolbarar and handed him a scroll bearing the names of those who had passed, those who were to be expelled, and those who had been awarded a Leaf of Merit. 
 
    Dolbarar now explained in detail. “In order to draw up the list of those who are to remain with us and those who must leave, we’ve considered everybody’s achievements in the year’s tests, as well as the skills shown day by day. I’ll read your names in order, then you can come up and receive a badge. You already know this, but I’ll say it again: if the badge is wooden, you will continue with us. If the badge is made of copper, you have not passed and will have to leave.” 
 
    Lasgol watched eagerly. He was not feeling nervous, as it was not the turn of the Second-Years yet, but on the other hand he was a little restless. He could not put his finger on the reason. Then he heard a name and knew why. 
 
    “Valeria, come up for your badge.” 
 
    He watched as the blonde Initiate went up and received her badge. She showed it to her team: it was wooden. 
 
    Well done, Val, he thought. He was surprised to be so happy for her. 
 
    It was not only Val who had managed to pass; her team also received a Leaf of Merit. Knowing Val, he was not in the least surprised. 
 
    The process continued. Mostly there were scenes of joy, but (as was the case every year) there were some of sadness and despair… from those who had not succeeded. 
 
    “And now it is the turn of the Apprentices,” Dolbarar said, to give the Second-Years’ time to get ready. 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach began to churn. Egil was sucking his thumb, Nilsa, unable to stay still, could not stop walking in circles around the group. Gerd was so pale he looked as if he had seen a ghost. Viggo’s brow was furrowed and there was hatred in his eyes. Ingrid, her arms crossed, was looking confidently at Dolbarar. 
 
    “Master Rangers, please hand me the Second-Year list.” 
 
    Ivana went solemnly up to Dolbarar and handed him the eagerly-awaited results. 
 
    He studied the list carefully, as though giving it a final check before reading out the names. He began, and Isgord was the first to go up: as was usual in him, with the confidence of a hero. And he passed, even though he was no hero. He showed the wooden badge to everyone, proudly and exultantly. The members of his team followed; they had all passed. There was no surprise there. It was not so with all the teams. In each team there was one who had not made it, as if the Master Rangers had chosen the weakest ones and were pulling them out like weeds that would hinder the growth of the rest. They left the Camp amid tears and disappointment. 
 
    Then came the turn of the Snow Panthers. The order they were called in was the same as the previous year. Ingrid went up first, as Captain. She was given a wooden badge. A triumphant smile appeared on her face. She raised it high and showed it to her team. 
 
    This raised the spirits of the others. Next came Nilsa. She was very nervous and tripped when she went up for her badge, but managed to keep her balance and not fall on Dolbarar. She looked at her badge with disbelief in her eyes: it was wooden! 
 
    Next to be called up was Gerd. The big boy looked as if he were about to throw up. He received his badge; it was copper. He bowed his head, his shoulders sagged and he walked back with moist eyes. 
 
    Lasgol felt sorry and completely powerless. 
 
    Viggo was next. He stepped up as if he were about to fight somebody. On his face was rage, almost hatred. Dolbarar handed him the badge and his expression changed completely to one of total disbelief. He waited for a moment in case Dolbarar had made a mistake, but when he saw there was no mistake, he had to go back to his place in utter confusion. 
 
    It too was wood! 
 
    After Viggo came Egil’s turn. He already knew what was going to happen, and he accepted it resignedly. He was not mistaken; it was copper. He gave a deep sigh and went back to join the others, who hugged him in an attempt to console him. 
 
    At last Lasgol’s turn came. He went up with his stomach lurching, far more nervous than he had expected and heartbroken at what had happened to his friends. He had hopes of passing, but after what had happened to Gerd and Egil, he was not so sure. Dolbarar gave him the badge. He looked at it. 
 
    It was wooden! 
 
    Joy overwhelmed him, and he ran back to his comrades. 
 
    Dolbarar went on with the ceremony. One by one, all the teams passed. There was one which Lasgol was particularly interested in: the Owls. Astrid passed, as Lasgol had not doubted for a moment that she would. When she had taken her wooden badge she walked past Lasgol and they exchanged a glance. He could not tell whether it was a friendly one or not. 
 
    When all the teams had passed, Dolbarar summoned the Captains. 
 
    Ingrid, Astrid, Isgord, Luca and the other Captains took their places in front of Dolbarar. 
 
    “The rule says that you have the chance to save someone in your teams if you have received a Leaf of Prestige for winning one of the two tests this year.” 
 
    There was a moment of doubt and expectation. 
 
    “The Eagles receive a leaf of Prestige for winning the Summer test.” 
 
    “Yay!” Isgord exclaimed exultantly. 
 
    Lasgol was already counting on this, so that he was not surprised. It hurt him to have been so close to winning and not to have made it at the end. 
 
    “The Winter test was different this year,” Dolbarar went on. “Much harder than we had initially expected. Two teams have been exceptional, and they will each receive a leaf of Prestige.” 
 
    There was silence while everybody awaited the Camp leader’s words. 
 
    “The Panthers and the Owls, for exemplary behavior beyond the call of duty.” 
 
    Dolbarar’s words gave Lasgol a bitter-sweet feeling. They could save one of their friends, but the other would be expelled. He looked at Egil, who shook his head. He was telling him not to save him, to save Gerd instead. Lasgol knew Egil would not allow his arm to be twisted, and his heart broke at the realization that he was going to lose his partner. 
 
    Ingrid nodded questioningly at Egil, who repeated his refusal. Gerd, his shoulders sagging, was not even paying any attention to what was going on. Egil pointed to the big boy, and Ingrid nodded in acceptance. 
 
    “Panthers… Owls… your choice,” Dolbarar encouraged them. 
 
    “We save Gerd,” Ingrid said, pointing at him. The big boy was so scared he did not even look up. 
 
    “In that case, Egil will be expelled,” Dolbarar said. 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach gave a lurch. 
 
    “Don’t worry it’s only fair,” Egil said, trying to lighten the mood at this difficult moment. 
 
    “One moment, sir” Astrid said suddenly. 
 
    “Yes, Captain of the Owls?” 
 
    “I have a request, sir. Could we use our Leaf of Prestige to save the one who’s been expelled from the Panthers?” 
 
    Dolbarar looked at Astrid, then at the Panthers. “It’s not a normal request, but there is precedent. Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “The Panthers lost the Summer test because of us, the Owls. It would be fair.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged a look of amazement. 
 
    Dolbarar’s gesture encompassed the remainder of the Owls. “I could grant it, but it must be a unanimous decision.”               
 
    Astrid nodded. She turned to confer with her team in a circle. After a moment she spoke again. 
 
    “It’s unanimous. We’ve had nobody expelled, and so we offer the Leaf of Prestige to the Snow Panthers team.” 
 
    “In that case, with two Leaves of Prestige the Panthers will have nobody expelled.” 
 
    The Panthers burst into cheers and leaps of joy and threw their arms round one another. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid with deep gratitude. The brunette smiled and nodded at him. 
 
    Dolbarar went on with the ceremony. It was now the turn of the Third-Years. Molak and the twins passed, and took not only a Leaf of Prestige but also the personal gratitude of the king and the acknowledgement of the heroic work of their fallen comrades. It was a solemn moment. 
 
    The Fourth-Years had also suffered casualties at the front while they had been helping the troops. King Uthar asked that none of them should be expelled that year. He needed Rangers to replace those he had lost in the war. 
 
    Dolbarar honored the King’s request, and they all passed. 
 
    Finally the Leader of the Camp ended the ceremony with the words he always addressed to them: 
 
    “You are the future. The survival of the Crown and the realm depend on you. Always remember: With loyalty and courage the Royal Ranger will look after the realm and defend the Crown from enemies both internal and external, serving their country with honor and in secrecy.” 
 
    The Rangers repeated in unison: With loyalty and courage the Royal ranger will look after the realm and defend the Crown from enemies both internal and external, serving their country with honor and in secrecy.” 
 
    After the ceremony they all went back to their cabins, talking eagerly about what had happened. Most were exultant, a few devastated by their expulsion. The Panthers were euphoric at having managed to pass the second year without being expelled. 
 
    And to top that magnificent day, the graduation banquet was waiting for them. It was a very special feast, not only because it was full of delicious dishes and sweets, but because tradition ruled that at this special banquet the Instructors had to serve the students. Viggo was rubbing his hands in anticipation, and Gerd’s stomach was roaring like a lion. 
 
    “It’s going to be awesome!” Nilsa said. 
 
    They all began to get ready. 
 
    Suddenly they heard two dull knocks on the door. 
 
    “Uh- oh…” Viggo muttered. 
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    Egil opened it and found Gatik, the First Ranger, accompanied by several of his Royal Rangers.  
 
    “Is anything the matter?” asked Viggo, who was already wary. 
 
    Gatik stayed outside. “I’ve come for Apprentice Lasgol.”  
 
    Lasgol stiffened. He was holding Camu. He handed him over unobtrusively to Egil so that he could look after him. The creature had become quite fond of Egil over the past year and did not mind staying with him. 
 
    “Does Dolbarar want him?” Viggo asked, although he already knew it was not likely, as in that case they would be speaking to Oden. 
 
    “No. This is a royal request.” 
 
    Lasgol came to the door. “First Ranger,” he said, with the trace of a bow. 
 
    “Apprentice Lasgol, the King requests your presence in the House of Command.” 
 
    Lasgol went cold. What could Uthar want with him? It could not be for any good reason. That was certain. 
 
    He took a deep breath and tried to banish the fear from his body, without success. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, trying to sound as calm as he could. Before he went out he gave Egil an uneasy glance. 
 
    As he followed Gatik he had an ominous feeling. Perhaps it was to do with Egil. The King must have demanded an explanation. Or maybe it was about Darthor. No, there was no way the King could know anything about that, because he himself had not told anyone except his friends. But if the King was really the enemy Darthor said he was, it was possible that he might know more than could be imagined. 
 
    They went into the House of Command, and Lasgol found all the senior figures waiting for him. On one side, sitting at a table, were Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers. On the other side of the common area, sitting in armchairs beside the fire, were the King, Olthar and Sven. 
 
    “Apprentice Lasgol,” Gatik announced, and left him in the middle of the hall. 
 
    Lasgol stood erect, with his hands behind him. He felt all eyes being turned on him. Dolbarar broke the silence. He rose and walked across to him with a friendly smile. He must be trying to make me feel at ease, ready for what’s coming, he thought. 
 
    “Welcome, Lasgol. I’ve been briefing the King about the most important events here at the Camp.” 
 
    Sven nodded. “You’ve all done a great job giving support to our troops.”  
 
    Olthar shook his head. “That’s true, but we weren’t at all happy about what happened about the son of Duke Erikson.”  
 
    Lasgol swallowed. So that was what it was about… he would have to deny everything. 
 
    “But that’s not why I made you come,” said Uthar. He got to his feet and walked over to Lasgol with his imposing size and presence. 
 
    Lasgol bowed his head before the King. 
 
    “How are you, young Ranger?” 
 
    “Fine… Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you in one piece. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that I owe you my life, A King doesn’t forget. You’ll always have my gratitude for that. Did you claim your father Dakon’s titles and lands?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Did you have any trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing that couldn’t be sorted out.” 
 
    Uthar smiled. “I like young Lasgol. He has guts and decision. Not to mention having the reflexes of a cat.” 
 
    “He’s one of our best Apprentices,” Dolbarar assured him. 
 
    “Dolbarar has told me what happened to you in the north, during the rescue mission… what happened to you is extremely interesting…” 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. It was not because of the Duke’s son that he had been summoned, it was for that. He was beginning to feel that he was in deep trouble. He tried to keep calm. 
 
    “I want to hear what happened from your own mouth,” Uthar went on. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    Lasgol sighed. As calmly as he could, he told the same story he had told Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers for a second time. But he omitted the part that had to do with Darthor. He did it deliberately. He could either omit it or tell the whole truth, but at that moment he was not sure what was best. Something inside him, a voice, perhaps his mother’s, was suggesting to him that it was best not to reveal everything. Besides, he had already told everybody that he had not seen Darthor, so that he could not very well change his version of the facts now. 
 
    He finished telling his story. Doubts assailed him at the sight of the King and everyone else there; he felt as if he were betraying them. He found it difficult to believe that Uthar, whom he was standing in front of, with that presence of his, was not the good king everybody believed he was. Everyone except Lasgol’s parents. I should tell the truth, I know, but I can’t. Not until I’m sure which is the real truth. A bitter taste rising up his throat made him realize that his silence would have consequences. 
 
    “The Wild of the Ice don’t often free anybody,” Uthar went on, “and Sinjor never. How is it that they let you go?” 
 
    “I really don’t know. It was Muladin who let me go.” 
 
    “Darthor’s Sorcerer,” Olthar said. 
 
    Uthar’s blue eyes were fixed on Lasgol’s. “And you didn’t see Darthor?” he asked. His tone was accusing. 
 
    Lasgol shivered, but held fast. “No… I didn’t see him.” 
 
    “Are you sure you only saw the giant Sinjor and the sorcerer Muladin?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he lied. 
 
    “I’m asking because the three of them managed to escape to the Frozen Continent. I need to understand how they did it.” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir…” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to get anything out of him,” Olthar said. “And even if he were to talk, he might be possessed by Darthor, or under the influence of one of Muladin’s spells.” 
 
    “That would explain why he doesn’t remember Darthor, if he actually saw him,” said Sven. 
 
    “And why he was freed,” said Gatik. 
 
    Both moved to the King’s side. “Move away from him, your Majesty,” said Sven. 
 
    “Are you afraid he’ll attack me?” Uthar asked in puzzlement. 
 
     “Your Majesty,” Olthar put in, “remember that Darthor has already taken possession of a Ranger. He might be controlling Lasgol at this very moment. Or he might be under a spell. In either case he’s a danger and a risk.” He pointed at Lasgol with his staff of power. 
 
    Uthar was thoughtful. “True. We don’t know what they did to him up there. I can’t have a murderer or a spy with me, even if it’s against his will.” 
 
    Lasgol opened his mouth to protest. This sounded bad. 
 
    “There’s one way to be sure,” Dolbarar said. 
 
    “How?” Olthar wanted to know 
 
    “The Healer, Edwina.”  
 
    “True. Ask her to come,” said the King. 
 
    Lasgol took advantage of the breathing-space to try and think. If the king was asking about that, it could only be for one of two reasons: one, that he really was the king everyone thought he was, and was worried that he, Lasgol, might have been bewitched. Two, that was not the case and the king was manipulating everybody. In this case he would have to tread very carefully, as this was a very dangerous game. Uthar would be trying to guess whether he knew more than he had said. I don’t know which of the two it is… so I’ll play my cards as best I can. I’ll hold firm and try to find out what’s going on. 
 
    Edwina came without delay, and the situation was briefly explained to her. 
 
    “I see,” she said. 
 
    “First,” Olthar said, “we need to see whether he has Darthor’s mark.”  
 
    “Lasgol,” Edwina asked him, “please take off your clothes and lie down on the table.”  
 
    Lasgol went red as a tomato, but did as he was told without protest. The Healer inspected him, with Eyra helping her. They could not find any mark at all on his skin. 
 
    “He’s clean of marks,” Edwina said. 
 
    “What about spells?” Uthar asked. 
 
    Edwina placed her hands on Lasgol’s chest, and her healing energy began to penetrate his body. For a long while the Healer searched for any form of external energy in his body, but found none. She withdrew her hands at last,  
 
    “I can’t find any trace of magic. He’s clean.” 
 
    Lasgol hastened to put his clothes back on. 
 
    “Is everybody satisfied?” Dolbarar asked. 
 
    Olthar nodded, as did Sven and Gatik. Finally the king said: “He’s clean.” 
 
    “May he leave now?” Dolbarar asked. 
 
    Uthar looked intensely at Lasgol, as if trying to read his soul. 
 
    “Yes, he may leave.” 
 
    Lasgol left the House of Command, and when he stepped outside he realized he was shaking like a leaf from the experience. But he had come out of it unscathed. At the same time he was now more convinced than before that the king was a good regent and that he himself had been deceived, just as his friends had told him. This feeling made him deeply uncomfortable about not having told the whole truth. 
 
    The following morning, Oden was organizing the farewell corridor to say goodbye to the king. He was placing the teams one after the other in two long lines, stretching from the southern exit to the House of Command. 
 
    The Panthers were placed near the exit, to the south. They lined up: Nilsa, Gerd, Egil, Lasgol, Ingrid and Viggo. Ingrid was not happy about this because she would have to put up with Viggo’s comments during the whole procession. She tried to change places, but Oden ordered her to stay put. 
 
    And so the parade began. Just as they had done when they had arrived, the King’s forces marched out while the Rangers stood stoically in line singing an ode to the brave. 
 
    King Uthar stopped his horse in front of Lasgol. 
 
    “No hard feelings,” the King said, and offered him his gloved hand. “I had to make sure.” 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled. 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said apologetically, completely taken by surprise. “I couldn’t…” 
 
    He put out his hand, and the King shook it. He squeezed it hard, as was the custom among the Norghanians. 
 
    “My liege, you shouldn’t stop, for reasons of security,” Sven urged him. 
 
    Uthar turned to look at the Commander. “I know, I know.” 
 
    At that moment something happened. 
 
    Something truly amazing. 
 
    Camu appeared on Egil’s shoulder. He stiffened and pointed his tail at the King, then gave a little shriek, which was muffled by the singing of the Rangers, and emitted a golden flash. 
 
    The King released Lasgol’s hand and went on. He did not see Camu, because he was looking at Sven. 
 
    Suddenly Uthar’s face quivered, as if it were a distorted image, as if someone were to look at himself in the waters of a lake and a wave were to distort the image. Lasgol’s eyes widened. For a single moment, no longer than the blink of an eye, Uthar’s face changed. Instead of that hard face with its snow-white skin and sea-blue eyes under the blond hair, there appeared a completely different face. One with skin as dark as a moonless night and intense green eyes set in a shaven head. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe what his eyes were seeing. Beside him Egil uttered a word that left him in no doubt. 
 
    “Fascinating!” 
 
    Uthar’s face quivered again, the image of his face distorted once again and the original face reappeared: pale, blond and blue-eyed. 
 
    The King spurred his horse and rode on, unaware of what had just happened. 
 
     “Tell me you saw what I just saw,” Lasgol said to Egil. 
 
    Egil nodded. “He’s a Shifter. There’s no doubt about it now.”  
 
    Lasgol let out his breath with a gasp. Then he realized that Camu was still stoically pointing at the King from Egil’s shoulder. 
 
    He was about to be found out! 
 
    He used his Gift. Camu, hide. Now!  
 
    Camu did as he was told. Luckily Gerd was beside Egil, and his massive body was blocking any view of the creature and half of Egil. Even so, Lasgol looked in every direction in case anyone had seen him. Everybody was too busy watching the royal procession and listening to the singing to notice. What Lasgol failed to realize was that on the other side, a pair of cold blue eyes had seen the whole thing. They were Isgord’s eyes. A malevolent smile appeared on his face. 
 
    Lasgol turned to Ingrid, who was beside him. 
 
    “Ingrid, you must have seen it. Tell me you saw the king’s face change.” 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head. 
 
    “Don’t deny it, you were looking at his face, just as I was. You must have seen it.” 
 
    Ingrid was still shaking her head. But she was denying it to herself, not to Lasgol, because she simply could not believe what she had just seen. Everything she had believed in was crumbling before her eyes, and that was why she was shaking her head. She was refusing to accept it. 
 
    “See what?” Viggo asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Didn’t you see the king’s face?” 
 
    “I have nicer things to look at than Uthar’s face.” 
 
    Lasgol gave a despairing snort. 
 
    Egil asked Gerd, who was beside him, and Nilsa, but neither of them had noticed. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. This time he was not wrong, this time he was right. The King was a Shifter. His mother’s words came to his mind: Uthar isn’t who he appears to be. 
 
    The last of the royal procession passed through, and the Camp gates closed after it. Oden ordered them to break ranks and return to their duties. The Panthers went back to their cabin. Lasgol sat down on his bunk and did not speak for some time. He turned it all over in his mind a thousand times, looking for every possible explanation and every possible angle. 
 
    When he spoke, only Egil was left in the cabin. He was playing with Camu. 
 
    “Now everything makes sense,” Lasgol said, nodding. “Now I know why my father had those two books.” He pointed at them where they lay on top of Egil’s trunk. “The King’s a Shifter, and Camu can detect him.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the connection we couldn’t find between the two books. Fascinating. Truly fascinating.” 
 
    “It also confirms that what Darthor told me about Uthar is true.” 
 
    “And therefore we must assume that he was also telling the truth about your parentage.” 
 
    “I think so. Darthor is my mother. Now I believe it, however strange it seems to me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. The more I think about it, the more sense it makes. It explains why my father made the attempt on the King’s life. He knew he was a Shifter, and when he saw he wasn’t going to fall into the trap he and my mother had set for him at the gorge, he decided to kill him in order to unmask him right there and then.” 
 
    “It was a good plan. If he had killed him, the Shifter would have regained his natural shape. Sven, Olthar and the others would have seen the deceit.” 
 
    “Unfortunately he didn’t succeed.” 
 
    “It was a daring plan, but a very risky one.” 
 
    “And it didn’t work out… At least now I know why he did it. There’ll be no more doubts or nightmares at night.” 
 
    “I’ll be able to sleep better too,” Egil said, jokingly, “because you won’t be moving all the time and waking me up.”  
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It also explains why they didn’t kill me when I was captured. And there’s something else… something inside me told me she was my mother. I don’t know how to explain it – maybe it was her face, maybe it was her words, or the tone of voice she used with me – but it’s what I’ve been feeling.” 
 
    “That means we’ve been supporting the wrong side.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “The side which ended up winning the war…” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “What a reversal!” Egil cried excitedly. “I wouldn’t have imagined it in a thousand years.” 
 
    “Uthar has manipulated us all like puppets.” 
 
    “The Shifter, you mean,” Egil said. “That’s not the real Uthar.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That being, the Shifter, is passing himself off as Uthar, but it’s not him.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s true. D’you think the real Uthar is still alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I fear that he isn’t. Why take the risk when you’ve fooled everybody?” 
 
    Lasgol snorted. “Do you think he’ll have realized we’ve found him out?” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’d say not. He didn’t give me that impression. It was just for a moment, and he couldn’t have seen himself.” 
 
    “Then we’re safe for the moment.” 
 
    “You’ll be safe as long as you’re in the Camp,” Egil said. “If he finds out you know the truth, he’ll kill you. He can’t take the risk, particularly knowing who you are.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “What every good Ranger does: watch and wait for the right moment to act. The King has won. We can’t change that now. Darthor has fled to the Frozen Continent. We’ve finished the Second-Year and managed to graduate… We’ll let events follow their course and stay on the alert, waiting for an opportunity.” 
 
    “An opportunity for what?” 
 
    “To uncover the Shifter.” 
 
    “That’s if he doesn’t kill us first…” 
 
    “That’s correct, my dear friend.” 
 
    “Well then, we’re going to have a very interesting third year.” 
 
    Egil smiled from ear to ear. “Aren’t they all?” 
 
    “Better not to think about it.” 
 
    “True. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “Let’s go and have dinner with the others before Gerd eats everything.” 
 
    The two friends gave Camu a pat and made their way to the dining hall to enjoy their last dinner before the winter break. 
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