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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Promise me you’ll behave,” Lasgol said.  
 
    Camu gazed back at him with his large eyes and everlasting smile and tilted his head to one side. 
 
    Always good, came his mental message. 
 
    “Sure! And I’m a prince in a fairy-tale.”  
 
    Camu began to flex his four legs and wag his tail as he did whenever he was happy. What with everything that had happened during the last season Lasgol had barely had time to pay attention to his friend, and now that he looked at him more closely, he saw that the little creature had grown much bigger. 
 
    “So when did you grow so much?” he asked, seeing the village of Skad visible behind Camu’s head. 
 
    Camu stopped dancing and looked back at him. He tilted his head to the left and blinked hard. After plenty of experience of his little companion, Lasgol knew that this gesture meant he had not understood. He would have to use his Gift. He sought his inner energy and found it in his chest, where it formed a pool of serene blue water. He called upon the skill of Animal Communication, searched for Camu’s mind and found it in the form of a golden aura. 
 
    You’ve grown a lot, he transmitted. Since when?  
 
    He used his skill so often now that the process was practically instantaneous, almost as easy as using actual words. 
 
    Camu inspected his own body with interest. His legs and tail were now longer, and his body much thicker. 
 
    Not know.  
 
    You’re as big as a dog now. It’s going to be hard to hide you. You’ll have to stay camouflaged most of the time, invisible. 
 
    Camu looked at Lasgol, then back at himself. 
 
    Play, dog. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, No, that’s exactly what you can’t do. Hide whenever there are people around. Always. 
 
    Me play, fun. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. Sometimes it was like talking to a wall. Only with us, if nobody can see you. With other people, no. 
 
    Egil, us? 
 
    Yes. Egil’s one of us, you can play with him. 
 
    Camu looked around, first at the forest, then at the snow-covered fields. 
 
    Where Egil? Play. 
 
    Egil isn’t here, he’s gone to see his brother Arnold. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Lasgol looked at the little creature. Not only had he grown in size, he was also far more capable of communicating and reasoning now. He was increasingly asking more and more questions and was no longer content with because I say so; now he wanted complete answers. He remembered that this was the fifth year since he had come into being, and his progress was beginning to be noticeable, like that of a child who is beginning to understand more and more. Which meant he would become more curious, which in turn would invariably get him into more trouble. Lasgol sighed, and a puff of winter vapor came out of his mouth. He was beginning to feel cold even though it was already noon; Camu of course did not feel the cold. 
 
    Because that’s what families do, they visit each other, the same way I’ve come to Skad, to see Martha and Ulf. 
 
    Family? 
 
    Lasgol considered the answer for a moment. They were not related by blood, but he loved them as though they were. After all, he had no-one left. The thought, and the memory of his parents, saddened him. 
 
    Yes, good people. 
 
    Camu began to dance on the spot, flexing his legs as if expressing joy because he had a family. 
 
    Lasgol contemplated at the village with its snow-covered roofs, the smoke coming out of its chimneys, the fields around him completely white with the snowfall of the previous night and the mountains in the background. He felt a sudden nostalgia. 
 
    Trotter, play? 
 
    Lasgol turned in time to see Camu beside Trotter, whom he had left tethered to a roadside tree. 
 
    “How did you get there so fast? No, you can’t play with him, you know you scare him, and even more so now you’re bigger.” 
 
    Camu tilted his head to the right. He did not look very convinced. 
 
    Trotter snorted and moved away from him as far as the reins which held him tied to the tree would allow. 
 
    Camu! Let him be! 
 
    The little creature gave a little resigned shriek and went back to Lasgol. 
 
    Good Camu, he said, and stroked his crested head. Camu licked his hand with his blue tongue. 
 
    The two friends walked together along the road which led to the village, with Trotter following them. As they approached the entrance to the village Lasgol sent a mental message to Camu: Hide! Luckily he obeyed. Two western soldiers on watch duty came out from under a porch where they had been sheltering from the cold and the snow, which was falling heavily once again. 
 
    “Halt! Who goes there?” called the older of the two. 
 
    “A Westerner,” Lasgol replied warily.  
 
    He was wearing a dark cloak and his Ranger weapons and medallion were hidden. Rangers were not welcome in the West; they served the new king Thoran. The war had not ended with the Battle of Norghania. The three sides had retreated, the Hosts of the Ice to the Frozen Continent, the Western forces to their own domains and the King’s forces to the capital. No armistice had been announced, so that they were still at war. Lasgol had already had problems crossing the border into the West on his way from the capital. It was strongly guarded. Luckily one of the things that was taught best in Ranger training was how to pass unnoticed, especially in open ground. Lasgol had slipped through by taking advantage of night and the forests. He would need to do it again when he went back, but that did not worry him. Now he was a Ranger and knew how to cope in the lands of the kingdom, even though it might be divided and at war. 
 
    “Really? Well, as true as my name is Ulers, you stink of bloody Eastern spy,” said the other soldier He was considerably younger and apparently much worse-tempered. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I’m from this village.” 
 
    “If that’s so, you must know the Chief. What’s his name?”  
 
    “I know him well. His name’s Gondar Vollan.” 
 
    “Don’t trust him, Oltes,” said the other guard. “The East’s sending spies to reconnoiter. That’s what Count Malason’s messenger said this morning.” 
 
    Oltes looked at Lasgol distrustfully with half-closed eyes. “And what’s the name of his assistant?”  
 
    “Limus Wolff. He’s the one who really runs the whole village, he’s very intelligent.” 
 
    “All right,” said Oltes. 
 
    “Can I go in, then?” 
 
    “My partner will escort you to the Chief’s house, just in case …” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    “Leave the pony tethered here. And you’d better not do anything foolish. Ulers is young and gets nervous easily. He’ll put a spear in you at the slightest mistake.” 
 
    Lasgol raised his hands. “There’ll be no need.” 
 
    Ulers pushed him roughly with his spear and they set off. Lasgol tried to start a conversation to ease the atmosphere, but he got a jab from the tip of the spear in his back in warning. Tempers were tense. He was not surprised after the battle in the capital, and made no further attempt to be sociable. Ulers went with him, or rather pushed him with his spear, the whole way to the Chief’s house. The villagers who recognized Lasgol stopped on their way but said nothing, intrigued by his presence there. Lasgol was grateful that nobody stepped in; the soldier behind him might have reacted badly if they had told him his charge was a Ranger. 
 
    They arrived at the Chief’s House in the village square. “Knock,” the soldier snapped, and prodded him again with the tip of his spear. Lasgol knocked. 
 
    Limus opened the door. “Lasgol! What a surprise!” 
 
    “You know him?” Ulers asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course I do.” He turned to the soldier with a look of reproof. “Lower that spear, he’s a lord of this village.” 
 
    “Oh …” said Ulers, suddenly embarrassed. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “My lord,” Limus said with an elaborate bow. “It’s an honor to welcome you to the village.” 
 
    Lasgol returned the bow. “It’s an honor to be back.”  
 
    Limus dismissed Ulers with a wave. He appeared to be disappointed at the soldier’s behavior. 
 
    A group of twenty or so villagers was watching the scene. The butcher and the smith had come out into the arcades to see what was going on. Skad was a small village, and any strange event attracted the attention of its inhabitants. 
 
    “Come in, sir,” Limus said. Lasgol, who was keen to escape the scrutiny of the villagers, thanked him and followed him inside. As he did so, a voice called out: “What’s going on? Any trouble?” 
 
    Lasgol recognized the voice. It was that of Chief Gondar. 
 
    “No, Chief, rest easy, it’s Lasgol. He’s come to see us.” 
 
    “Lasgol Eklund?” 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” 
 
    “Bring him in so I can say hello.” 
 
     Lasgol realized that the Chief’s voice was coming from the back room, which surprised him. It was noon, so that the Chief should have been in the public hall. 
 
    When the assistant took him in to see the Chief, Lasgol was unpleasantly surprised to see Gondar lying in his bed with a dramatic bandage around his torso. He was badly hurt. 
 
    “Chief! What happened?”  
 
    “War’s what’s happened,” Gondar said. 
 
    “The Chief took part in the assault on the capital with Count Malason’s men,” Limus explained. 
 
    “Is it serious?” asked Lasgol, who was already fearing the worst. 
 
    “No, no, not very. I’ll get better. I just need to rest a little and let the wound heal.” 
 
    Limus was shaking his head. “It’s serious, he nearly died.” 
 
    “One of the Invincibles of the Ice?” Lasgol asked. He guessed that to have wounded someone as big and strong as the Chief, it must have been one of those elite soldiers of the king. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have done this to me! It was a bloody giant with blue skin!” 
 
    “During the betrayal?” 
 
    “Yes, inside the fortress. We were fighting together against Uthar’s forces when a strange, high-pitched horn rang out, and suddenly they turned against us. He missed splitting me in two by a sheer miracle.” 
 
    “Because he defended himself honorably,” Limus put in. 
 
    “I did what I could in the circumstances. Those giants are massively strong. I dodged a couple of attacks, but finally he got me. I defended myself with sword and shield, but he simply crushed the shield with that huge axe of blue ice and broke my sword in two. What I couldn’t manage to block buried itself me. Luckily it was the right shoulder and not a vital part.” 
 
    “The important thing is that you survived,” Lasgol said to him. “And that you get better.” 
 
    “The Count’s surgeon treated him in the battlefield.” 
 
    Lasgol remembered all the horror he had lived through in the battle and his heart contracted, as if it were being crushed by an iron claw. 
 
    “It’s a pity we don’t have a Healer of the Temple of Tirsar nearby. She’d help you to heal much more quickly.” 
 
    Gondar grimaced. “Those Healers use magic, don’t they?” 
 
    “That’s right, they use magic to heal wounds.” 
 
    “Then I’d rather there weren’t any of them anywhere near. Magic only brings trouble. You’d better stay away from it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He knew it was useless to try and change the Chief’s false perception. Most Norghanians were very superstitious and hated everything magical. 
 
    “Anyway, the village healer comes every day to check his bandages,” Limus said. 
 
    “By next season I’ll be as good as new.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge of the village in your absence?” Lasgol asked. “The soldiers?”  
 
    Gondar and Limus exchanged an amused glance, then looked at Lasgol. 
 
    “No … not him?” 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “But he’s retired.” 
 
    “When I left to go to battle I made him Chief in my absence. There was nobody else. The others were children and old people.” 
 
    “And now with the Chief wounded … he’s still acting as deputy?” 
 
    “Until I’m better.” 
 
    “But he uses a crutch …” 
 
    They both shrugged. 
 
    “You know what he’s like … there’s no way to make him change his mind.” 
 
    “But there are soldiers.” 
 
    “They only deal with matters to do with the war.” 
 
    “They don’t help us with the bandits,” Limus said. “Or settling disputes and all the other things we have to do.”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “If you want,” Gondar said, “you can try and change his mind.”  
 
    The entrance door opened. 
 
    “He’s like a stubborn mule,” Limus said. 
 
    “Who’s stubborn as a mule?” a voice thundered. 
 
    “Uh-oh …” Limus muttered. 
 
    There came the thump of a crutch from the common area, and a huge figure appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Lasgol! By all the snowy mountains! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Hello there, Ulf!” Lasgol replied with a broad smile. His sad heart filled with delight at the sight of his old master. He was the same: huge, one-eyed, lame, ugly and shaggy: a Norghanian bear, a force of nature. 
 
    “Give me a hug, laddie!” 
 
    Lasgol flung his arms around him. 
 
    “You call that a hug? Stronger! Like a true Norghanian!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and hugged him harder. 
 
    “The Rangers teach you to be stealthy, to move in the shadows and to use a bow, but they definitely don’t teach you to be strong.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I swear to you, I’ve had physical training, enough for a whole village.” 
 
    Ulf gave his deep laugh, and they all smiled. “What are you doing here?” he asked Lasgol, releasing him from his bear-hug. 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of days off before I go back to the Camp for the tests for the elite specialties and I thought I’d come by to see how you were, because if I’m accepted I won’t be coming back for another year.” 
 
    “But are you a Ranger now?” 
 
    “I am, Ulf,” Lasgol said proudly, and showed him the medallion. 
 
    “I never had the slightest doubt of it,” Ulf said with a huge guffaw. 
 
    “What do you mean, you never had any doubt? You’re always telling me I’m not like a true Norghanian.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because you’re on the skinny side and not very tall … you’ve got to admit it, Gondar and I are twice as broad as you and a head and a bit taller …” 
 
    Lasgol had to recognize the truth of this.  
 
    “But you have the heart of a white bear,” Ulf went on, and gave him a loud slap on the back. For a moment he nearly stumbled, but with an enormous effort he managed to keep his balance. 
 
    “And that’s what counts,” Gondar said, “the heart, not the muscles.”  
 
    “Having a good head can be an advantage too,” Limus added ironically. 
 
    “Lasgol has a lot of both,” Ulf summed up. “That’s why he’s become a Ranger.”  
 
    Limus indicated the medallion hanging around Lasgol’s neck. “May I see it?” 
 
    When Lasgol had handed it to him, Limus looked at it carefully. “I’d heard of them, but I’d never seen one. Thanks.” He handed it back. “The roaring bear: is that the Skill of Wildlife?” 
 
    “That’s right. I see you know something about the Rangers.” 
 
    “Very little. There’s a lot of secrecy, but I’d like to know more.” 
 
    “We’re not allowed to tell our secrets …” 
 
    “Otherwise they wouldn’t be secrets,” Limus smiled. 
 
    “Congratulations, Lasgol,” Gondar said. “I know that becoming a Ranger is no easy task. Many fail.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I was sure you’d make it, Ulf said, swelling with pride. “After all, you were my assistant.”  
 
    “I wasn’t so sure,” Lasgol admitted. 
 
    “So you’re just passing through for a couple of days?” Ulf asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have to go back.” 
 
    “Perfect. You’re just in time to help me with a small matter. Then you can go and become whatever kind of specialist you want.” 
 
    Lasgol raised an eyebrow distrustfully. “Small matter?” 
 
    “Nothing really. You’ll see.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Gondar, who shook his head in warning. 
 
    “All right, I’ll give you a hand.” 
 
    “Good. Get your weapons. All of them.” 
 
    “But you said it was really nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it needs weapons, lots of them.” 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his forehead and gave a snort. 
 
    “It’ll be really fun. You just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you mind if we stopped off at my house first, Ulf? I’d like to see Martha.”  
 
    “Of course. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    They retrieved Trotter and headed to the Eklund Estate. Lasgol was going through the gate of his house when a strong feeling of longing and loss came over him, so that he had to stop. Trotter stopped behind him. 
 
    “Are you all right, boy?”  
 
    “Yes … it’s seeing my home … the memories …” His eyes moistened, and he was unable to go on. 
 
    Ulf put an arm around his shoulder. “Take it easy, it’s natural. You’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He tried to get rid of this enormous feeling, but could not manage to. A wave of pain and love swept over him, and he did not know how to control it. A tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    The door of the house opened and Martha came out. 
 
    “Lasgol! My lord! How wonderful!” She hastened to welcome them and put her arms tightly around Lasgol. At the same time, carried away by all the emotions he was feeling, he started to weep. 
 
    “Master … Lasgol, are you all right?” she asked him in concern. 
 
    “Yes, Martha … don’t worry, it’s nothing … and don’t ‘master’ me … I’m Lasgol … less formality.” 
 
    “Of course, ma— … Lasgol.” 
 
    Ulf tried to make light of it. “He’s overwhelmed by the sight of home, that’s all.” 
 
    “And of you both …” Lasgol added, wiping away the tears with his sleeve. 
 
    Martha was overcome in turn. “Ohhh …” 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Ulf said, “or else we’ll all get emotional, and that’s not a good thing for me without my medicine.”  
 
    They left Trotter in the stable behind the house after making sure he was comfortable and well fed. Lasgol left the front door open a moment longer. 
 
    Ulf noticed this. “Did you bring the creature?” 
 
    Lasgol closed the door. “Yes, but he’s not mine. I only take care of him.” 
 
    You can show yourself. These are friends, he told Camu. 
 
    The little creature became visible on the table. 
 
    “How big he’s grown!” Martha said. 
 
    “I remembered him as much smaller,” said Ulf. He was looking at Camu warily. 
 
    Camu gave a questioning shriek, and Lasgol bowed in the direction of the housekeeper. “This is Martha.” 
 
    Camu gave out a short shriek by way of greeting. 
 
    “He likes to know the names of friends now. Don’t ask me why, he started not long ago.” 
 
    “How curious,” Martha said with a smile. She bowed to Camu in greeting. 
 
    “This is Ulf,” Lasgol said, indicating the soldier. 
 
    Camu gave another questioning shriek. 
 
    “Yes, he’s a friend, even though he looks like an ugly, aggressive mountain bear.” 
 
    Camu looked at him, his head on one side, blinking. He did not look very convinced. 
 
    “It seems I frighten him,” Ulf said with a smile. “That’s good.”  
 
    “You’d frighten an Ogre of the Snow,” Martha pointed out. 
 
    He guffawed. “That I’d like to see.” 
 
    “Can I stroke him?” Martha asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Yes, of course, he’ll love that.” 
 
    She came closer and stroked the crest that ran down his back and tail. “He’s a dear.” 
 
    Camu started to flex his legs happily. 
 
    “Stroke his head, he loves that.” 
 
    “Hello pretty one, what are you?” Martha said as she stroked his head. Camu was delighted. 
 
    “We don’t exactly know what he is, but he’s a magical creature from the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “I don’t like this magic stuff at all,” muttered Ulf. 
 
    “I guessed as much. You and nearly all Norghanians.” 
 
    “Your knapsack, Lasgol,” Martha said, holding out her hand. Lasgol gave it to her. 
 
    “I’ll take it up to your room and get it ready,” she said happily. “I wasn’t expecting you, but I always have it almost ready just in case one day you appear without warning, like today. It won’t take me long.”  
 
    “Thank you, Martha.” 
 
    “The least I can do. It’s my duty. I’m so happy to see you.” She gave him a broad smile and went upstairs. 
 
    Lasgol and Ulf took off their winter cloaks and left them on the hooks by the door. Lasgol looked at the room, the common area with the table, the low fireplace, the bearskin rug, and felt at peace, comforted to be back in his own home. 
 
    Ulf winked his good eye at Lasgol. “I’m going to the kitchen. I know where she hides the good medicine.”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head. There were things that never changed, and that made him feel better. He went over to the fire and shook it up with the poker. 
 
    “D’you want a mug?” Ulf called from the kitchen. 
 
    “No, you know Rangers don’t drink. We need a clear mind and a body in good condition.” 
 
    “Humbug!” was Ulf’s reply as he came back to the fireside. “I’m glad to see you in one piece,” he added, and slapped him on the back. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’m glad to see you too.”  
 
    “Sit down at the table and I’ll get you something to eat,” Martha said as she came down the stairs. 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” Ulf said. “Nothing like a good meal for building up one’s strength.” 
 
    “Ulf, that wouldn’t be wine in your mug?” 
 
    “This? Nooooo, it’s water! You know I always drink water.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you drink water in my life!” 
 
    “It’s not good for me. Wine and beer, on the other hand, are just the opposite.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Well, stay out of my kitchen.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and winked at Lasgol again. He was not going to do anything of the sort. 
 
    They sat down at the table. Camu climbed onto it and after several attempts Lasgol managed to make him sit on a chair and not move. Martha prepared a feast for them in the blink of an eye. Her speed and efficiency when she did the housework left Lasgol in awe. He himself found it a real trial, and it took him about three times as long. He remembered very well from the days when he had been Ulf’s servant. 
 
    “Are you going to stay long?” Martha asked hopefully. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, “No, I can’t. I’ve got to go back to the Camp.” 
 
    “But I thought you’d graduated now. You’ve been there four years. Or has something bad happened?” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s nothing bad. Don’t worry, Martha. Look.” He showed her the Ranger Medallion. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you. But if you’ve graduated, why do you have to go back?” 
 
    “I’m going to try for the specialization tests. Well, if the Elder Rangers decide I’m worthy.” 
 
    “Of course you are!” roared Ulf. 
 
    Lasgol was not so sure. “They only choose a handful of Ranger graduates, the ones they think really have the potential to join an elite specialization.” 
 
    “What are the specialization tests?” Martha wanted to know, as she served a roast which smelt so delicious that Lasgol’s stomach rumbled. “They’re tests of Skills among the selected candidates. According to how well or badly I do, they’ll either consider me for a specialization or not.” 
 
    “So it’s like when they choose officers in the King’s army.” 
 
    “Similar. They choose a handful for each test, and only one or two pass.” 
 
    “You’ll do really well, you just wait and see.”  
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “And how long will you be away?” 
 
    “At least another year.” 
 
    “At the Camp?” 
 
    “No, at the Shelter. It’s another place where the elite Rangers are trained. I still don’t know where it is or what it’s like.” 
 
    “Camp, Shelter, secrets,” grumbled Ulf. “Those Rangers have never convinced me, and they still don’t. In the army everything’s a lot clearer: barracks, fortress and following your officers’ orders.”  
 
    “I thought you were proud of me.” 
 
    “And so I am, because you managed to graduate. But I don’t like the Rangers and all their business.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re not going to argue about it,” Martha put in. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “No, we’re not going to argue. He loves the Infantry and I love the Rangers. There’s nothing to argue about.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, and eat. You must be hungry from the journey.” 
 
    “I’m starving,” said Ulf. 
 
    “You’re always hungry. Your belly gets bigger day by day.” 
 
    “It’s because of the crutch.” 
 
    “Of course, nothing to do with everything that goes down your throat and that medicine of yours.” 
 
    He smiled. “No, no, it’s nothing to do with that.” He went on to devour the roast like a hungry bear, even though he had had a full breakfast at the inn. 
 
    Martha rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Do you have some fruit or vegetables for Camu?” Lasgol asked her. 
 
    “Of course.” She turned to Camu. “The best for the little one.” 
 
    The little one was happy to see that Martha was speaking to him. Friend, he said to Lasgol. 
 
    Yes, friend. Good. 
 
    Camu began to flex his legs on the chair. 
 
    They enjoyed both the delicious dishes and the company. Lasgol enjoyed himself thoroughly. During dessert, while they savored an exquisite cheesecake, Martha sat down with them to talk. 
 
    “Tell me everything that’s happened this past year when I haven’t seen you.”  
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. Remembering some of the moments would bring him pain, but it was Martha, and he would do it for her. He gave her a brief account of what had happened at the Camp and during training, as they were forbidden to reveal it in any detail. Then he told her about the missions and the war in more detail, and finally about the siege of the capital and the assault on the wall. 
 
    “If only they’d let me take part! I’d have taught them how a true Norghanian soldier fights!” 
 
    “How could you have climbed the wall?” Martha asked. 
 
    “Well … the wall … they’d open some way in afterwards!” 
 
    “We needed you here,” Martha said. “Staying was the right thing to do. Enough people have died already. Look at the state poor Chief Gondar’s in. Many families have lost a son or a father, if not both. Be glad you didn’t go.”  
 
    “I’m a soldier! A Norghanian! I live for battle!” 
 
    “And you’ll die like a fool, through the mouth, like a fish.” 
 
    “Me? … fish?” muttered Ulf, who had not fully understood her. It took him a moment to realize. 
 
    “Go on, Lasgol, please.” 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath and told her what had happened in the Throne Hall, and Martha’s expression turned to one of fear, pain and suffering. Ulf became very serious. It was obvious that they had not known what had happened there. Thoran would not have made it public; it would hardly have suited him to have it known that Darthor was a woman, and even worse, a Norghanian. He needed to make it appear that she was a powerful enemy they had killed while defending the realm from the Host of the Ice he had brought with him. 
 
    “Mayra … No … it can’t be.” 
 
    “Dead? Are you sure?” Ulf asked. 
 
    “We didn’t know … I … I can’t believe it. She was here in this same room, only four seasons ago.” 
 
    “Gondar told me that Darthor had fallen,” Ulf said, “but that the body hadn’t been found. There are all kinds of rumors going round, from the one that says he’s come back to life because he’s a very powerful Necromancer to the one that says he’s an immortal sorcerer, and all sorts of other nonsense.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Mayra is dead. She died in my arms.” As he remembered he felt an intense sting in his chest, as if a sword of blue ice were being plunged into his heart, transfixing him. 
 
    Martha went over to him, her eyes moist, and hugged him. “I’m so sorry, Lasgol. From the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Martha,” he replied and hugged her back. He was grateful for her gesture. Nothing could heal his pain and loss, but the hug comforted him and he was able to shed a few tears with her. 
 
    When Camu saw Lasgol crying and Martha hugging him, he went over to Lasgol and licked his hand with his blue tongue. 
 
    Ulf bowed his head in respect. “My sincere condolences.” 
 
    For a long moment Lasgol was unable to speak. He had known that telling Martha and Ulf would be painful and difficult, but he had not imagined that it would hurt so much. The fact that he was in his father’s home and knew the whole truth was affecting him even more: the sacrifice that both had made to bring down Uthar, to try and bring peace to Norghana. He thought how sad it was that not only had they failed to do that, but equally, his unmasking of Uthar had failed to bring peace to the realm. He did not follow that thought through, because he would not have been able to stop weeping. 
 
    “Was she killed by treachery?” Ulf asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Do you want us to go after the culprit and make him pay?” 
 
    “No … thanks, Ulf …” He knew the old man meant it seriously, and that he would go to the end of the world with him to see justice done. 
 
    “You know me, I mean it. I don’t care who they are and wherever they might be.” 
 
    “I know where … they’re the leaders of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. I don’t want to go after them.” 
 
    “I don’t care whether they’re giants the size of mountains. If we’ve got to go to the Frozen Continent for them, you can count on me.” 
 
    Martha looked at Lasgol. There was concern in her gaze. 
 
    “I’m deeply grateful, Ulf, honestly, and you don’t know how much it means to me to hear you say this, but no, I don’t want revenge. It would only bring more pain, and it wouldn’t accomplish anything.” 
 
    “Justice,” said Ulf. 
 
    “This world we live in is unfair. You taught me that. We have to go on despite the injustice, despite the suffering.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ulf said. He took a long draught of wine as if he were trying to take away the bad taste in his throat. 
 
    “I think we need more medicine,” Martha said. She brought another bottle and two more mugs, then poured out for all three of them. Ulf had already downed his. 
 
    She raised her mug. “Let’s drink a toast.” 
 
    Both men stood and held out their arms, with their mugs in front. 
 
    “To Mayra, an incomparable woman of unequaled courage and strength. A fighter, honest, determined, mother, wife, friend, loyal to her principles. To Mayra!” 
 
    “To Mayra!” cried Lasgol and Ulf. 
 
    They sat down again around the table, even Camu, who seemed to like being there sitting with them as though he were one of the group. 
 
    “It’s terrible news,” Martha said, raising her hands to her breast. “I’ll miss her. I was so happy to have seen her again after such a long time … I feel an emptiness and a great pain now that she’s gone.”  
 
    “Me too,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “It must have been devastating for you, to see her die, in your arms … I’m so sorry. Whatever you need, anything, all you must do is ask, whatever it might be. I’m here if you need me.” 
 
    “The same here,” Ulf agreed. 
 
    “Thank you … both of you, from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “I think we need to cheer up a little,” Ulf said. He stood up. “It’s time for a bit of action.” He winked at Lasgol. “Come on. Get your weapons.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where are we going, Ulf?”   
 
    “Not very far, to the south of the village.” 
 
    They were following the road that led away from Skad. The retired soldier had not wanted to ride, so they had left Trotter in his stable. Camu went with them, bouncing and playing amid the snow on the roadside fields. 
 
    “Can I ask what we’re going to do?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Although he had already guessed the answer, Lasgol had asked the question in case a miracle had occurred and Ulf had changed and they were going on some humanitarian action: rebuilding a hospital or a granary, say, or helping some peasant to find a missing cow. 
 
    “To fight?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    They walked on for some time. The evening was beginning to fade, and soon darkness would be on them. Lasgol appreciated the opportunity to stretch his legs, and Camu was delighted. What was surprising was Ulf’s ability to walk with his crutch. He seemed to walk like any two-legged person, did not lag behind and kept up a good pace. This always intrigued Lasgol, and as far as he could see Ulf was still fit, very fit. Probably because of all the work he had to do while standing in for Chief Gondar. 
 
    “Don’t know whether you’ve realized, but that magical lizard of yours behaves like a dog. I’m sure if I throw him a stick he’ll go and fetch it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Ulf pointed uphill with his crutch. “Behind the hill, and we’ll be there.” 
 
    “But … there’s nothing there … except the old guard tower …” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. The tower’s abandoned and half-ruined.” 
 
    “Not anymore. A certain Gunarson lives there now with three other people. And they’ve fixed it, or at least propped it up.” 
 
    “Gunarson? Doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
    “He’s not from around here. I think he’s a mercenary, with three of his men.” 
 
    “So what are they doing in the tower?” 
 
    “Taking shelter. But they’re attacking the southern farms and taking everything the farmers have got.” 
 
    “Ah, now I see.” 
 
    “Gondar’s wounded, and his men died in the battle for the capital, so there’s only me left.” 
 
    “Have you tried talking to them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I almost got killed.” 
 
    “Are they as good as that with weapons?” 
 
    “One of them is.” 
 
    They reached the end of the ledge, and Lasgol saw the tower. It was square and quite tall, eighteen feet or so high. At the top was a platform with a view of the whole south of the region. He remembered having played there as a little boy. It had already been in poor condition, with parts of it fallen with the passage of time and lack of maintenance. Count Malason’s grandfather had had it built to warn of enemies from the south. Then a fort had been built even further to the south, and the tower had fallen into disuse until it was abandoned. 
 
    “See the lights?”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. There were three of them, clearly visible now that night had fallen: one low down on the structure, one in the middle and the last at the top on the lookout tower. 
 
    “Let me guess: the watchman at the top is very good with a bow.” 
 
    “Exactly. I can’t get close.” 
 
    “Why don’t the soldiers in the village do something about it?” 
 
    “Because they only deal with soldiers’ business. They don’t want to get their hands dirty with work for the village Chief. It’s beneath them. Besides, they know they’re in the tower and they can’t see how to attack it. They’re not very brave, if you ask me …” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re a bunch of cowardly idiots, and meanwhile the famers suffer. Luckily they haven’t killed anybody, but they’ve wounded several. It’s a matter of time before something serious happens.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?”  
 
    “We go and catch them.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed out loud. “A brilliant plan.” 
 
    “Well, there’s two of us and there are four of them. Piece of cake. Besides, now we’ve got a good archer, just like them.” 
 
    “You’re a real military strategist,” said Lasgol. He was trying not to laugh, without success. 
 
    “So what plan do we follow, smartass?” Ulf growled. 
 
    “Don’t get angry. It’s just that you can’t go through life charging like a mad bull.” 
 
    “Who says? It’s worked very well for me.” 
 
    Lasgol looked him up and down. He was missing one leg and one eye and had more scars than a whole regiment put together. Oh yes, it had worked wonderfully. 
 
    “For this assault it’d be better if we used some form of strategy.”  
 
    “The kind the Rangers teach you, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that kind. It’ll be less risky.” 
 
    “Risk has never deterred me.” 
 
    “I know, Ulf, but two arrows in the chest would.” 
 
    “Well … maybe that would … Bloody bows! He can come down and fight man to man, and then he’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s not thinking of doing that. He has a position of advantage, and he’s going to keep it.” 
 
    “More Ranger theories?” 
 
    “Yes, and what’s more, accurate ones.” 
 
    “Very well then. We’ll follow your plan.” 
 
    Lasgol crouched and took a good look at the lie of the land around him. The tower was five hundred paces away; they were out of the archer’s reach. But if they went closer, to three hundred paces, and were spotted, the archer might hit them: if he was good and had a compound bow like Lasgol’s. 
 
    He thought of a plan, searched in his Ranger’s belt for the equipment he needed and got down to work. Ulf, sitting on the ground, watched him in silence. Camu went on playing calmly as far as he was concerned there was no danger. 
 
    When he was ready Lasgol signaled to Ulf and helped him up. 
 
    “Ready to attack?”  
 
    “Yes, but you’ll have to follow my orders.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “See that boulder on one side of the road?” Ulf nodded. “Hide there and wait for my signal.” 
 
    “What’ll the signal be?” 
 
    “I’ll hoot like a barn owl.” 
 
    “What if it’s a real barn owl?” 
 
    “I’ll hoot three times.” 
 
    “Huh, okay then.” 
 
    “Great. Go over there, and don’t let them see you.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu and used his Gift: Stay put. I’ll be back soon. 
 
    Play? 
 
    Yes, you can play until I come back. 
 
    Camu gave a little shriek of joy and climbed up a tree like a squirrel. His legs stuck to everything. It was spectacular. 
 
    Lasgol went over the arrows he had prepared. Three different varieties. Special ones. To attack a guarded tower in the middle of the night was not the most brilliant of ideas. But this was Ulf’s idea … and many of his ideas were not … he let go of the thought and concentrated. He put on his Ranger cloak inside-out; it was the perfect snowy-white for the occasion. The field to the east of the tower was completely covered in snow. He went deeper into the forest and very carefully approached the nearest point to the tower. 
 
    Behind a tree that looked out on to the eastern field, he calculated that it was about four hundred paces to the tower. He put on hood and scarf and studied the direction of the wind, the sounds of the night, the lights of the watchers in the tower and his own area of vision. He got down slowly on to the ground, then even more slowly began to slither like a white snake over the snow. He recalled what they had learnt in the training for Skill of Skill Itself and moved very slowly, with barely a sound, like an assassin of the snow stalking his prey. 
 
    He went on until he was within three hundred paces of the tower. Very slowly he raised his eyes to the ruined battlements, where the best archer had taken up his position. He could see him in the light: seated, half-hidden by a still-standing remnant of the battlements. He did not seem to have noticed his stalker’s presence. With extreme care, with imperceptible movements, Lasgol nocked his first arrow. He did so without raising himself from the ground; he could release, but he risked being seen. 
 
    He waited patiently for the guard to look west. When he finally did, with lightning speed he got up on one knee, aimed for an instant and released. The arrow followed an arc in the archer’s direction. Before it reached its target Lasgol was flat on the ground once again, nocking his second arrow. 
 
    The guard turned an instant before the arrow reached him and saw it bury itself between his feet. He smiled: they had failed. He was about to reach for his own bow when he noticed that some kind of gas was coming out of the arrowhead. Before he could puzzle out what was going on, he felt an irresistible drowsiness and fell unconscious. His colleagues downstairs did not realize he had fallen. 
 
    Lasgol checked to see that his arrow with its Summer Slumber tip had worked. Now he could move. Very carefully, he came within a hundred and fifty paces and took up a position to the north to get a better view through the window half-way up the tower wall. Two of the brigands were playing dice on a wooden barrel, where he could also see an oil lamp and a bucket. The trajectory for the shot would be complicated, but he could manage it. Crouched on one knee, he nocked the arrow and aimed. He had loaded the Air Arrow with two charges instead of one, which made the tip heavier, so that he would need to compensate for the extra weight. The trajectory would be shorter and the arc much more pronounced. 
 
    One of the men moved. Lasgol waited with his arrow nocked, still as a statue, knee-deep in the snow. He waited until the brigand sat down with his partner once again and resumed the game. He breathed in the cold night air, calculated, concentrated and released. The arrow went in through the window and its head broke against the bucket. There followed a small explosion, like thunder, and two bolts of electric energy issued from the explosion. They leapt from the bucket to the lamp and from there to the two brigands. Both began to shake uncontrollably under the tremendous charge, and a moment later they fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    Lasgol moved stealthily to the base of the tower as the last of the brigands came out and looked up at the sky. “A storm?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    Lasgol, hidden in the shadow of the tower, released. 
 
    The arrow hit the bandit in the face. It was an Earth Arrow, which exploded in earth and dust, leaving the man blinded and completely stunned. Lasgol came up to him like a shadow out of the night and struck him sharply on the back of his neck with the handle of his axe. The brigand fell like a log. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in relief. Everything had come out well. He put his hands to his mouth and hooted three times like a barn owl. 
 
    A moment later he saw Ulf charging with his sword in one hand and his crutch on the other, running as if propelled on three legs. Lasgol could not help smiling. 
 
    “Attack!” he yelled. “For Norghana!” 
 
    Lasgol watched him with great amusement. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get your weapons!” Ulf shouted. He rushed into the tower like a cyclone. 
 
    Luckily Lasgol was wearing the Ranger’s scarf, and only his eyes could be seen. Otherwise Ulf would have seen the huge grin on his face. He waited until Ulf’s charge, which was continuing all the way upstairs, had come to an end. When the older man came back down, breathless and with an expression of profound anger on his face, he shattered the peace of the night with a string of curses. 
 
    Lasgol waited, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “You thought it was funny, didn’t you? Why didn’t you tell me they were all knocked out?” 
 
    “You didn’t give me time, you just charged head-on.” 
 
    “It wasn’t funny!” 
 
    “It was, a little …” 
 
    “Not in the least!” 
 
    “Come on, admit it was, just a little.” 
 
    Ulf was beginning to calm down. “Well, all right, but hardly at all.” 
 
    “You should have seen yourself charging. It was epic!” 
 
    Ulf was about to protest but found he was unable to. He began to laugh in great guffaws. 
 
    “Yes, I guess I’m epic,” he said, and went on laughing. 
 
    Lasgol began to laugh with him. He lowered his scarf because he was choking with laughter. 
 
    “I can see that the Rangers have taught you one or two useful things.” 
 
    “One or two,” Lasgol said, smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn the next day, Lasgol was having breakfast with Martha. Ulf had delivered the brigands to the soldiers of the village, who would take them to Count Malason for trial. 
 
    “Do you recognize this pendant, Martha?” Lasgol asked. “My mother was wearing it when she died.” 
 
    Martha looked at it closely. “No, I’m sorry, Lasgol, I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
    “I have a definite feeling that it comes from the Frozen Continent, like this ring I found in the attic.”  He showed her the ring he wore on his right-hand middle finger.  
 
    Martha was intrigued. “I’ve never seen that before either.” 
 
    “It’s charmed.” 
 
    Martha opened her eyes wide and drew her head back abruptly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not dangerous, or at least I don’t think it is. I found it lets me understand and speak the language of the Frozen Continent. Or languages, because there may be more than one.” 
 
    “That’s really amazing.” 
 
    “I think my mother used it to speak to them until finally she didn’t need it anymore because she’d learned the language. But I’m not sure, it’s only a guess, because she kept it in the attic. Well, either she or my father did.” 
 
    “Or it could have a malicious charm in it, and that’s why they put it away and stopped using it …” 
 
    “Yes, it could be that too. Although I doubt it, because Camu always warns me when there’s magic around, and he doesn’t with the ring.” 
 
    When Camu heard his name he gave a small inquisitive shriek. Lasgol and Martha looked up to see him hanging upside-down, his four legs stuck to the ceiling. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you can relax.” 
 
    The little creature moved his head and tail from side to side. Then he saw a good-sized spider and went over to play with it. 
 
    “That might be because the ring comes from the Frozen Continent and Camu doesn’t react to magic from his own land. Or something more complex, to do with the origin of both.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, Martha. There’s some connection between the ring and Camu. I must find out what it is.” 
 
    “Didn’t Mayra tell you anything?” 
 
    “We didn’t have much time to talk. And during what little time we had, there were more urgent things to deal with …” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    Martha served him another slice of home-made bread, with goat’s cheese and a jug of cow’s milk. 
 
    “That’s too much. I’m going to end up with a belly like Ulf’s.” 
 
    “That bear’s belly is from taking too much medicine, not from eating a good breakfast. You need to eat. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. It gives you energy to start the day properly.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “All right then, but no more bread.”   
 
    Being with Martha delighted him. She went to great lengths to make him feel at home. It was almost as if he were with his mother – as his mother, and not as Darthor. It was something he had not been able to experience and enjoy, and now he would have given his right arm to have been able to. Unfortunately it could never be. So he was profoundly grateful for all Martha’s attention. 
 
    “That medallion, with the ice blue jewel: I’d say it’s magical too. If Mayra had it, presumably it was. Your mother was never one to adorn herself, the opposite if anything. Well, being the natural beauty she was, she didn’t need to.” 
 
    “Was she beautiful?” 
 
    “Oh yes, very, and with plenty of character.” 
 
    “She certainly had that. She turned herself into Darthor and was on the brink of conquering Norghana.” 
 
    “She was a wonderful woman, strong, determined and brave.” 
 
    “Yes, I was able to see that first-hand.” 
 
    “I can also tell you that if she had the medallion it would be for a reason, because she wasn’t sentimental. Your father stopped giving her jewels and other trinkets because she’d put them in a drawer and never use them. She was very practical. A sharp dagger: yes, a gold medallion: what for? So she once told me.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Thanks for telling me about her.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m delighted to be able to. I’m sure wherever she is, together with the Gods of the Ice, she’ll be watching you and feeling very proud. Are you going to find out more about the medallion?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to know what’s behind these objects and whether they’ve got some connection with Camu.” 
 
    “Then you think it’s magical?” 
 
    “At first I thought not, because it hasn’t shown it, and Camu hasn’t told me it had any. But if it’s connected with the ring, it’s possible that he won’t warn me of its magic. What I don’t know is why. When he detects magic he goes crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about these things, but if you ask me, they’re connected. Especially because Mayra had them. She sent you Camu, she had the ring, and she had the medallion … it had to be for some reason, and it must have been an important one …” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. “You’re absolutely right.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Yes. Talking to you has helped me see it. There’s some connection between the three of them: Camu, the ring and the medallion. I’m going to find out what it is.” 
 
    “Be very careful. It could be dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is, otherwise, my mother wouldn’t have been involved.” 
 
    Martha laughed. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Good point.” 
 
    Someone banged on the door, and Martha went to open it. 
 
     “Morning, Ulf. You’re just in time for breakfast.” 
 
    “Wonderful! I could eat a whole cow. Those bloody soldiers had me up all night. They’re incapable of looking after a bunch of bandits bound hand and foot without help.” 
 
    They went into the kitchen and Lasgol gave Ulf a wave, while he enjoyed a slice of bread and cheese. 
 
    “That looks good!” 
 
    Camu greeted Ulf from the ceiling with a joyful shriek. Ulf raised his head and had the fright of his life. 
 
    “By all the Gods of the Ice! What are you doing up there?” 
 
    Camu looked at him, put his head to one side and began to flex his legs, still hanging upside-down. 
 
    “He’s playing,” Martha said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    Ulf gave Camu a nod and sat down to eat at the small pine table. “Everything all right?” Lasgol asked him. 
 
    “Everything in order. When are you leaving?” 
 
    “Mid-morning. I have to be at the meeting point by sundown.” 
 
    “Already?” Martha asked sadly. 
 
    “If I don’t leave today, I won’t get to the Camp in time. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “It’s been a very short visit,” Ulf said. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “But intense.” 
 
    “Hah! Always that. You know old Ulf always goes straight to the point.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t go charging around like a bull until I come back,” Lasgol said. He was afraid that one of those charges might end badly for the old soldier. 
 
    Ulf shook his head. “That’s like asking me to stop taking my medicine, it’s not possible.” 
 
    Martha wagged a finger at him. “Well, you ought to do both.”  
 
    “Maybe, but if I did everything I ought to I’d be bored to death.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed aloud. He knew it was true. Ulf would wilt until he shriveled up completely if he was no longer Ulf, a force of nature, the white one-eyed bear of Skad. 
 
    “You’re like a winter storm,” Martha scolded him. “Just as pleasant.”  
 
    “But you always open the door for me when I come to see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s because I know Lasgol asked you to. Otherwise I wouldn’t open the door for you.” 
 
    Ulf gave a guffaw. “That happens to me a lot. Doesn’t bother me. I’m what I am, and I’m not going to change. I’m too old for that.” 
 
    “It’s never too late to change if you decide to.”  
 
    He smiled broadly. “Yeah, but I don’t want to decide to.”  
 
    A couple of hours later he was saying goodbye to both. With sorrow in his heart, he felt at home with them, they gladdened his heart and comforted him. Even Camu was sad to leave. But they had to go. The tests were waiting for them, their friends were waiting, Astrid would be there.  
 
    “Goodbye to both of you. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Take good care of yourself, boy,” Ulf said. 
 
    “Come back soon,” said Martha. 
 
    “I will,” he replied, and left his estate, his home, his family. 
 
    He left Skad behind and made his way to the meeting point he and Egil had agreed on. He had some difficulty crossing the border with the East, which was very well-guarded by soldiers from both sides, but he managed thanks to the training in Skill of Skill Itself. It was more and more obvious that their training was going to help them in real life, outside the Camp, exactly as the Instructors, and Dolbarar himself, had assured them it would. The Path of the Ranger was preparing them to face the dangers of the lands of the realm 
 
    Once he was in lands ruled by the East, it was easier for him to move. Almost all Thoran’s forces seemed to be on the Western border, in the North or in the capital Norghania. The inner lands were free of soldiers. All the same, to avoid any misunderstanding he donned his Ranger cloak and left his medallion visible in case he was intercepted by a patrol of the King’s. 
 
    When he arrived at the meeting point he searched for some trace of Egil, but found none. He could see the river they would have to follow as far as the Camp. This time there would be no ship to take them. They were already Rangers, and they had to fend for themselves. He had a moment’s regret; he had enjoyed the ships and the journeys upriver. Then he remembered the Captain and his yelling, and the moment of nostalgia passed. He wondered where the rest of his friends would be: Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd had gone to see their families, as he had himself, even if it was only for a couple of days. But what about Viggo? He could not go back to his city; he was still wanted by the law. Or perhaps he had gone there to be pardoned now that he was a Ranger. 
 
    The breeze was cool. Winter was still not over, though it would not be long. Lasgol breathed in the pleasant smell of the forests behind him. It always reassured him, even now, with the cold air uncomfortable to breathe. In the summer, on the other hand, the scent they gave out filled him with joy. Looking out at the forest, completely covered in snow, he felt calm, a calm which was cold and dangerous at the same time. It was a beautiful landscape, but a lethal one. One mistake, and a man could die of cold in the forest before dawn found him. 
 
    Camu was on Trotter’s rump, looking at the birds and squirrels, longing to play. Lasgol had had to use his Gift and a great deal of patience to persuade Trotter on the one hand to let Camu ride him and Camu on the other to behave and not startle the pony. He seemed to have succeeded, and he was very pleased. In the end the two of them would get along well; it was a matter of time and tenacity on his own part. 
 
    Suddenly a sound reached him, mixed with the never-ending rush of the river. He thought it might be the wind, but no: it was too definite. It was horse’s hooves, galloping. He thought at first it would be Egil, but the sound was too loud for a single rider. He went on listening: there were at least six of them. He turned in the direction of the sound, and coming from the West he saw a small figure on a Norghanian pony. He was being chased by half a dozen Rogdonian riders. 
 
    Trouble, he thought, and tensed. 
 
    He used his Gift and called upon his Hawk’s Sight skill. The riders were a thousand paces away. The first was Egil on his pony. The six men chasing him looked like mercenaries, or assassins. One of them released an arrow at Egil from a short bow. His friend was practically riding his pony’s neck to offer less of a target. The arrow brushed the pony’s head. 
 
    Serious trouble. They’re trying to kill Egil. He got his own bow ready and leapt off Trotter. Camu followed him. He looked around and saw a thick oak. 
 
    Trotter, into the forest, he ordered. The pony obeyed at once. 
 
    Camu, danger, hide. The little creature looked at him with his head to one side. Now. 
 
    Camu did as he was told, and Lasgol hid behind the oak. 
 
    Very good, Egil. Now lead them across the open land. 
 
    Lasgol raised his bow. They were five hundred paces away: too far. 
 
    Another rider released at Egil. The arrow nearly hit him in the back, but went a little high, merely brushing him. 
 
    Hold out, Egil, keep riding straight. Lasgol knew that his friend would never be able to elude them. Rogdonian horses were bigger and faster than Norghanian ponies, and they would catch up with him in a moment. But Egil knew where their meeting-point was, and he was leading them in front of him. Lasgol had a clean shot from the forest’s edge. They would pass by him in a few moments. 
 
    Three hundred paces. He nocked, tensed, aimed, followed the target with his eyes, calculating how much further he needed to release to make a hit, and let go. The arrow buried itself in the chest of the last of the pursuers, who fell to the ground. His colleagues did not even notice. 
 
    Lasgol repeated the movement in the blink of an eye. The rider who was now last fell to the ground. Now they noticed. 
 
    Two hundred paces. Lasgol nocked. The leader of the group pointed to where Lasgol must be, and two of his men changed course and stopped following Egil to ride toward Lasgol. 
 
    They’re coming for me! He had to decide whether to attack the two who were coming for him or the two who were still chasing Egil. He remembered the teachings of the Path of the Ranger: “In order to help, you need to stay alive.” He focused on the two who were coming toward him, cursing because he had been unable to use his Gift to develop a simultaneous double shot. He had tried everything all year, without success. Skills were like that; sometimes they developed without any intention and others, no matter how hard you tried, resisted. He promised himself he would succeed before the year ended. 
 
    Danger, Camu warned him. He had seen the two riders approaching them. 
 
    Thanks, he replied, and released. 
 
    The arrow reached the left-hand rider in the head. He fell off his horse, dead on impact. 
 
    The other attacker spurred his horse. He was already on top of him. He would not have time to release again. That was another thing he had to work on. If he could develop a skill that allowed him to release more rapidly to deal with situations like this, it would be fantastic. On the other hand, he had one skill that could help. He called upon his Feline Reflex skill. The attacker released with his short bow. Lasgol leapt like a predator to the other side of the oak. The attacker reined his horse in front of the trees and prepared to release again. Too late. Lasgol had already nocked his bow. He released, and the arrow caught the attacker in the chest. He fell to one side. 
 
    Lasgol looked in Egil’s direction. The other two pursuers were nearly on him, and a hundred paces from Lasgol. He aimed at the leader, who was preparing to shoot. He was very close to Egil by now. Lasgol prayed to the Gods of the Ice that he himself would not miss, and called upon his Sure Shot. A green flash ran along his arms and his bow. The arrow flew toward the rider’s body and caught him in the side in the act of releasing. He fell off his horse, and the arrow brushed Egil’s arm. 
 
    And then there was only one left. 
 
    Egil changed course and turned toward Lasgol with his pony at the limit of its strength, with the last rider pursuing him. He carried a spear. The Rogdonian horse was gaining. 
 
    Lasgol raised his bow and aimed. He knew that he still had the skill active, which was lucky, because he was shooting from an unsatisfactory angle. With Egil coming toward him and the rider right behind, his aim was partially blocked. 
 
    Egil saw Lasgol aiming at him, and his eyes widened. 
 
    Lasgol concentrated, half-closed his eyes, and released. 
 
    The rider raised his spear to plunge it in Egil. 
 
    The arrow flew toward Egil’s head, and he shut his eyes. 
 
    The arrow brushed his ear. 
 
    It buried itself in his pursuer’s neck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought I was not going to make it,” Egil said. He got off his pony with a snort of relief. 
 
    Lasgol smiled at him. “It was an entrance worthy of Viggo.” 
 
    Egil smiled, and a trace of color returned to his face. He was as pale as snow, and his eyes showed how bad that recent experience had been. Both friends joined in a hug. 
 
    Camu came running, and as soon as the hug was over he hurled himself at Egil with mournful shrieks. 
 
    “Camu! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    Camu licked his cheeks, whining. 
 
    Egil stroked his head soothingly. “Easy, boy, it’s over now. I’m fine.” 
 
    “He’s missed you.” 
 
    “I’ve missed him too. He seems heavier, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “And he’s grown.” 
 
    “Is he still as mischievous?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Now he asks more questions.” 
 
    “How interesting. I’ll have to make a note of it for my studies.” 
 
    “What happened?” Lasgol asked him. “You almost got killed.”  
 
    “They were waiting for me half a league further down. They saw me in the distance and came after me.” 
 
     “They must be robbers, looking for some traveler to attack.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so, given the present circumstances. This lot aren’t bandits, they’re hired killers. Quite good ones.” 
 
    “How do you know that? And I’m not saying they’re not, but you seem pretty sure.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go to their leader and find out.” 
 
    The two friends, with their weapons at the ready, approached the leader. Warily, they checked that the others were dead. Camu followed them, paying attention to everything. 
 
    “Good shooting,” Egil said. 
 
    “I used my Gift.” 
 
    “Without it, you’d still have brought them down.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “I am. You’ve improved a lot as an archer.” 
 
    “I practice constantly, I can tell you that.” 
 
    They reached the leader, who was lying sprawled in the snow. The arrow was deeply buried in his ribs and had pierced a lung. He would not survive. 
 
    “Who sent you?” Egil asked. 
 
    The man bent double with pain. He looked about forty, tough and weathered. 
 
    “Answer the question. Who wants me dead?” 
 
    The bandit spat blood on Egil’s boot. 
 
    “If you speak,” Lasgol offered, “we might be able to do something for you.”  
 
    The man looked at him with eyes full of hatred. 
 
    “You … were the one who shot me …” he muttered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He … led us … into a trap …” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Egil. “I knew where my partner would be with his bow ready, just in case there were complications.” 
 
    “Damn you …” 
 
    “You shouldn’t get involved with Rangers.” 
 
    “We were told …  Olafstone … was alone.” 
 
    “And so I was, going to meet my friend. It seems they didn’t give you all the information. Who paid you to kill me?” 
 
    “Don’t… know … and I wouldn’t tell you …” He began to cough up blood. 
 
    “Help us to help you,” Lasgol said, though he knew there was nothing they could do for him except to ease his last moments, or to end his agony if he so preferred. They carried Ranger poisons in their belts. 
 
    “There’s a contract … on your head …” 
 
    “Who’s paid for it?” Egil insisted, staring at the man with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “Don’t know … it was paid by the Brotherhood of the Blue Snake …” 
 
    Lasgol, who had never heard of it, looked at Egil in puzzlement. 
 
    “In Zangria?  You’ve come all the way from there?” 
 
    “Yes …” He coughed up more blood and convulsed. 
 
    “They’ve put a price on my head with a Brotherhood of Assassins from the Kingdom of Zangria,” Egil explained. “It’s the nearest kingdom of the middle east.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know where it is, but what have you got to do with the Zangrians?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He turned to the bandit leader. “But this isn’t a Zangrian business, is it?”  
 
    “Don’t … know … anything … just the contract …” 
 
    “Capture me, or kill me?” 
 
    “Kill you …” 
 
    Lasgol was left stunned by this. A Brotherhood of foreign assassins had been hired to kill Egil. 
 
    Egil folded his arms. “If you belong to the Brotherhood of the Blue Snake, your superiors won’t have told you who paid for it and they never will, so you can’t give me the information I’m looking for.”  
 
    “Mercy …” The wounded man coughed up more blood. “… Kill me … quick …” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Egil, who seemed reluctant to help. “Let’s do it for him.”  
 
    Egil snorted, but nodded. He knelt beside the man and took a small phial of poison from his belt. 
 
    “Open your mouth,” he said. 
 
    The assassin opened his mouth, and Egil poured three drops into it. “It’ll be quick and painless.” 
 
    “Thank you …” 
 
    Egil nodded, and the assassin died a moment later. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I almost died. I only just got away.” 
 
    “Your ear and arm are bleeding a little.”  
 
    “Let’s hope they weren’t using poison,” Egil said. He searched the assassin, and in one of his pockets he found a small wooden carving of a snake, painted blue. He showed it to Lasgol. 
 
    “He wasn’t lying.”  
 
    “How did you know about this Brotherhood of assassins?” 
 
    “I’ve studied the subject. There are several in each kingdom.” 
 
    “Even in ours?” 
 
    “Yes, the Arctic Foxes. If you want someone to disappear, you pay them and they deal with it.” 
 
    “I had no idea…” 
 
    “There are quite a few things I suspect you haven’t encounter yet. It’s natural. The nobles use them a lot. The Brotherhoods of Assassins, I mean, for their political games. That’s why I know about them. Then there are brotherhoods of thieves, which are almost as dangerous, and brotherhoods of spies who work for the highest bidder.” 
 
    “There are certainly a lot of things I don’t know. Too many.” 
 
    “That’s what you have me for, my dear friend.” Egil smiled, and seemed to relax a little. 
 
    “Well, you have me to save your skin, as Viggo would say.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “How did you know they were assassins?” 
 
    “From my brother. His spies had warned him that they’re trying to kill us both.” 
 
    “King Thoran?” 
 
    “Very likely.” 
 
    “But he already had you, he had us both. He could have hanged us.” 
 
    “Hmm … it was a good moment, but it wasn’t in his favor. He wanted to bury the whole subject of Uthar as soon as possible. Killing us would have raised uncomfortable questions about Uthar and his death …” 
 
    “Dolbarar would have wanted answers …” 
 
    “Exactly. Thoran wasn’t interested in having the Rangers making inquiries.” 
 
    “I think we owe him our lives, bearing this in mind.” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the dead bodies lying on the snow. He realized in that instant that he had killed them all. For a moment he was confused and saddened. In the intense excitement of the fight he had not even considered the fact. But now there they were, stretched out on the snow, staining it red: dead. They would never get back up. 
 
    Egil had realized what he was thinking. “Don’t feel bad about them. They killed for money.  It was their lives or mine.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes, you’re absolutely right. The Rangers have turned us into lethal weapons.” 
 
    “Ivana and Haakon would be very proud of you,” Egil said, and slapped him on the back.  
 
    “Yeah, they probably would.” 
 
    “Anyway, we can’t jump to conclusions without getting more information. We can’t assume it was Thoran who was behind this. There might be someone else.” 
 
    “Who would that be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but in politics, betrayals are constant.” 
 
    “I know …” Lasgol was remembering the betrayal his mother had suffered and which had cost Mayra/Darthor her life. 
 
    “Forgive me, that was thoughtless of me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s the truth, and we’ve got to accept it. It’s the world we live in.” 
 
    “And the part of it we happen to live in ourselves. If we were a couple of farmers, we wouldn’t find ourselves in all this trouble.” 
 
    “Very true, but I think it’s a bit late to change professions. We’ve already got too many enemies who know who we are.” 
 
    “Don’t think I wouldn’t rather turn farmer and devote myself to my harvests, with winter and lack of food as my main concerns.” 
 
    “I can’t really see you as a farmer …” 
 
    “Or as a Ranger …” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “That’s true too.”  
 
    “We’ll have to tread carefully. If they’ve put a contract on my head, they’ll try again.” 
 
    “We’ll be safe with the Rangers.” 
 
    “Yes, they won’t be able to touch me in the Camp. Or at least, I hope not.” 
 
    “But if you go out …” 
 
    “They’ll be waiting for me.” 
 
    Lasgol was left with a tremendous feeling of unrest in his stomach. “We’ve got to find out who’s behind all this.” 
 
    “And make them pay,” Egil added, and they both nodded. 
 
    They left to avoid having to give any explanations, following the course of the river from a safe distance, moving through woods so as not to fall into a new ambush. If there was one group of assassins, there might be a second. They rode with great care, keeping hidden as much as possible. It was snowing heavily and they did not dare make a fire. A column of smoke could be seen from afar, even in bad weather. They would both have given anything to be back in the Camp, but they still had a few days of traveling ahead of them. 
 
    They reached the Giant’s Gorge without further trouble. Once they crossed it they would be in Ranger territory, and safe – or at least relatively so. The gorge looked impenetrable without a boat, but it was not; the Rangers had a secret pass. Egil and Lasgol made their way to the mouth of this, but three Ranger guards intercepted them before they reached it. 
 
    “Who goes there?” asked the one in command. Three bows were aimed at them. 
 
    “Rangers Lasgol Eklund and Egil Olafstone,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Show your faces and your medallions.” 
 
    They pushed back their hoods, so that the snow fell on their hair, and showed their medallions. 
 
     “You may pass.” 
 
    They saluted and went on. The pass was so narrow that they had to go in single file. It was not natural, but had been excavated into the rock of the mountain. They went on upriver to the base of the Camp, the little harbor-store. Here too they had to introduce themselves to be allowed to continue.  
 
    With the night and the snow falling on their shoulders, they arrived at last at the Camp. They exchanged a glance and a smile. Once again they were returning to this place they knew so well. Once again with deadly problems behind them, dogging their footsteps. 
 
    Something which was beginning to be a constant factor in their young lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they had left the ponies in the stables, word had already spread that they were back.  
 
    “Lasgol, Egil!” Ingrid cried as she gave them each a big hug. “You’re here at last! The tests start tomorrow morning. I thought you weren’t going to make it.”  
 
    Viggo had come up behind her. “These two are always the last to arrive. I bet they’ve got into trouble again,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged knowing glances. 
 
    “No,” Ingrid begged, “please tell me you haven’t got into any more trouble.”  
 
    Nilsa meanwhile had arrived with Gerd. “Trouble?” she repeated. “What trouble?” 
 
    “Well,” Lasgol said, “we did have a small problem …”  
 
    “I knew it!” Viggo said triumphantly. 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” said Ingrid. 
 
    Nilsa kissed them both, delighted to see them. “But you couldn’t even have had time!” 
 
    “Time is relative,” Egil said. 
 
    “Bear-hugs aren’t,” Gerd said. “Come here you two.” He grasped them both in his strong arms and lifted them off the ground. Lasgol and Egil laughed until they were left with no air to breathe. 
 
    “Put them down, you brute,” said Viggo. “They’re going purple.”  
 
    The giant put them back on the ground. “I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    Lasgol filled his lungs with air. “So are we, Gerd.” 
 
    “What happened?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “We’d better find a quiet place,” Egil suggested. 
 
    “Let’s go to the dining hall,” said Ingrid. “Everybody’s already gone by now, and we’ll be in peace there.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t the cabin be better?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “We don’t have cabins,” Viggo said. “We’re Rangers now, not pupils.”  
 
    “Oh yes, that’s right. And where are we going to sleep?” 
 
    “In the Rangers’ barracks,” Gerd said without enthusiasm. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve never been in there,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “You haven’t missed anything,” Nilsa said. “They’re horrible.”  
 
    “They’re practical,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “There are fifty bunk beds in each of the barracks,” said Gerd. “We have to share them with the other Rangers.” 
 
    “And there’s no separation between boys and girls,” Nilsa added. 
 
    “Dream homes,” said Viggo. 
 
    “The life of a Ranger is hard,” Ingrid pointed out. “You knew that, there are no comforts.”  
 
    “You’ll see when you spend a sleepless week because of other people’s snoring …” said Viggo. 
 
    “I’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah …” 
 
    “Come on,” Ingrid said, “I want to know everything.”  
 
    The group set off to the dining-hall. In the middle of the camp, beside the well, their paths crossed with Molak. 
 
     “You’re here at last.” 
 
    “Molak, hi there.”  
 
    He stared at them, particularly at Ingrid, who stared back. “Tomorrow’s going to be a great day.”  
 
    “See you tomorrow, then,” Viggo said, to cut the conversation short. Molak smiled and nodded. 
 
    As they passed the library they saw a group of First-Year students, looking lost. “Don’t go into the forest behind the library,” Viggo said, very seriously. “It’s where they bury the First-Years.”  
 
    The unfortunate students’ faces turned white with apprehension. 
 
    “I mean it. Last year a third of them didn’t make it, and they’re buried in there. You don’t look as if you’re going to make it.” 
 
    “Viggo!” Nilsa said. “Don’t scare them!”  
 
    “But they’re a bunch of dopes.” 
 
    “Just like we were,” said Gerd. 
 
    “No way. Ingrid was bashing noses from the very first day.” 
 
    “I was very mature for my age.” 
 
    “Sure, and with a temper to go with it.” 
 
    “Shut up, or you’ll get what for.” 
 
    “I see all the Panthers have come back,” said a sweet voice which Lasgol recognized at once. He turned and saw a blonde as beautiful as a sunrise. 
 
    “Hello, Val.” 
 
    “Hi, Lasgol, you’re looking well.” 
 
    “We’d better keep going,” Ingrid said to him. He nodded, and they went on, leaving him to talk in private. 
 
    “You have to tell me everything that’s happened. There are crazy rumors running all through the camp.” 
 
    “What sort of rumors?” 
 
    “That King Uthar was a Shifter.”  
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    Val threw her head back in surprise. “Seriously?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded firmly. 
 
    “Unbelievable. It’s also rumored that you, the Snow Panthers, knew it and had something to do with unmasking him.” 
 
    “Also true.” 
 
    Val opened her eyes wide. “That’s something you’re going to have to tell me all about, in detail.” 
 
    “I will, but some other time.” He pointed to the dining hall. 
 
    “Of course. I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure you and your partners have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “We do. It seems things are always happening to us.” 
 
    “You can say that again! So you’re twice a hero.” 
 
    “Twice?” 
 
    She gave him her charming smile. “You saved the King, and you unmasked him.”  
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I suppose you could say that. Now I know it all, I’d rather not have saved him the first time.” 
 
    “Everybody’s wise after the event,” Val said with a melodious chuckle. 
 
    “That saying’s very true.” 
 
    “There’s another thing …” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Isgord. He’s spreading a very nasty rumor about you …” 
 
    “That’s nothing new.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this one’s really nasty. I want to warn you. So you’re prepared and it doesn’t catch you by surprise.” 
 
    “Thanks. Tell me.” 
 
    “All right … he’s saying that Darthor was really your mother …” 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. He could not hide it forever. Sooner or later it would be known. The pity was that Isgord knew it. How could he have found out? He would use it against him, and it would be useless to deny it. That was the truth, and he was not going to hide it even if it had negative repercussions for him. Mayra was his mother, and the fact that she had become Darthor was secondary. He would deal with the consequences and not hide it. He would not renege on his family, on his mother. 
 
    “That’s true too.” 
 
    Val’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “But … I thought it was one of Isgord’s slanders …” 
 
    “I’ve no idea how he found it out, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes, I found out in the second year of instruction.” 
 
    “Did you have a relationship?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not as much as I’d have liked, but yes, we had a relationship. Brief, but deep.” 
 
    “Oh … I’d like you to tell me. It sounds fascinating.” 
 
    “One day,” he promised. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you personally, the information we get is fragmented and manipulated, you know …” 
 
    “Yes, we’re a little set apart from the world here at the Camp.” 
 
    “And then there are nasty people like Isgord who twist everything.” 
 
    “That too. Thanks for warning me.” 
 
    “You know I’ll do anything for you …” she said. She took Lasgol’s hand. 
 
    “Val …” he said with some embarrassment. 
 
    “Have you got back with Astrid? Because she was furious with you. We even had words.” 
 
    “I’m trying to. What words?” 
 
    “She wasn’t very happy about the attention I was paying you. She told me very clearly to leave you alone. I made it quite clear that as long as you weren’t a couple, she had no right to shut me out.” 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to feel more and more uncomfortable. “I’m with her …” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes …” 
 
    Val let go of his hand. “If things don’t work out …” 
 
    Lasgol smiled, blushing. “I know.” 
 
    “Off you go, they’re waiting for you. We’ll talk some other time.” 
 
    “See you. And lots of luck this year, though I know you’ll graduate with no trouble.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for.” 
 
    “Which School?” 
 
    “Nature, if I can.” 
 
    “Nature? Interesting.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at her, and she winked at him and left. Once again he was left confused. Val always had that effect on him. 
 
    He went into the dining hall. His friends were sitting around one of the tables, but there was nobody else in the hall. He sat down with them. 
 
    “Where’s Camu?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “He’s with Trotter in the stables. I’ve told him to stay hidden until I go to fetch him.” 
 
    “You still have that beast with you?” Viggo said accusingly. 
 
    “He’s not a beast,” Egil said. “He’s a wonderful and special little creature.”  
 
    “Let me remind you,” Ingrid pointed out, “that but for Camu, these two would have been hanged.”  
 
    “Certainly,” said Egil. 
 
    “Camu goes wherever I go,” Lasgol said, to put an end to the discussion. 
 
    “And if you’re selected for some elite specialization and you have to go to the Shelter?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “Then I’ll take him with me.” 
 
    “That’s going to be complicated,” Gerd said. 
 
    “In the end they’ll find out, you know that, don’t you?” Viggo said. 
 
    “Maybe, but until that day he’s staying with me. If anything should happen to the little creature I’d never forgive myself. I’ve got to look after him and protect him till he’s big enough to fend for himself and doesn’t need me anymore.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Egil in search of an answer, because he had none himself. 
 
    “We can’t be precise about that moment. We need to go on studying the creature and keeping an eye on his development. Some species develop very fast after an initial stage, others are slower to develop. We need to wait and see, because there’s no information we can turn to about a very special creature like that.” 
 
    “Until then he stays with me,” said Lasgol with an air of finality. 
 
    “Very well, subject closed,” Ingrid said. “Now tell us what happened.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol gave them their account of everything that had happened, and also of their suspicions. 
 
    “It must have been Thoran who ordered it,” Nilsa said. She was biting her nails. 
 
    Gerd was shaking his head at the news. “I agree, I bet it was the new King.” 
 
    “There’s no proof,” Ingrid objected.” And although the most logical person would be Thoran, we can’t say for sure.”  
 
    “You’re always in favor of the hierarchy,” Viggo grumbled. 
 
    “It’s not that. We ought to give him a chance. He might turn out to be a good king.” 
 
    “Sure, and I’m a princess who needs rescuing.” 
 
    “Well, a knight who rescues princesses is the last thing you are!” 
 
    “That’s enough bickering,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Thoran and his brother Orten are just about the worst Norghana can offer, and everybody knows it.” Viggo said. 
 
    “They certainly don’t have a good reputation,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “See? Even farmers know it.” 
 
    “The only thing we know right now,” Egil said, “is that there’s a contract on my head with a Zangrian Brotherhood of Assassins.”  
 
    “Which means that someone wants to kill Egil, and if we find out why, we’ll be closer to knowing who’s behind it.” 
 
    “If everything points to Thoran,” Viggo said, “you’ll find that in the end it won’t be him.”  
 
    Ingrid raised her eyebrows. “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because we’re in it up to our noses, all of us.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand where you’re going with this …” 
 
    “It’s very simple: every mystery we’ve been involved in up to now is always much more complicated and twisted than it looks at first sight. This is another one of them.” 
 
    There was silence and they all considered the matter. 
 
    “You’re quite right,” Gerd said after a thoughtful silence. 
 
    “We’ll have to keep our eyes peeled,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Egil,” Nilsa said, “we’ll protect you.”  
 
    “That goes without saying,” Gerd said. He slapped Egil’s back, intending to cheer him up, but gave him such a shove that he bent double over the table. 
 
    Viggo chuckled. “Another one like that and there’ll be no need for us to protect him anymore.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Thanks, all of you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Ingrid said.” We’re the Panthers, and we look after one another.” 
 
    “We’ll find out who’s behind all this, and they’ll pay for it,” Nilsa added. 
 
    Lasgol looked out of the window at the night and shivered. It was not going to be easy, and it was going to be dangerous. Very dangerous. 
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    Lasgol went to the stables to see Camu. As he could not take him with him to the Rangers’ barracks and neither could he leave him in the stables where if he played he might frighten the horses and ponies, he took him to a place where he knew there would not be anybody during the night: the wood-pile hut. He left him there with the order to not go outside to play. Camu was not very convinced. But then he discovered a mouse and he forgot about it. He started to chase the mouse. Lasgol knew there were mice in there so he was sure Camu would be entertained. 
 
    He joined the others and they headed toward the barracks which were a little distant from the center of the Camp. The barracks were five long buildings like hangars with steep pointed roofs. They looked like the House of Command but they were simpler, without any ornamentation. It did not surprise him that they were separated from the other buildings, the Rangers were reserved and so was their dwelling. In fact, Lasgol only remembered seeing them vaguely, as they were in a clearing in the middle of a pine forest. 
 
    His friends had not been exaggerating, the Rangers’ cabins were functional and nothing else. They had been given one where almost all the teams were. Lasgol looked for Astrid at once. He did not see her or any of the Owls. He felt so disappointed that his spirit dropped to his feet. He had been looking forward to seeing and talking to her. He wanted to know whether her anger had remitted and they were on better terms. He would have to wait, she must be doing some task in the Camp. 
 
    As they moved among the teams Lasgol noticed that they were all looking at him, and there was something in their eyes … 
 
    They went by the Wolves and Luca greeted them but did not look at Lasgol. Axel and Bjorn were looking at him but there was something strange in their gazes. When they passed the Boars, the stares of Jobas, Mark and Niko made him realize. They were not looks of respect like during the last Years, they were the same he had got during the First-Year, when he was the Son of the Traitor. He remembered what Val had told him and seeing the expressions and glares of all, he knew that they were thinking that the matter was that Darthor’s son was passing through. He snorted and shook his head. He had freed himself of one stigma and now he was marked by another one and he knew he would be made to pay for it. He felt grateful for Val’s warning, and prepared himself mentally, as far as he was able, for the rejection he was going to suffer. 
 
    “We saved you a bunk,” Gerd told them, pointing at the area where the Panthers had settled. 
 
    “Thank you, well the space has been efficiently used,” Egil said, looking at all the bunks and the trunks for each person beside them, the low fire in the stone fireplace in the middle of the room and the simple kitchen on the other side. You came in one way and exited the other. At each end there was a small bathroom and beside it some wide closets for the cloaks. Beside each bunk-bed there was a narrow armory against the wall so they could keep their weapons at hand in case of an emergency. 
 
    “Only you could think of admiring how practical the distribution of the barrack is,” Viggo told him, shaking his head. 
 
    Egil smiled. “If something’s well thought out and built it draws my attention.” 
 
    “All that draws my attention in this place is that is smells of feet.” Viggo said. 
 
    They all laughed at his comment. 
 
    “I agree with that,” Nilsa said. “It smells awful.” 
 
    “Well, wait until Gerd blows a couple of farts, you’ll see …” 
 
    “He won’t dare!” 
 
    Gerd spread his arms and shrugged. “It depends on the dinner, some foods give me a lot of gas.” 
 
    “If you dare pass wind I’ll throttle you in your sleep,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Don’t worry, if it’s not him there are fifty others who will,” Viggo said eyeing the boys of the other teams, most of them pretty big and strong and with little refinement. 
 
    “Do you prefer above or below?” Lasgol asked Egil. 
 
    “Below, so as to have my books at hand.” 
 
    “No problem, I’ll take the upper one.” 
 
    They left their knapsacks on the beds and the weapons in the armory. They prepared to get comfortable. 
 
    “Look who’s back!” a very loud voice said. 
 
    Lasgol recognized it at once.  
 
    Isgord. 
 
    The Captain of the Eagles came over followed by the twins and Marta. Lasgol knew immediately that he was coming with very bad intentions. 
 
    “You need to be very courageous to return here,” Isgord said. 
 
    “Shameless I’d say,” said Marta. 
 
    They stopped before the Panthers’ beds. Lasgol and Egil got ready, they were coming for them and they knew it. 
 
    “Don’t come looking for trouble,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Don’t defend them. We have among us no less than the brother of the Traitor of the West and the Son of Darthor himself.” Isgord said at the top of his lungs so that everyone would hear. 
 
    In that moment the Owls were coming into the hall. Lasgol saw Astrid’s eyes stare at him. 
 
    A murmur of malcontent was heard throughout the hall and many stood and came closer to see what went on. 
 
    “Or are you going to deny it?” Isgord asked. 
 
    “Don’t say anything to that one,” Nilsa said looking at Isgord with hatred. 
 
    “Admit before all of us who you are,” Isgord said pointing his finger at them. 
 
    “They’re Rangers, just like you,” Viggo said. “I stand corrected, they’re much better than you.” 
 
    “They’re two traitors and now we all know. I always said so, first of him,” he pointed at Lasgol, “and then that one,” and he pointed at Egil. 
 
    “Put that finger away if you don’t want me to cut it off,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “And you your tongue if you don’t want me to cut it off,” Marta said. 
 
    Tempers grew hot and the rest of the Eagles stood by the Boars. 
 
    Gerd, Nilsa and Viggo stood beside Ingrid, who was protecting Lasgol and Egil. 
 
    The comments and insults began to fly in their direction. 
 
    “Come on, deny it,” Isgord defied them in a bellicose attitude which was joined by the rest of the Eagles, the Boars and now the Bears. The Owls approached the Panthers and remained expectant. 
 
    Lasgol stepped forward and faced up to Isgord. 
 
    “Deny it!” 
 
    Lasgol got nose to nose with Isgord, looking into his eyes, serene and defiant. 
 
    “I don’t deny it. I am Darthor’s son.” 
 
    Isgord went all red with fury. His eyes sparkled. 
 
    “You see? He’s Darthor’s son!” he said looking at those who supported him, waving his arms. “We have among us Darthor’s son, are you going to allow it?” 
 
    “Egil and I are Rangers just like you,” Lasgol said calmly, although inside he felt a whirlwind of emotions that went from shame to rage to longing to kill Isgord. He was making a tremendous effort to hold back. But he would never step down, never more. He would stand up to whoever tried to despise him, to step on him. Him or Egil or any of his friends. 
 
    “You two are a blemish on all of us.” Isgord said. 
 
    “We must throw them out,” said Marta. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Egil said standing next to Lasgol. 
 
    “We can beat you to death,” Isgord said. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil did not flinch and stood up to them with their head high. 
 
    “You can try,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd and Viggo stepped up beside them. 
 
    Astrid joined them. Leana had a moment’s hesitation and then followed Astrid. 
 
    Luca of the Wolves joined them too. 
 
    But the rest was with Isgord. 
 
    “You’re going to pay with blood!” he yelled and prepared to attack. 
 
    A powerful voice thundered from the doorway. 
 
    “Everybody stand down! Nobody move a single muscle!” 
 
    All heads turned to see Master Instructor Oden. 
 
    “What’s going on here? I demand an explanation!” 
 
    “We were arguing with Darthor’s Son and the brother of the Traitor of the West,” Isgord said pointing his finger at them. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to argue about anything. You’re all going to go back to your bunks and behave like the Rangers you are now.” 
 
    “But they’re traitors!” 
 
    “They’re Rangers and you will treat them as such,” Oden told him. 
 
    “His father was Darthor!” Isgord insisted. 
 
    “Whoever was his father is of no importance now. I don’t care if he’s the son of the King of Rogdon, now he’s a Ranger.” 
 
    “And the betrayal? They were imprisoned in the royal dungeons.” 
 
    “These two haven’t committed any treason. King Thoran exculpated them and freed them.” 
 
    “It can’t be.” 
 
    “It is. In fact he was very grateful for helping to unmask the Shifter.” 
 
    Hearing this, the tempers calmed down. 
 
    “Go back to your bunks at once, I won’t say it again!” Oden ordered. 
 
    People stepped down and started to withdraw, all except Isgord who looked about to collapse. Marta grabbed his arm and led him off, Isgord’s eyes were fixed on Lasgol and sparkled with hatred. 
 
    “You two,” Oden told Egil and Lasgol, “with me.” 
 
    “Where to?” Ingrid asked nervously. 
 
    “Dolbarar wants to see them in the House of Command.” 
 
    “Now? At night?” 
 
    “Yes, now. Come on.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil nodded and went after Oden. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine,” Nilsa told Ingrid. 
 
    “These aren’t visiting hours.” She replied, concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oden set a hard pace as usual and said nothing to them, he only grunted so they would not lag and took them straight to the House of Command. He knocked on the door and was granted entrance. 
 
    They found Dolbarar sitting in an armchair by the low fire. 
 
    “Egil Olafstone and Lasgol Eklund,” Oden announced. 
 
    “Very good, Oden, thank you.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Oden.” 
 
    “There was about to be a serious altercation at the barracks, because of them …” 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Good evening,” Oden took his leave. 
 
    “I see that my fears have come true,” Dolbarar said. 
 
    “Blood wasn’t drawn,” said Egil. 
 
    “This time,” said Dolbarar. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Sit with me, I want to speak to both of you.” 
 
    They sat in front of Dolbarar in two other armchairs before the fire. It was a comforting atmosphere, but the conversation was not going to be so, Lasgol feared. He was not wrong. 
 
    “I had you come to talk about your situation in the Camp and your future, considering your special … situation …” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. 
 
    “Our situation is the same we discussed in the capital, sir,” Egil said. 
 
    “Not exactly. Then it wasn’t of general knowledge that Lasgol was Darthor’s son,” Dolbarar looked at Lasgol as if he were trying to find out whether this was true or not. 
 
    “I see,” said Egil. 
 
    “It might have consequences that I must foresee, as you’ve just experienced right after arriving, from what I see.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Although it has no importance because you’re Rangers now, I need to know whether this information is true or just a lie. I’ll proceed accordingly in one case or the other.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged looks. Egil nodded. They must tell the truth. 
 
    “Yes, it’s true, I am Darthor’s son.” Lasgol said. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded heavily, considering. 
 
    “Perhaps one day you will want to tell me, it must be a long story … you needn’t do it. You’re now a Ranger and all that is behind you.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was debating whether to tell him everything or not. Dolbarar had saved their lives, he deserved to know the truth, but would he understand? And if he did not and he expelled them from the Rangers or even worse, he turned them in to Thoran, they would be hanged. He wanted to tell him, but the risks were too great, both for him and for Egil. They had been playing for the opposite side and if this were known now they would have a serious problem, He was divided, thinking about it with bowed head. 
 
    “I see it’s not the time. If it should come I’ll be here,” he offered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Thank you …” he replied. 
 
    “Although the step is heavy, I do have to make sure of one thing, you are now Rangers and your loyalty must be for the King,” he said staring at Egil now. “There can’t be double playing, you must follow the Path of the Ranger and serve the realm, without hesitation.” 
 
    Egil remained thoughtful. Lasgol looked at him. He did not know how his friend would react, more so knowing there was a pretty good chance that the one they must serve was trying to kill him for being the brother of who he was.” 
 
    “I’ll serve the realm,” Egil said. 
 
    “And the King,” Dolbarar remarked, giving him a warning look. 
 
    Egil heaved a long sigh. “And the King,” he said. 
 
    “I want you word of honor, otherwise I can’t have you as Rangers.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged looks. The fire was crackling beside them. It was a crucial moment, they could accept or burn in the flames. Or both if they were dishonest. But they were not. If they swore they would have to be faithful to their word. More so because they would be giving it to Dolbarar who had always been fair to them and had saved their lives in the capital. 
 
    Egil nodded to Lasgol. 
 
    “You have my word of honor,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded back. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Egil seemed to be struggling with himself. Dolbarar was staring at him. 
 
    “And mine,” he said at last. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded again and a small smile appeared on his face. “I’m very pleased that you’ve decided to continue among us. My door is always open if you should need advice.” 
 
    “Thank you sir,” they both said. 
 
    “Now, go, tomorrow you have a very special day ahead of you.” 
 
    They got up, saluted Dolbarar with respect and went to the door. 
 
    “And remember, always follow the Path of the Ranger.” 
 
    They both nodded and left the House of Command. 
 
    Lasgol wondered whether they would be able to do it. Whether Fate would really let them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Because he was so nervous about everything that was at stake that day, Lasgol got up earlier than usual. The day many of them were waiting for had finally arrived, the day when it would be decided whether they were ready to choose an elite specialty, or instead had to abandon that dream. 
 
    He leapt out of bed, and began to get dressed. Camu opened one eye and looked at him from the headboard of the bunk, where he now liked to sleep. He gave a muffled questioning shriek, and Lasgol made a sign for him not to worry. The little creature closed his eye again and went on sleeping placidly. 
 
    He was nearly finished dressing when Egil woke. He sat up in his bunk and said: “The day’s arrived. Are you nervous?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Very.” 
 
    “Don’t know why you’re nervous, you’re not going to make it,” came Viggo’s voice from the top of the other bunk. 
 
    “As long as there’s life there’s hope.” 
 
    “Of course there’s hope,” Gerd said as he got up and searched for his pants. “I don’t see why you always have to be so negative.” 
 
    “I’m not negative,” Viggo said. “What I am is realistic. None of us has the least chance of getting to choose an elite specialty. You all know that. You can dream about it all you like, you’re not going to succeed.” 
 
    “With that attitude we’re not going to succeed at anything,” Gerd said. “If you’re already thinking before you even take the test that you won’t make it, I don’t see why you’re even bothering.”  
 
    “Well I’m taking it because I already said I would, and if I change my mind now, Master Teacher Oden will make me run around the lake naked, and that’s not funny in the least.” 
 
    Egil burst out laughing. “I’m going to find it hard to get that image out of my mind.” 
 
    “I know it’s really hard and that we barely stand a chance of making it,” Lasgol said, “but we have to try. For some of us, getting as far as an elite specialty is a dream, and you must fight for your dreams, not give up at the first hurdle.” 
 
    “Very well said,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “We’ll see how quickly your dream dies the moment you see the test you’re faced with,” said Viggo. “From what I hear, these tests are completely insane. For goodness’ sake, you’re more likely to see a flying cow than one of us passing the tests.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” said Egil. “After all, they’re looking for candidates who can get as far as the specialization, so obviously the test will be really hard. Otherwise it wouldn’t make any sense. Only the very best of the best must be able to pass.” 
 
    “Well, exactly. Do you really think the best of the best are in this cabin?”  
 
    “I think there’s a lot of talent and a lot of potential in this cabin,” said Egil. “We may not be the best right now, but we could get to that point.”  
 
    Viggo, who was nearly dressed by now, shook his head. “You’re deluded, you’ll see how fast your dreams die.” 
 
    “Don’t be a spoilsport,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Anyway, don’t let your hopes get too high. Not everybody’s going to be taking part in the tests.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “The Master Teachers of each School will choose those with real potential from the ones who’ve been with them the whole year, and there’ll be only a handful of those at best.” 
 
    “And how d’you know that?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things, others I find out about. Not like you, daydreaming all the time and never finding out anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, you must’ve been spying around.” 
 
    “I haven’t told you how I found out, just that that’s what I’ve done.” 
 
    “There you are, you’ve been spying.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. 
 
    “I think it makes sense for the test to begin with a pre-selection,” Egil said. “The master-teachers know us very well and know our potential, because we belong to their schools and they’ve seen how we’ve developed over the past four years. That means they already have a pretty good idea about us, for better or worse.”  
 
    “Yeah, seems perfect to me,” said Viggo. “As I’m not going to be selected, I’ll withdraw, then I won’t have to run laps around the lake naked.” 
 
    Gerd made a face, “Don’t say that again, or else I won’t be able to get the image out of my mind.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a sexy one?” Viggo said sardonically. 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd shook their heads with great emphasis, making faces as they did so. 
 
    “Well, it’s your loss.”  
 
    The door opened and Ingrid appeared, followed by Nilsa, already dressed for the day, as they normally were. 
 
    “Still like that?” Ingrid asked. “We have a very important day ahead of us.” 
 
    Viggo smiled darkly. “Yeah, well, we get ready equally slowly whether it’s important days or normal ones. And just so you know, we only do it to annoy you.” 
 
    Ingrid went red with rage, and Nilsa laughed. 
 
    “It’s not true, Ingrid,” the big guy said.” It’s just that we’re a bit slow.”  
 
    “Yeah, there’s no doubt about that,” said Nilsa, “because you know how clumsy I am, and even I get ready in half the time it takes you.” 
 
    “Even taking into account that you’re a wo—” Viggo began. 
 
    Ingrid made a fist as she waited for him to finish the sentence. 
 
    “A wonder, a bright spark,” he finished, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “One of these days you’re going to really get what for.”  
 
    “I live for those moments,” Viggo replied with a comic gesture. 
 
    Ingrid started to turn red once again. 
 
    “We’d better get going,” said Egil. “I can hear Oden’s little bell.”  
 
    At the sound they all turned to the door. All except Camu, who hid under the bed so that he could sleep a little longer. 
 
    Lasgol had the feeling that the little creature was sleeping more every day, and the more he slept, the bigger he grew. At this rate, by the time the year was over he would be the size of a dog. Hiding him was going to be a nightmare. 
 
    Outside, Oden was waiting for them. The rest of their fourth-year mates were also coming out to assemble. 
 
    “Come with me to the House of Command. Dolbarar and the Master Rangers are waiting for you.” 
 
    Several students started to murmur questions about what was going to happen in the test.  
 
    “No backchat! Dolbarar will explain everything you need to know.” 
 
    Still some of them went on whispering and commenting. 
 
    “I said shut up! And follow me right away. If I hear anyone say one more word, I’ll send them to run laps around the lake. Naked!” 
 
    They all fell silent immediately. 
 
    As he was crossing the bridge he had already crossed so many times during the last four years, Lasgol’s stomach began to churn. His gaze went in search of Astrid, who was following behind with the Owls. She noticed this and smiled at him. His stomach settled a bit, but not completely. 
 
    As was usual at camp ceremonies, they found Dolbarar waiting in front of the House with the Four Master Rangers behind him. Today they all looked solemn, so that he guessed that there was not going to be good news for everybody. 
 
     “Welcome all,” he greeted them, and spread his arms wide in his usual gesture, his staff in one hand and the tome of The Path of the Ranger in the other. “Today we have the Specialization Test, where those who can opt for an elite specialty will be chosen. You are all Rangers by now, but only a few, the most brilliant, will be able to reach this level.” 
 
    “Crafty bunch,” whispered Viggo. 
 
    “I think it’s the right thing,” Egil said. 
 
    “You think everything’s all right, know-all.” 
 
    “I wish we could all find a specialization …” said Lasgol. 
 
    “The Path of the Ranger is an arduous one,” Egil recited, imitating Dolbarar’s voice. 
 
    Viggo crossed his arms. “There’s no dealing with you when you put on that master-mind act.” 
 
    Egil laughed, and Lasgol muffled a giggle. 
 
    Dolbarar seemed to have heard them. “It would be very pleasing to us – and it has always been my own dream – if every ranger could choose a specialty, but the Path of the Ranger teaches us that the specialties were created for those who excelled in the schools. The path teaches us that specialization is fundamental for the attainment of goals which would otherwise be impossible for a Ranger. At the same time it teaches us that only those who are truly suited to specialization, and have both the desire and the capacity to attain it, must be able to continue. That’s why each Master Ranger will now choose, from among his or her school, those whom they consider having both the ability and the desire.” 
 
    This resolved many of their doubts. There were murmurs – in favor, against and of surprise – among all the teams. 
 
    “See?” said Viggo. “Just as I told you.”  
 
    “It makes complete sense,” Egil said. “If it’s an elite specialty, then only the best ought to have a chance, otherwise it would be meaningless. If we could all be accepted, then it wouldn’t be a specialty, and still less an elite one.” 
 
    “That’s not very fair,” said Viggo. 
 
    “No, you heard Dolbarar, it’s not a matter of being fair, or giving everybody the chance, just that only those who really deserve it ought to try.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem very fair to me either,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Think of all the tests we’ve had to pass each year,” Egil asked him. “Do you think they were fair?” 
 
    Gerd was thoughtful for a moment. “Well, in fact come to think of it, no, I don’t. They’ve always been very tough tests and it was a nightmare passing them.” 
 
    “More than that, we suffered agonies,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “And why do you think those tests were so hard?” 
 
    “Because the Rangers enjoy putting us through it,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil smiled. “The reason is that it makes us improve, go beyond ourselves, overcome tests that otherwise we’d never even have dreamt of passing. If four years ago we’d been told about the tests we’d have to pass to get here today, what would you have said?” 
 
    “That they’re completely mad,” Gerd said. 
 
    “And yet here you are, you made it. The reason is quite simple, you’ve been given difficult goals, very difficult but attainable, and you achieved them. And you did that because you practiced and suffered, you learned and then you practiced even more. And you’d never have accomplished them any other way.” 
 
    They were all quiet, pondering over what Egil had said. 
 
    “I have to admit you’re right,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “That’s why the specialization tests have to be only for the best, because they’ll involve goals that are even more difficult, even more unattainable, but which some of us will reach.” 
 
    “I understand,” Lasgol said, and felt better. 
 
    Meanwhile Dolbarar was continuing with the ceremony. “Once the Four Master Rangers have selected the candidates, these will compete in the Specialization Test. The Master Rangers will make their selection based on the results.” 
 
    “It’s going to be a most interesting test …” Viggo murmured. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. “Yeah … it certainly is …” 
 
    First Dolbarar called Eyra, the Master Ranger of the School of Nature, to choose the contenders from her School. Egil glanced at his friends, who wished him luck, then went to stand with this group. 
 
    Lasgol knew that his friend did not stand much chance, but as he was so intelligent and knew so much, Eyra might consider him, although he doubted it as she had initially rejected him. But at least he had been given the chance and was being considered, along with his fellow pupils. 
 
     “I want you to know you’ve done very well,” Eyra said, “and I’m proud of you. The art of nature is a very complex one which requires a great deal of knowledge and an alert mind. I’ve chosen two contenders for the test with the hope, and the wish, that they will pass it.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Contender Sugesen, Captain of the Snakes.” 
 
    There were murmurs of approval. 
 
    “Contender Gonars, Captain of the Falcons.” 
 
    The two teams broke out into cheers and applause. 
 
    Lasgol felt bad for Egil, but his friend did not seem affected at not having been chosen. He made a gesture with hands and shoulders to show that at least he had tried. 
 
    “I told you we didn’t have a chance,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Shut up, knucklehead,” Ingrid snapped back. 
 
    The next to choose candidates was Ivana. Hastily and nervously, her pupils lined up in front of her. 
 
    Ingrid knew she had a definite chance; it showed in her eyes. Nilsa looked doubtful. Lasgol knew that the redhead wanted to be a Mage Hunter. This was the moment that would either grant her the chance or deny it. 
 
    “The School of Archery has a long history,” said Ivana, “and its specialties are highly sought-after and respected. Therefore I need to choose those I consider have the potential to make it. This year I’m going to choose four: 
 
    “Contender Isgord, Captain of the Eagles.” 
 
    Isgord smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “Contender Ingrid, Captain of the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    Lasgol had to control himself to stop himself applauding. 
 
    “Contender Nilsa, of the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    Now Lasgol could not hold back any longer and started clapping. Beside him Gerd was shouting with joy. 
 
    “Those are our girls!” Viggo shouted, full of pride. He was clapping wildly. 
 
    Ingrid made a gesture of appreciation to her friends. Nilsa was staring at Ivana, still in a state of shock; she could not believe she had made it. 
 
    Applause, shouts and cheers broke out from all the teams. 
 
    Next came the turn of Esben and the School of Wildlife. Lasgol became very nervous the moment Dolbarar announced this. It was deeply important to him, but he had not exactly known how much until the moment came. Somehow he felt that if he did not make it, he was failing his father. With him went Gerd, who looked at him in terror. Lasgol patted his shoulder encouragingly, and Gerd was grateful for that. What he did not know was that Lasgol was as terrified as he was himself. 
 
    Esben summoned his group and as was his usual way, did not beat about the bush. 
 
    “Wildlife is a specialization which many seek. With it you can attain control of powerful animals which serve as companions, like the Beast Whisperer. But this is a specialization which requires certain personal qualities. Not everybody can whisper to an animal, not everyone is capable of being in tune with their surroundings. In fact I’ve only found four among you with the potential.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd waited for the selection with a knot in their stomach. 
 
    “Contender Luca, Captain of the Wolves.”  
 
    His team cheered their leader. 
 
    “Contender Liana, of the Owls.” 
 
    Astrid and her team applauded. 
 
    “Gerd of the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    Gerd was wide-eyed with amazement. 
 
    “That’s my big guy!” cried Viggo. 
 
    And finally Esben announced the fourth candidate selected: 
 
    “Contender Lasgol, of the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    Lasgol let out his breath in a long sigh of relief. 
 
    They now had the opportunity to go on working with animals, which was something they loved. In fact Gerd had a better touch with them, though fear was his worst enemy and handicapped him in many ways. Luckily both would have a chance. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Egil and Viggo clapped until their hands hurt. 
 
    And finally the moment came for the School of Expertise. Master Ranger Haakon called out his pupils. 
 
    Viggo sighed, saluted his friends and went to join them, looking as though he would not make it and did not care. But someone else, who caught Lasgol’s attention completely, joined the group: Astrid. His heart began to beat faster than usual, or at least so it seemed to him. 
 
    He followed her with his eyes as she went to stand close to Viggo. 
 
     “As you know,” Haakon began, “I’m not a man of words but of action. So now I’m going to announce those chosen.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes were on him. 
 
    “Contender Azer, Captain of the Foxes.” 
 
    The Foxes cheered. Haakon glared at them, and they fell silent. 
 
    “Contender Astrid, Captain of the Owls.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her with a mixture of pride and surprise; he knew she was good at everything she put her mind to, but to be chosen by Haakon for the specialization was something else again. In her fierce face he saw a special intensity. She was happy, and he was delighted for her. 
 
    And what happened next left Lasgol and the rest of the team totally frozen with amazement. 
 
    “Contender Viggo, of the Snow Panthers,” said the Master Ranger. 
 
    Lasgol, Ingrid and Nilsa were left speechless. Egil and Gerd meanwhile clapped and shouted Viggo’s name in an outburst of delight. 
 
    Viggo was staring at Haakon blankly, almost as if he were expecting him to correct himself, but no, it had not been a mistake. Haakon withdrew with the selection closed. 
 
    Viggo went back to his friends and shrugged. 
 
    Lasgol knew that Viggo was good, Astrid had told him so, but he had not expected him to be that good. Though come to think of it, he had some qualities and skills none of the rest of them had, skills developed in the slums of the city he had grown up in. These undoubtedly helped him in the School of Expertise. And there was something else, something they could all see, something dark and lethal, which made him excel in that field. 
 
    And with that the selection of candidates was over. 
 
    “Good,” Dolbarar went on. “Tomorrow we’ll have the final test, and you’ll all be able to attend and watch. Archery will be early in the morning, then Nature, and in the afternoon Expertise and Wildlife. With luck, some of today’s chosen will manage to pass to an elite specialization. I wish you all the best of luck. Now go and celebrate, and get yourselves ready for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first light next morning, with the sun just coming up, the Test of the Specialty of Archery began. Dolbarar presided over it, with the four Master Rangers beside him, from a small open tent which had been set up at the southern end of the Archery field. 
 
    All the Snow Panthers were present. There was a crowd from the Third Year, from all the teams, even those which had nobody taking part in the test. They had come to see the show, and expectations were very high. Lasgol was decidedly nervous about what Ingrid and Nilsa might be in for. Nobody knew what the test would be, but he was sure it would be anything but easy. 
 
    A long white line had been drawn in front of the tent where Dolbarar and the Master Rangers were. It seemed to be the finishing line. The field was more than a thousand paces long, and Lasgol noticed that two other lines had been drawn at different distances, crossing the field from side to side. 
 
     “I wonder what they’ve drawn those lines for,” Gerd said. 
 
    Viggo nodded at the tent where Ivana was already getting to her feet. “I think we’re going to find out very soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lasgol, “something’s going on.”  
 
    “It’s starting,” Vigo said to Ingrid, who was waiting with her arms folded and an expression of determination on her face. “Good luck, I’m sure you’ll make it,” he added, and he was totally sincere. 
 
    Ingrid waited for the final sarcastic twist, but it never came. Viggo’s words had come from the heart. 
 
    They looked at one another intensely. Viggo knew how important this was for her and he was not joking. She was looking back at him in a way she never had before, buoyed by the intensity of her feelings at that moment. 
 
    “You’ll do incredibly well,” Gerd said. 
 
    Nilsa gave two jumps to relieve her nerves, turned to the giant and smiled nervously. 
 
    “Thanks, let’s hope we’re lucky.” 
 
    Ingrid finally tore her eyes away from Viggo’s. “It’s not luck we need to rely on, it’s our own skill,” she told Nilsa. 
 
    Nilsa smiled. “You’re right. We’ve put in a lot of practice. We’ll do well.” 
 
    “That’s right. Today’s the day we show all the effort and all the work we’ve put in.” 
 
    “We can’t do a lot,” Lasgol said, “but we’ll support you to the hilt.” 
 
    Ingrid smiled. “We know that, and it means a lot to us.”  
 
    Ivana came forward to stand on the line, then gave a signal. Half a dozen Rangers appeared, carrying a long bench, three bows and three quivers. They placed the bench behind the line, in the center, set exactly two paces back. They left the bows and quivers on the bench, within easy reach. 
 
    The rangers went down-field to stand on each side of the dividing lines. After this Ivana looked at Dolbarar expectantly. The leader gave a nod and Ivana spoke:  
 
    “We’re about to begin the specialty test for the School of Archery. The three selected candidates, please step forward.” 
 
    The first, of course, was Isgord, who moved forward like lightning. Ingrid and Nilsa followed. 
 
    Ivana looked them up and down, as if gauging their worth. “Right then. The test is difficult, it couldn’t be otherwise, and it’s designed to show how skilled you are with the bow, the Rangers’ main weapon. You’ll do the test individually, so that each of you will have your chance. When the three of you are finished I’ll give my verdict. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” said Isgord eagerly, and Ingrid and Nilsa nodded. 
 
    “Look at the end of the field.” 
 
    A group of figures had appeared at the far end and now began to move toward them. There were seven of them, on horseback. They stopped about six hundred paces away. 
 
    They wore heavy Rogdonian plated armor, with helmets. They were armed with Rogdonian spears and shields, and their mounts were beautiful western steeds. 
 
    “Rogdonian lancers,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “That’s what they look like,” Egil said. “That’s strange.” 
 
    “The lancers of the western kingdom are the best cavalry in all Tremia,” said Viggo. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “I know plenty of things … and I haven’t spent my life romping around with pigs, like some …”  
 
    Gerd hit him on the shoulder. It was a painful blow. 
 
    “Ouch!” protested Viggo, and began to rub the spot. The giant smiled. 
 
    Ivana went on: “Those seven Lancers will charge at the contender. The rules are simple. You must hit all seven. You have three bows to shoot at three different distances: Long bow, Compound and Short. You also have three different sets of arrows, suitable for each bow. When the Lancers cross the first line, switch from Long to Compound. When they cross the second, change from Compound to Short. You have to hit them before they reach you.” 
 
    “With the long bow … we’ll pierce their armor,” Ingrid said. She was concerned about the Lancers. 
 
    “Well spotted. The arrows have marking tips. They won’t pierce the armor.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “Right. Ready? Who wants to go first?” 
 
    Everybody expected it to be Isgord. The blond Eagle was watching the riders, who in turn were waiting for the order to charge, but he did not volunteer. 
 
    Ingrid glanced at him scornfully. “I will,” she said, 
 
    “Isgord wants to see how it goes, so he has an advantage,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Looks like it,” said Egil.” He’s very clever.”  
 
    “And a rat,” added Lasgol. 
 
    “That too,” Egil agreed. 
 
    “He’s a cretin, and that’s that,” Viggo summed up. 
 
    Ivana went to stand in front of Ingrid and nodded. “At my signal,” she said, and raised her arm. 
 
    Everyone watched in a tense silence. 
 
    When she lowered her arm, the riders at the far end spurred their horses and the charge began. 
 
    Ingrid picked the long bow. She took a long arrow from the quiver, calmly nocked it and then aimed. 
 
    The seven lancers were riding at a gallop. 
 
    Five hundred paces; they were still out of reach. 
 
    Ingrid did not release. She compensated for the trajectory of the shot, calculating so as not to miss. She was aiming at the central lancer. 
 
    Four hundred paces. They were galloping to the limit of the ability of those magnificent horses. The distance was enormous, but it was within the possible range of the long bow. 
 
    Ingrid released. The arrow flew. It hit the central rider. The mark, in the form of a blotch of red paint, appeared on his shoulder. A masterly shot at such a distance. The rider pulled on the reins and stopped his horse. 
 
    With a swift move, she spun, took another arrow, turned, nocked and aimed. All in the blink of an eye. 
 
    She released. 
 
    It hit the second rider in the chest, and the red mark spread across his corselet. 
 
     He slowed his gallop. 
 
    Three hundred paces.  “Switch bows!” Ivana ordered. 
 
    Ingrid left the long bow and took the compound, nocked a medium arrow and aimed. 
 
    The remaining five riders were coming at full speed. 
 
    She released. 
 
    And missed. 
 
    She cursed silently, but was not distracted. She took another arrow, released again and hit another central rider. 
 
    Two hundred paces. 
 
    She repeated the shot and hit another rider. 
 
    She released again, and failed. 
 
    A hundred paces. 
 
    “Switch bows!” Ivana ordered. 
 
    Ingrid needed to switch bows and hit three riders before they covered the hundred paces which were left. She was not going to have time. They were too close. 
 
    With the speed of lightning she spun, nocked, aimed and released at the one in the middle, the closest one, the one who was already almost on her, and hit him in the chest. She grasped another arrow and turned to the right. Already the rider was nearly upon her as he covered the last few paces, coming diagonally toward her. 
 
    She released, and the arrow hit him in the shoulder. 
 
    Only the one on the left now remained, but he was already on top of her. 
 
    She took the arrow, nocked and released point-blank from the hip as she did not have time to aim, just as the lancer’s spear hit her. 
 
    The arrow hit the lancer in the helmet. 
 
    Ingrid was thrown backwards by the blow of the spear. 
 
    She was left lying on the ground, unable to get up, holding her chest, her face twisted in pain. Ivana came to her side. 
 
    “Healer!” she called, and Edwina hastened to look after her. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends were watching all this with great concern. 
 
    “The tip of the spear is for marking,” Egil said reassuringly. “It’s not lethal.”  
 
    “Even so, it was a massive blow,” Gerd muttered. 
 
    Viggo was a taut as a branch on the point of snapping. He had not taken his eyes off Ingrid. He was about to go to her, but Lasgol stopped him. 
 
    “Edwina will take care of her. She’s in the best possible hands.” 
 
    Viggo struggled. 
 
    “She wouldn’t want you to embarrass her,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    Viggo thought about it, took a step forward and stopped. “She’d better not be hurt.” 
 
    “Nothing’ll happen to her,” Lasgol assured him. “Take it easy.” 
 
    Two rangers were carrying Ingrid away in a stretcher, with Edwina accompanying them. 
 
    “She should have moved away and not tried that last shot,” Gerd said. 
 
    “She’d never do that, and you know it,” Viggo said savagely. 
 
    “I know, but look what happened …” 
 
    Lasgol was moved by his captain’s courage. “Ingrid would never back down, she’s proved that in spades.”  
 
    “Very few would’ve kept still when they were being charged by a Lancer at full gallop,” Egil said. 
 
    “Very few,” Viggo said. “She’s special. She has more courage than the rest of us put together.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “On with the test!” Ivana announced. 
 
    Nilsa and Isgord had not missed anything of all this. They tensed. 
 
    “Isgord?” Ivana called. “You’ve seen what you have to do.” She pointed to the Lancers, who had changed their stained corselets for new ones. 
 
    Isgord took up his position. “Ready,” he said. 
 
    Ivana gave the signal, and the Lancers charged, 
 
    Isgord nocked and released without waiting for them to come into range. His arrow fell short by more than a hundred paces. 
 
    Five hundred paces. 
 
    He released again and missed, by fifty paces. 
 
    Four hundred paces. The Lancers were charging at a gallop. 
 
    Isgord released twice, with hardly a gap between the two shots. 
 
    Both hit the target. Two Lancers stopped. It seemed he had been calculating with the first two missed shots. 
 
    Three hundred paces. 
 
    “Switch bows!” 
 
    He repeated the strategy, releasing two very quick shots which missed their target. 
 
    Two hundred paces. 
 
    He released three times in rapid succession. They found their mark, and three riders stopped. 
 
    A hundred paces. Two riders remained: the furthest ones, the one on the left and the one on the right. 
 
    “Switch bows!” 
 
    Isgord could no longer calculate using missed shots. They were converging on him from both directions. He took the short bow and with incredible skill hit the man on the right first. Keeping calm and cool, without moving from the spot, waiting for the last rider’s impact, he released. He hit his target less than ten paces short of the final charge. 
 
    Both riders passed beside him without striking him with their spears. They had already been eliminated. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Gerd said. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Egil agreed. 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. “He’s a brainless oaf, but we have to admit he’s a champion with the bow.” 
 
    “He’s very good,” said Lasgol. “And clever too, unfortunately.”  
 
    Isgord withdrew amid applause and cheers, not only from his own team. 
 
    Now it was Nilsa’s turn. The freckled redhead had improved enormously during the last two years, mostly thanks to all the practice she had done with Ingrid; now she was an amazing archer, even better than Ingrid at long distance. On the other hand Nilsa was Nilsa and not Ingrid, so the Panthers knew that anything could happen. Lasgol crossed his fingers. If everything went well, she ought to pass the test. 
 
    “Ready?” Ivana asked. When Nilsa nodded, she gave the signal. 
 
    The riders charged, spears raised and shields at the ready. 
 
    Lasgol was now very nervous for her. Nor was he the only one. Gerd was as white as a sheet. 
 
    Five hundred paces. 
 
    Nilsa was shaking. 
 
    Four hundred paces. 
 
    She turned, took a long arrow, nocked it, aimed and released. She repeated the motion three times: identically, with a definite rhythmic movement. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, she hit the three central riders. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. Those shots had been masterly; she had shot three lancers riding at a gallop at four hundred paces. Impressive. 
 
    Three hundred paces. 
 
    “Switch bows!” 
 
    Nilsa put the long bow aside and picked up the compound. She released once and hit the target. 
 
    Two hundred paces. 
 
    She released and hit the target once again. 
 
    Lasgol, Viggo and Gerd could not believe it. They were mad with excitement. She seemed to be an infallible archer. She might have been Ivana herself. 
 
    A hundred paces. 
 
    There were two riders left. She had it, Isgord had just done it. She could do it too. 
 
    She went to take the short bow, but made the attempt before she had let go of the compound. She was too hasty, and both bows fell to the ground. 
 
    “Oh no!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake!” said Egil. 
 
    Viggo threw back his head. “How clumsy she is!”  
 
    Nilsa recovered the short bow, then with a swift move, with no time to aim, released at the left-hand rider from the hip. 
 
    She missed. 
 
    Now very nervous, she tried to release again, 
 
    She had no time left. 
 
    Both lancers reached her position. 
 
    The first spear sought her chest. 
 
    Nilsa, through nerves or reflexes, leapt to one side and rolled on the ground to avoid the charge. 
 
    The lancers did not hit her. They turned and stood beside her, aiming their spears at her. 
 
    She did not get up, just in case. 
 
    “Test over,” Ivana said. 
 
    Everybody applauded and shouted out the names of their favorites. Isgord’s was the most audible. The Panthers shouted Ingrid’s and Nilsa’s names. 
 
    Lasgol meanwhile was fearing the worst for his two teammates. They would have to wait for Ivana to give her verdict. 
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    Everybody was waiting eagerly for Ivana’s verdict. The Master Ranger of the School of Archery was consulting with Dolbarar in front of the tent they had put up to watch the test. 
 
    Isgord was sure he had passed and was puffing himself up like a fighting rooster. His team were milling around him, cheering and shouting out his name. 
 
    While they waited for the result, the Panthers were trying to encourage Nilsa, who was heartbroken at not having been able to eliminate all seven lancers. Ingrid was in the infirmary with the Healer by now. 
 
    At last Ivana gave her judgment. 
 
    “After long deliberation over the performance of the selected candidates, we have reached a verdict. This year we had good contenders who did an excellent job. I, Ivana, Master Ranger of the School of Archery, choose for the elite specialty of this school …” 
 
    There was a silence. Everybody was listening with great interest, the Panthers above all. 
 
    “Isgord, of the Eagles team, who brought down the seven Lancers in time.” 
 
    Applause broke out on the archery field, and the Eagles yelled with pride. 
 
    “Ingrid, of the Panthers, who although she was hit by the final lancer, also brought them all down.” 
 
    The Panthers cheered and clapped, and Viggo shouted with joy. 
 
    “That is my decision. This is a good year, and two Archers have been selected.”  
 
    Everybody cheered and applauded them, but Nilsa put her hands to her head in total despair. She had not made it.  
 
    Lasgol tried to comfort her. 
 
    “You did really well, you should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    Nilsa could not hold back her tears. 
 
    “You were just a moment away from making it,” Gerd told her. 
 
    “But it was no use because of my clumsiness.” 
 
    “Nobody has better marksmanship than you at long distance. Not even Isgord or Ingrid,” Egil told her. 
 
    “But it didn’t get me chosen.” 
 
    Viggo did his best to make light of it. “Don’t worry, it’s not the end of the world.”  
 
    “It’s the end of my dream … I won’t be able to become a Mage Hunter.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Lasgol said. He felt Nilsa’s pain at not having reached her goal as if it were his own. 
 
    “Dreams and goals are there so that we can try to reach them,” Egil told her. “If we don’t manage to, it doesn’t mean we’ve failed, because what’s important isn’t reaching the finishing line but the struggle and the effort we put into trying to get there.”  
 
    “Very well put, know-all,” said Viggo. 
 
    But Nilsa’s heart was broken. She had always wanted to become a Mage Hunter, one of the elite Archery specializations, and her dream ended here. Unable to hold back her tears, she covered her eyes with her hands. 
 
    “I owed it to my father, and I’ve failed …” 
 
    “Don’t say that. You didn’t owe it to him,” Lasgol said. “What happened to your father has nothing to do with you. You’re your own person. You have to follow your own path,” 
 
    “Besides, revenge is a bad companion to have on the way,” Egil told her. “It almost always leads to pain and misery.” 
 
    “The bookworm is right,” Viggo assured her. “Revenge leads down a path of darkness and pain, and it does you no good.”  
 
    By now Nilsa was weeping disconsolately. Nothing they said seemed to be able to help her. 
 
    Gerd gave her a big hug and tried to comfort her with sweet, soothing words. Lasgol could see that nothing would console her at that moment. She had spent endless nights and days dreaming about it, and now everything was over for her. 
 
    “We’ll have to go and tell Ingrid in the infirmary,” said Viggo. “I’m sure she’ll be very happy, or – well, as happy as Ingrid can get when she manages something she already expected to.”  
 
    “Yeah, we’d better go and give her the good news,” Lasgol said, “before the School of Nature test begins.” 
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    For the grand Specialty Test for the School of Nature, Eyra the Erudite assembled her two contenders in the great western forest which ended in the River of No Return. 
 
    Lasgol found this test deeply interesting. Until the last moment he had been hesitating between Nature and Wildlife, and had finally chosen the latter. At the same time he was left wondering whether he should have chosen Nature instead, which was why he had come to observe the test. With him was Egil, who despite his great intellect and knowledge, had not been selected for it. 
 
    “You needn’t worry,” Lasgol told him. “Everybody knows you have a prodigious mind and that you should’ve had access to the specialization.” 
 
    “Thanks, my friend. I know you mean it from the heart, but we both know it’s not true. To have access to the elite specialties you need not only a good head but also a good body to support it, and I fail in the second of those.” 
 
    Lasgol was about to contradict this, but he knew his friend was right and that whatever he might say himself, Egil had already accepted Eyra’s verdict. So he simply nodded and patted him on the back encouragingly. 
 
    Dolbarar appeared with the other Master Rangers and talked briefly with Eyra. At the same time Lasgol studied the members of the Snakes team. It was not one that he altogether liked. They were known to be a little slippery and inclined to be tricky. Of all the teams, they were the one with the least impressive physique. None of them was either tall or strong, but even so they had managed to reach the Fourth Year. They were capable, there was no doubt about that. In fact three of them were in the School of Nature: Sugesen the Captain and two red-blond boys, Erik and Gustav, who although they were not brothers looked very much alike. The other three had gone to Expertise, which suggested that their skills leaned toward stealth and trapping. 
 
    He went on to observe the Falcons team, whose captain Gonars was taking part in the test. The Falcons were mainly good at Archery and Wildlife, so it was strange that their Captain should excel at Nature. In fact, two of the best Archers were Arvid and Rasmus of the Falcons: the former small and dark, the latter huge and blond. Lasgol thought about it: Gonars excelled at Nature for the same reason as Egil, because he was very intelligent. That was why the Falcons were so good in team tests, because they had a great captain in Gonars. 
 
    Eyra the Erudite now called them. “Step forward, young contenders in the Specialization of Nature. This is a test in which intellect and knowledge are what matter rather than how good you may be with weapons or how fast your body may be. Even so, you’ll need these last qualities to pass the test. But I want to stress that the most important thing is for you to use your heads and remember everything we’ve learned during these four years we’ve been learning the secrets of Mother Nature.” 
 
    The two contenders nodded, and their teams began to cheer. At the same time Viggo arrived, together with Gerd. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were interested in watching the test,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Actually I’m not in the least interested,” Viggo said, “but you know me, I like to know what’s going on in everything …” 
 
    “Well, I am interested,” Gerd said. “Particularly if they use traps, which is something I love, even though I hate potions and poisons.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “I think there’ll be a bit of everything in the test.”  
 
    “Of course there’ll be all that,” said Ingrid, who had just arrived with Nilsa. “That’s why it’s a selection for the specialty.” 
 
    “You’re late, both of you,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Shut up, numbskull, you just got here yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I got here on time and you’re late.” 
 
    “You’re a real pain in the neck,” Nilsa told him. 
 
    “Sure, but I’m your beloved pain in the neck.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth and let’s watch the test,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “The test will be divided into three parts,” Eyra announced. “Three parts with a time limit. The first will consist of finding the ingredients and preparing a potion which may seem familiar, but isn’t exactly one you’ve studied. Hence it’ll be harder than usual. Once you have the potion ready, you have to drink it. It has some rather interesting effects. To get rid of those effects you’ll have to prepare an antidote. Anyone who manages to prepare it correctly will have a better chance than his opponent to finish satisfactorily. That will be the second part of the test. And the third part will consist of making a trap and four elemental arrows, which you’ll have to use to get through the maze which has been set up at Giant’s Hollow.” 
 
    “This test sounds really interesting,” Viggo said. “In particular the business of the potion.”  
 
    “I didn’t like the sound of that part at all,” Gerd commented. 
 
    “This looks like a really complicated test,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “It looks fascinating to me,” Egil said. “I’m sure I could have coped with the first two parts perfectly well. But going into the forest and using traps and elemental arrows … I wouldn’t have been so good at that …” 
 
    “It’s going to be a test worth watching,” Ingrid said with great interest. 
 
    “I think the elemental arrows are amazing,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Sure,” Viggo put in, “if you weren’t so clumsy that half the time you can’t manage to make them …” 
 
    “At least I try, not like you. If it’s not a poison, you don’t give a damn.” 
 
    “Poisons are my specialty,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Your specialty is driving us mad,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Eyra took the two contenders to a table which had been set up a hundred paces from the forest. On it were several utensils, tools and phials that were used in the making of potions. Beside the table was an unlit campfire and over it a metal tripod with a pot. This was to be used for preparing the potions. 
 
    “The time has come to begin the test,” she announced.  
 
    Sugesen and Gonars prepared themselves. Their faces showed the tension they were feeling. 
 
    “On the table you’ll find two rolled parchments, one tied with a yellow ribbon and the other with a blue one. Open the yellow one first.” 
 
    She showed them an hourglass, and turned it over. 
 
    “Time’s started running now, the test has begun.” 
 
    Both contenders ran to the table and opened the parchments tied with the yellow ribbon. They read for a moment under the close gaze of the watchers. 
 
    “They’re reading the ingredients of the potion they have to prepare,” Egil said excitedly. “I’d love to know what they are.”  
 
    The first to run to the forest was Gonars. With demonic agility and speed he vanished into the underbrush and the trees in the blink of an eye. Sugesen took a moment longer to react, as if he were puzzling over where he could find the components, or the meaning of the potion he had to make. He seemed to decide and ran off in his turn, but instead of going into the nearest stretch of forest he took a slight detour and vanished further to the north. 
 
    “Looks as though the Captain of the Snakes knows where to find the ingredients,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “That’s what I thought too,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “Otherwise he’d have followed a straight line, like Gonars.” 
 
    “Sugesen is clever,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “But Gonars is much quicker on his feet, and he’s a better fighter,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Don’t you mean he’s better-looking?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that too. So what?” 
 
    “I think we should have a bet on which of them passes,” said Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “That wouldn’t be right.”  
 
    “I don’t see why. We’re not taking part, we’re only watching, and we’ve got nothing at stake here.” 
 
    “My money’s on Sugesen,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Well, I think Gonars will do better,” said Nilsa. 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “You’re hopeless.”  
 
    Lasgol laughed. 
 
    “For the moment I’m going to hold back,” Egil said. “As soon as the first part’s over I’ll make my bet.” 
 
    “You’re cheating,” Viggo said, “but all right, we’ll accept it.”  
 
    For a long while they had no idea what was going on inside the forest, but the hourglass showed that half the time available had already passed. 
 
    Suddenly Sugesen appeared at a run. His teammates, along with some of the audience, began to applaud and cheer him. 
 
    “I knew he was the sharpest one,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Where do they carry the ingredients?” Gerd wondered as Sugesen reached the table. 
 
    Once he had reached the table, the captain of the Snakes swiftly took off the Ranger’s belt under his cloak and began to take the ingredients he needed out of its pockets. 
 
    “Ah, now I see,” Gerd said. 
 
    “See why the belts are great?” Egil said. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “You and your belts … really …”  
 
    “One day they’ll save your life.” 
 
    “I doubt it very much.” 
 
    “Here comes Gonars!” cried Nilsa said. She began to applaud, and the Falcons joined in. 
 
    Time was passing, and both rivals now worked hard to prepare the potion. They had to light the campfire and boil water, in which they dissolved several of the ingredients they had found in the forest. 
 
    “I wonder what’ll happen if one of them makes it and the other one doesn’t,” said Ingrid. “D’you think that the one who doesn’t manage the first part of the test is disqualified?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nilsa said, “I’m with Lasgol here. It’s one thing if they both pass and one takes longer than the other. It’s very different if time runs out and one of them hasn’t finished. If you don’t manage to pass the first part of the test, I guess that leaves you out.” She was beginning to sound more and more nervous. 
 
    Gonars, who was quicker with his hands than Sugesen, tied with him in the preparation of the potion. Time was running out by now, and there were only a few grains of sand left to fall in the hourglass. 
 
    And as if they were Siamese twins, they both downed the potion at the same time in a single gulp. 
 
    The Master Ranger of Nature announced the end of the test, checked both contenders and accepted the result of the first part. Everybody clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Now I regret to inform you that you are poisoned, so you have this time” (she turned the hourglass over again) “to prepare a potion to counter the effects of the poisoning. I think you both know a remedy for it. You have to use your knowledge, and think carefully about it.” 
 
    “They’ve poisoned themselves!” Nilsa cried incredulously. 
 
    “Now this really is getting interesting,” Viggo said. 
 
    “But if they’re poisoned,” Ingrid asked, “how are they going to be able to make the antidote themselves?”  
 
    “I think that’s exactly where the difficulty of the test lies,” said Egil. He indicated the two contenders, who were now beginning to stagger toward the forest. 
 
    “They look drunk,” said Gerd. 
 
    “The potion must have made them dizzy and disoriented,” Lasgol reasoned. 
 
    “This test really is a pretty nasty one,” said Ingrid.  “How are they going to find the ingredients for the antidote if they’re dizzy?”  
 
    Viggo smiled maliciously. “I couldn’t have thought up a better test myself.”  
 
    “My money’s on Sugesen,” said Egil suddenly. 
 
    “Taken,” Viggo replied. 
 
    “And what are we using for stakes?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “Let’s see now,” said Viggo. “We don’t even have a single gold coin between us, and we won’t for a long time either. The best thing to do is use tasks at the quartermaster’s as stakes. There are always plenty of those around here.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’m going for Gonars.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “So Egil and I will go for Sugesen,” said Viggo. “There’s only you left, Ingrid. Who are you putting your money on?” 
 
    “I said before, it doesn’t seem right to bet on these tests. I’m sitting this out.” 
 
    They watched the two captains stagger into the forest. Lasgol had the feeling that neither of them would make it, not in that state. But he knew they would try as hard as they could, because they wanted to win so badly that nothing could be allowed to get in their way. 
 
    Time was passing, and expectation growing among the audience. Arvid and Rasmus of the Falcons were shouting to the heavens to encourage their captain. The other Falcons joined them, chanting their Captain’s name rhythmically. 
 
    The Snakes, seeing this and not wanting to be left behind, started shouting their own captain’s name as loud as the Falcons, or even louder. At this rate the two teams were going to leave everyone deaf. 
 
    And then Gonars appeared on one side of the forest. The cheers from the Falcons reached a deafening pitch. 
 
    It looked as if the Captain of the Falcons was in the lead. He reached the table and began to prepare the antidote. There was still no sign of Sugesen. Time was slipping by, and if the Captain of the Snakes did not get a move on he would not get there in time. 
 
    Suddenly he emerged from the south side of the forest. He was soaking wet and walking in a straight, or almost straight, line. 
 
    “He went into the river,” Viggo concluded. “That’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Why’s it brilliant?” Gerd asked blankly. 
 
    “Because he needed to clear his head and get rid of the dizziness.” 
 
    “Oh … right, I see.” 
 
    “It’s actually a good stratagem, though a risky one,” said Egil. “We don’t know whether he’ll have time to get back and prepare the antidote.” 
 
    They did not have to wait long for an answer. Sugesen, being less fuddled, finished the antidote before Gonars, who had already spent some time on it. He drank it at a gulp and turned to Eyra. Gonars took a moment longer and came very close to not making it, because time had nearly run out. 
 
    At the last moment, with the last grains of sand falling, he drank the antidote. 
 
    Eyra accepted both performances, and everybody burst into applause. 
 
    “Now we come to the final part of the test. The third part: the maze.” 
 
    At her signal, the two captains began to prepare elemental arrows and traps. 
 
    “This is going to be really fun,” said Viggo. “You’ve still got time to change your bets.”  
 
    “I’ll keep the same,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “How strange,” Viggo retorted. “And the others?” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol held firm. Gerd was doubtful, but decided to stay with his original choice. 
 
    Viggo looked at Ingrid, who wrinkled her nose at him. He gave her a charming smile, and she grimaced in desperation. 
 
    Eyra gave the signal. The two captains loaded their creations into their belts, took the compound bows from Eyra and set off for the maze. All the spectators hurried up the hill to see what was happening at Giant’s Hollow. 
 
    The Captain of the Falcons went in through the southeastern entrance, the Captain of the Snakes through the southwest. At once they found themselves in a maze of high wooden fences with obstacles of felled pine-trees, holes, lengths of cloth and vegetation which prevented them from seeing what was ahead, leaving only a very narrow space. The maze was divided into two parallel corridors. Gonars would take one and Sugesen the other, but they could not see each other because of the high wooden fence in between. 
 
    They went forward almost simultaneously, each on his own side, until they came to an obstacle consisting of several barrels which they were forced to avoid. As they did so they triggered a hidden trap, which caused a spring to release a dummy with a spear in its hand. 
 
    Both captains jumped back to avoid the spear. But the spring meanwhile caused the dummy to spin round, again and again. It made it impossible for them to pass without risking being impaled by the spear, and there was no other way to go on other than past the dummy. 
 
    The two captains made the same decision. They each took out a fire arrow, nocked, aimed and released. Two small explosions and two flames set fire to the dummy, and very soon it was blazing. They waited until it had collapsed and leapt over it to continue on their way. 
 
    “I’m going to love this trap-maze,” said Viggo. 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “But can’t you see it’s dangerous? They were about to have an accident.”  
 
    “That’s the cream of the joke.”  
 
    The two captains went on, avoiding an array of pine-trunks which had been laid across their path. No sooner had they dodged them than in front of each of them a soldier armed with spear and shield appeared, charging. They had only a moment to make their decision. The attacking soldiers were well-protected by scaled shields, helmets and armor. They also wore extra protection on hands, arms and legs. 
 
    Both contenders chose arrows and released. Gonars chose an air arrow, which broke against the shield with an electric charge that shook the soldier’s whole body, so that he collapsed amid convulsions. 
 
    Sugesen on the other hand used a different arrow: one of earth. On impact with his opponent’s shield there was an explosion of smoke and earth which left the soldier stunned and half-blinded. He was forced to move aside. 
 
    The spectators clapped enthusiastically. 
 
    “Actually,” Ingrid admitted, “it’s getting really interesting.”  
 
    “See? I told you so.” 
 
    “You talk a lot, but not much of what you say matters.” 
 
    “And you have eyes that take my breath away. Or it might be your charming personality, I’m not quite sure which of the two.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Shut up and watch.” 
 
    Both captains went on following the maze, but it was getting progressively harder to advance. The obstacles in their way needed considerable effort. After they had extricated themselves from a trench of mud, they found a huge ball of fire rolling toward them, blocking the narrow path. 
 
    This time neither of them hesitated. They both took out the same type of arrow and released. The water tip burst on impact with the ball of fire, which was actually a ball of burning hay, and there followed an explosion of ice that extinguished the fire completely. 
 
    As they had no room to escape, the ball hit them and knocked them down. Its outside was now of ice, so the blow they received was a substantial one which sent them rolling back several paces until they finally managed to stop. When they stood up they looked exhausted and in pain. 
 
    “Poor Gonars,” Nilsa said nervously. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Viggo commented. “He’s tough, he’ll go on.”  
 
    “So is Sugesen,” said Gerd. “He’s already doing just that.”  
 
    “Of course they’re both tough,” Ingrid said. “They’re captains.”  
 
    The contenders went on along the narrow passage each had ahead of him and which was now going uphill. It took them a while to reach a flat stretch. It seemed that each of them knew where the other was always, although communication was impossible thanks to the enormous palisade which separated them. 
 
    Suddenly two boars appeared before them, and not only the two captains but everybody watching was frozen with horror. How could the two contenders fight a boar in such a limited space and with only bows to defend themselves? 
 
    “Oh no!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “Now this is getting more interesting,” said Viggo. 
 
    “It’s getting very dangerous,” Gerd corrected him. He sounded worried 
 
    . 
 
    The boars glared at the two contenders, who were now forced to use what they had to get out of that desperate situation. 
 
    They both reacted identically, reaching for their belts and taking out the traps they had prepared. Then they crouched and placed these in front of them at the exact moment the boars charged. They tried to avoid this, though in that situation they had nowhere to go to avoid being caught. 
 
    “Run!” the watchers yelled, and shouts of horror and fear echoed throughout the hill. 
 
    Below, in the hollow, the boars reached the spot where the traps were set. When they passed over them, these were activated, and exploded. Both animals, carried on by the inertia of their run, collapsed stunned on the ground a few paces ahead. 
 
    Egil recognized the weapon. “It’s a gas trap.” 
 
    “What’s its effect on a boar?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t think it’ll be much,” said Gerd. 
 
    The two captains evidently thought the same. They raced toward the boars, leapt over them and ran toward the end of the maze. 
 
    “This certainly is a test for fully-fledged master rangers!” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gerd said. “Even at my best, I could never pass these tests.”  
 
    Lasgol had to agree with him. 
 
    And suddenly the end of the maze appeared in front of the two captains. They only had ten paces left to finish and win. 
 
    They advanced five paces warily. And suddenly, a Ranger jumped out of a hole in the ground as though launched by a spring. He was armed with a bow. 
 
    Nilsa started and gave a cry, and Gerd put his hand over his eyes so as not to see what was about to happen. 
 
    Both captains acted quickly, and each released his last arrow. Sugesen’s was the air arrow. It struck the Ranger’s chest, giving him an electric shock so that he was unable to release. His bow fell from his hand amid convulsions, and he fell to one side. 
 
    Gonars released the earth arrow. This too struck the torso of his opponent, and the explosion of smoke and earth left him stunned and half-blinded. 
 
    But he managed to release. 
 
    The Ranger’s marking arrow hit the captain in the arm, and then, unable to see, the Ranger admitted defeat. 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars reached the end of the maze and came out. The audience cheered and both teams cheered and clapped wildly. 
 
    “You can start paying me,” Viggo said. “Sugesen’s the winner in this one.” 
 
    “No way,” Nilsa riposted. “Gonars finished it too.” 
 
    “Yes but that Ranger hit him.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Viggo’s right,” Egil said. “Although Gonars managed to defeat the Rangers, his choice of arrow wasn’t the ideal one for the situation, and Sugesen’s was.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Gerd said. 
 
    “It’s better to use an air arrow against an archer, because it’ll incapacitate him immediately, as it did in Sugesen’s case.” 
 
    “Oh, I see, the earth one didn’t do the job completely.” 
 
    “It stunned and half-blinded him, but he was able to release once.” 
 
    “We’ll have to wait for Eyra’s verdict,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “As you wish, but I’m right,” Viggo said smugly. 
 
    Lasgol too wondered what Eyra would say. The test had been neck and neck until the end. 
 
    The two captains went up the hill where Eyra, Dolbarar and the other Master Rangers were waiting. 
 
    “You did a wonderful job,” Eyra congratulated them. “Gonars, let me see that mark on your arm.” 
 
    The Master Ranger examined it for a moment, then gave her judgment. 
 
    “Sugesen, the captain of the Snakes, finished the test and completed the three parts satisfactorily. Therefore he is granted access to one of the elite specialties of the School of Nature.” 
 
    Everybody began to shout Sugesen’s name. 
 
     “The Captain of the Falcons,” Eyra went on, addressing Gonars, “also did an excellent job, satisfactorily completing the first two parts of the test. In the third one, in the final stretch, he was hit by the Ranger.” 
 
    “He’s out, like I said,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” Nilsa told him. 
 
    “But seeing that the arrow struck him in the forearm,” Eyra went on, “and hence is not a mortal wound, he’s considered to have completed the test satisfactorily. Gonars will be awarded entry to an elite specialty of the School of Nature.” 
 
    His team broke into applause, and everyone else joined in the celebration. 
 
    “So Sugesen was the one who won, eh?” Nilsa said to Viggo. 
 
    “The Master Ranger cheated. It’s clear that Sugesen won.” 
 
    “Not at all, handsome,” said Ingrid. “They both won, so it’s a tie.”  
 
    Hearing her calling him handsome, Viggo went red and did not even disagree. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ingrid, then at Viggo, and was disconcerted at not hearing Viggo complain about the bet. He accepted it. 
 
    Ingrid realized that she had said something she had not meant to. Turning, she left for the cabin, while Viggo watched her with eyes full of yearning. 
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    The next day they were summoned at first light for the selection test for the School of Specialization in Expertise. Lasgol was interested in this test, not only because to everybody’s surprise Viggo was taking part – or rather had been chosen to take part – but because Astrid too was taking the test. And obviously everything to do with her was of enormous interest to him. 
 
    Once again the test drew a crowd of curious pupils, and practically every Fourth-Year came to witness it. The meeting place was Eagle Crag. This was a rocky lookout from which a beautiful valley could be seen at its foot. A canyon formed by a large forest with an island in the middle of a quiet lake. 
 
    Dolbarar thanked everybody for attending this important test and invited Haakon to speak. The mysterious Master Ranger of the School of Expertise came straight to the point. 
 
    “The three selected for the test, come forward.” 
 
    Astrid was the first. She was followed by Azer, Captain of the Foxes. Finally a reluctant Viggo moved to stand beside them.  He did not look in the least happy to be taking part. Lasgol knew this was not true; Viggo always tried to hide his feelings. Lasgol was sure that the test meant a lot for his partner, because in some way it meant a recognition very few had achieved, and for Viggo, whether he showed it or not, this recognition meant a lot. Although of course he would never ever admit it. 
 
    “Listen carefully because I’m not going to repeat this,” Haakon said. “Down there in the center of that island a group of outlaws are holding a hostage. Your mission is simple. You have to go into the forest, cross the lake to the center of the island and free the hostage without the guards raising the alarm.” 
 
    “In plain daylight?” Azer asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course in plain daylight. If it were night it would be too easy.” 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. 
 
    “How many guards are there on the island?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “More than one and less than a dozen. You’ll recognize them because they’ll be wearing dark clothes. They’re not dressed like Rangers but like common ruffians.” 
 
    “Can we get rid of the guards?” Azer asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s allowed. It’s part of the mission. You must either reach your goal completely unnoticed, or if you’re seen by a guard, get rid of him with total stealth and without letting him raise the alarm.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Astrid. 
 
    “One last thing,” said Haakon. “Don’t be too confident if you reach the island. The hostage will be well protected.” 
 
    Astrid and Azer nodded. Viggo shook his head. On his face was a look of desperation. 
 
    “Right then, get going. I’ll be following the test from up here to get a better view and perspective. There are several Expertise instructors in the forest and on the island who’ll keep an eye on the test to make sure it’s carried out fairly. Now let’s begin.” 
 
    Everybody started shouting out the contenders’ names, and Viggo came up to the Panthers looking defeated. 
 
    “This is quite a nice little test Haakon’s got for us.” 
 
    “You’ll make it, I’m absolutely sure,” Lasgol reassured him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, and pigs might fly.” 
 
    “Trust yourself,” Egil told him “Trust everything you’ve learnt these past four years. If you got to be chosen for the specialization selection, it’ll be for a reason.”  
 
    “I think it was just a fluke, or else Haakon overdid it with the wine when he decided who was going to take part.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a dumbass,” Ingrid said. “Put aside your bad ideas and focus on what you have to do. Use all your experience and all the innate skills we all know you have. I think you’ll make it. More than that, I’d bet you will.” 
 
    Viggo raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Would you bet a kiss?” 
 
    Ingrid looked at him in surprise. “A kiss?” 
 
    “Yes, unless you’re afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything.” 
 
    “Then wager a kiss that I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Fine, you’re on,” Ingrid said, and offered him her hand. 
 
    Viggo shook it with a roguish smile. 
 
    “For a kiss of yours, winning the test is worth the effort.” 
 
    Ingrid blushed like a ripe tomato, and Viggo left with the two other selected candidates for the starting-point. 
 
    The first to try would be Azer, Captain of the Foxes. From what Viggo had told them, he was very good at Expertise: according to him, the best of the entire School. His strong point was that he was equally good at going undetected and using hand-weapons. For the test he was given a marking axe and knife as well as a short bow with marking arrows. 
 
    Haakon gave the signal and Azer began the test. 
 
    From their favored position, Lasgol and the other spectators had a bird’s-eye view of everything. Azer started by going into the forest from the south. It was broad daylight by now, and the sun revealed any movement unless the candidate hid very well. They had been made to dress like Rangers, with the green-brown hooded cloaks and scarves of the same color, which would help them blend into their surroundings. 
 
    Azer moved stealthily, seeking the shade under the trees. When he reached the first of the guards he noticed that they were not just any guards: they were Rangers. It was not going to be easy to defeat or trick them. The captain of the Foxes decided not to fight the first one but to try to pass without being seen. He crouched, and – always keeping to the shadows of the trees and bushes – advanced very slowly, closing in on the guard who was covering the same stretch at regular intervals. 
 
    Azer kept very still for a moment, then dropped to the ground. Another guard was coming from the opposite direction, and he would have to pass between the two of them without being seen. 
 
    Meanwhile the spectators were whispering and gasping at the level of difficulty involved in the test. 
 
    And just as Viggo had told them, the Captain of the Foxes was very good. He managed to slip between the guards without being detected and kept going toward the lake. It looked as though there were no more guards, but Azer was distrustful. It was just as well, because when he was about to come out of the forest another guard appeared, patrolling the shore. 
 
    This time he had no choice but to use his weapons. He waited patiently to make sure of the guard’s route so that he could plan his attack. He judged distance and time carefully, then attacked. The fight was short and lethal. Both used their short bows, and three arrows sought their rival’s body. Azer won by a hair’s breadth. They were both marked, but they let him go on because his arrow had found its mark an instant before that of the Ranger. 
 
    The spectators gasped, seeing how close he had been to failing. 
 
    Azer recovered. Very carefully he crept into the water and vanished into the depths of the lake. For a long while everybody watched the quiet waters, trying to guess where he would surface. Nobody succeeded, because instead of following a straight line – which would have been the logical course, as well as what everybody was expecting, probably including the guard – what he did was swim to the east and try to reach the island from there. 
 
    As soon as he put his head above water he ducked again and went on approaching the shore. Three breaths later he left the water on the eastern side of the island. The moment he did so, two black figures came into sight in the interior of the island. These were the guards who were holding the hostage, and who until then had been hiding in the undergrowth. 
 
    The first one must have heard Azer’s approach from the water, and went in search of him. The captain of the Foxes, unable to see the guard who was already nearly on top of him, ran out of the water and tried to hide in the trees on the edge of the forest. 
 
    The Ranger Guard reached Azer, and seeing that he was about to attack him, the captain unsheathed his long knife and axe. 
 
    Unfortunately for Azer he did not manage to defeat the Ranger, who was highly skilled with hand-weapons. He managed to mark him, but too late. He had been hit first and the wound was judged to be lethal, so he was eliminated. 
 
    The Foxes booed the decision, but there was no turning back. Haakon confirmed the decision. Azer accepted his defeat and withdrew. 
 
    Lasgol waited, holding his breath. It was now the turn of either Viggo or Astrid, who had been unable to see anything as they were down below, outside the forest, and the trees blocked their view. 
 
    When Haakon announced that the next candidate would be Astrid, Lasgol’s heart skipped a beat and then galloped as his stomach tied itself into a knot. 
 
    The captain of the Wolves wasted no time, even though she knew that the captain of the Foxes had failed. She went into the forest, moving with absolute stealth, seeking the shade as Azer had done. But Lasgol noticed immediately that Astrid’s movements were far better than Azer’s. He recalled Viggo saying that his girlfriend, ‘the brunette’, as he called her, was very good at hiding in the shadows, and that one day she would give him an almighty shock by appearing out of thin air while he was flirting with the little blonde Valeria. 
 
    Lasgol dismissed the thought and began to consider that Astrid was actually very good at hiding in the gloom of the forest. She seemed always to know where the light was filtering through the leaves, and was careful to avoid those spots. Her movements might have been those of a lethal assassin stealthily approaching his victim. She reached the area where the two Rangers were patrolling the forest and passed them by without either of them becoming aware of her presence. Lasgol had to muffle a cry at seeing her do this successfully and move on toward the shore. But as with the captain of the Foxes, another guard was waiting there, and he understood she would have to let herself be seen on the shore. He wondered how she would solve the problem. Would she fight, as Azer had? 
 
    To the surprise of all the watchers, Astrid decided not to fight but to try and trick the guard and keep going undetected. She waited for him to turn his back on her, then released an arrow in a wide trajectory which fell through the branches in front of him. He was tricked into thinking this was the spot she was approaching from, and went to intercept her. Nimbly and silently, she reached the shore and vanished into the water as if she had been a mermaid. 
 
    While the guard was searching for her, Astrid was swimming underwater toward the island. Instead of heading east, like Azer, she went westwards. Lasgol saw her come up for air three times. But for that he had to use his Gift and his Hawk’s Sight, as she barely put her head out of the water to breathe. He did not see her face, and her head did not surface completely; he was certain the guards on the island had not seen her. 
 
    He was not mistaken. Astrid emerged from the water and slipped into the green vegetation of the island, where she hid once again. Her ability to camouflage herself was amazing, as was her stealthy way of moving. Thanks to his Gift, Lasgol was able to see one of the guards on patrol beside the hostage and the other one further to the east. 
 
    Astrid crawled along the ground like a snake and came to within three paces from the final guard without being detected. She was almost there, but the situation was a complicated one. The guard was standing immediately beside the hostage, who was sitting on a rock with his hands and feet tied. The other guard was too far away; if she managed to defeat this one before the other one came back she would pass the test. Lasgol began to feel distinctly nervous at the thought. Come on, he encouraged her from afar, the test is yours. 
 
    Astrid waited. Nobody knew why, as she was already in danger. The other guard would soon cover this area of the island and find her. There was not much vegetation to hide in. And then suddenly a large cloud moved in front of the sun, a cloud that caused the light that bathed the island to disappear. 
 
    The brunette took advantage of this. Crawling stealthily, seeking the darkest areas, she closed in on the guard from behind. 
 
    Lasgol held his breath. 
 
    Astrid came within three paces of the guard, who failed to detect her. 
 
    She came to within two paces; the guard began to look around but did not finish turning completely. 
 
    Astrid was a single step away, flattened on the ground, knife and axe in hand. The guard spun round with his short bow armed. 
 
    She attacked like a snake, hurled herself at him from the ground and brought him down. Once on the ground, she marked him with knife and axe. 
 
    Lasgol started to applaud in delight. 
 
    The Owls burst out into cries of encouragement, and the followers of the other teams began to applaud. 
 
    The marks were duly examined. It was established that the guard had caught Astrid in the thigh and that she had caught him in the chest and neck. She was judged to have won because her wound was not lethal, so that she could have taken the hostage alive. 
 
    Lasgol was very surprised at this astonishing display of quick-wittedness and skill. He knew she was very clever and he knew she was good, but had never guessed she was as good as this. 
 
    He was deeply happy for her. He could not wait to hold her in his arms and congratulate her on her success. It was a real achievement. Astrid would go on to become an elite specialist of the School of Expertise, which was one of the most difficult. 
 
    And now came Viggo’s turn. Lasgol wondered what stratagems and tricks his partner would use. Would he try to do it like Azer, with a combination of stealth and fighting, or like Astrid, who had used stealth until the end? 
 
    As Viggo had no idea what strategy the other two had used, he would have to make his own decisions. Lasgol hoped his friend would choose stealth and avoid confrontation; it was what Astrid had done, and it had worked. 
 
    Viggo went into the forest and vanished at once among the shadows. It was hard to follow him, he was so good at hiding. He reached the point where the two guards were patrolling, and Lasgol expected him to slip between them undetected. Then he saw that Viggo was turning toward the west, his bow at the ready. Oh no, he thought. Viggo stopped, hid and waited for the guard to pass. The guard failed to see him. Viggo came out of the bushes at lightning speed and shot him in the back with a marking arrow. The Ranger Guard arched and acknowledged himself dead with a moan. Immediately the second Ranger Guard appeared, drawn by the noise. 
 
    He saw the body of his partner on the ground and turned toward the island to raise the alarm.  
 
    He’s not going to make it, Lasgol thought. 
 
    At that moment Viggo appeared behind him, covered his mouth with one hand and stabbed him repeatedly in the chest with his marking knife. Lasgol was left open-mouthed. 
 
    Viggo arranged the bow across his back and put away the weapons of close combat. Very carefully, he slid into the lake. Lasgol lost sight of him and hence had no idea whether he was heading east or west. 
 
    Then he saw him come out to breathe. He was in the center of the lake, making for the island in a straight line. But there was a guard at the shore waiting expectantly for someone to use this route. 
 
    Lasgol crossed his fingers, took a deep breath and wished his friend the best of luck. He was now heading directly for the hostage. 
 
    The guard on the shore was looking ahead with his bow in his hand. Suddenly he saw a disturbance to his right and turned to aim. 
 
    A moment later Viggo came out of the water from the other side like a crocodile attacking. Before his opponent could straighten and release at him he had thrown him to the ground and stabbed him in the heart repeatedly with his ranger’s marking knife. 
 
    The Guard cursed and accepted his death. 
 
    Without wasting a moment, Viggo went straight to the center of the island, where the final guard was waiting with the hostage. 
 
    Lasgol was very nervous. Viggo was going too fast, and this last guard had the hostage with him. There was no way he could hurl himself at him as he had done with the previous guard; this one was in a clearing and there were only bushes behind him. These were the cover Astrid had used to reach him. 
 
    Viggo reached the beginning of the clearing, but did not emerge into the open. The guard standing beside the hostage with his short bow armed was looking in every direction except behind him. 
 
    And suddenly something truly strange happened. Viggo came out running at an astonishing speed. The last guard, who had not been expecting this, hesitated for a single moment. Then he raised his bow, aimed at Viggo and released. 
 
    But that moment of hesitation was all Viggo needed. He was already lunging forward and rolling on the ground. 
 
    The arrow brushed by his head, but did not touch him. 
 
    Like a lethal assassin, he finished rolling and with two swift whiplashes threw knife and axe at the guard’s chest while he was still nocking another arrow. 
 
    The arrow never left the bow. Viggo’s axe struck the bow and the arrow fell. 
 
    The knife finished him with a marking stab in the neck. The Ranger cried out in pain and put his hands to his throat. 
 
    Viggo rolled again and stood up in front of him as he fell to the ground, unable to breathe, then held him up and helped him to sit. 
 
    “Put your head back,” he told him. 
 
    The Ranger did as he was told and began to breathe through his nose. He had been struck sharply on his Adam’s apple, but the blow had not been a serious one. 
 
    Lasgol was absolutely stunned by Viggo’s incredible skill with his weapons. He had chosen the most difficult strategy, that of confronting all the guards and eliminating them one by one to reach the hostage and free him by eliminating the final guard. A strategy that only the most daring – or the craziest – would have dared to use, but which Viggo had just accomplished successfully. 
 
    The spectators were waiting with bated breath for Haakon’s final decision. He wasted no time in accepting Viggo’s victory. 
 
    Everybody burst into applause at the unbelievable spectacle they had just been watching. Viggo had eliminated four guards, four experienced Rangers, with an aggressive strategy and by making use of his lethal instinct. And this lethal instinct was what had guaranteed him a place in the Elite Specialization of Expertise. Something remarkable: like Viggo himself, in his own way.
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    The Specialty test for the School of Wildlife was slightly different from the previous ones. The first thing that attracted everybody’s attention was that it would be a night-time test as well as a daylight one. It would last a whole day, from dawn to the following dawn. The second thing was that they would be using animals for the test. 
 
    Esben assembled the candidates by the great lake at first light. Gerd and Lasgol were trying to hide the nervousness they were feeling. All the Panthers were with them to offer their moral support, even Viggo, who kept saying he was exhausted and that he would rather be asleep, but despite this he did not move from their side. 
 
    To Lasgol’s surprise, practically all the members of the Fourth-Year teams came to watch the test, whether anyone in their team was taking part. The fact that the test would be at night, and with animals, had aroused expectations. 
 
    At the sight of so many people Gerd became very nervous, and as was usual in him, his face turned white. 
 
    Nilsa did her best to cheer him up. “Don’t worry, you’ve got it under your hat.”  
 
    “This is going to be a walk in the park,” Viggo said. “You’d better finish quickly, because I fancy having a lie-down.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He knew that Viggo was just trying to cheer them up and make light of the test. 
 
    “I haven’t got the slightest doubt that you’ll pass,” Ingrid told them. “You’re the best with animals out of the whole camp.” 
 
    Lasgol was not so sure. It was true that Gerd had a wonderful hand with animals. He himself was not so good, though on the other hand he was outstanding at tracking, so that he had hopes of passing the test. In fact he wanted to pass it, longed for it with all his heart, and now that he was facing the test, he was beginning to realize this. During the previous few days he had tried to minimize its importance and convince himself that if he failed to pass it nothing would change. Being chosen as a member of one of the elite specialties was something to be proud of, but it was not the most important thing. What was most important was to graduate as a Ranger, and he had already done that. But at that moment, watching Esben approaching them to give them their instructions with Dolbarar by his side, it was clearer to him than ever before how much he wanted to be a member of an elite specialty, like his father Dakon. But he was aware that it would be enormously difficult and that he did not stand much chance. And yet despite this, he would fight to the end. 
 
    “Ready?” Esben asked. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Gerd and then at Luca the captain of the Wolves and Leana of the Owls, Astrid’s partner. They were all very good. He knew them from the School, from having trained with them and from the four years they had shared. He felt that of the four of them he was the least capable of passing the test, but even so, he would not let himself be discouraged, and he would give it all he had. 
 
    “Ready,” Luca said. The others agreed. 
 
    Esben glanced at Dolbarar, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Good,” said Esben. “I’m not going to lie to you, this test is difficult, but you’re ready to pass it. We’re going to make use of everything we’ve learned in the last four years in one single test, and those of you who really have that special quality needed to join an elite specialty will be able to.” 
 
    Lasgol began to feel more nervous, and Gerd looked as though he were about to faint. 
 
    “The test will involve following a trail and catching an expert fugitive. You’ll have a whole day for that, plus the following night and the assistance of a pony and two birds.” 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd exchanged a look of surprise, mingled with hope. 
 
    “But you won’t be able to use either your own mounts or the birds you’ve been training with.” 
 
    Gerd breathed out heavily in disappointment, and Lasgol felt as if they were being cheated. 
 
    “You didn’t think we’d make it as easy as that, did you?” Esben said. He gave a signal and several Rangers appeared leading four Norghanian ponies and carrying cages in which they could see hawks and owls. “The test will be in four parts. In the first you’ll have to gain the trust of the animals before you go hunting. In the second you’ll have to go into the great eastern forest with your animals and search for the fugitive’s trail. In the third part, once you’ve found the trail, you’ll be able to use the birds. If you find him before sundown, you can use the hawk. If you find him after the day’s over, you can use the owl. The fugitive has half a day’s lead on you. In the fourth part you’ll have to capture him before he comes out of the forest to get to the great lake, or you’ll have failed the test.” 
 
    The crowd that had gathered to watch the test began to murmur in surprise at its difficulty. 
 
    “One more point, a very important one. You’re not allowed to help each other at any moment. Anyone who does so will be disqualified immediately. This is a personal test to see who has what’s needed to enter the elite specialties, and don’t you forget that.”  
 
    Gerd glanced at Lasgol and shrugged. Lasgol raised his fist in a clear gesture that they would make it. Gerd acknowledged the gesture with a smile that lit up his face. 
 
    “One further point. The fugitive you must capture is none other than Instructor Erisson. He’ll have a red scarf tied around his arm. And to make the test more interesting, you might find a surprise in the forest.” 
 
    Gerd snorted. Lasgol rubbed his sweating hands. 
 
    The Panthers were beginning to cheer their own people. Viggo and Ingrid were shouting the names of Gerd and Lasgol. They were joined by the Owls in support of Leana. The Wolves started howling in support of Luca. 
 
    “It’s time to begin,” Esben announced. “Everybody keep quiet. Your cheers are upsetting the animals. Now move back five hundred paces each, ready to begin, and you have half the morning to gain the trust of the animals. 
 
     “Begin!” he added when they had moved back, and the test was under way. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the pony he had been given and wished to heaven that he would be as good and obedient as Trotter, though he doubted it very much. Then he examined the two cages on the ground. In the first was a beautiful grey and brown hawk. It reminded him of Lightning, but unfortunately it was not him. He bent over to look at it, and it clicked its beak immediately to let him know it was not at all happy for him to come so close. 
 
    “This one certainly isn’t Milton,” he muttered. “It’s going to take a lot of work to gain the trust of these three, and they’ve barely given us enough time.” He sighed deeply, tried to relax and remember everything he had been taught. He started with his mount, which bared his teeth and snorted as soon as Lasgol tried to stroke it. 
 
    “I see you’ve got a temper, little one, but I’m your friend,” Lasgol said in a very gentle, soothing voice. “Well, maybe not yet, but we’re going to be good friends, you can count on that.” Without making any sudden movement that might startle the pony, he moved closer to it, and with a little patience managed to stroke its neck and whisper soothing words into its ear. It took him a while to get the pony to relax and allow him to pet it, and even longer to deal with it without it snorting or trying to bite him. 
 
    For a moment he thought of using his Gift. After all, it was a test where everyone had to fend for themselves using their own innate abilities. But then he saw Gerd whispering to his mount, and it did not seem fair. If he used his Gift, he would be cheating. Or maybe not, but he would feel he was because his partner did not have the same advantage. So he decided not to use his talent and do the test in the same way as his partners. 
 
    Gaining the trust of the hawk was easier than he had expected. He used everything they had learnt during the four years of Wildlife. But everything took a turn for the worse with the owl. Milton might have been churlish, and it had taken him a long time to gain his trust, but the owl he had now been assigned was even harder to deal with. For a moment he despaired, but he saw the kindness and care Gerd was showing his owl and decided to take the same approach. He worked hard, with endless patience, without giving up hope, trusting that he would manage to succeed. 
 
    The first one to start was Leana. She mounted her pony and loaded both cages across its back. Lasgol watched her making her way into the eastern forest. He wondered whether he was ready to follow her. Seeing that his owl was still clicking its beak at him, he realized that he had not reached that point yet. 
 
    The second to set off was Gerd, and this encouraged Lasgol a lot. He was truly glad for his friend and it boosted his confidence, because if Gerd had been able to do it, perhaps he would soon be able to manage it himself. He went on working with the owl, which was still resisting his attentions. 
 
    Luca too set off, and he himself was now the only one left. He took a deep breath, tried to avoid getting nervous and went on working. If he set off now before he had mastered the owl he would fail the test for being too hasty, and that was the same as failing. So he did not allow himself to get nervous and did not hurry. 
 
    At last he got the vicious owl to take notice of him. He sighed in relief, glanced behind once he was on his horse and saw Astrid waving encouragement. He smiled, returned the wave and went on into the forest. 
 
    The second part of the test was his strong point; finding the trail of the instructor was going to be difficult, but it was what he was best at. First he looked around on foot without seeing anything. Then he mounted the pony and advanced in arcs, looking for some clue, but without finding any. This did not surprise him. Instructor Erisson was very good and would have hidden his trail carefully to make things as difficult as possible. He thought of using the hawk, but as Esben had said, they had to find the trail first. If he let the bird loose before he found the trail he would probably be disqualified. 
 
    He searched and searched without a break. The pony was behaving well, which meant it had been trained by the Rangers. He started to have serious doubts; he had been looking for a long time without finding anything. But he encouraged himself to go on. This was his special skill, and he was going to find it. 
 
    And his perseverance bore fruit. 
 
    Behind a rock he saw a trail of footsteps that had not been eliminated. He got off the pony to examine them. Yes, there was no doubt, they were the footsteps of a Ranger: recent ones, less than half a day old. He had tried to hide them, which meant it had to be Erisson. The Rangers generally did not hide their trail in the forest close to the Camp unless on an exercise or a test. 
 
    Lasgol was deeply relieved. He had been sure of finding it, but as time went by fruitlessly he had begun to doubt his ability at tracking. Now that he had the trail he followed it for two hundred paces or so, when it vanished again. 
 
    It was time to use the hawk. When he looked up at the sky, he saw that dusk was beginning to fall. If he delayed, it would be too late. 
 
    He opened the cage, allowing the hawk to come out on to his glove, which was of reinforced leather. He took off its hood, and it glared at him distrustfully. After a moment it seemed that it had recognized him. Lasgol took a red Ranger’s scarf out of his satchel and showed it to the bird. 
 
    “Come on, little one, I need you to search for the person who’s wearing a scarf like this tied round his arm. I know you can do it. I know you’ve been trained to do this, just trust me, fly, find him and tell me where he is.” 
 
    The hawk gave a screech. Lasgol interpreted this as meaning that it was ready, and he launched it into the air. 
 
    The beautiful bird soared in the air and at incredible speed began to search the forest from the heights. Lasgol watched the flight through the tops of the trees. 
 
    “Come on, you can do it. You can find him for me, I know you can.” 
 
    For a long while all he could see was the hawk making rapid sweeps in all directions. 
 
    It’s probably finding my rivals. That must be confusing it. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol saw another hawk, and soon after a third one. The feathers were a different color: it was not his own hawk. It must be very confusing, with several people and several hawks in the same forest. Then he understood: this was part of the test. They were not going to make it easy. 
 
    The hawk came back to him. It had found nothing and seemed restless, probably because it had seen other hawks in the same forest. Lasgol launched it once again. He watched the sky and the treetops in the hope that it would indicate the way. 
 
    Then he saw it in the sky, circling above one area. 
 
    “It’s found him! It’s found Erisson!” he cried in delight. But a moment later he realized it was strange that it would not come back to him. 
 
    He made his way to where the hawk was indicating that it had found the trail. It was not easy to make his way through the undergrowth and lead the pony to the spot. Luckily the animal was well-trained, and despite the difficulty of the terrain, it went where Lasgol led. When he reached the spot he realized why the hawk was not coming down. It had found a piece of Erisson’s red Ranger’s scarf which had caught in a bush. The hawk had not come down because it had not found Erisson. The next question that came into his mind was to wonder whether it was a genuine trail: whether Erisson had left that scrap of cloth by accident or whether it was a trick to throw him off the track. 
 
    He considered this for a moment. Whichever the case, he had no choice but to go on, and night was fast approaching. He called the hawk, which returned to his arm obediently. When he looked up at the darkness which was already spreading across the sky, he realized that the hawk would no longer be any use. He put it in the cage on his pony. Worried that the trail would go cold, he went on searching for more of Erisson’s footprints. To his surprise he found them five hundred paces to the north, leaving the forest by a hollow and apparently heading northeast into another thick fir-wood. 
 
    Lasgol followed the trail with difficulty, but without losing it. He was beginning to see Erisson’s method of covering his tracks; he was using a couple of techniques that Lasgol was beginning to recognize. There were two systems very similar to what they had been taught, but improved. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be able to follow it,” he told himself encouragingly. 
 
    Suddenly he saw something that puzzled him completely. Beside the track of Erisson’s boot, half-erased, he found another track. It was not human, but that of an animal. He crouched to inspect it properly and what his mind told him seemed impossible. The print was of a – and before he could finish the thought he heard a loud roar in front of him. 
 
    Lasgol raised his head. A huge white tiger was showing him his fangs threateningly, only four paces from him. 
 
    He froze, lowering his gaze so as not to appear a threat, and stayed still as a stone. 
 
    The gigantic cat roared again. 
 
    He had to make an enormous effort to stay calm. His survival instinct told him to run to safety. But his trained mind told him that a single false step would mean that the great cat would be on top of him. 
 
    He waited for a moment, not daring to risk any movement. 
 
    The tiger took a step forward. 
 
    Lasgol knew that there was only one thing he could do. Very slowly, with all the calm he could summon up, he began to withdraw with painfully slow movements, head bent, without once looking at the tiger. Every instant seemed an eternity. 
 
    The tiger roared one last time and allowed Lasgol to reach his pony and go away. He left the forest with his heart beating like a war-drum. He was sure the tiger could hear it despite the distance that separated them. 
 
    Between breaths he let out all his tension and fear. As he did so he realized he had a problem. Night was on its way, and he could not go back into the forest to follow the trail while the tiger was there waiting. And as he thought about it he had a revelation. The tiger was no ordinary one: it was there in mid-test on purpose. 
 
    The tiger was Gertrude. 
 
    And they had put her there to make the test more complicated. 
 
    Lasgol cursed the night and the gods of the ice. This was going to mean a massive delay. He would have to take a long detour without the tiger noticing. Complaining and cursing would not help. His father and Ulf had taught him that, so he stopped feeling sorry for himself and began his detour to the east. He made sure that it was wide enough to prevent the tiger from picking up his presence, or that of his pony. 
 
    He went into the forest again, moving even more stealthily, as he now knew what was in there. Luckily the moon was almost full and visibility was good now that it was night. It took him a long time to find Erisson’s trail again, further on, in a ravine. With each step he looked around to make sure the tiger was not following him. For a while he was able to follow the trail, but finally the moment he feared arrived: Erisson’s footprints vanished and he was unable to find any more trace. He had hidden all evidence of his passage too well. 
 
    Lasgol was running out of time. It would soon be dawn. 
 
    My only option now in this darkness is to use the owl. With an expert instructor covering his tracks as he goes, it’s my only hope. That, or having plenty of luck, and I don’t believe in that … 
 
    He took the owl out of its cage and performed a very similar ritual to the one he had used with the hawk to show it the red Ranger’s scarf so that the bird would know what it was supposed to be looking for. While the owl soared high through the forest, he went on trying to find some trace of the instructor. 
 
    Erisson was hiding in that forest. The question was where, because the forest was huge and any searcher could spend days in it. Days which he did not have, because if he did not find Erisson before dawn he would fail the test. But at the same time the instructor had the same problem: he had to get out of there before dawn to get to the great lake. Hence even though he might be able to hide from the owls during the night, sooner or later he would have to make a move. There was no way he could stay hidden. 
 
    And that was where Lasgol had the advantage. He looked up at the sky and realized that the night was nearly over, so that Erisson would have to make his move. He had no idea what route the instructor would follow as he had no idea of his present location, although seeing those last tracks and knowing as he did where the great lake lay, he traced the fastest route in his mind. He was aiming at being well-placed when Erisson made his final move to leave the forest. 
 
    He went on quickly, leaving behind pony and hawk. As he went he kept looking at the ground for the instructor’s trail and up at the sky for the flight of the owl. He saw two other owls sweep over his head, but could not tell whether one of them was his own. He hoped that the owl would reach Erisson now that he had to move, but something inside him told him that the instructor was too good. The owl was very unlikely to catch him. Then suddenly he saw two owls sweeping in circles over an area. 
 
    There he is, less than two hundred paces from where I am. And that’s where the end of the forest is, another two hundred paces northeast. 
 
    He had to decide whether to head for where the owls were indicating or to the end of the forest. 
 
    What would a fugitive do once he was discovered? he wondered. He’d flee. 
 
    So without thinking twice, he set off for the way out of the forest. He nocked an arrow in his compound bow and moved on stealthily. 
 
    Suddenly he made out a crouching figure in the shadows, approaching the way out of the forest. Lasgol aimed and was about to release. 
 
    But something made him stop. The figure was vaguely familiar. 
 
    He half-closed his eyes and looked more carefully. 
 
    It was Luca. 
 
    Then he heard a very slight sound to his right. Another figure was zigzagging fast toward the end of the forest. And this figure did not look familiar. 
 
    He aimed calmly, calculating the next turn in the zigzag, and released. 
 
    The arrow hit the figure in the back. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    It was Instructor Erisson, who was two paces from the end of the forest. 
 
    A second arrow hit him in the chest. The ceramic tip broke on impact, leaving a red stain. 
 
    It was Luca. 
 
    Erisson cursed under his breath and came out of the forest. 
 
    Luca and Lasgol nodded at each other. They came out of the forest and went on to where Erisson was already waiting by the lakeshore. 
 
    “Come here,” he told them. He checked the marks on chest and back. “Luca and Lasgol, you two have passed the test.” 
 
    Lasgol was so happy he was about to start leaping with joy. 
 
    “Call your owls,” Erisson told them as he saw the first rays of sun reaching them, and the two birds of prey flew to their gloved forearms. 
 
    A few moments later Leana appeared, coming toward them. Erisson failed her for having overshot the allotted time. Dawn had already broken. The girl cursed silently and fell on her knees, overcome by defeat. 
 
    At last Gerd appeared. Even before Erisson announced his failure, his despairing face said it all. He reached Lasgol and hugged him.  
 
    “I tried. You know I tried,” he said. “But even though I did well with the animals, I didn’t have the same luck with the trail. I did really badly.” 
 
    “Sorry, pal,” Lasgol said, feeling bad for his partner. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m glad to have tried, even if I didn’t make it. Quite honestly, I thought I’d do much worse. I’m happy to have taken the test and done well with the animals. It’s just that I need to improve my tracking skills a lot.” 
 
    “That’s a great lesson you’ve learned,” Erisson told him, and gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder. 
 
     “In my case it was the opposite,” said Leana. I did pretty well with the prints and the trail, but as far as the animals were concerned, it was a nightmare.” 
 
    “The Path of the Ranger teaches us that those of us in the School of Wildlife must be as good with animals as we are at reading the trails we leave on Mother Nature.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” all three of them said. 
 
    “And now let’s go back. They’ll be waiting for us so that they can announce the result.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The six Snow Panthers, sitting under the cabin porch, were mulling over everything that had happened during the selection tests.  
 
    Lasgol’s feelings were mixed. He was happy to have managed to pass and enter the elite specialty of Wildlife, but on the other hand he felt terrible for those of his partners who had not passed. And for those who had not even been given the chance to try. 
 
    He studied his friends’ faces. Ingrid, who must have been very happy because she had made it, was not showing it. She seemed subdued, even though her fierce eyes, as always, showed determination. 
 
    “How are you feeling? What did you think about it?” he asked his comrades. He knew that even though they were saying nothing about it, they were all thinking about it.  
 
    The first one to speak was Egil. “It was an extremely interesting experience. I found the tests very difficult and well-thought-out. Personally, I can say that even if they’d chosen me to take part, I’m sure I wouldn’t have passed.” 
 
    “Same here,” Gerd said with a sigh of resignation. “After the test I don’t understand why Esben chose me. He was right in one thing: there’s one area I’m very good at, and that’s dealing with animals, because I have the right touch with them. But following trails is something that I’m average at, I’m not especially good. And obviously to pass the test you needed to master both areas: animals, and then tracking and hunting. It’s a pity, I’m not saying I wouldn’t have loved it, but considering my shortcomings, and my little problem with fear … it’s logical that I wasn’t chosen for the test.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a goody-goody and give in so easily,” Viggo told him. “That’s part of your problem, you ought to be angry about not having been chosen and then grit your teeth and fight, without being afraid, like Blondie here.” 
 
    Ingrid turned to him. “Don’t mess with Gerd, you know he has his issues.” 
 
    “Issues, she says. He’s can’t even go into the forest on his own for fear of shadows.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating. You know perfectly well that’s not true.” 
 
    “And quite apart from exaggerating, you’re an idiot,” said Nilsa, and kissed Gerd on the cheek. 
 
    “Viggo’s got a point,” Gerd admitted, “and though I wish it weren’t so, during these four years I’ve really had to deal with this problem I have with fear.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t always happen to you,” Lasgol said. “I’ve often seen you overcome your fear and act courageously. It’s only on certain occasions, and generally when it’s a question of things that aren’t there, that aren’t real.” 
 
    Gerd nodded and shrugged, looking ashamed. 
 
    “I still haven’t been able to study a lot about human behavior,” Egil said, “but I have the feeling that this fear of something which isn’t present might have been caused by some trauma. Yes, that must be where it originated, and if I’m not mistaken – and as I’m saying, I haven’t read enough about the subject – that trauma must have taken place in your childhood.” 
 
    Gerd’s face went from shame to shock. 
 
    “How do you know? I’ve never told anybody about it.” 
 
    Egil raised his hands. “I don’t know. It’s a deduction, or rather a theory based on what I’ve seen of your behavior and what little I’ve read about it. From what I understand, these kinds of fears and behaviors have been very little studied. Nor the behavior of those who’ve suffered traumas.” 
 
    “Well,” Nilsa said, “traumas and horrible things happen to thousands of people all the time. You just have to look at any war and its consequences.”  
 
    “Yes, wars like the one we’re going through.” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, wars bring pain, suffering and traumas which are very hard to resolve, if indeed the wound ever heals,” said Egil. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what happened?” Nilsa asked. “It might help if you let it out.”  
 
    The giant lowered his head until his chin touched his chest. He was silent for some time. 
 
    “Don’t feel you have to,” Lasgol reassured him. “If you don’t feel comfortable, don’t do it. We’re going to go on loving you the same. You’re our friend, and we’ll always support you.”  
 
    Great tears fell from Gerd’s eyes. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done,” Viggo complained, “and then you blame me. The poor man’s weeping.”  
 
    Nilsa gave Gerd a hug. “Don’t worry, it’s okay. If you don’t want to, you don’t have to tell us anything. I was only trying to help you. We all have our secrets and our traumas. We carry them inside us like a great slab of rock. If you’d rather not talk, we understand. Don’t feel sad. We’re all with you, we love you.” 
 
    “Well said,” Ingrid said. “I’m not good with words, but I totally agree with Nilsa.” She gave Gerd a supportive pat on the back. 
 
    The moment was so delicate that not even Viggo took the chance Ingrid had just offered him to tease her. 
 
    The big boy wiped the tears off his face with his forearm. 
 
    “It happened when I was eight … it was horrible … Just thinking about it gives me the shivers … and it makes my heart shrink.” 
 
     “Take it easy and take your time over it, said Lasgol. “What happened?” 
 
    “My cousin Alfred and I were playing near the Grey Forest Caves. I didn’t want to go there because my mother had forbidden me to. But Alfred was two years older than me, and according to him he was a lot older and smarter than I was, and he made me go. We were playing Ranger and Bandit. I always had to be the bandit and he was the ranger who had to hunt me.” 
 
    “A real charmer, your cousin Alfred,” Viggo said ironically. 
 
    “Well, he was older than me, and you know how when you’re a child, age matters. In fact we got along very well and we were always together, except that I always had to do what he wanted. For some reason I had a lot more in common with him than with my own siblings.” 
 
    “Something like that happened to me too,” said Nilsa. “I preferred playing with friends to my sisters. But that was also because my sisters were ‘damsels in distress’ and I was a bit more of a warrior.” 
 
    Ingrid put her hands on her hips. “And how could I possibly comment on that?”  
 
    “So what happened?” Egil asked Gerd. 
 
    “Alfred wanted to go into the caves and play, even though our parents had told us we shouldn’t go near them. And I didn’t want to. I begged him not to go in because it was dark and we did not know what was inside, but he insisted. He made me go … the first cavern was so dark that we couldn’t see anything at all once we’d taken two steps into it. I was very frightened. Alfred said that as I was the bandit, I had to hide in the cavern until he found me. He counted to twenty and I had to hide in that cold, damp cave, scared stiff. My knees were knocking together. I stayed very still behind a big boulder and he came in looking for me, shouting my name and saying he was a Royal Ranger coming to hunt me down. The cave was so dark and Alfred’s voice echoed so loudly on the walls that I was getting more and more afraid.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Alfred came in looking for me. I didn’t move. I stayed where I was, sitting behind the boulder. I was holding my knees to stop them shivering. It was so dark that I didn’t realize he’d passed me. I looked everywhere, but I couldn’t see a thing in the darkness. I was about to call out his name so that he’d come back when I heard a terrifying noise. I couldn’t see what it was, I only heard a kind of growl and saw a shadow moving. The next thing I heard was Alfred’s desperate screams. And my fear turned into terror. I heard a roar and then I was desperate. For a moment I couldn’t move, and the next I knew I had to get out of there if I wanted to stay alive. I know I behaved like a coward. I know I should have gone to help Alfred. But everything in my mind was screaming at me to get out of there as fast as I could … and that’s what I did.” 
 
    “It’s the survival instinct,” Egil said. 
 
    “I ran out of there. I left him there alone. I abandoned him to his fate. Ever since that day I’ve felt a coward, and terror paralyzes me. It’s something I can’t fight against.” He began to weep. 
 
    None of them knew how to react. Nilsa put her arms tightly round him. 
 
    “What happened to Alfred?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “I ran to the village for help and came back with the village chief and some hunters. We found that inside the cave there was a hibernating bear, and our game had woken it up. The bear had torn Alfred to shreds.” 
 
    “Oh, how ghastly!” Nilsa said. 
 
    Gerd, unable to hold back his grief, began to weep uncontrollably. 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself for that,” Ingrid told him. “It was bad luck. You did the right thing. If you’d tried to fight the bear on your own, you’d have died too. An eight-year old boy can’t do anything against a bear, least of all if it’s woken up from hibernation.” 
 
    “I know … everybody told me that … but still, I feel awful … I feel like someone who betrayed and abandoned a friend. I was a coward.” 
 
    “You have to get that out of your mind,” Nilsa told him. “You’re no coward. You did what you had to. Nothing would have saved Alfred. You went for help, that’s what you needed to do.” 
 
    Gerd wept and wept as if a dam had burst. 
 
    “That explains a lot of your problem,” Egil said. “The trauma was very strong, and it happened when you were very young. It’s something you’ll have to overcome with time. It’ll take you a long time, but I’m sure in the end you’ll get over it. It also explains why you’re afraid of the dark, of the unknown … it’s because of what happened to you. In that dark cave where Alfred met his tragic end, you went through a terrible experience. That’s why the unknown, what you can’t see, is what really creates fear and insecurity in you. Once you see what it is, once you know what’s there, the fear and insecurity vanish.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree that that’s the cause and effect,” Lasgol said. “I’ve seen you fight against people you know, against things we can see, and you’ve done really well, without any trace of fear.” 
 
    “In fact you’re very brave,” Viggo told him. “I can tell you that I’d never confess to something like that, least of all in front of all of you. And you did nothing to be ashamed of. Far from it. You’re here with us today, and one day you’ll save our lives, just you wait and see.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been easy, telling you … don’t think it has,” Gerd said between sobs. 
 
    “We know that,” Nilsa reassured him. “You’ll get over it. I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “Opening up to us,” Egil added, “the fact that you’ve told the story and gotten it off your chest, I think that’ll be a great help.”  
 
    “And we’ll always support you because we know it wasn’t your fault,” Lasgol said. “We know you, and we know your heart and soul are noble and good.”  
 
    “Thanks, I’m really grateful, to all of you.” 
 
    Nilsa was the first to break the silence that followed. Her eyes were watery. “It hurt to fail the test. I admit it. I’m not going to hide it. My dream was to become a Mage Hunter, and I didn’t succeed. That’s a massive failure, and it hurts right here in the middle of my chest.” 
 
    “You did a really good test,” Ingrid told her. “With the long bow, at long range, nobody can touch you. You’re far better than I am.” 
 
    “But I failed with the short bow.” 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t a really good archer.” 
 
    “Really good archers don’t miss, and I missed at short range. Because I’m so clumsy. I could have managed those shots perfectly well, but I got nervous and lost my grip.” 
 
    “That could happen to anybody,” Viggo said in her defense. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “Not anybody. It didn’t happen to Ingrid. Or Isgord. It happened to me.” 
 
    “It was a moment of great stress,” Egil pointed out, “with the test about to finish and with both riders practically on top of you. It’s natural enough that you got nervous.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I couldn’t handle the stress, and that’s why I failed.” 
 
    “Even if you didn’t pass the test,” Lasgol said, “nobody can take away the credit you gained. You managed to become one of the best archers of the School, and to be selected to do the test for the specialization. That’s an honor.” 
 
    Nilsa gave a deep sigh and let her breath out suddenly. 
 
    “Quite honestly, when they announced that I was one of the chosen for the test, I could hardly believe it. I was so happy. After all I’d practiced, all I’d suffered, all I’d fought, I’d done it. I want to thank you, Ingrid, because I know that I managed all that thanks to all your help and all you’ve taught me.” 
 
    “You only needed a little motivation, and that’s what I gave you.” 
 
    “You’ve given me a lot more than motivation. You’ve helped me like nobody’s ever done before. As if I were your little sister, and I want to thank you because without you and your determination I wouldn’t have managed half of it. Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “It was nothing, and I love having a partner to share the extra training with.” 
 
    Viggo gave them both a sarcastic smile. “And to shout at and wield the whip on.”  
 
    Nilsa sighed heavily. “I’m not going to pretend otherwise, I feel a bit empty, as if all the strength had gone out of my body. I know that the important thing is to graduate as a Ranger, but not getting as far as the elite specialization, not being able to become a Mage Hunter, is going to be very hard for me. It’s going to take time to get over it. It’s what I always wanted, ever since I was a little girl.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Egil. “But maybe you should think it’s not such a bad thing that you didn’t manage to become a Mage Hunter.” 
 
    They were all rather taken aback by this. Nilsa gave him a look which was almost one of hatred. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because sometimes our wishes are based on deep feelings that aren’t the most appropriate ones. In your case, if you’ll allow me to say so – and I hope you don’t get angry at this – your need to become a Mage Hunter comes from a very powerful feeling, which is the desire for revenge. And revenge is a very bad companion. It leads us down a path that only offers us pain and more suffering.” 
 
    “I don’t just want to become a Mage Hunter because of revenge,” Nilsa protested. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She was thoughtful. “Well … I’m not sure … I’m not going to say that I don’t want to avenge my father, because I do. I really want to find the mage who killed him and get justice. But I’m not sure that’s the only reason why I want to become a Mage Hunter. I think part of me would want to anyway.” 
 
    “You’re an excellent long-range Archer,” Egil went on. “You could have chosen some other specialty: Forest Sniper, for instance, which is another specialty of the School of Archers.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “I see where you’re going, and I won’t say you’re not right. I’ll think about it, and who knows, maybe you’re right and the fact that I can’t become a Mage Hunter will turn out to be good for me. It’ll be useful for me to hold on to that feeling whenever I feel I’m a failure. Yes, maybe it was for the best, it’ll help me not to feel that hatred inside. I know it’s eating at me. Thank you for telling me, Egil. I needed to hear that … now I realize …” 
 
    “You’re not a failure at all,” Ingrid told her. “Wherever we may go, missions, battles, we’ll always face risks and dangers. I want you by my side.” 
 
    Nilsa looked at her and smiled. “I’ll always be there. Thanks, my friend.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. 
 
    Suddenly they saw Valeria coming toward the cabin. 
 
    Viggo glanced around for Astrid but did not see her. “Look, Lasgol, the little blonde’s coming to pay you a visit. This is going to be interesting.”  
 
    “Hello, everyone,” Valeria said with the confidence that was so typical of her and a broad smile. 
 
    “This is no place for Third-Years,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to come and congratulate the renowned Snow Panthers team.” 
 
    “Renowned team?” Nilsa repeated in surprise. 
 
    “Very much so,” Valeria said. “The whole Camp’s talking about it.” 
 
    “What are people talking about?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “About what an incredible team you are, one the likes of which hasn’t passed through the Camp for a long time.” 
 
    The six partners exchanged looks of amazement. “Us?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Absolutely. Everybody’s talking about it, even the Instructors. There hasn’t been a team in the Camp that’s had three chosen for the elite specialties in the last ten years.” 
 
    And suddenly it dawned on them. Ingrid, Viggo and Lasgol had been chosen to enter the elite specialties, and none of the other teams had had more than one candidate chosen. 
 
    “By all the frozen mountains!” Ingrid said. “Of course we’re an extraordinary team! We’re the best! I told you that the first day, when the team was formed.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized,” Lasgol said. “I hadn’t even thought about it. I was so wrapped up in everything that had happened that I missed that point.” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you everybody else in the Camp noticed. You’re the main topic of conversation.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “I can’t believe that after four years we, this team of losers, have turned into a team of winners. And not only of winners, but one of the best teams of the last ten years.” 
 
    “The really incredible thing is that you’re among the winners,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    Viggo was thoughtful for a moment. “True, I am among the winners … who’d have thought it? Which reminds me of a little bet we made before I started the test.” He gave her a lecherous leer. 
 
    Lasgol remembered the bet at once: the kiss. 
 
    “I don’t remember any bets,” Ingrid said. She was trying to get out of the embarrassing situation she could see looming ahead of her. 
 
    “Of course you remember. All these people are witnesses, so you can’t escape. The bet was that if I managed to pass the test, you’d give me a kiss, and now the time has come for you to pay.” 
 
    “You must be joking! I’m not going to kiss you. If I did, I’d be sure to be poisoned and die a horrible death, writhing on the ground in pain.” 
 
    “My kisses are sweet and passionate. You’ll enjoy them as though you were entering paradise.” 
 
    “I’ve no intention of kissing you, and that’s that.” 
 
    “Egil, lend me a hand,” Viggo asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ingrid, but you gave your word, and you can’t back out now. The bet was clear: a kiss if Viggo managed to pass the test, and he has. We’re all witnesses, we were there when it was agreed. So you have to kiss him.” 
 
    “Oh, hell!” Ingrid growled. “By all the monsters of the ice!”  
 
    Viggo went up to her and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Come on, kiss me. I promise it won’t hurt.” 
 
    She finished her rant and realized that she had no alternative. She had given her word, and that was something she would never go back on. She looked Viggo in the eye. 
 
    “If you poison me, I’ll never let you forget it.” 
 
    “Stop talking and kiss me.” 
 
    And Ingrid kissed Viggo. 
 
    Everyone expected it to be a short kiss, and that the blonde warrior was sure to spit and curse. Yet something very strange happened. Ingrid and Viggo closed their eyes and went on with the kiss as if they were alone, lost in their feelings. They seemed to be unaware of the others. 
 
    Valeria looked at Lasgol and raised her eyebrows in surprise. Lasgol shrugged, not knowing what to say. He did not know what was happening, and he had most certainly not been expecting this. 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd looked at each other and giggled mischievously. Egil was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    And that kiss, with Ingrid and Viggo lost deep within it, seemed to last an eternity. 
 
    At last Ingrid moved away. For a moment she said nothing. Then she turned and she went into the cabin without a word. 
 
    Viggo was left standing there, his gaze distant. He too said nothing. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to make some sarcastic comment?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Viggo did not even speak. He shook his head, turned and disappeared into the forest. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Valeria asked. “That wasn’t a regular kiss, and certainly not just for a bet.” 
 
    “It most certainly wasn’t,” Egil agreed. 
 
    “Those two have always been cat and dog,” said Nilsa. “I don’t understand what’s happened, though I have a slight suspicion …” 
 
    “I’m knocked sideways,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You certainly are a very peculiar team,” Valeria said. 
 
    “Very peculiar, but the best,” Nilsa said, and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Yeah, the best. Who’d have thought it?” said Lasgol. He was remembering that first day when he had arrived at the Camp and met his friends. When they were the team of the outcasts, the losers, the ones nobody wanted. Four years later they had managed to become the best of the teams, thanks to a great deal of hard work, companionship and most of all, true friendship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, still before dawn, Oden came looking for them. For the first time since they had arrived at the Camp, he did not wake them with his loathed silver bell. Instead he was waking them up with insane yelling. 
 
    “Everybody out! Fall in!” 
 
    Gerd was so startled when he woke up to the sound of yelling that he fell off his bunk. Luckily, he was in the lower one. From the one above, Viggo opened one eye and saw Oden in the middle of the compound, howling. His face fell. 
 
    “Can’t he wake us up like someone normal?” 
 
    “I think he imagines this is normal,” Ingrid said. She was already getting dressed. 
 
    Nilsa was looking everywhere for one of her boots. “He’s leaving me deaf with all that yelling.” 
 
    Lasgol found Oden’s wake-up calls comforting. He did not know why; perhaps it was because he felt safe when it was Oden who was waking them up, or perhaps because he knew he was at the Camp and he felt safe there. In any case it did not bother him, beyond the first shock after a yell, or a shrill high note when he had opted for the bell. 
 
    “It’s an excellent way to begin the day,” Egil was saying as he stretched. “It’s invigorating.”  
 
    “Come on, you bunch of sloths! Now you’re Rangers, and we get up before sunrise!” 
 
    “I’ve thought of stealing that bloody silver bell of his more than once,” Viggo said. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to be using it with us anymore,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Well then, I’ll gag him.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled as she put on the boot she had finally found under her bed. 
 
    Ingrid was the first to be ready, not only the first of the Panthers but of all the teams. 
 
    “For crying out loud, did you sleep fully dressed and armed?” Viggo asked her. He was fastening his Ranger’s cloak and had not yet picked up his weapons. 
 
    “No, you halfwit, it’s just that I get ready quickly and efficiently, not like some.” 
 
    “Gerd, Ingrid’s nagging you,” Viggo said to him, and gave him a friendly nudge. 
 
    “Me?” Gerd turned to Ingrid as he struggled to hold up his pants. “I’m a big guy, it takes more work for me to get dressed than it does for you.”  
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes, and she and Nilsa waited until they were all ready. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s always us girls who are the first to finish,” Ingrid said to the boys. 
 
    Viggo was about to come out with one of his witty retorts, but Ingrid showed him her fist. Viggo made a comic grimace but said nothing. 
 
    “Fall in, now!” Oden shouted. 
 
    They went outside and assembled with one knee on the ground, looking ahead. Oden came to stand in front of them without saying anything more. He crossed his hands behind his back and stared at them. They all waited, not knowing what was up. 
 
    The sun rose, but Oden neither said a word nor ordered them to do anything. 
 
    “He’s lost his wits,” Viggo whispered. 
 
    “Be quiet …” Ingrid whispered back. 
 
    “We’ve been here for quite a while,” Viggo insisted.” It’s already day, something’s wrong with Oden.”  
 
    “It does seem rather odd to be standing here without doing anything or saying anything,” Gerd agreed. “Not a twitch. It’s not normal.”  
 
    Lasgol and Egil stared at the Master Instructor as he looked up at the infinite. 
 
    A buzz started among them all. They were beginning to whisper, puzzled by the situation. Lasgol too was surprised at Oden’s behavior. Perhaps there was a reason for it; surely there had to be. Oden had his peculiarities, but he had a head on his shoulders. No, there was something else going on here. 
 
    “This is deliberate,” Egil said. 
 
    “You sure?” Viggo asked. “I think he’s lost his mind from yelling at us so much.” 
 
    Egil nodded. Then suddenly they heard the hoot of an owl. Everybody recognized it as a Ranger call. 
 
    “On your feet, all of you!” Oden shouted. “Get into pairs and form a column!” 
 
    “See? There’s nothing wrong with him.” 
 
    “Whichever way,” Viggo said, “he’s not all there in the brain department, that one,”  
 
    “Shhhh, if he hears you he’ll make you do ten laps round the lake.” 
 
    They formed into pairs and joined the other teams in a long column. Oden went to stand at the front. 
 
    “Follow my lead!”  
 
    He set off toward the center of the Camp. And then they discovered something that left them speechless. The other Rangers and Instructors of the Camp had lined up in a corridor that led all the way to the bridge and across it to the House of Command. They all wore their official Ranger garb and were standing with their eyes to the front, bowing. 
 
    Ingrid’s jaw had dropped in amazement. “They’re making a corridor of honor for us …”  
 
    “For us?” Viggo repeated. He was taken aback with the honor this implied. Usually corridors of honor were only made for Kings, foreign rulers and those who were illustrious or highly respected. 
 
    The Rangers began to sing an Ode in honor of the Path of the Ranger and all those who had fallen. Lasgol’s skin prickled, and he was moved. Nor was he the only one, because beside him Egil’s eyes were moist. The ode was profound, heartfelt and touching. 
 
    “Well, this is something I wasn’t expecting,” Nilsa said as she passed between two instructors. Her eyes were moist with emotion. 
 
    Gerd saluted Instructor Marga as he passed her. “Are they really all lined up here for us?” 
 
    And what left them utterly stunned was that on the bridge that gave access to the island where the House of Command stood, no less than the Four Master Rangers were standing to attention. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Is all this really for us?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s in our honor,” said Egil. 
 
    “But why?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to understand. It was a parade in honor of the new graduates. “I think … I think it’s because we’re now Rangers.” 
 
    They arrived in front of Dolbarar, and Oden gave the order to halt. 
 
    “Welcome. Today we honor you as the new Rangers you now are. We couldn’t celebrate this part of the ceremony in the capital, but I’m fond of keeping up tradition, which is why we are celebrating it here today, as is the usual practice. A cycle is coming to an end for all of you. You came here with the dream of becoming Rangers, and that is what you have done. I congratulate you. Not all those who began have succeeded, and for that reason you should feel very proud. Honored and proud. The cycle that began four years ago with your arrival at this Camp closes now with your departure. Most of you will be given your first mission and set forth on your way. A few, those of you who have been chosen, will go to the Shelter to continue your training in one of the elite specializations. In both cases you’ll do so as Rangers. You must always follow the Path which we’ve taught you here, and you will honor it. This is your home and you’ll always be welcome here, but the orders you receive, the missions you must undertake, will henceforth guide your days. Now you’re all Rangers. Be proud and honor the corps.” 
 
    The Panthers exchanged glances of pride and joy. 
 
    “Now I’m going to call you one by one and hand you your orders.” 
 
    One by one they went past Dolbarar, who handed them their orders on a roll of parchment. After this he took his leave. 
 
     “The best of luck to all of you. Be careful out there. Always remember what you’ve been taught during these four years. My door will always be open if you need me. Farewell.” 
 
    The parade ended, and the Rangers, Instructors, Eyra, Ivana, Esben, Haakon and Dolbarar went back to their duties. Another year of instruction was beginning, and the pupils of the four years were waiting for them. The Panthers gathered in front of the Library and opened their orders. Those Ingrid, Lasgol and Viggo had been given told them to leave for the Shelter the following dawn to continue with their instruction. 
 
    “Does anybody know where we have to go?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t say,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “We’ll have to see what we find tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What about you people?” Viggo asked the others. 
 
    Egil opened his parchment and read it. “I won’t have to go very far,” he said with a smile, and indicated the Library behind him. 
 
    “They’ve assigned you to the Library?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what Eyra wanted when she accepted me in her School, by the skin of my teeth.” 
 
     Nilsa was reading her parchment. “I’ll have to go further away than that.”  
 
    “Where?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “They’re sending me to the capital, into the service of our leader Gondabar.” 
 
    “To Court,” Gerd said. “How interesting.”  
 
    “And rather dangerous,” Egil told her. “You’ve seen how they play politics …” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “I’ll be very careful.” 
 
    “Well, look at how important our freckly redhead is now,” Viggo teased her. 
 
    Nilsa raised her chin and did her best to look imposing. 
 
    “You’ll do well,” Viggo added. “Stay away from pretty-boy noblemen.”  
 
    “And you from Ingrid,” she countered. 
 
    Viggo and Ingrid exchanged a glance and looked away at once. Ingrid blushed, and Viggo, who always had a ready reply at hand, did not know what to say. 
 
    “I’m going even further away,” said Gerd. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “They’re sending me to a fort on the border with the kingdom of Zangria.” 
 
    “To the southeast,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “A long way south and a little to the east,” Egil pointed out more precisely. 
 
    “Well,” said Ingrid, “there’s been peace with the kingdom of Zangria for years, so you won’t have any trouble.” 
 
    “I hope so. In any case, if what I must face is border skirmishes with soldiers or bandits I’m not too worried. I won’t be afraid, they’re only men, and after everything we’ve been through this’ll be a walk in the park.” 
 
    “That’s the way to look at it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Will you be all right?” Lasgol asked Egil. He was worried about his friend.  
 
    “I think that of all places, this is the best one for me. I doubt whether the assassins of the brotherhood can reach me here in the Camp, with Rangers all round me.” 
 
     “That’s true,” Lasgol said. “Anyway, be careful. Remember, I was almost killed by a mercenary here the first year.”  
 
    “I remember that, and I’ll bear it in mind. There’s no perfect place to hide, but this is one of the best, at least until we find out who’s after my head.” 
 
    “I’m not happy leaving you here alone,” Nilsa said. She sounded worried. 
 
    “You’re going to be at Court. Keep your eyes and ears open. You might be able to find out something useful to us.” 
 
    “That’s true, I’ll pay attention.” 
 
    “And I’ll do the same here.” 
 
    “How will we get in touch without having our messages intercepted?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I’ve already thought of that,” said Egil. “We’ll use a friend: Milton.” 
 
    “Our owl?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve trained him and we can use him. I asked about it. I’ll send him to each of you regularly, then we’ll be able to communicate and find out how we’re all doing.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “If anyone needs help, send a message with Milton.” 
 
    “How clever you are,” Nilsa said and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Egil blushed. “Not really.” 
 
    “What’ll you do about the creature?” Viggo asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Camu goes wherever I go.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that. I’m never going to be able to get rid of that creature!” 
 
    “Come on,” Gerd put in, “deep down you’re fond of him.”  
 
    “Yeah, as much as I am of you.” 
 
    Gerd laughed, and they all joined in. 
 
    “It’s a real pity we have to go our separate ways,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Gerd agreed. I’m going to miss you …”  
 
    Egil too was looking sad. “I’ll miss you too.” 
 
    “It’s a terrible pity,” Lasgol said, “I wish we could all go on being together forever.” 
 
    “We knew this day would arrive, sooner or later,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t get used to the idea.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to say,” Viggo said. “Considering Egil’s boring speeches, Gerd’s farts and snoring, Lasgol with his wretched animal all day long, Miss Clumsy spilling things all the time and Bossy-boots giving orders left and right …”  
 
    “That’s your way of telling us you love us very much, right?” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “Come on,” said Gerd. “Bear hug!”  
 
    “Oh no!” Viggo protested. 
 
    They all hugged each other tightly and laughed at his protests. They stayed locked in that embrace for a long while because they knew they were going their separate ways and that they would not see each other for some time, and it was a painful moment. 
 
    “I love you all,” Egil said. 
 
    “Me too,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Same here,” said Gerd. 
 
    Nilsa glanced at Ingrid, who nodded. “So do we.” 
 
    “By the thunder,” cried Viggo, “stop this mushiness or you’ll make me puke!”  
 
    “We did it!” said Ingrid. 
 
    “The best!” said Nilsa. 
 
    “We’re all Rangers,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Great partners,” Viggo admitted. 
 
    “The best of friends!” said Lasgol. 
 
    “For the Snow Panthers! 
 
    Ingrid shouted. 
 
    “For the Panthers!” they all shouted. 
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    The next day, those who had been chosen assembled to begin their journey. Isgord wasted no time in attacking Lasgol.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here.”  
 
    “I’ve as much right as you and the others.”  
 
    “You’re a Traitor, Darthor’s son, and you shouldn’t be going to the specialization school.” 
 
    “I’m Darthor’s son, true enough, but I’m no traitor, and I’ll go to the specialization school because I’ve earned my place there.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be allowed in. It’s shameful.” 
 
    “Leave me alone. Haven’t you got anything better to do than pick fights with me?” 
 
    Isgord gave a twisted smile, and his eyes gleamed with hatred. “Whatever you do, whatever you’re hiding, I’ll always be there, making sure everybody knows. Traitor. Son of a corrupt Sorceress.” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want, I don’t give a damn. What I do know is that I’m going to graduate with an elite specialization, I can promise you that.” 
 
    “No way. Not if I’m here. I’ll make sure you don’t. I’ll get you expelled. And you won’t have Dolbarar there to help you.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Oh, you can be sure of that.” 
 
    Ingrid had seen the argument and come up to them. “What’s going on here?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just a friendly argument between this traitor and me.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare come near us,” she snapped at him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t want to catch the stink of treachery you all give out.” 
 
    Viggo had also noticed what was happening. “Then put some menthol paste in your nostrils,” he suggested. 
 
    Isgord jabbed his finger at them. “I’ve got my eye on you, all three of you …”  
 
    Viggo folded his arms. “We’ll ignore you, the way we usually do.”  
 
    Isgord gave them a look of pure hatred, then turned and went to talk to the other selected candidates. 
 
    “What’s eating him now?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The usual thing,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Well, there’s no cure for that,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I know, he wants me to fail at all costs. He hates me to death. If he could kill me or make me die he’d do it without thinking twice about it. And without any remorse.” 
 
    Viggo smiled knowingly. “Well, I can understand that. It’s because of that character of yours. In fact I don’t have much time for you either.”  
 
    Ingrid burst out laughing. 
 
    Lasgol smiled, and the bad taste the argument had left behind it vanished. Viggo had the knack of turning practically everything into a joke: any situation, any subject, anything. It was a remarkable natural skill. 
 
    “I’m worried ….” 
 
    “About whom?” Ingrid asked. “That pouter pigeon?”  
 
    “Not him specifically. I mean the fact that I’m always going to have enemies because of who I am …” 
 
    “Darthor’s son?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Yeah …there’s more than one who’ll want to kill me, for revenge …” 
 
    Viggo scratched his chin. “Yeah, could be …” 
 
    “Like they tried to kill Egil?” Ingrid asked. She sounded seriously worried. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. Maybe not the same people, but for a similar reason … because we’re who we are. He’s the King of the West’s brother, and I’m Darthor’s son.” 
 
    “Yeah,” commented Viggo, “you’re not exactly well-loved in the East …”  
 
    “Let’s keep our eyes and ears open,” said Ingrid, and they both nodded. 
 
    To guide them, Dolbarar had assigned them a veteran Ranger called Oldreksen, who would take them to a meeting point where they would join the guide who would finally take them to the Shelter. 
 
    Once they were ready, Oldreksen made the eight chosen candidates ride behind him in pairs. Isgord went in the lead with Sugesen, the Captain of the Snakes, beside him. Luca, the Captain of the Wolves, followed with Gonars, Captain of the Falcons. Lasgol tried to ride beside Astrid, but instead she invited Ingrid. He sighed. It was going to be very hard for him to get her trust back, but he was prepared to try. Viggo noticed this and took the opportunity to tease him. Lasgol gestured toward Ingrid, to remind Viggo that she had not chosen to ride with him. The mocking smile vanished from Viggo’s face, and it turned sullen. 
 
    Lasgol felt a deep sorrow at leaving the Camp. He turned on Trotter, and in the distance he saw Nilsa, Egil and Gerd watching them leave with sad faces. He waved at them, and they waved back. Ingrid and Viggo must have had the same thought, because they turned on their horses and waved to their friends. He put his hand on Trotter’s rump and stroked Camu, who was travelling inside his knapsack, and was a little comforted by his presence. 
 
    Journey! he communicated, sounding very pleased. 
 
    Yes, journey, but you hide, Lasgol told him. 
 
    Hide! Journey! 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Viggo realized what he was doing and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be bringing that creature,” he whispered. 
 
    Lasgol knew it was dangerous to bring Camu with him, but he would not have parted from him for anything. He could have left him with Egil at the Camp, but he was not sure that his friend could control Camu without the Gift; the little creature would probably not obey him, which would inevitably lead to some incident or other. He decided not to risk it. At least for the moment, he could control Camu pretty well – though not all the time – but he had the feeling that soon he would find it impossible. 
 
    One last person came to see them off as they left the Camp gate: Valeria. She smiled at him and blew him a kiss. Lasgol smiled and thanked her with a nod. 
 
    Viggo grinned mischievously. “You’re going to get a good telling-off now.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    Viggo nodded toward Astrid. The brunette was glaring at Lasgol with the eyes of a raging panther. 
 
    “I can see that …” Lasgol said. He had done nothing, and Valeria deserved a parting greeting. But he knew Viggo was right, and that he would pay for it. 
 
    They rode to the Base Camp by the riverside, then boarded a boat which took them down the river to the south. They were the only people on board, along with some cargo, and it was an entertaining trip. The Captain, whom they did not know, did not shout and seemed quite pleasant. They had to row a little, which they did not mind since the landscape was an attractive one and made them forget the effort. On both sides of the river the snow covered everything, and the woods looked beautiful under their white blanket. 
 
    At night they slept on board the ship, which although it did not dock for reasons of safety, at least dropped anchor. Lasgol made sure everybody was asleep before he fed Camu, who was in his knapsack beside him on the rowing bench. In the darkness of the night barely anything could be seen on the ship, as the Captain had ordered no lights, so that there was no risk of Camu being seen. He made sure to make a fuss of him and keep him quiet, but the playful little creature wanted to go exploring, and that was something he could not allow for the moment. He would have to wait. Beside him Viggo protested, but he too helped to shield Camu with his body. 
 
    When they finally left the boat a week later, they went on southwards for several more days. Lasgol, who had never been so far south, did not know where they were. There was less snow here, and green was already appearing in fields and forests. In the evenings Ingrid, Lasgol and Viggo sat together on one side of the campfire, Isgord, Sugesen and Gonars on the opposite one. Astrid and Luca sat together on one side and Oldreksen on the other. It was a natural grouping, and one which Lasgol did not like at all. He could understand Isgord joining Sugesen and Gonars; all three were good at everything they did, were captains and had a similar style. For the Panthers to stay together was normal enough too. What he had not anticipated was that Astrid would be with Luca. Every time he saw them together he remembered the kiss he had seen, and something burned in his stomach. What was more, Luca was very competent, and more than that was also a kind person, which made Lasgol even more jealous. 
 
    “Looks as though your girlfriend the brunette is paying attention to somebody else,” Viggo commented. 
 
    Lasgol turned to watch Astrid and Luca, who were chatting as they ate their dinner, and gave a scornful snort. 
 
    “Take no notice of him,” Ingrid told him. “You know this dope, always looking for the chance to make some silly comment.” 
 
    Viggo tilted his head to one side as though he were analyzing the situation. “Could she be looking to replace you?” 
 
    “I hope not …” Lasgol replied, his spirits low.    
 
    “Of course not,” said Ingrid. “They’re just talking.” 
 
    Viggo looked puzzled by this. “Hmm, but you two aren’t together anymore, are you?”  
 
    “Together … I mean what you’d call together …well, not really …” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s natural for her to be flirting with him.” 
 
    “She’s not flirting, they’re just talking,” Ingrid retorted. “And stop messing with Lasgol.” 
 
    “She can do whatever she wants, she’s free,” Lasgol said. His voice sounded sad, even though he was trying to hide the fact. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, there was already something between those two, right?” 
 
    Ingrid threw a piece of dried meat at Viggo’s head. “Leave Lasgol alone!” 
 
    Viggo gave an innocent shrug. “I’m just commenting on what I see …”  
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him, he’s an idiot,” Ingrid reassured him. “You’ll find in the end you’ll patch things up.” She gave him a friendly slap on the back to cheer him up. 
 
    “I certainly hope so!” 
 
    “Of course you will,” Ingrid said. But she did not sound as sure as she usually did, which worried Lasgol even more. 
 
    The following day they came to a wood, and Oldreksen halted. They examined their surroundings carefully, and they seemed to be alone. Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, there appeared a Ranger on horseback. 
 
    His face was unfamiliar to Lasgol, who had never seen him at the Camp before. He would have remembered him because of one striking detail: his skin was red. The guide greeted Oldreksen, and the two dismounted. Oldreksen told the group to do the same and moved aside to speak to the guide. 
 
    “That’s a Masig of the Prairies,” Vigo whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Strange,” Ingrid said. She was staring at him intently. 
 
    Lasgol too was watching him closely and could say without a doubt that this strong, wiry man, with a small-nose, smallish brown eyes and long jet-black hair, was a Masig. 
 
     “How odd, our guide’s a Masig,” Astrid said. She and Luca had joined them. 
 
    “More than just odd, very strange,” Luca added. 
 
    “There are Rangers from different ethnic groups,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but a Masig …” Luca muttered. 
 
    “He must have an interesting story to tell,” Astrid said. 
 
    At that moment they heard Isgord, who was talking to Sugesen and Gonars. 
 
    “How can a filthy Masig be a Ranger?” 
 
    His partners shrugged. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any other races among the Rangers,” Isgord went on. “The Rangers are Norghanians, and only Norghanians. They shouldn’t allow foreign races into the Corps.” 
 
    “Well, he’s our guide to the Shelter,” said Sugesen. 
 
    “No less,” said Gonars. 
 
    “There goes that dimwit Isgord talking nonsense,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “You know Isgord’s all good feelings and tolerance,” Viggo said sarcastically. “You just don’t understand him.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, that’s him all over …” Ingrid muttered, and Astrid and Luca laughed. 
 
    Lasgol was worried that Isgord and the others were discriminating against the guide because of his race, and that they did not want to see diversity among the Rangers. That was very wrong. Unfortunately, he knew that many of his fellow-countrymen thought the same. 
 
    Oldreksen came back with the guide. “This is Ranger Loke South Wind. He’ll be your guide and take you to the Shelter.” 
 
    They all stared at South Wind, who greeted them with a nod. 
 
    “You’d better call me Loke, for short.” 
 
     “I’ll leave you with him,” Oldreksen said. “I have to go on to the border. Loke is in command and you’re to do everything he says. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Ingrid replied decisively, to make it clear that they would all follow this order. 
 
    They took their leave of Ranger Oldreksen, who went into the woods toward the west. 
 
    Loke scrutinized them for a moment. He asked them their names, and nodded when they told them. 
 
    “Right. It’s time to go to the Shelter.” 
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    They rode without a break for several days. Loke South Wind did not talk much, indicating the route they were to follow by means of gestures. They were heading east, following the southern border. As they rode through quiet, less snowy landscapes, Lasgol found himself recalling everything that had happened with his mother. A great sorrow came over his soul every time he thought of her. He would have given anything to have been lucky enough to have spent a time of peace with Mayra, away from the war, from the throne, from armies and opposing sides. Unfortunately, this had been impossible, and he felt that he would always carry that enormous load of sorrow. 
 
    They crossed a river, taking care not to fall into the icy, fast-flowing waters. The current was quite strong, although the water was not so deep as to prevent the ponies from crossing it. Lasgol noticed that Loke had a Masig horse: a beautiful brown and white pinto. His story must surely be a very interesting one. Lasgol wished his own had not been quite so interesting … he would have rather had parents who were like any others. He sighed. He had not been so lucky. At least he had been able to meet them and enjoy being with them a little, although not for long. Others had not even had that good fortune. Life was harsh in the north of Tremia and many children lost their parents, particularly in times of war. Yes, he ought to feel grateful for having had the good fortune to know and enjoy being with them, even for such a short time. 
 
    Viggo winked at him and smiled, as if he knew he was deep in sad thoughts and needed to be cheered up. It was true. He smiled at his friend and felt a little better. He had not been able to enjoy life with his parents, particularly with his mother, but he had fantastic friends, and for this he gave thanks to the Five Gods of the Ice. Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Egil and Viggo were a gift from the heavens and he was well aware of that. Now they were his family. They could never replace his parents, but being with them comforted him and cheered him up.  
 
    Thinking about his mother, wishing he could have spent more time with her, they reached the area of the kingdom furthest to the southeast, near its southern and eastern borders. 
 
    “How strange,” Astrid said to Ingrid in front of him. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “As far as I know, there’s nothing here but the Frozen Peak. Yeah …” She pointed ahead. “I think that’s it you can see in the distance.” 
 
    “He’s not taking us there, surely?” Ingrid said. There was something strange about her tone of voice. 
 
    Lasgol had not heard that tone in her voice very often, but he recognized it: it was fear. He wondered about this reaction. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “That place is cursed. Nobody goes there.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Then it’s sure to be where Loke’s taking us.”  
 
    Both girls turned round towards him in their saddles. “Why do you say that?” Astrid asked him, her brown mane blown by the wind. 
 
    “Because he likes to go against everything,” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    “I say it because knowing our kind of luck, it’s the most likely thing.” 
 
    “That place is forbidden,” Astrid said. “They say a demented, hair-raising Creature of the Ice lives at the top of it. It kills everybody who reaches it.  Or at least that’s what people say where I come from.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that the place is cursed,” said Ingrid, “and that a creature with two heads lives in a cave at the top. It kills and eats everyone who climbs up there.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “I’ve heard it’s a crazy giant who feeds on human flesh.”  
 
    “That’s odd,” Lasgol said. “All I’ve heard is that it’s best not to go near that peak because it’s cursed by the Gods of the Ice.” 
 
    “Well, we’re heading straight toward it,” Viggo said. 
 
    The four looked at the great peak which was already looming into sight as a huge mountain in front of a range that gave on to the sea. 
 
    “We can’t be going there …” Ingrid said, but she did not sound as sure as she would have liked. 
 
    “Yeah … yeah …” said Viggo. 
 
    The murmurings among the rest of the group grew louder as they approached the great peak, which looked as if it had become separated from the range behind and come to stand in front of it, as though it were its guardian. It was a very high mountain. The closer they got to it, the more frequent were the mutterings among the group. 
 
    And Viggo had not been mistaken. Loke led them to the skirts of the great peak. 
 
    “We dismount here,” he said, and leapt lightly off his pinto. 
 
    “Uh-oh …” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “Why are we stopping here?” Isgord protested. 
 
    Loke indicated the peak. “Because that’s our destination.”  
 
    “That? It can’t be true.”  
 
    “It is,” said Loke. 
 
    “That’s a cursed place,” Isgord insisted.” It’s forbidden. Everybody knows that in Norghana.”  
 
    “Yes, I know that.” 
 
    “Then we can’t go this way.”  
 
    “It’s a forbidden place,” Sugesen added. 
 
    Gonars was nodding. “We need to carry on.” 
 
    “This is our destination,” Loke said calmly. 
 
    “We’re not setting foot on that peak,” Isgord said. 
 
    “You will if you want to reach the Shelter.” 
 
    Isgord, Sugesen and Gonars looked at the mountain and then at Loke, frowning. Even Luca looked troubled. Astrid and Ingrid came close to Loke. 
 
    “Are we going to climb the peak?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Ingrid and Astrid exchanged a look of doubt. 
 
    “I’d already guessed that,” Viggo muttered to Lasgol. 
 
    Isgord was shaking his head, looking very troubled. “But it’s a cursed place.” 
 
    “We’re Rangers. If we’re sent somewhere that’s cursed, or bewitched, or even worse, we go without thinking twice about it. The Rangers aren’t afraid of superstitions, witches or sorcerers. Nor of Creatures of the Ice. The Elite Rangers least of all. Keep that in mind.” 
 
    Isgord, Sugesen and Gonars did not seem at all convinced. Lasgol thought of the Creatures of the Ice and whether one of them should be guarding the place and was insane … He shivered. It was not fear he felt but respect, and a lot of it. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    “I bet my right arm that the Shelter’s up there,” Viggo said in a whisper. 
 
    “And you’d be right,” Loke said. “The Shelter is behind the peak.”  
 
    They were caught by surprise; they had not been expecting that. 
 
    “This guy has a good pair of ears,” Viggo whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Follow me on foot, with your horses well tethered,” said Loke. 
 
    He set off up one side, leading his horse, and the others followed him as far as the entrance to a huge cave. Loke led the way in with his horse. 
 
    “We’ll leave our mounts here and continue on foot to the upper cavern.” 
 
    Lasgol looked around. The cave was a large one, with a little stream flowing inside it. There seemed to be no danger, and the horses could drink, but he felt bad about leaving Trotter there. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your horses,” Loke said.” They’ll be fine here.”  
 
    They slung their knapsacks and bows over their shoulders, and Lasgol used his Gift to communicate with Camu: 
 
    Follow at a distance, but make sure you’re not seen. 
 
    Follow. Distance. 
 
    Be careful, the way up will be dangerous. 
 
    Way up easy. No danger. 
 
    Lasgol remembered that Camu could adhere to practically any surface and understood his little friend’s message. For him, climbing up a rocky hillside was a piece of cake. They themselves were the ones who needed to be careful, not his little friend. He smiled. 
 
    Very well. Keep hidden. 
 
    Need to sleep soon. 
 
    Lasgol understood. Camu’s magic, although it was very different from his own, followed a similar system. Camu needed to rest and sleep after a prolonged period of using his magic, as had been the case. The same thing happened to Lasgol when he consumed his own inner pool of energy by using his skills. He needed to rest, or else he would faint on the spot. 
 
    Then rest here and follow our trail later on, up to the top. Will you be able to? 
 
    Trail, follow. 
 
    Right then, I’ll leave you marks you can easily follow. 
 
    Follow. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He saw everyone leaving the cave to begin climbing the eastern side, and stroked Camu’s head. 
 
    Wait? 
 
    Of course I’ll wait for you little one. Always. You’re my little brother. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    Me too, that you’re my friend. 
 
    From the edge of the cave-mouth, Viggo signaled to him to hurry. He took his leave of Camu, giving him a final stroke as he did so. 
 
    See you up there. ’Bye. 
 
    Then he said goodbye to Trotter and went out. He was a little worried about leaving his two companions there. 
 
    The climb to the top was difficult and dangerous. Loke climbed with the ease of a natural mountaineer, but the others suffered. They went up in the same order they had ridden in, with Lasgol and Viggo bringing up the rear. They could not complain; now they were Rangers and they had to be able to climb any mountain in the kingdom – and so they would. By the time they reached the highest part of the peak they were almost on all fours, flattened against the rock, holding on with hands and feet. Luckily, they were well prepared physically and knew how to climb; it was something they had practiced a lot during those four years of training. Even so, mountains always involved a risk, particularly when they were climbing a peak as high and steep as this. 
 
    “Very carefully now. It’s snowy and slippery. There’s ice too, so be careful where you put your feet. We’re nearly there, so go calmly and surely.” 
 
    “If we’re having to be as careful as this, there must be real danger,” Viggo said to Lasgol. 
 
    “He’s only making sure we’re paying attention.”  
 
    “How kind of him.” 
 
    “Shut up and climb,” came Ingrid’s voice. 
 
    Viggo, poked his tongue out at her. “If you fall I won’t catch you, I’ll let you go past.”  
 
    “You couldn’t catch me even if you wanted to.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Try me and we’ll find out.”  
 
    Astrid turned her head and looked at them both. “I’m counting on you to catch us if we slip.” 
 
    “Well,” Viggo said, “as far as you’re concerned we’ll see. I can assure you I’m not catching Blondie.”  
 
    Astrid smiled. Lasgol saw the smile and felt more cheerful. Despite everything, he was with her, and seeing her smile filled him with joy and a pleasant sense of calm which helped him overcome his somber thoughts about the loss of his parents. 
 
    “We’ll catch you both, don’t you worry,” he promised. 
 
    Ingrid threw a look of hatred at Viggo, who blew her a kiss. This infuriated her even more, and Astrid, who was not used to seeing them interact, smiled in sudden amusement. 
 
    “Last stretch,” Loke announced. 
 
    They climbed the hardest part, carefully, slowly, going up in a long line, one by one, clinging on to the rocks and making sure of every footstep. At last they reached a cave whose size surprised them. 
 
    “Welcome to Frozen Peak,” Loke said. 
 
    “The views from here are overwhelming,” Astrid said as she stared out at the plains to the south. 
 
    “Those are the lands of the Masig,” Loke said. “From here you can see the northern area of the domains of the People of the Steppes.”  
 
    “Your people,” Isgord said with a touch of scorn. 
 
    Loke gave him a hard look. “I am a Norghanian, a Ranger, an Elite Specialist.” He showed him the medallion he wore under his winter shirt. He was an Elite Tireless Tracker. “Because of my rank, you’ll address me as Sir.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence. Isgord was still staring at him. Sugesen and Gonars, beside him, were watching intently. 
 
    “You can’t deny your origin,” Isgord said, looking Loke up and down. 
 
    “Sir,” Loke demanded. He reached for his Ranger’s knife. 
 
    Isgord swallowed. He did not want to give in, but he was in a situation there was no way out of. 
 
    “Nobody can deny their origin, sir …”  
 
    Loke nodded. “I’m a Masig by origin, but a Norghanian and a Ranger. Let nobody forget that.” 
 
    The situation seemed to calm down, and everybody enjoyed the rest and the views from the cave at the summit. Loke allowed them to recover from the effort, and they ate some of their supplies. Then he lit a torch and told them to follow him. They were now entering the cursed place, the lair of the Creature of the Ice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Loke guided them along a natural rock passage which went deep into the mountain, leaving behind the entrance-cave. It was narrow, so that they were obliged to walk in single file behind the Masig Ranger. No one said a word, but Lasgol could hear short deep breaths; his partners were worried. Making their way into a cursed place, the lair of some Creature of the Ice, had that effect. Lasgol too began to be concerned, but he remembered Loke’s words: they were Rangers, and it did not matter whether the place was cursed or whether there was a creature in it. They had to go on, and they would do just that. 
 
    They arrived at another, somewhat larger, cave. Loke crossed it without stopping and went on along a passage on the other side. The only light they could see was that of the torch the Masig was carrying. The caves and corridors had not been created by the hand of man and were utterly dark, which did not help to make anyone feel easier. The deeper they went, the more the tension seemed to rise among the group. Lasgol himself was trying to keep calm, but the funereal silence around them and the dancing shadows the torch was creating on the walls did not help. 
 
    When they arrived, he understood at once why this place was the lair of a Creature of the Ice. After going along one last rocky passage, they came out into a gigantic cavern. Lasgol was left open-mouthed, and seeing his partners’ faces, he was not the only one. The whole cavern shone with a color between white and bluish which issued from walls, floor and ceiling. The light came in through a hole in the roof. The temperature was extremely low, too cold for a cave. In the middle of it was a huge formation of ice which rose from the floor to the vaulted ceiling. 
 
    Viggo was staring hard at this formation. “Is that what I think it is?”  
 
    Lasgol realized what he meant. A colossal creature seemed to be trapped inside that gigantic block of ice. It had a reptilian look, with scaly skin and two large outspread wings. It was resting on its hind legs, although it had four limbs, which ended in claws. The huge jaws, open in an eternal roar, showed two rows of lethal teeth of terrifying size. A crest ran from the creature’s head down its back as far as the end of its long tail. Lasgol stared at it for a long moment. It was lethal and horrifying, as well as magnificent: a being of undeniable power and savagery. What was it? He stared at it a little longer, deeply overawed, and finally understood. 
 
    The ice formation seemed to have an enormous golden dragon trapped inside it. 
 
    “Is it an effect of the light on the block of ice,” he asked, “or is there really a dragon inside it?”  
 
    Ingrid and Astrid too were staring at the huge figure, which seemed to be that of some being from the Nordic legends. 
 
    Astrid blinked hard. “I’d say so …”  
 
    “From what I know of the legends and folklore of Norghana, it’s a dragon, a colossal one,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “But is it trapped in there, or does it just seem to be?” Lasgol asked. He could not tell whether there was a real dragon inside the ice or whether it was an optical effect. 
 
    Luca had come over to them. He had not taken his eyes off it. “I’d say it’s really in there.” 
 
    “Is it a golden dragon, sir?” Ingrid asked Loke. 
 
    “Let’s get closer and see.”  
 
    The presence of the dragon was monstrous, and the lights reflected off every surface created flashes and shadows and the appearance of movement. Not even the presence of Loke walking ahead of them with firm steps and with no sign of fear managed to reassure them. 
 
    They reached the frozen dragon and looked at it closely. There really seemed to be a dragon inside that huge block of ice. 
 
    “Un… believable …” Lasgol muttered. 
 
    Isgord could not believe it either. “It really is inside there …” 
 
    Ingrid went up to touch the ice. Then she put her hands on the frozen surface and looked more closely to make sure her eyes were not lying to her. 
 
    “Yes, it does seem to be in there.” 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars did the same, trying to pierce the ice with their eyes. There was a thickness more than a dozen paces deep between them and the dragon, and the same thickness of ice surrounded it on all sides. It seemed to have been caught in a gigantic, frozen trap. 
 
    Astrid was looking up. “It’s unbelievably huge …”  
 
    “Wonderful,” Viggo commented. “A frozen dragon. Just wait till it breaks free.”  
 
    “Breaks free?” Sugesen repeated. “It’s not going to, is it, sir?” 
 
    The Masig smiled and shrugged. “You never know.” 
 
    “You never know?” Gonars repeated, eyes staring wide. 
 
    Isgord began to strike the ice with his axe. “So why don’t we kill it while it’s frozen?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Loke said. 
 
    Isgord stopped. “Why?” 
 
    “It might hear the blows, or feel the vibrations, and that would make it wake up.” 
 
    They all looked at Loke, waiting for some joking comment, but his face remained grimly serious. Nobody did or said anything, waiting for him to smile and say it was a joke. He did not. 
 
    “Well then, let’s melt the ice and kill it,” Isgord insisted. 
 
    “That would take too much time, and you don’t have that because they’re waiting for you to begin your training. And in any case it’s not your prerogative.” 
 
    “It’ll be much worse when it wakes up,” Isgord said. 
 
    “If one day it wakes,” Loke said. 
 
    “How long has it been there?” Gonars asked. 
 
    “Thousands of years,” Loke said, “or that’s what is thought.” 
 
    “Thousands?” Astrid asked in surprise. 
 
    Loke nodded. “Dragons disappeared from Tremia at the time of men’s arrival in the continent. That was more than three thousand years ago, so this dragon must have been frozen then at the earliest, but very probably at a much earlier time.” 
 
    “Why very probably?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “There’s barely any evidence of the existence of dragons, if any at all, because most of it’s inaccurate. Hence if they existed, it must have been before men reached Tremia.” 
 
     “And how did it end up frozen?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question. Magic … or an accident. This was once a glacier, which has been melting over the millennia. Perhaps it was trapped inside the glacier. It could also have been imprisoned here by arcane arts.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Astrid said. 
 
    Lasgol thought of his good friend Egil, who would have been enjoying himself thoroughly if he had been there with them. 
 
    “But it could also be a statue covered in ice,” Loke added, with a shrug. 
 
    “That makes more sense,” Isgord said. “I don’t believe in dragons.” 
 
    “It had better be a statue,” Gonars said. 
 
    “In that case we’re not in danger,” Sugesen added. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure, you’ll find out about that …” Viggo said. 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol looked at him, and he whispered: “With our luck, it’s sure to be a frozen dragon …” 
 
    Lasgol had to admit that he was right, though he wished things were otherwise. If it was really a dragon and not a statue and it woke up, who knew what its reaction would be? Probably not a very friendly one. 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about,” Loke added. “It’ll probably be there for another thousand years, and nobody’s going to touch it. Probably.” This time he smiled. 
 
    They looked at the dragon and the strange cave for a little longer, but the temperature was too low to let them stay there. They had to go on, or else they would freeze to death. Loke led them through a way out at the end of the great frozen cavern and they went down a long passage. The temperature was slowly rising, and suddenly they saw light ahead. 
 
    “We’re nearly there,” Loke announced. 
 
    When they reached the light, they had to cover their eyes to protect them from the blinding brightness. When Lasgol’s eyes grew accustomed to it, he found another vision he had not expected. They were at the end of a raised tunnel which opened on to an immense valley whose end was lost to sight. The valley, partly covered with snow, was surrounded by mountains. Lasgol realized that what they were looking at was the mountain range behind the Frozen Peak, and in their midst was this immense valley with forests and rivers, as well as a lake here and there. 
 
    “Welcome to the Shelter,” Loke said. 
 
    They all looked at one another blankly. “But … the Shelter – where is it?” asked Isgord. 
 
    Loke spread his arms out toward the valley at their feet. “You’re looking at it.” 
 
    Sugesen was shaking his head. “This place shouldn’t be here …”  
 
    “There’s no knowledge of the existence of any valley among the mountains behind the Peak,” Gonars said. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s a secret valley. The Rangers call it the Shelter. It’s a place apart, and a refuge for any Ranger.” 
 
    Lasgol had assumed that the Shelter would be a building, a house, a fort, something along those lines – but no, it was a secret valley in the middle of a range of mountains. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful place,” Astrid said. 
 
    “The view from up here is incredible,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “We’re going down now. It’ll be a lot easier, because on this side the Rangers have made a path to get down to the valley. But be careful, don’t be over-confident: one miss-step and you’ll pay with your life. We’re a hundred and fifty feet up.” 
 
    Viggo was looking at the massive drop and the steepness of the descent. “Good thing Nilsa isn’t with us,” he whispered. 
 
    They went down along a cornice carved out of the mountain itself. Along some stretches, stairs had been built to make the descent easier and to minimize the risk of losing one’s footing and falling. They followed Loke very carefully. 
 
    It took them some time to reach solid ground. When they looked up to see how far they had come down, they were taken aback. 
 
    “Phewwww!” Viggo whistled. 
 
    “What a height,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Good thing we’re not afraid of heights,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “You can’t be a Ranger if you’re afraid of heights,” Isgord said, trying to appear unimpressed. He went over to Sugesen and Gonars. 
 
    Loke put his hands to his mouth and gave a call, imitating some kind of bird Lasgol did not know. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened, and they relaxed and rested. Then suddenly a bird appeared from the forest to their right. Loke stretched his arm and the bird came to perch on it. It was something like a hawk, but more brightly-colored. It looked as though it belonged in some warmer place; it was clearly not originally from the north. It carried a message on its leg, which Loke unfolded and read. 
 
    “We have permission to enter the Shelter,” he said. 
 
    “Whose permission?” Isgord asked. 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen were looking around, trying to catch sight of someone. Ingrid, Astrid and Luca were looking at the forest the bird had come out of. 
 
    “You’ll know soon enough,” Loke said. “Now follow me,” and he set off at a trot. 
 
    Disconcerted, they ran after him. Loke kept up the pace as they went deeper into the valley. Lasgol, looking around, saw that the higher parts were covered in snow, and yet there were green areas, which was unexpectedly early for that time of the year. Spring had not yet arrived and the temperature was low all across Norghana. But in this valley something strange was at work; it seemed to have a different, more sheltered climate. In fact, now he stopped to think, he realized that he was feeling rather hot from running. Yes, the weather in this valley was definitely special. He put it down to the high mountains which surrounded and protected it. 
 
    They went on running until they reached a waterfall, and here Loke stopped. 
 
    “Fill the water-skins,” he told them. 
 
    While they did so, they took the opportunity to get their breath back and take a good look at the landscape around them. They could catch glimpses of wildlife of all kinds, some of it wild and aggressive, such as bobcats. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Loke told them. “They won’t attack if you don’t provoke them. They’re hunting for food, and you’re not entirely appetizing, at least in a group. Alone, maybe.” 
 
    They heard wolves howling in the distance. 
 
    “Now they might find you appetizing.”  
 
    “They’re wolves,” Isgord said. “They won’t attack a group of men.”  
 
    “In the outside world maybe not. Here in the Shelter the animals are rather different …” 
 
    Astrid raised her eyebrows. “How different?” 
 
    “Let’s say they develop differently.” 
 
    “That’s not a very clear explanation,” Ingrid objected. 
 
    “You’ll soon find out the mysteries of the Shelter.” 
 
    “Dangerous mysteries, right?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Some of them. Others will leave you open-mouthed.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “I was afraid so.” 
 
    Lasgol was not altogether reassured by the explanation. He was also not at all easy about Camu. He hoped his little friend was following him. He was leaving a very clear trail so that Camu could follow it, but he had neither seen him nor picked up his presence. 
 
    “Follow me. By nightfall we’ll be in the heart of the Shelter.” 
 
    They went on deeper into the valley. Lasgol felt comfortable in that environment, wild but beautiful, and with a climate he was finding very pleasant compared with the harshness of the winter outside. They crossed several stretches of forest and waded across a river, and the deeper they went in, the more surprised he was at the amount of wildlife he saw around him. Wherever he looked he saw birds, rodents, cats, and even various larger predators, moving through the vegetation – avoiding them, but present and watching them. 
 
    It was almost nightfall when they arrived at a very strange area. In front of them was a large hill surrounded by dense forest. The hill was bright green and free from snow, although it was high and should have been covered. The trees around it were massive oaks and beeches with very dense foliage, more than was usual in Norghanian forests. But what made their jaws drop was what was on the summit. 
 
    On the top of the hill there rested an enormous white sphere, apparently made of marble. 
 
    It was more than thirty feet high and wide, completely white, like a huge pearl of inconceivable dimensions, whose polished surface seemed to glow on contact with the light. It rested on the ground, but was not buried in it, even though it must have been monstrously heavy. It was resting lightly, in perfect balance. 
 
    “What a strange place,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Very strange,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “What’s that huge ball doing there?” Isgord asked. 
 
    “And why doesn’t it roll downhill?” Gonars added. 
 
    “Here we go with the mysteries …” Viggo moaned. 
 
    “It doesn’t look dangerous,” said Isgord. 
 
    “That colossal sphere isn’t natural,” Luca said. 
 
    “It must’ve been carved by someone,” Sugesen suggested. 
 
    “Who, a tribe of unknown craftsmen?” said Gonars dismissively. “They’d need an enormous vein of white marble.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Luca thoughtfully. “It looks so perfect, completely smooth, immaculate …”  
 
    “What do you think it is?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I bet there’s magic involved in all this,” said Viggo suddenly. 
 
     “That’s nonsense,” Isgord snapped back. “It’ll be some sort of religious monument, or something like that.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Viggo. “And later, when something bad happens to us, you can tell me all about it.”  
 
    Isgord waved his hand dismissively. “There’s nothing magic about it, it’s just a sculpture.”  
 
    Lasgol did his best to defend his friend. “It could be something arcane. It’s too big and perfect a sphere, and it shines …”  
 
    “You’re like a bunch of scared children. Seeing you’re who you are, I’m not surprised.”  
 
    Ingrid showed him her weapons. “You’d better not threaten my team.”  
 
    Isgord grinned. “It’s sad to see how the ‘Traitor’ and the ‘Whiner’ can’t defend themselves alone, and they need a girl to do it for them.” 
 
    “This girl’s going to smash your skull in if you don’t shut up.” 
 
    Isgord took a step toward her. “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “Stop,” Luca said, and moved to stand between them. 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo moved to stand behind Ingrid. Gonars and Sugesen in turn took their places behind Isgord. 
 
    “I see you get along very well,” Loke said. “It’s forbidden to shed Ranger blood here. The penalty for breaking that law is death.” 
 
    “And who’d carry out the sentence? You, I suppose?” Isgord said aggressively. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t be me. But I can assure you, you wouldn’t get out of here alive.” 
 
    Isgord looked around. There was no one. They were alone. 
 
    “We’ll let it rest, for the moment …” he said. He did not seem to be too confident in those surroundings. 
 
    They moved apart. 
 
    “Wise decision. Follow me,” Loke said, and they went on through the forest. 
 
     He took them along a path that was barely visible in the underbrush. It was a difficult journey across the forest to the foot of the hill, and from here they climbed up toward the great sphere. 
 
    It was steeper than Lasgol had thought. From afar, the tall trees had belied the hill’s real height, and it took them some time to reach the summit. When they finally managed it, they stood there staring at the colossal white sphere. It emanated an arcane aura which they could all feel from close at hand. Nobody said anything, but they were all uneasy. Here was magic, or sorcery. 
 
    Suddenly, from behind the sphere, a figure appeared, as though out of thin air. 
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    They reached for their weapons.  
 
    “Stop!” Loke ordered. 
 
    The figure wore a hooded green cloak patterned with large brown spots, together with a scarf of the same color and pattern which covered nose and mouth. It was leaning on a long wooden staff engraved in silver. 
 
    “Welcome,” it said in a voice which was almost sweet. 
 
    “Line up,” Loke ordered them. 
 
    The figure pushed back its hood and removed its scarf, revealing its face. It was that of a woman of around seventy, who had once been beautiful even though the passing of time had eroded part, but not all, of that beauty. Her hair, long and white, fell over her shoulders. Deep eyes, green as jade, were watching them intensely. 
 
    “I am Sigrid Dinesen, Elder Elite Specialist, Leader of the Shelter,” she said, and struck her staff on the ground to emphasize her title. 
 
    The power of her aura left them all amazed. Lasgol understood what he had recognized in her and why she had seemed so familiar: there was a presence about her, an aura, very like Dolbarar’s. 
 
    She showed them the jewel round her neck. It was a huge wooden medallion with an oak-tree carved on it, the same as the one Dolbarar wore, except that this one was slightly larger. From this Lasgol deduced that the Specialist Rangers outranked the Master Rangers. He wondered whether Sigrid was higher-ranking and more powerful than Dolbarar. She probably was. 
 
    Loke presented them. “Mother, the new recruits.”  
 
    She gave him an affectionate smile. “Thank you, my son.” 
 
    “Always at the service of our Mother Specialist.” 
 
    For a moment, the Leader said nothing. She came forward and bent over to look each one in the eyes, unhurriedly, taking her time about it. Lasgol felt that she was reading his deepest soul, searching for secrets, and it seemed to him that she could really find them. He thought of Camu and wondered whether she might find out about him. The thought made him shiver. He tried not to think about the little creature, fearful that the Mother Specialist would find out his secret friend and take him away. There was no doubt that she would. Camu was a creature of the ice, with power, and she would take him to the King. They would study him, or worse still, kill him because he was from the Frozen Continent, a magical creature of the enemy.  
 
    Seeing Sigrid moving on to Viggo, he breathed out heavily in relief. Viggo bore the scrutiny, as if daring her to uncover his dark secrets: secrets which he certainly had. 
 
    The Mother Specialist took a deep breath and spread out her arms. 
 
    “I would like to welcome you to the Shelter. This is a very special place. There’s no other like it in all the north and probably in all Tremia, though I couldn’t be sure of that as our continent is rich in mystery and enigmas which are yet to be discovered and deciphered.” She turned to look at the sphere, nodded thoughtfully, then at the group again. “Many are the things the Path teaches us, but many more are yet to be revealed. In this secluded and very special place you will come across some of them. I must warn you that this is a very different place from the Camp. You’ll find out about it gradually, so don’t be frightened. A warning: you must be careful with the environment which surrounds you. Respect it, and it will respect you.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid. Judging by the serious look on her face, she seemed to be taking in what Sigrid had told them with great interest. What could be going through her mind? Lasgol would have loved to be able to read her thoughts, but that was impossible. From what Egil had told him, no known magic could do that. He only knew one species of beings who were capable of communicating mentally with any other creature, and even of reading thoughts: Dragons. He remembered what Egil had told him about the mythical creatures. They had vanished thousands of years ago, though nobody knew why. Nor did anyone know how they had come to Tremia, though Egil thought that perhaps they might have been its first inhabitants, before the arrival of men. Loke had said something of the kind, so it must be a valid theory. He looked at Astrid again and felt ashamed of having wanted to read her thoughts. It would not be proper, it would be an intrusion into her privacy. No, he rejected the idea. He would have to ask her and hope she would tell him. 
 
    “You’ve been chosen for your extraordinary skills to train here in one of the elite specialties of the four Schools. Very few are selected for this opportunity, and I hope you’ll use it well. It represents a great honor, but at the same time it requires a great sacrifice that not all are prepared to make. I hope and wish that you all succeed, but I can assure you that anyone who fails to do their best will not do that.” 
 
    Lasgol exchanged a glance with Viggo, who was already frowning. He did not like the idea of not managing to graduate. To get this far, to be chosen and yet to fail to make it in the end, would be a major failure, for any of them. Viggo might pretend all he liked, but Lasgol knew that his friend genuinely wanted to graduate as a specialist even though he might sometimes try to hide the fact. It was a defense mechanism he used, making light of things he genuinely cared about. 
 
    “It will come as no surprise to any of you to know that the elite specialties are even more difficult than those of the Schools. At the same time we’re fair, and those who really make an effort will have the chance to graduate. Our intention is not to make the specialties impossible to reach, but I won’t attempt to conceal the fact that they require all your commitment. That is what I ask for, and as a reward you’ll leave this place in a year with a specialty and will be able to serve the realm as an Elite Specialist Ranger. Not only that: it will open the doors for other pursuits – for instance that of Royal Ranger, the best among those Rangers who protect the King personally.” 
 
    Lasgol saw Ingrid’s eyes light up. That was presumably the path she wanted to follow. He would have to ask her to find out what her goals were, but knowing her, he was sure she wanted to get as far as possible. He himself aspired to nothing more than graduating with a specialty and starting his life as a Ranger, and he was sure Viggo felt the same. But for Ingrid that would not be enough. The thought of becoming a Royal Ranger must have crossed her mind. 
 
    “And of course, to reach the highest, to be First Ranger of the Realm, you have to gain a specialty, then become a Royal Ranger and finally be promoted to First Ranger by the King himself, who is in charge of all the Royal Rangers. Surely someone among you will have that goal in mind.” Once again she turned her intense, penetrating gaze on each of them in turn, and Lasgol felt once more as though she were reading his soul.  
 
    “I see we have two young people among you who aspire to the highest,” Sigrid went on, as though they had confessed. She glanced first at Ingrid, then at Isgord. “I like that. I’m pleased to have young people with a brilliant future ahead of them and the highest expectations.” 
 
    Ingrid and Isgord glared at each other with hatred. Lasgol could see now that Ingrid wanted to aim as high as possible. He recalled hearing her say so at the Camp: that she wanted to be the first woman to be First Ranger of the Realm. At that time it had seemed impossible: not because she was a woman, since she was better than almost all the men she competed with, but because of the long, difficult journey it would involve reaching that goal. But now, one step closer, after everything they had been through, and knowing Ingrid and her unbreakable determination better, he thought she would probably succeed. Yes, she could do it. She had all the right qualities for it. As for Isgord, Lasgol had no doubt that he too wanted to reach the top; he wanted it all the time. Even in the most trivial tasks he always wanted to be first; he had been born with that nature and it made him a winner, as well as a very bad loser. But if he had to choose one of the two, he would put all his money on Ingrid. 
 
    “This handful of young candidates Dolbarar has sent me this year is certainly promising. I can feel it. Very promising …” She lapsed into a thoughtful silence, with her gaze lost in the sphere. 
 
    Viggo made a sign to Lasgol, hinting that Sigrid was mad. Lasgol glared back reproachfully. If she noticed, they would be in trouble. Viggo was always Viggo, for good or ill. There were times when he would have liked to give him mental orders, just as he did with Camu. Although Viggo would probably not obey them either. He wondered how it was possible to communicate mentally with animals and not with people. He knew that he could deceive people and dominate them with the Magic of Illusions and Magic of Domination, but he wondered what kind of magic would allow people to communicate with others mentally, if there was one at all … perhaps only the extinct Dragons had been able to. 
 
    The Mother Specialist turned back to them. “But I also feel that you come to me bearing secrets, burdens and sorrows. These will drag you down at the moment of reaching your goals, and I fear one or other of you may not succeed. Don’t let the past mark your future. The future is yours, young Rangers. Seize all the opportunities the present offers you, leave the evil of the past behind, forget it, banish it, and look ahead with all your hope; put all your efforts and trust in the future.” 
 
    The message put Lasgol in turmoil. He knew Sigrid was right. They needed to leave everything behind and think only of their future as Rangers. It was the right thing to do, but he was the son of Dakon and Mayra and he could not forget his parents and all they had fought and suffered for. No, he simply could not. 
 
    “As tradition dictates among the Rangers, it is now time for you to meet the Elder Elite Specialists of the four Schools. They will be the ones who will guide you along the path you’ll be taking in the Shelter toward the achievement of an Elite Specialty.” 
 
    Suddenly two figures appeared on one side of the sphere and two more on the other. Lasgol was startled. Nor was he the only one, because Sugesen and Gonars nearly fell backwards. The four were dressed like Sigrid, and only their eyes were visible under their Ranger Specialists’ hooded cloaks and scarves. 
 
    “Let me introduce you first to Ivar Nilsen, Elder Elite Specialist of the School of Archery.” 
 
    The figure on the far right stepped forward and removed hood and scarf. It was a man, also around seventy, with very short white hair. He was tall and thin, sharp-nosed, with small grey eyes. He bowed, and it was apparent that he was very supple for his age. He wore an enormous medallion with the image of a bow in its center. 
 
    “Welcome to you all,” he said in a high-pitched voice. “I’ll be in charge of training the chosen Archers and turning them into elite specialists. Who are you? Step forward.” He waved his hand. 
 
    Isgord got to his feel like lightning. “Isgord Ostberg,” he said, with an elaborate bow. 
 
    Ingrid too stood up. “Ingrid Stenberg,” she said, and bowed briefly. 
 
    “I’ll be training you. Don’t disappoint me.” His tone was serious. 
 
    “I won’t,” Isgord said. 
 
    “Nor will I,” Ingrid said confidently. 
 
    “Very well,” he replied, and went back to his position. 
 
    “Next let me introduce Gisli Steenhoff Elder Elite Specialist of the School of Wildlife.” 
 
    The figure beside Ivar stepped forward and revealed himself. He too was around seventy, or perhaps a little older, big and strong, with his white hair in a ponytail. His nose was snub, his broad face wrinkled with age. His eyes were sea-blue. On his chest hung a wooden medallion, equally large, with the image of a roaring bear. 
 
    “I’ll teach you the path the Wildlife Specialists walk,” he said in a deep voice. Then he glared at them as though he were weighing them up. “Which of you is taking the Elite Specialty of Wildlife?” 
 
    Lasgol stood up and saluted respectfully. “Lasgol Eklund.” 
 
    Luca did the same, with a curt nod. “Luca Sunden.”  
 
    Gisli looked them up and down, then stared intensely into their eyes. Apparently satisfied, he smiled faintly. 
 
    “I feel there’s potential here. I like that. Perhaps it’ll be a good year. We’ll see. I hope you’re ready to work hard.” 
 
    “We are,” Luca said, and Lasgol nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Good,” Gisli said. “We’ll see.” He went back to his place. 
 
    “This is Annika Gynt, Elder Elite Specialist of the School of Nature.”               
 
    The figure stepped forward and revealed her face and hair. She was an older woman, perhaps eighty, with a surprising face with very few wrinkles and long white hair that reached to her waist. Her face was beautiful and delicate, her eyes an intense green. At her neck she wore a wooden medallion with the image of an oak leaf. 
 
    “Our Mother Nature teaches us so much,” she said in a sweet voice, spreading her arms and looking around. “Her teachings, everything she offers us, can be used for good or evil, and I will teach you to use them so that you can become specialists in our mother’s gifts. Who among you are the chosen?” 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars stood up and introduced themselves. Annika looked hard at them for a moment. Unlike Gisli, she did not seem very convinced. 
 
    “You’ll have to work very hard. I’m not sure you have what’s needed to become a specialist, but we’ll see.” 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars looked at one other, and their faces fell. Annika withdrew without another word. 
 
    “And finally let me introduce you to Engla Holgen, the Elder Elite Specialist of the School of Expertise.” 
 
    The last figure stepped forward and removed hood and scarf. This was a younger woman, perhaps in her mid-sixties, not particularly beautiful, thin and wiry, with intense blue eyes. Her hair was black and straight, tied back with a band around her forehead. A wooden medallion with the image of a snake was visible on her chest. 
 
    “I’ll be brief. The Elite Specialists of Expertise are the most lethal and slippery of all, and I’m going to teach you to be those things. Present yourselves.” Her voice was cold and whispering. 
 
    Astrid stood up, and Viggo followed suit. They both introduced themselves without flinching. Viggo stared back at Engla as though he were not interested. 
 
    She examined them for a long moment, then looked into their eyes. 
 
    “Interesting … there’s potential, which is not usually the case. I generally get sent Rangers who are not up to standard. You two might surprise me. We’ll see. I’m not counting on it, though” – and with this lapidary sentence she went back to her place. 
 
    In a way, Lasgol thought, the five Elders fitted their roles. He had imagined that they would be very experienced, with abundant knowledge and experience: the Elite among the Rangers, better even than Ivana, Esben, Eyra and Haakon. His impression was that this seemed to be so. It did not surprise him that they were so old, since after all they must have spent a whole life learning and improving in order to occupy their place among the Rangers. He had the clear sensation that age was not a factor that worked against them, but instead worked to their advantage. They must treasure invaluable knowledge, and their bodies and poise, considering their age, seemed to be in perfectly good shape. Or at least, that was the impression they gave him. He imagined Egil as an elderly man in his seventies, a whole world of knowledge. He would probably occupy Sigrid’s place, or perhaps that of Dolbarar, in charge of all the Rangers. 
 
    “With this small introductory ceremony we bring the welcome to an end,” Sigrid said. “It’s going to be an intense year, but let me assure you that although it’ll be very difficult, it’s not impossible, and others before you have been successful. With the help of our Mother Nature, these forests, mountains and rivers, I’m sure you’ll make it.” She smiled sweetly. “The instruction will be divided into two very different parts, with a test at the end of each. There will be a test halfway through the year, once you’ve finished your Spring and Summer Instruction. We call it the Harmony test. This will be a ‘Pass or Leave’ test. So says the Path, and so it must be. If you fail to pass it, I’ll have no choice but to expel you.” 
 
    The group shifted restlessly, deeply concerned. Lasgol had not foreseen this. But on the other hand, the welcome ceremony had reminded him a lot of the one he had gone through when he had first arrived at the Camp to begin his training as a Ranger, so that he was not surprised. The fact that both were so similar made him feel more at ease. It gave him a feeling of familiarity, of an experience he had already accepted. Yes, it would be difficult, but becoming a Ranger had been that too, and he had made it. 
 
    “As you can see, Specialization is more demanding than Skill. During those four years you were assessed at the end of the year. Here I’ll be assessing you halfway through the year, and those not up to standard will have to leave.” She folded her arms. 
 
    Lasgol sensed that the Harmony test would be very difficult and that he would have to force himself to the limit if he was to go on and graduate. Astrid was looking at Sigrid uneasily, clearly thinking the same thing. The most important goal had now become to pass that test. 
 
    “Once autumn and winter are over there’ll be a second test, the Selection test. It’ll also be ‘Pass or Leave’. If you manage to pass both tests, you’ll be able to graduate with the title of Specialist in the Elite Specialty of your choice. Choose your specialty well, listen to the Elders and make sure you understand clearly what each specialty requires of you, think about it and think well, then choose with full knowledge and complete objectivity. I hope you can succeed, I truly do.” She smiled again. 
 
    Viggo snorted. Ingrid’s face wore the we’ll make it expression Lasgol knew so well. Astrid was looking serious and rather worried. Isgord as usual, was puffed up like a peacock, sure that he would make it. Sugesen and Gonars, on the other hand, did not look very sure. Their faces registered fear rather than concern, Luca was serious but calm.  
 
    “Loke will show you your quarters. They’re a little strange, but you’ll soon get used to them.” This time her smile was playful. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    The four Elder Specialists vanished as suddenly as they had appeared, and those watching were astonished at the agility and speed with which they moved for their age. 
 
    “Loke, now you can show our students their rooms,” Sigrid concluded. 
 
    “Of course, Mother Specialist,” Loke replied. He signaled to them to follow him. 
 
    Lasgol had the feeling that this place had many different surprises in store for them. 
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    Loke made them go down the north side of the hill. When he passed the huge white sphere, Lasgol could not resist putting his hand to its surface. At once he felt the hair at the back of his neck stand on end. It was arcane, not simply a sculpture. He had no way of knowing whether it had to do with the Rangers or with that very special place, but it was certainly not just rock nor marble … there was something inside it … 
 
    He could feel magic emanating from the object. 
 
    Viggo nodded towards the sphere. “What d’you think?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes, there’s magic in it.” 
 
    “I knew it … more trouble … hell.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. It seems to have been here for a very long time. We don’t have to see it as something evil …” 
 
    “You just wait, sooner or later it’ll turn into a problem,” Viggo muttered. He went on grumbling as he walked on. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the huge object and felt that there was something in what Viggo had said. He also had the feeling that the sphere, sooner or later, would interfere with their lives. He begged the Five Gods of the Ice that it would not be in some negative way. 
 
    “Move on,” Loke called to him, and he had to keep going. 
 
    By now night reigned over the Shelter, and he guessed that they were going to sleep in cabins or barracks, as at the Camp. 
 
    He was completely wrong. 
 
    “Follow me and don’t ask questions,” Loke told them. 
 
    Whey went down the hill, they realized that its rear side was even steeper, descending a wide gully with a river running alongside it, surrounded by a huge oak forest. At the bottom, Loke turned to the rear side of the mountain and gave three short whistles. 
 
    Suddenly, from the rock wall which formed the far side of the mountain came the sound of rock dragging on rock. Lasgol pricked up his ears. They could not see properly because there was no light except the moonbeams that filtered through an overcast winter sky. But there was no doubt that the sound was coming from somewhere directly in front of them. 
 
    A great circle in the rock wall moved to one side, then a large hole opened in the wall and they were bathed in a warm light. 
 
    “What the hell …!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “By the Five Gods of the Ice!” Sugesen cried out. 
 
    “Here we go with the weird stuff,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “Come on, inside,” Loke said, and hastened in. 
 
    The group hesitated, but seeing Loke go in without thinking twice, they followed him. 
 
    The entire hill they had climbed, the entire mountain, was hollow inside. It was a single cave, and a truly colossal one. The light came from torches and oil lamps which hung from the walls. 
 
    And it was not a natural cave. It had been excavated. The scratches on the walls showed that. 
 
    From here they had to go down a flight of wooden stairs to reach the bottom, since the cave went down into the ground. And not only was it deep and high, it also branched out in four directions where there seemed to be more caves, equally enormous, also excavated from the ground. 
 
    “It wasn’t the Rangers that did this,” Ingrid whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Not Rangers and not any other men,” said Viggo. 
 
    Looking at the walls, Lasgol saw unequivocal signs that they had been hollowed with some kind of very hard tool. They were marked from the top downwards with curved lines, as if by huge claws. 
 
    “Who could have built this place?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “No idea,” Luca said, “but it’s spectacular.”  
 
    Loke signaled them from below to join him. He was beside a spring, fed by a stream that seemed to run through the main cave from side to side. It must have been an offshoot of the river outside. 
 
    “On we go!” Loke said. 
 
    They went down the wooden stairs, which had certainly been built by the Rangers, since there was nothing else made of wood inside the main cave. At the bottom they gazed around them at the enormous cavern. The center was completely clear over a wide radius. Lasgol saw that the cave was spherical, considering the point they had entered by. It was a circle in every direction. At once he thought of the white sphere above the cave. One sphere above another, one below ground and the other on the surface: what did it mean? He would have given anything to have had Egil with him. His friend would surely find it ‘fascinating’, and would be able to suggest some theory about it. 
 
    The hall was completely empty, which was not natural either. There were no rocky formations inside it. The floor was smooth, the walls concave, and except for the water whose murmur echoed against the walls there was nothing there. 
 
    “I don’t like this cave one little bit,” said Astrid.” It gives me a funny feeling.”  
 
    “You’re not alone in that,” Viggo told her. 
 
    Loke made signs to them to follow him. 
 
    Of the cave’s four branches, he led them along the one furthest left. When they went into the next cavern they stopped, because there was another wooden stairway to go down. The cave below was also round and seemed to have been excavated out of the earth. There was only one entrance to it, and no other way out. It was not as big as the main cave, but still enormous. It was lit by oil lamps, and they were taken aback to see furniture in it. At the far end were thirty or so bunk beds, with trunks beside them and even a couple of large closets. 
 
    “We’re not going to sleep here,” Isgord protested. 
 
    “Not only sleep,” Loke said, “you’re going to live here, these are your quarters. There are bunk beds to sleep in, and trunks for your knapsacks and clothes beside them. You have a couple of changes of clothes each. You can’t do your laundry in the main cave, because that water’s for drinking and it mustn’t be contaminated.” 
 
    “So where do we wash our clothes?” Gonars asked. 
 
    Loke appeared surprised at such an obvious question. “In the river outside.” 
 
    “And where do we wash?” asked Viggo. 
 
    Loke pointed to the right of the cave. Several barrels could be made out, with bowls on top of them. A substantial square curtain seemed to indicate the bathroom. 
 
    “When you’ve used up all the water from the barrels, you can get more from the river.” 
 
    “You mean boys and girls bathe in the same place?” Viggo asked with a cunning smirk. 
 
    “We’re all Rangers now. Sex doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Viggo looked at Ingrid, wide-eyed. “Great!” 
 
    “But we’re also gentlemen, so we let the ladies wash first and we wait until they’re finished. An under no circumstance do we peek, nor do we behave indecorously.” 
 
    “Oh … sure …” Viggo said, sounding deflated. 
 
    “And not even the slightest hint of that sort of nonsense, or else I’ll be forced to intervene, and the punishment is a pretty rigorous one.” With a very slow movement, he drew his Ranger’s knife along his genitals in a clear warning to the boys. “Have I made that crystal clear? I don’t want a eunuch among us, but I’ll have one if you oblige me to.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare …” Isgord said with an expression of utter disapproval. 
 
    “Oh, I certainly would, and I’d do it with pleasure. It’s a traditional punishment among my people, the Masig. I have permission from the Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Isgord shook his head. He had turned white just thinking about it. 
 
    Ingrid smiled at Viggo and made a face at him. Viggo swallowed and grimaced. 
 
    Sugesen was looking around. “And the toilets?” 
 
    “Rangers don’t use toilets. If you need one, go outside.” 
 
    “And move away a little …” said Viggo pinching his nose. 
 
    Astrid smiled. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Loke. “Nobody relieves themselves at the entrance of the main cave or there’ll be a very clear punishment.”  
 
    “Nobody would dream of it,” Luca protested. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” Viggo said. 
 
    “The weapon-racks are against the left-hand wall. Looking after our weapons isn’t just necessary, it’s compulsory. And I’m warning you, they must always be in excellent condition . A Ranger who doesn’t look after his or her weapons is a disgrace to the corps and won’t live long. How you keep your weapons is something that will be assessed by the Masters.” 
 
    “Masters?” Isgord repeated. 
 
    “The Four Elder Elite Specialists. We call them Masters out of respect.” 
 
    “Understood,” Viggo said.” It’s easier to remember.”  
 
    “We’ll make sure our weapons are kept in impeccable condition,” Ingrid promised him. 
 
    Loke nodded. “The kitchen is beside the entrance.” 
 
    “This is the kitchen?” Isgord asked. He looked disapproving. 
 
    “You have two fires, pots, pans, plates and mugs,” Loke said, as if revealing a treasure. 
 
    Viggo came for a closer look. “They’re a little rustic.”  
 
    “You can always cook outdoors,” Loke said. 
 
    “No, no, this kitchen is fantastic,” Viggo hastened to say. 
 
    Lasgol held back a guffaw. Viggo did not particularly like the outdoors; he would rather look for shelter whenever he could. Not that he blamed him. The North was no place to camp outdoors, least of all in winter. Although as they were Rangers that was a contradiction, since Rangers spent most of their time outdoors. In fact the kitchen in the cave was extremely functional, albeit simple. 
 
    “You’ve got everything you need in this cave. We call it the Cavern of Spring, and it’s where those aspiring to be specialists live all year. That means you. You’ll get used to it, I can assure you, and you’ll soon feel it’s your home. It’s a lot cozier than it looks at first.” 
 
    “I feel at home already,” Viggo said. He was examining the shower. 
 
    “It’s time you had a rest. Tomorrow at first light your training begins, and it’ll be best if you’re well rested for that.” With a wave, Loke went up the stairs and left them. 
 
    “Curious place,” Astrid commented. 
 
    Luca was looking around. “It certainly is. But not totally unappealing.”  
 
    “We’re all going to have to get along together here,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “The left-hand bunks are ours,” Isgord said, and put his knapsack on the upper one on the far left. Beside him, Gonars and Sugesen were taking possession of another two bunks. 
 
    “Then we’ll take the ones on the right.” Ingrid said. She looked at Lasgol and Viggo, beckoning them to follow. Viggo shrugged and followed her. Lasgol gave Astrid a shy glance, but she looked away. He resigned himself and went after his friends. 
 
    “I’ll take the middle one,” Astrid said, and looked at Lasgol. 
 
    Luca looked to the left, to the right and then to the center. “I … well …” 
 
    Astrid pointed to the lower bunk. “You’re in the middle, with me.”  
 
    Lasgol snorted in annoyance. Astrid was going to give him as hard a time as she could. He would have to arm himself with patience and not give way to jealousy. He did not know whether he would succeed, but he was determined he was not going to show it in front of her. 
 
    Viggo smiled sardonically at him. “The brunette’s giving you a hard time, eh?”  
 
    “Just a bit …” 
 
    “I don’t know why she does it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “I sometimes wonder whether you’re a real woman deep down.” 
 
    “Why on earth do you say that sort of nonsense?” 
 
    “Because you think and act like a boy. Even a blind man would see Astrid’s feminine wiles. And you as a girl should see through them with no trouble at all.” 
 
    “I don’t behave like a boy. And what wiles are you talking about?” 
 
    Viggo put his hands to his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “She’s making him suffer on purpose, for not having trusted her!” 
 
    “Oh … well, I don’t think that’s fair.” 
 
    “It’s amazing that I, a boy, should have to explain it to you.” 
 
    “A pain-in-the-neck kind of boy.” 
 
    “Handsome and charismatic,” Viggo corrected her with a charming smile and an expression that suggested he had never so much as broken a plate in his life. 
 
    Ingrid wrinkled her nose and said something rude. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. The arguments between his two friends brightened his day. They always left him in a good mood. He chose the bunk on the far right so that he would be the furthest from the others, put his knapsack on the upper bunk and waited until they were all lying down and resting.  
 
    “I’m going outside,” he said to Viggo, who was in the other bunk below. 
 
    “To see the bug?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I have to make sure he’s managed to get this far and that he’s okay.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Ingrid said from the top bunk. 
 
    Lasgol found it curious that Ingrid and Viggo would sleep so close together. They did not need to, since there were a dozen bunks free. But he said nothing and went out in silence. 
 
    “Get well away from the entrance,” Isgord shouted at him, laughing. “You already stink, we don’t want some even worse smell of yours reaching our nostrils.”  
 
    Lasgol was about to reply, but decided against it. He would gain nothing by it. 
 
    He went up to the main cave and crossed it, quickly and in silence. It was faintly illuminated by torches and lamps which would die out one by one during the night. As he went, he glanced at the ways into the other branches and wondered what might be in them. Loke had not forbidden them to visit them, so there was no reason not to investigate. But this was not the time. Now he had to find Camu. His friend would be alone, searching for him. I hope you’re okay, little one. 
 
    When he reached the entrance, the rock door they had come in through was shut. How do I get out of here? He searched for a lever, something he could move to open it. I’ll use my Gift to see if I can find something. He concentrated and used his skill to perceive any presence around him. He did not expect to find out much, as all the skill revealed was the presence of animals and people, and there did not seem to be anyone there. He was alone. A green flash left his body and spread throughout the cave, bathing the walls. 
 
    He could not feel the presence of any living creature, either animal or human. 
 
    The door too did not open. 
 
    I had to try. 
 
    Then he remembered that Loke had given three short whistles, and imitated them. The rock in front of him reacted. Suddenly a huge circular rune appeared on the door, illuminated in silver. A moment later it flashed intensely. It was the round door, which opened inwards with the sound of rock scraping on rock, to come to a halt against the inner wall. Lasgol realized that the cave was like a chamber, and must have been built to contain something very valuable. But it was not something that belonged to the Rangers as he could now see more clearly. There were runes of power in the chamber and the Rangers were unable to create those, even the Elder Specialists. 
 
    The silver rune gradually vanished. He wondered whether the Rangers or the others could see it. Probably not: only those with the Gift could, because it had now vanished completely, as if it had never been there. But of course the Elder Specialists must know it was there, because otherwise they would not be able to use it. Or perhaps they had found by chance that the whistling opened the cave. Whichever way, here was a rune of power, here was powerful magic in the wall of the entrance to where they now lived. Were there more runes of power? Where? What for? Would the Elders know? Did Mother Specialist know? 
 
    The things you’re missing, Egil, he thought. He would have to tell him everything in a letter. It would be a long one. Now he could not afford to spend any more time here, he had to find Camu. He went outside and then into the forest, wondering how to find his little friend. There would be no way of succeeding in the middle of that dense forest. He looked around, but knew he would not be able to see anything in the dense vegetation and the darkness of the night. He looked up and saw the hill with the cave inside, and above it the white sphere. 
 
    You can see it from leagues away, and it has power. Camu’ll go there, that’s clear. He’ll be attracted by the shape and the magic. 
 
    Without stopping to think twice he made his way to the hill, choosing the less steep side to climb. It took him a good while to reach the summit, even though he made all the speed he could. When he reached the top, he was out of breath. He hoped there would not be anyone up there, or else he could find himself in trouble. How would he explain that instead of being asleep he was out here contemplating the sphere? Nor could he say that he felt drawn to it, because then he would be giving away the fact that he possessed the Gift. No, whatever happens I’ll stay quiet and say as little as possible. 
 
    He waited for a long time, sure that Camu would appear. But time went on and his little friend did not show up. He used his Gift to detect animal presences close by, but there was nothing. There was nobody else on the hill except himself and the great white pearl. He began to feel nervous. He used his Hawk’s Sight skill, but in the dark it was not much help. He began to worry. Suppose something’s happened to him? Suppose he’s hurt? If anything should happen to the little fellow and he himself was not there to help him, he would never forgive himself. 
 
    He waited all night. 
 
    Camu did not appear. 
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    Lasgol came back to the cave just before dawn. Very cautiously he went to his bed and got into it. He shut his eyes, exhausted by his feelings and his worry about Camu. A moment later they were being wakened to start the day. 
 
    It was Sigrid herself who came to the Cave of Spring. 
 
    “It’s time to begin your training. Mother Nature has already woken up and is freely offering you her wonderful creation. We can’t afford to waste a moment. I’ll be waiting outside for you.” She smiled and left. 
 
    They all jumped out of their bunks and got dressed. 
 
    Astrid moved her hand from side to side and felt the warmth of the air around her. “It’s funny, the temperature in here is warm.” 
 
    “And it’s barely damp at all,” said Luca, touching the rock wall. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “Yeah, considering it’s a cave, it’s neither cold nor damp … there’s something strange here …” 
 
    “I told you,” Viggo commented as he put his boots on, “this place is weird.” 
 
    Isgord was already dressed, armed and ready. “It’s a cave, who cares?” he said 
 
    Sugesen was looking up at the ceiling. “They say some caves hide secrets. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Or treasures,” added Gonars, who was already following Isgord up the stairs. “I don’t believe that either.” 
 
    “Those three are so dim they’ll fall headlong into an abyss one day,” Viggo said, shaking his head. 
 
    Astrid laughed. 
 
    They went outside and found Sigrid by the river. She was carrying her staff. 
 
    “Come close,” she said. “You’ll have to learn fast while you’re here. Becoming a Specialist is something that takes time. Unfortunately, the King doesn’t allow us to teach you for years because he needs his Rangers serving the kingdom, which is a pity. I wish I could teach you for longer, but that’s impossible and I must follow the King’s orders to the letter. This means you’re going to have to try to master the training, which in most of the lessons will be intense and brief. Pay full attention and don’t waste your time. You won’t get it back.” 
 
    Not having slept at all, Lasgol was very tired and worried. He was afraid they would be given intensive physical training, but what Sigrid now assigned to them was worse. 
 
    “Here each of you must earn your place. Nobody’s going to give you anything free. As you’ve noticed, there are only the Four Elder Specialists and yours truly in the Shelter.” 
 
    Lasgol looked for Loke, but could not see him. 
 
    “Loke has left to bring the others,” Sigrid said, as if she had read his thoughts. 
 
    “The others?” Isgord asked. 
 
    “Yes, they’ll arrive in about two weeks if the weather doesn’t get worse. Did you think you were the only ones?” 
 
    “Well … yes …” Isgord admitted. 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “You’re the ones selected for the Camp this year, but there are others who will join you, selected on merit.” 
 
    “Merit acquired in missions?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That’s right. There are those who show their quality rather later. They’re recommended by Gondabar, or the King himself, to be trained as Specialists, because of their extraordinary acts in the carrying out of their duties.” 
 
    “Oh … that’s great,” Ingrid said. She was happy to know that work well done had its reward. 
 
    “There are also those who are already Elite Specialists and want to go on learning, or are looking for a second specialization.” 
 
    “Are there?” Lasgol asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, although they’re the exceptions.” 
 
    Ingrid was very interested. “Can we specialize in more than one area?” she asked. 
 
    “You can, but it’s difficult to get Gondabar’s approval or my recommendation. And you need both.” 
 
    “Oh …” 
 
    She smiled. “But it’s not impossible. It depends on how exceptional you are.”  
 
    “So there are exceptional Rangers who spend more than a year of specialization here,” Astrid said. 
 
    “That’s correct. In fact some spend more than a year, not because they’re exceptional but because they need more time to assimilate the specialization completely.” 
 
    “They repeat the course?” Viggo asked. 
 
     “They extend it,” Sigrid told him. “They have the potential, but need more time for training. On the other hand, the King can withdraw that privilege if he needs more Rangers in the lands of the realm. So try not to lag, because this year it’s highly likely that the King won’t allow second chances, considering all the losses he’s had during the war.” 
 
    “It’s sure to be me …” Viggo muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Shut up, scatterbrain,” Ingrid whispered back. 
 
    “Sure, you’ll finish just like that. I can see myself repeating and being denied permission to try again.” 
 
    “It’ll be because you’re such a dimwit.” 
 
    “Everything all right?” Sigrid asked when she noticed them arguing. 
 
    “Yes, perfect.” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Very well. They’ll arrive soon. They’re already on their way. Loke’s bringing them the last part of it. A bit of competition always improves the learning process.” She looked at Isgord and smiled. 
 
    Isgord lowered his gaze. He did not relish the idea of having competition the least little bit, still less if the competition came from more experienced Rangers. They might turn out to be better than he was himself. 
 
    “A bit of competition will be good for us,” he said, confident of his own skills. “We’ll excel.”  
 
    “A self-confident young man, I see.” 
 
    Isgord nodded. If not for the fact that he was such a good Ranger, his confidence would be insulting. 
 
    “I believe in myself.” 
 
    “That’s very good. Self-confidence is very important, for everyone, and particularly for Rangers. You need to trust what you’ve learned, your training, your instincts. And that’s what we’re going to do right now. To develop your instincts.” 
 
    Intrigued, they all looked at her. They could not see where all this was going. 
 
    “Divide up into your skill groups, now.” 
 
    They obeyed, looking at one another blankly, at a loss to know why this was necessary. 
 
    Sigrid looked from one group to another as though she did not remember the previous night’s introduction. “School of Archery?” 
 
    Isgord and Ingrid raised their hands. 
 
    “Right. You two are in charge of hunting for meat. Venison, to be more exact.” 
 
    Isgord’s face showed his annoyance. “Do we have to hunt?” 
 
    “As I was telling you just now, here you have to fend for yourselves. You’ll have to obtain food for everyone, pupils and Masters. We’re too old for such tough tasks.” The smile she gave them was full of sarcasm. 
 
    Lasgol knew that this was a white lie. They were not too old at all. 
 
    “Of course we’ll hunt for our food,” Ingrid said. “It’ll be an honor to feed our colleagues and teachers.” 
 
    “Good girl, great spirit,” Sigrid said, smiling. 
 
    Isgord was so annoyed he did not know what expression to adopt. 
 
    “School of Nature?” Sigrid called. 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen raised their hands, 
 
    “Medicinal plants and ingredients for healing balms. I’ll give you the list of what you have to get.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” they said together. 
 
    “Here I’m known as Mother Specialist, I like it, it makes me feel good …” 
 
    “Of course, Mother Specialist,” Sugesen said. 
 
    “Right. School of Wildlife?” 
 
    Lasgol and Luca raised their hands. 
 
    “You’re to find berries and wild fruits.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist,” they both said. 
 
    “And last, School of Expertise. You’re to go fishing. Bring back trout and river crab.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Astrid and Viggo. 
 
    “You have till midmorning. Bring back what you’ve managed to get. If you don’t bring enough to feed us and tend to our wounds and illnesses, I’ll be very disappointed. I mean that. And that won’t be good for your chances of leaving here with a specialty.” Sigrid’s pleasant tone of voice was now hard and curt. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. This was no errand. It was a competition, to see how they would manage. 
 
    “One last thing. You’ll be doing this every single day you spend here. So you’ll improve as the days go by. But if you don’t bring anything, you won’t eat … oh, and when you come back, the physical training will begin. I’m sure you’re going to love it. It’s a constant source of joy for all who come to this wonderful place.” Her smile was acid. 
 
    Viggo snorted. “This is going to be absolutely fantastic,” he whispered to Astrid, who was beside him. 
 
    “We’ll do well, just you wait and see,” she whispered back. 
 
    Viggo did not look at all convinced. His shoulders sagged. 
 
    “On we go,” Sigrid said. “I recommend the eastern forests.” She pointed in that direction. 
 
    They all set off. When they reached the forest they separated, following different directions, each team with a different task in mind. 
 
    Lasgol and Luca made their way southeast and searched for berries and fruits in the most open areas. 
 
    “We need to look for areas with not too much undergrowth,” Luca suggested. 
 
    Lasgol looked up at the sky. “And the ones that get the sunlight.” 
 
    They went deeper into the forest and scouted through it, from north to south and then from east to west. They found some wild berries, but not blackberries or anything of the kind. Eventually they came to a fairly large river and saw Astrid and Viggo in the middle of it, trying to catch trout. 
 
    “This is impossible!” Viggo was complaining. He was trying to catch a trout with his bare hands, and each time it slipped through them. 
 
    “You’re making too much noise,” said Astrid. “You’re scaring them.”  
 
    “I don’t exactly see them jumping into your arms.”  
 
    “If you stopped splashing like a madman, we might catch one.” 
 
    Lasgol and Luca watched the scene for a moment and had to hold back their laughter. Particularly when Viggo, knife in hand, tried to stab a poor rainbow trout and ended up sitting in the river with the water up to his chin, cursing. 
 
    Astrid was shaking her head. She was using her cloak as a net to try and catch some fish. 
 
    “A couple of fishing rods would help,” Luca pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo said, “we didn’t think of that. Thanks for reminding us. Maybe you’ve got one on you, smartass.”  
 
    “Go away, you two, go find somewhere else to laugh,” Astrid said, shooing them away and looking angry. Lasgol and Luca laughed and went. 
 
    They searched intensively, but without any luck. On their way they met Gonars and Sugesen, who were having just as little luck as they were themselves. 
 
    “She’s given us a list of plants there’s no chance of finding here,” Gonars complained. 
 
    “I think that’s why she’s given us that list, just because we won’t find them here,” Sugesen added. 
 
    “She told us to come to this forest,” Lasgol said. “I don’t believe she’d try to trick us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Luca said. 
 
    They went on searching. They did not have much luck but they did find a few fruits and berries, certainly not enough to feed the six of them and five Masters. 
 
    On their way back they met Ingrid and Isgord, who were carrying the carcass of a deer between them, tied to a long stick slung on their shoulders. 
 
    “Good catch,” Luca said. It was a generous compliment, as the deer was quite small. 
 
    “Thanks,” Isgord said. “I got it with one clean shot.” 
 
    “Thanks to me finding the trail and leading you to it,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “The important thing is the shot, and the shot was mine, not yours.” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “The important thing is that we’ve got food,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “The carcass is ours,” Isgord said as if he were the one to decide who could eat and who could not. 
 
    “It’s everybody’s,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “No, it’s ours. And more mine than yours, to be exact.” 
 
    “If you don’t shut up you’re going to eat my fist.” 
 
    “And you’ll eat my knife.” 
 
    The carcass fell to the ground. Ingrid clenched her fist, and Isgord reached for his knife. Luca jumped in between them to stop the fight. “No fighting. We need the deer, or else we won’t be eating.” 
 
    Ingrid’s eyes threw sparks. Isgord’s were intense, cold, fixed on hers. He wanted to kill. Lasgol was afraid for her. 
 
    “Luca’s right,” he said.” Besides, you’ll be expelled if you shed blood. You both know that.”  
 
    For a moment, the tension boiled up. Lasgol was not sure whether the knife would go for Ingrid’s throat, but he could almost see the movement. 
 
    Luca, in between the two of them, looked from one to the other. “Come on … I know you want to graduate with a specialty. Are you going to throw it away the first day?” 
 
    Isgord began to lower his knife, Ingrid her arm. They stayed glaring at each other, 
 
    “That’s better,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Come on,” Luca said, “pick up the carcass and let’s go back to Mother Specialist. It’s midmorning, and if we’re late there are bound to be consequences ...”  
 
    Isgord gave Ingrid one last look of icy hatred, then bent over to pick up the carcass. Ingrid did the same. 
 
    Sigrid welcomed them at the entrance to the great cave. “Follow me,” she said. 
 
    They crossed the main cavern, and she led them to the second entrance, the one beside the Cave of Spring. 
 
    “This is the Cave of Summer,” she announced and beckoned them to descend. 
 
    They went down a wooden stairway. The cave was identical in size to that of Spring, the only difference being what was inside it: it was filled with small workshops. There was a smithy, a stall for preparing and salting meat, a table for herbs, a stall for alchemy and potions, several ovens and burners, a small loom: everything that was needed to sustain a small community. Against the walls were various shelves and closets for the different utensils for the workshops.  There was more light here than in the other caves, probably because it was required by the work that was done here. 
 
    Astrid was pleasantly surprised. “Amazing!” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Sigrid said. 
 
    “There’s everything needed to sustain a whole village, and more,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That’s what we are,” said Sigrid, “a small village.”  
 
    “Who uses the workshops?” 
 
    “We do,” came a voice behind them. 
 
    They turned and saw the Four Elder Specialists watching them from the entrance. Their presence and the aura of power they projected were impressive. Sigrid greeted them with a small bow. 
 
    “The four of us work here. We like it, and it keeps us busy, physically and mentally.  Spending time in here makes us feel younger. It’s also somewhere you’ll learn new skills you’ll need in your specializations.” 
 
    “Great,” Gonars said. 
 
    “Let’s see what you’ve got on your first day,” Sigrid said. 
 
    The teams presented what they had managed to obtain in the forest, and the Mother Specialist inspected it all. Lasgol was worried that Astrid and Viggo might not have caught a single trout. And so it was. But luckily they had caught red crab, and they were saved by that. 
 
    “Except for the venison, the rest is quite disappointing. Leave it all on the work-tables. Every day you’ll rotate the early-morning tasks. Every team will do something different every day. That way you’ll all improve, and seeing what you did today, you all have a lot of room for improvement.” 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes, and Isgord was fuming. He had found even hunting to be far beneath what he ought to have been doing, and he considered the other tasks unworthy. 
 
    Sigrid gave them all an acid smile. “And now for physical training,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol knew he was going to suffer. Painfully. 
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    “Of all the things the Path of the Ranger teaches us, there’s one that is fundamental for your survival,” Sigrid said outside the Lair of the Shelter, which is what they called the maze of caves where they lived.  
 
    She paused for some time, observing them closely. Lasgol did not know what she was referring to specifically, since they had learnt several things while following the Path. He paid attention, because this interested him.  
 
    “By the look of confusion on your faces, I see you have no idea what I mean.” 
 
    “Skill at archery,” Isgord suggested. 
 
    “Combat with knife and axe,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Or poisons and healing balms,” said Sugesen. 
 
    “Intelligence and knowledge,” Astrid said. 
 
    Sigrid looked at them with interest. They had the impression that she was testing them with every inquisitive look she gave them. 
 
    “Subterfuge,” said Viggo. 
 
    The Mother Specialist smiled. “All these skills will help you and save your lives on many occasions, because the Path of the Ranger is full of dangers. The missions you will be entrusted with will require you to make use of all those skills. But there’s one above all others which you must always work on, because without it the others won’t save you.” 
 
    There was a pause, and they all waited for her to go on. She looked at them from head to foot once again. 
 
    “Super …” Lasgol began. 
 
    “It’s physical capacity,” she said at last. “You might be a great archer, or magnificent at fighting with knife and axe, but if you’re not fit, you won’t be able to fight at the top of your ability and eventually you’ll be beaten. The same happens with knowledge and subterfuge: if your body isn’t up to par, then whatever you might plan, or want to create in time to save your life, you won’t be able to do it. At the Camp you did physical exercise every day. Here you’ll do the same, even more vigorously.” 
 
    Viggo snorted. 
 
    Gonars’ face fell. “Every day?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right. The Path teaches us that we need to train our body daily. It must become a habit you keep up when you take on the life of a Ranger. Otherwise you’ll regret it, and a day will come when your body isn’t up to the situation. And that will cost you a life: your own, or that of a colleague or loved one.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Very true.” 
 
    Astrid was nodding too. “We’ll always keep working on it.” 
 
    Lasgol knew that both were in excellent shape. They were among the best of the Camp, and had been every year. Isgord too, as was Luca. Gonars and Sugesen, the captains of their respective teams, were not at all bad when it came to endurance and speed. On the other hand he himself and Viggo were not so good, if not the worst by far. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of physical effort,” Isgord said. “It’ll be good for us. It’ll make me stronger, tougher, more deadly.” 
 
    The worst thing was that Lasgol knew he meant it. It was not simply idle boasting. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Sigrid said. “Now get together in pairs. Every day with a different partner, so that you rotate. You’ll do an exercise which is simple and at the same time highly beneficial for the body.” 
 
    Lasgol and Viggo exchanged a glance. Whatever the exercise might be, it was certainly not going to be simple, and they were going to suffer. 
 
    Sigrid gestured around her with her finger. “You see the forest around us? The exercise consists of going round it ten times.” 
 
    Viggo gave a shrug that meant not that hard. The perimeter of the forest was no larger than the distances they had had to run at the Camp, and certainly not comparable to some of the hardest exercises they had done there. It would be a long run, but they could cope with it. 
 
    Lasgol wondered whether there would be a trick involved. There had to be. It was too easy. 
 
    He was not mistaken. 
 
    “The difficulty is that you’ll have to carry your partner piggy-back. And you’ll have Snowflake right behind you.” 
 
    Lasgol found the reference to winter a little odd as it was already almost over, and presumably that was she meant … surely? 
 
    This time he was wrong. 
 
    From the forest there now appeared Gisli, Elder Elite Specialist of the School of Wildlife. He was walking toward them nonchalantly in his Ranger gear. At the sight of him, Lasgol was frozen. Not because of Gisli, but because of who was walking beside him. 
 
    It was a huge white tiger. 
 
     “This is Snowflake,” Gisli said as he reached them. He waved at the enormous cat, which roared, revealing its fangs. 
 
    “Snowflake is Gisli’s familiar, his pet animal,” Sigrid explained. “As you know, or will learn, the Elite Rangers of the School of Wildlife keep pets.”  
 
    “And this is mine,” Gisli said proudly. “Beautiful, strong, lethal.”  
 
    “And faithful,” Sigrid added. 
 
    “That’s right, faithful to me. Right, Snowflake?” He stroked the tiger’s head, and it roared again. 
 
    Viggo’s eyes were wide as saucers. Astrid was pale, Ingrid obviously worried. The others were trying not to look frightened, unsuccessfully: not even Isgord managed it. 
 
    “Right,” Sigrid said. “Let’s not waste any more time, because it’s precious. Get into pairs and begin. Cross the forest in front of the entrance to the Lair, then when you get to the edge, run around the perimeter ten times, then come back here. I recommend that you judge your strength well, because if you fall, Snowflake will get you. You can switch between ‘runner’ and ‘rider’, but only within your pair and only once.” 
 
    Gisli smiled and stroked the tiger’s back. “Snowflake knows the rules. I’ve explained them to him, many times. Don’t try any tricks, or you’ll pay for it. If you fall, you’ll get a caress from my familiar.” He jabbed his thumb at the cat. “You won’t like it, I can tell you.” 
 
    “Off you go. In pairs, according to School.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. This was going to mean suffering, intense and long-lasting. 
 
     “Above or below?” Luca asked him. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, let me go below first. I didn’t sleep much and my strength’s going to run out first.” 
 
    Luca nodded. “No problem. When you can’t go on anymore, just tell me and we’ll switch.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do that fast, or else Snowflake …” 
 
    Luca turned to look at the big tiger and sighed. “Phew … I know …” 
 
    Gonars bent down and Sugesen jumped on to his back. Astrid and Viggo meanwhile looked at each other, gauging one another’s strength, 
 
    “I’ll carry you first,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure you’re stronger than I am, I know that, but I can’t let a girl carry me.” 
 
    “Here we’re all the same, boys and girls.” 
 
    “I know … but even so … it must be the way I was raised …” 
 
    “Good school and perfect parents?” 
 
    Vigo snorted at the irony. “Yeah, the best … the slums and the gutters …” 
 
    Astrid understood. “As we’ll have to switch over at some point, I don’t see any problem letting you carry me first.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Viggo said, and Astrid leapt lightly on to his back. Viggo felt her weight at once. 
 
    “You’re a lot heavier than you look.” 
 
    “I have Norghanian bones.” 
 
    “Yeah, from the far north.”  
 
    Ingrid and Isgord were arguing heatedly about who was to carry whom. 
 
    “I’m going to run first!” 
 
    “No way! I’m stronger!” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    Snowflake, not liking the argument, roared threateningly. Both stopped, looked at the tiger, then decided not to go on arguing. 
 
    “You first,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Isgord nodded and bent over a little. Ingrid leapt on to his back. 
 
    “Ready?” Sigrid asked, and before they could reply she shouted: “Go!” 
 
    They crossed the river at its shallowest part, in front of the Lair. Here the water only reached to their knees. They went into the forest as if a dragon were after them. Nobody was looking back. The ones doing the carrying simply ran, while those being carried gave instructions about the route to follow. 
 
    Isgord and Ingrid went first, followed by Gonars and Sugesen. After them came Viggo and Astrid, with Lasgol and Luca bringing up the rear. The forest was dense, and the undergrowth hampered their progress. Viggo tripped and nearly fell, dragging Astrid with him. Seeing this, Lasgol wanted to stop and help them, but Luca spurred him on. 
 
    “You can’t afford to stop for anybody,” he said.” Remember the tiger.”  
 
    Lasgol knew he was right, but if he failed to stop to help them he would feel like a coward for leaving them behind. 
 
    “You couldn’t help them even if you wanted to,” Luca added. “And both teams would pay.”  
 
    “You’re right …” Lasgol agreed reluctantly. It still seemed to him to go against nature not to help his friends … and Astrid … 
 
    They crossed the forest in a straight line until they came out on the other side. Isgord hesitated a moment over whether to go right or left. 
 
    “Left,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Isgord went to the right. 
 
    “How stupid can you get?” She kicked him as if she were spurring a horse. 
 
    “When it’s my turn, you’ll remember!” he snarled. 
 
    The other teams followed them. Lasgol found the exercise a little ridiculous; it reminded him of a similar game from his childhood, except that then they had played at hitting one another with wooden swords as if they were the Rogdonian cavalry. 
 
    A roar came from behind them. Luca looked back.  
 
    “The tiger!”  
 
    “You can see him?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s coming for us. Faster, Lasgol, faster!” 
 
    Lasgol was running with all his might, but it was far from easy carrying Luca piggy-back and avoiding tripping and falling. Snowflake roared again, practically on top of them by now. It no longer seemed like a children’s game to him, but something horrible. 
 
    The group began to separate. Isgord and Ingrid escaped, in the lead. Gonars and Sugesen were unable to keep up with them, Viggo and Astrid even less so. Lasgol caught up with Viggo and ran on beside him. His friend was as red as a tomato with the effort. 
 
    “A great idea … coming … to be specialists,” he panted. 
 
    “We’ve been through … worse things …”  
 
    Another roar only a step behind them told them that Snowflake was about to pounce on them. 
 
    “Don’t talk, just run,” said Astrid. “He’s nearly on us.”  
 
    “When I’m … nervous …” Viggo said, “I … talk …”  
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid. “It’s true … he won’t … stop …”  
 
    Her green eyes turned to him and he lost his footing, tripped and almost fell. 
 
    “Keep looking ahead!” Luca snapped. 
 
    “And no talking!” Astrid added. She was looking back as she spoke. “He’s going to eat us.” 
 
    A new roar told them that Snowflake was not happy. Lasgol and Viggo sped up as much as they could. 
 
    “Run!” shouted Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol got a little ahead and saw that Viggo could no longer follow. He dropped back until he was level with him again. 
 
    “Keep going!” Luca warned him. “If we’re the last ones, he’ll bite us!”  
 
    But Lasgol could not let a tiger attack Astrid and Viggo. The protective feeling was stronger than he was himself. They went on running for three full laps, and he began to understand why Sigrid had told them that the exercise was simple but very strengthening. He was working all the muscles in his body, running with the weight of another person on his back. And besides, with doing so many laps they were working on their endurance.  
 
    On the fourth lap they could no longer keep up the rhythm. It was too much punishment for legs and lungs alike. Viggo dropped a little back. Lasgol slackened his pace to match his friend’s. Suddenly he felt a claw in his backside. An explosion of pain and an intense stinging. He cried out. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Astrid shouted beside him. 
 
    Lasgol clenched his jaw and bore the pain as best he could. 
 
    “I told you!” Luca said. 
 
    They picked up their pace, but Lasgol was broken. He was not sure he could take another lap. 
 
    “Keep going!” Astrid encouraged him. “You’re almost there!”  
 
    “I … can’t … even speak …” Viggo said.  
 
    He was not red anymore. Instead he looked like a corpse. Lasgol looked no better; his strength had run out and he had nothing left in reserve. 
 
    “We’re nearly there!” Astrid announced. “Come on, one final effort!” 
 
    “D’you think he’ll let us change over without attacking?” Luca asked her. 
 
    “That’d be too much.” 
 
    “He’s a tiger …” 
 
    “True, I guess we’ll find out pretty soon.” 
 
    Lasgol reached the point where they had come out of the forest and collapsed. Luca fell to the ground, but rolled over and got to his feet with amazing agility. 
 
    “Come on, climb up!” 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet, feeling the hot breath of the tiger on the nape of his neck. He took a prodigious leap and got on to Luca’s back. His partner ran off as if driven by a hurricane wind. 
 
    Viggo stopped. He was breathless. Astrid leapt to the ground, and at the same moment the tiger made for Viggo.  
 
    She showed the tiger the palm of her hand. Stop!” she ordered. 
 
    Snowflake stopped, without biting Viggo. 
 
    “Climb up, quick,” Astrid said. 
 
    Viggo looked at the tiger out of the corner of his eye and leapt on to Astrid’s back. She ran off like a gazelle. 
 
    “Now!” she yelled at the tiger, and Snowflake hurled himself after them in pursuit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The test ended with everyone exhausted at the end of the tenth lap. Three teams had suffered from Snowflake’s attention because they had lagged behind. Lasgol, Sugesen and Astrid, who had tried with all their might and had nearly – but not quite – been able to avoid the tiger’s attention, were stretched out on their bunks. The Mother Specialist had applied a special ointment to their behinds. The others were in the Cave of Summer, cooking what they had caught and collected that morning. 
 
    “What a test,” Sugesen grumbled. 
 
    “I almost made it,” Astrid said. “My strength failed at the end of the tenth lap.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to cheer her up. “You’ll manage it in no time at all.”  
 
    “He’d have got you as you crossed the forest on the way back to the Lair,” Sugesen pointed out. 
 
    “Well … I just have to improve …”  
 
    “All three of us have to,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Only Isgord and Ingrid are safe,” Sugesen commented with a touch of envy. “They’re very good.” 
 
    “Gonars didn’t do too badly either,” Astrid admitted. 
 
    “I don’t weigh much, that’s why,” Sugesen went on. “When he has to carry someone heavier, he’ll be in trouble.”  
 
    Viggo appeared suddenly beside the bunks, like a shadow. 
 
    “Viggo!” Lasgol said. “You scared me!” 
 
    Viggo winked at him. “I see you’re resting peacefully while the rest of us toil away.”  
 
    “You don’t seem to be working yourself,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    “I came to bring you up to date.” 
 
    He stopped there. “What about?” Sugesen asked. 
 
    “Hang on … I can’t remember …”  
 
    “Viggo …” Lasgol said reproachfully. His buttocks were sore and he was in no mood for teasing. 
 
    “Oh yes. You have to rest, and you have the afternoon off. Lucky you.” 
 
    “Lucky?” Sugesen protested, pointing at his sore behind. 
 
    “Well, you’re lying down, and the rest of us have to work.” 
 
    “Will we miss the instruction?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No, don’t worry. The Mother Specialist has decreed that we’re still not ready to begin instruction, so she’s sending us to chop firewood on the high hills.” 
 
    “I’m glad we won’t miss training,” Astrid said. 
 
    “It looks as though she’s going to have us doing odd jobs for a few more days.” 
 
    Viggo went back to the Cave of Summer and came back later with Ingrid and Luca, bringing food and water for them. Then they left again to do the jobs they had been given and did not come back till nightfall. Lasgol noticed that they were tired, even Ingrid, so that he guessed they had been made to work hard. There was not much conversation; they had dinner, then withdrew to rest. 
 
    Sigrid assembled them the following day in the main cave of the Lair. Lasgol always had a strange feeling when he went into that cave. As it was spherical the floor was sunken, and when the door was closed it was like entering an enormous, hollow prison of rock. If they stood in the center, the deepest place, it gave the impression that they were at the bottom of a hollow ball, except that it was solid rock. On the other hand, he felt there was some kind of magic there; he could feel power issuing from the walls, though he could not tell what kind of magic it was, or where it was really coming from. 
 
    The Mother Specialist turned in a circle, her arms outspread. “We call this place the Chamber of Runes.”  
 
    Lasgol and his fellow pupils looked around the great chamber, but all they could see was the torchlight which bathed the rock walls, since the door was shut and no light came in from outside. 
 
    “Does anyone know the reason?” 
 
    They looked at one another with blank faces. Lasgol knew that there was at least one rune on the door, and it was used to activate it. If that space was called the Chamber of the Runes, in the plural, there were probably more runes, even though he was unable to make them out with his Gift. A mage of great power and the ability to feel power would be able to, but not him. He was tempted to venture an answer, but luckily someone else spoke first. 
 
    “Because there are runes in it?” Isgord said. His tone of voice implied that the question was a stupid one. 
 
    Sigrid stared at him. She had not liked his tone. 
 
    The insolent blond realized and hastened to correct himself. He was dim, but he was also clever, and he knew it was not in his best interest to get on the wrong side of Mother Specialist. 
 
    “It’s just a supposition,” he said more humbly, looking at the walls and ceiling, “because there aren’t any visible.”  
 
    “You may not be able to see the runes, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. There’s much that the eye of a man – or a woman” (she added with a twisted smile) “doesn’t see. And a lot more that they don’t understand, in this case, the runes.” 
 
    Astrid waved her arm around her as she looked down at the concave floor. “So where are they? I’d like to see them.”  
 
     Now that he was spending more time with her, Lasgol was discovering sides of her personality he had not known before. He liked this, and at the same time it scared him a little. He was almost sure that he would like every new thing he was going to discover in her, but suppose that were not the case? … He would have to wait and see. For the moment, what he had noticed was that there was something of Egil in her: that innate interest in everything new and unknown. This was something he liked. 
 
    “I can’t see anything either,” Luca said. 
 
    “They’re not visible to the human eye,” Sigrid told them. 
 
    “So how do you know they’re there?” Isgord said, sounding skeptical. 
 
    “Because they’re visible to the Talent, to the Gift. This cave has been studied by powerful Mages, who have made it clear that there are runes in it: Runes of Power.” 
 
    “Oh …” said Astrid. She seemed interested, yet at the mention of Magic she had grimaced. Lasgol felt uneasy at this. If she had anything against Magic or the Gift, he would be in trouble. Doubts assailed him. Suppose she would not accept him because he had the Gift? She had said nothing about it when he had told her, but he was beginning to see signs that she might actually object. It was an important thing to most people, unfortunately in a negative way, so why would she be any different? He began to feel nervous at the thought. 
 
    “But as you, my young apprentices, need to see in order to understand, at least for now – I hope that very soon you won’t need to – I have a way of showing you the Runes of Power.” 
 
    In the silence which followed, she reached for the staff engraved in silver which she always carried across her back. 
 
    “This staff has been imbued with power by a mage with a special Gift. I see from your puzzled expressions that you don’t know what I mean. I’ll try to explain more simply. It means it has been enchanted with spells by a Charmer.” 
 
    The group still did not understand. Lasgol on the other hand had already realized what the leader was telling them. He knew of the existence of Charmers. He had talked about it with his father and Egil. They were Mages or Sorcerers with the ability to charm objects to which they transferred part of their power in the form of spells or charms. The more powerful the Charmer, the more powerful the charm in both effect and duration, even though they were both finite, like all magic. 
 
    “I suppose you’ve all heard of charmed swords or axes,” Sigrid went on. “They’re part of our legends.” 
 
     They nodded at this. 
 
    “Ulgersen’s Cursed Axe,” Isgord said, “which turned anybody who wielded it into a Berserker.” 
 
    “Imar the Invincible’s sword,” said Gonars, “which made him an invincible fighter in close combat.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Good examples of our folklore.”  
 
    Astrid was staring at the object. “The staff is like those weapons?”  
 
    Sigrid shook her head. “It’s very different, but it has been Charmed in a similar way. The spells this staff has are much more benign. One of them allows the user to illuminate and reveal hidden, or dormant, magic. I’ll show you.” She spun the staff above her head and struck the floor of the chamber with its tip, as if she were stabbing the rock with it. The silver carvings on it shone vividly. 
 
    Then suddenly, as Lasgol watched spellbound, there came a burst of silver light from the staff, illuminating everything around it from floor to ceiling; so powerful was it that it blinded them for a moment. When they could see again, they found themselves watching something extraordinary. Above the door, on the floor, the walls and the ceiling, there appeared strange runes which shone with the same silver that had issued from the staff. 
 
    “Un … believable …” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Fabulous …” said Astrid. 
 
    Spellbound, they looked all around them. Some were troubled or afraid, like Isgord, Gonars and Sugesen. Others were in awe, like Ingrid, Astrid, Luca and Lasgol. And one who appeared completely unaffected by what he was seeing: Viggo.  
 
    “Here are the runes of the chamber. As you can see now, there are more than thirty of them, all different, all unintelligible, carved in the rock by a power we don’t understand, by a race or by beings unknown to us.” 
 
    The silver glow from the runes died out slowly before the eyes of the group, who did not know how to make sense of that revelation. Lasgol watched them vanishing before his eyes. What were those runes? What was their purpose? Who had created them? What kind of magic or power had been used? Were they still active? Were they dangerous? 
 
    “I know you have hundreds of questions in your minds right now, so let me clear up some of them. The runes are not latent, though they have power. They have never woken, there has never been any manifestation of their magic or power. We know nothing about them, so I can tell you nothing specific about them. The mages and scholars who have analyzed them believe them to be runes of protection. That this was a holy place thousands of years ago, and that these runes have been here since then.” 
 
    “Thousands of years,” Ingrid repeated. “Then they shouldn’t pose a threat.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Sigrid agreed. 
 
    “I smelled a rat here,” Viggo said. “I have a bad feeling every time I set foot in here. I knew there was something hidden … arcane …” 
 
    “That’s good intuition,” Sigrid said. “It’ll serve you well in the future.”  
 
    “So there’s magic in this place?” Sugesen asked. 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “This is a very special place. So is the whole Shelter. The Lair, this chamber, too. There’s power emanating from the walls, from the rock, from everything around us.” 
 
    Isgord arched an eyebrow. “Is that why the door opens with three whistles? I thought that was a trick to impress us.” 
 
    “It’s no trick. Although it’s true, it was a chance discovery by one of my predecessors, the great Olaf Murgason, who discovered this place many years ago and decided this should be the place for the Elite Specialties. One morning, so our legends tell, Murgason was in front of the cave, fascinated by the Pearl and by the power that issued from the place, when he began to sing. And in the middle of it, as he could not remember the words, he gave three short whistles while he was trying to recall how the song went. And then it happened: there was a silver flash and the door opened. That’s how one of our outstanding leaders discovered this place, by pure chance.” She smiled. 
 
    “And what did he find inside?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “He found it deserted. There was no sign of life inside. We believe it had been deserted for thousands of years until that moment.” 
 
    Isgord was frowning. “But that’s impossible. If it was deserted for thousands of years, how did it open by itself?”  
 
    “Magic,” said Viggo. 
 
    “That’s right. Correct. The place has magic, and it reacted to Murgason.” 
 
    “What else did he discover about it?” asked Astrid. 
 
    “Not much, unfortunately: neither Murgason nor any of us who came after him. We know it’s a place of power and that this chamber was used by some past civilization for some purpose we don’t know.” 
 
    “Hence the runes …” Astrid mused. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Even though so much time has passed,” Isgord asked, “isn’t it dangerous to be in a place of power?”  
 
    “No, as long as that power remains unaltered.” 
 
    “And if we do that accidentally?” Gonars asked. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be able to do that. Nobody has been. And many have passed through here, not only to specialize, but to study this place. None have succeeded. But there’s always a first time.” She shrugged and gave them a mischievous smile. 
 
    Her reply left Isgord, Sugesen and Gonars decidedly uneasy. They were glancing around with concern. Lasgol was more at ease, but Luca and Ingrid too did not seem very sure. 
 
    “Now go back to your tasks, and remember today’s lesson well. Not everything here is visible, not everything is known. There’s a hidden world around us: powers we don’t understand and which we must always respect.” 
 
    After dinner they slept, tired after their hard day. Lasgol seized the opportunity to leave the cave unnoticed, stealthily and amid the shadows. He was worried about Camu and needed to find him. He came out into the open and stopped beside the great white sphere. Here he closed his eyes and concentrated, searching for the energy inside him. Using his Gift, he tried to communicate with Camu. 
 
    Where are you? Come to me. 
 
    He waited, but there came no reply. 
 
    He used more of his inner energy, with the aim of widening the area of effect of his ability to communicate with animals. Perhaps Camu was still too far away, and his mental messages were not reaching him. 
 
    Camu, to me. Come here. 
 
    No answer came, nor did he see the playful little fellow appear anywhere. He looked around, but there was no trace of his friend. He sighed. Fear began to make itself felt, but he refused to give way to it and tried again. This time he used even more energy, trying to broadcast the message as far as possible. He could feel the effect of his power extending, and at the same time felt his energy being consumed. 
 
    Come on, Camu, come here, I’m here, waiting for you. 
 
    Lasgol did not know the range of his mental messages, but it did not go particularly far. He forced it to stretch as far as possible. He made one last attempt, using all his remaining energy. 
 
    Camu, it’s me, Lasgol. Come to me. 
 
    A moment after sending this, with all his energy now used up, he began to feel a wave of exhaustion. 
 
    “No …” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He tried to stay conscious, but he knew that once his well of power was used up he would faint. It was the price that had to be paid for using up all his energy. He resisted the urge to shut his eyes, but in vain. He collapsed, unconscious. 
 
    Camu did not come to his call. 
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    Lasgol woke up at dawn and realized to his alarm that he was outside the Lair. He got to his feet and ran down the hill as fast as he could, having no desire to be found out, whether by the Mother Specialist or any of the four Masters. He was sure they would not approve of the fact that he had spent the night outside, and he detested lying and pretending. They were sure to find out that he was not telling the truth. He was a very bad liar, as Astrid had already told him. Besides, the Master Specialists were deeply knowledgeable and experienced and could probably read his mind if they so choose particularly Mother Sigrid, who every time she looked at him seemed to be reading his most intimate secrets. He remembered the profound eyes of the long-lived Elite Masters and felt certain that they could do so. 
 
    He slipped back into the Lair and made his way to the Cave of Spring. As he was starting down the stairs a pair of eyes were on him. They watched him go by the Cave of Autumn. Lasgol, who was looking in the direction of the bunks, did not notice. 
 
    It was Sigrid, the Mother Specialist. 
 
    He reached his bunk bed and crept in under the blanket. He did not even have time to close his eyes when they were woken up to start the day. Restlessly, he spoke to his friends as they were all getting dressed. 
 
    “There’s no trace of Camu,” he whispered to Ingrid. “I’m really worried.”  
 
    She was putting on her leather boots. “Can’t you communicate with him? He can’t be very far away.” 
 
    “I’ve tried, but there’s no way.” 
 
    “Don’t fret, surely the bug will be near,” Viggo said unobtrusively. He was putting on his Ranger Belt, which took him endless trouble to adjust. 
 
    “He should’ve communicated with me by now. There’s something wrong …” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ingrid said. “He might have gotten lost, or disoriented. This place is a bit strange …” 
 
    “You’re telling me!” Viggo said, looking disgusted. “I’d say there’s something very odd happening here. Don’t forget the way we came in and the frozen Dragon … I still get the shivers thinking about it.” 
 
    “Maybe … but I’m still very worried about Camu …” 
 
    Ingrid put her hand on his shoulder reassuringly.  “Don’t worry so much, he’ll appear. He always does.” 
 
    “He’s probably having a fantastic time discovering this new world,” said Viggo. “You know the bug, everything’s play and discovery for him. When you least expect it, he’ll turn up, you just wait and see.” He gestured as though performing some magical trick. 
 
    “I hope so…” Lasgol said, sounding downcast. Camu had never been away for so long. It was true that he had a tendency to go outside to play, which he loved, and to discover new things too, but he always came back and never spent too long away. 
 
    “He’ll turn up smiling and bouncing around as usual, you just wait,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If you see him, tell me right away.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose we’ll ‘see’ the bug,” Viggo said. “It’ll be a question of whether he appears in front of us.” 
 
    “We’ll let you know anyway, don’t worry,” Ingrid added. 
 
    Lasgol appreciated his friends’ support, even though it did not make him feel any better. 
 
    Astrid was already on her way out. “Come on, they’re waiting for us outside.”  
 
    Lasgol sighed and followed Ingrid and Viggo. 
 
    A whole week went by in which they did the tasks they were given and exercised physically with the assistance of the tiger. As Lasgol spent the nights outside searching for Camu, the days were never-ending and extremely hard, because he was barely sleeping. He ended every day with a scratch or a nip from Snowflake. Luca and Astrid asked him whether he was sick, as it was not normal for him to do so badly. He pretended, saying he was a little weak. Luckily, his companions had only received a couple of caresses from Snowflake on his account, which made him feel terrible. If he went on like this he would collapse, and then one of his partners really would pay the price because of him. 
 
    After the day’s training, he was writhing in pain from the bite he had been given on his left thigh. He was washing it in the stream outside the Lair. 
 
    Isgord came over to him and stared down scornfully at him. “You’re a disgrace to the Rangers,” he said. 
 
    “Leave me alone, I’m not in the mood for your nonsense.”  
 
    “Sigrid shouldn’t let you stay. Apart from being a traitor, you’re not at the same level as the rest of us.” 
 
    “Let him be,” Ingrid said. She had come over with some ointment for his thigh. 
 
    “Don’t interfere, Blondie, you know he’s being a fool.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s being a fool, just by being yourself,” Viggo replied with amazing quickness. 
 
    “He’s not good enough to be here. It’s humiliating to have to see the tiger catching him every day.” 
 
    “What you need to worry about is not letting him get you,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “He won’t get me, but he’ll get this failure.” He indicated Lasgol on the ground. “He’s not doing his bit, and when they pair him with me I have to carry him more than I ought to. I’m going to complain to Sigrid. I’m going to tell her to expel him.” 
 
    “Protest all you want,” Viggo said. “Nobody’s going to pay any attention to a malicious coward.”  
 
    “Be careful with that little mouth of yours, or I’ll split it open.” 
 
    “You’ll have me to deal with if you lay a finger on him,” Ingrid said. It sounded like a death threat. 
 
    Viggo was taken aback by her fierceness. He stared at her in astonishment. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re the only one with backup,” Isgord said. He signaled to Gonars and Sugesen to come over. “So what do you two think?” 
 
    Gonars jabbed his finger at Lasgol. “Well … I got bitten because of him …” 
 
    “And me too.” 
 
    “Not you,” Lasgol said from the ground. “You didn’t have any strength left either.” 
 
    “Because you weren’t helping me at all.” 
 
    “See?” said Isgord. “I’m right. He slows us down, he makes us worse. He’s a disgrace and he shouldn’t be with us.” 
 
    “You’re the real disgrace to everyone,” Viggo fired back. 
 
    “If you don’t want this to end in blood,” Ingrid said threateningly, “the three of you can clear out this minute.”  
 
    Isgord thought for a moment. He looked in the direction of the Lair. At the entrance he saw Sigrid, watching them. 
 
    “We’ll leave it for now. But this isn’t the end of it.” 
 
    “Get out,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Come on, boys, let’s leave the losers to weep,” Isgord said to Gonars and Sugesen. 
 
    Lasgol felt terrible. Isgord was right, in part, even if he was a halfwit. He saw him go straight to speak to Sigrid and cursed silently. 
 
    That evening Ingrid and Viggo talked to Lasgol. Their faces were troubled. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Fine …” 
 
    “And your ass?” Viggo asked, pointing. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt that much. Sigrid’s ointment is very good.” 
 
    “Pity we don’t have a Healer like Edwina with us,” Ingrid said. “She’d come in very handy.” 
 
    “Now we’re Rangers we’re supposed not to have so many accidents,” Viggo said. “But if you think about it, we’re still who we are … so we’re definitely going to need a Healer.” 
 
    “Now don’t you jinx it.” 
 
    He jabbed his finger at Lasgol. “Look at him. We’ve only been here a week, and he’s already in shreds.” 
 
    “And no more searching for Camu at night,” Ingrid said to Lasgol. 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “Well, of course we knew,” said Viggo. “Did you think we were stupid?”  
 
    “I’ve got to find him …” 
 
    “You won’t be able to find him if Snowflake ends up hurting you seriously, and that’s what’ll happen if you don’t get some sleep.” 
 
    “Besides,” Ingrid added, “sooner or later Isgord’s going to notice your nocturnal escapades.” She glanced at the other end of the bunks, where Isgord was talking to Sugesen and Gonars.  
 
    “I can’t just give up and stop looking for him.” 
 
    “We understand. We’ll help you.”  
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll take turns at night,” 
 
    Lasgol looked into his two friends’ eyes, 
 
    “That way,” Ingrid added, “you’ll be able to get a bit of sleep.”  
 
    “And escape from Snowflake,” Viggo said, pretending to bite off his arm. 
 
    “But you might get into trouble on my account …” 
 
    “Camu’s one of us,” Ingrid pointed out. “And we help each other out.”  
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo doubtfully. 
 
    “The bug’s no favorite of mine, you know that. But Ingrid’s right, he’s one of us. He’s helped us, and we owe it to him for revealing the Shifter.” 
 
    “I knew you’d come to like him in the end.” 
 
    “He’s still the bug and I don’t like him …but he’s one of us …” 
 
    “I don’t like you either, and I put up with you,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo put on a virtuous look and smiled. “I dunno why, I’m a charmer really and you know it.” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “That’s enough, you’re letting all that charm run away through that big mouth of yours.” 
 
    Viggo made a gesture of sealing his lips. 
 
    “Thank you … both of you …” 
 
    “We’ll find him, you’ll see,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    “I just hope he’s okay …” 
 
    “He will be.” 
 
    For another week they took turns to go out at night looking for Camu. Ingrid and Viggo did not have the Gift and could not send mental messages to him like Lasgol, so instead of staying at the summit by the White Pearl, they made a wide sweep of the forest and surroundings in the hope of finding him. 
 
    No matter how hard they searched every night, and during the day if they had a moment free, they could find no trace of Camu. It was as if the earth had swallowed him up. Lasgol was getting more and more desperate, and this affected not only his performance in instruction but also his spirits. He was deeply depressed, he barely spoke, and he neither had an appetite nor felt like doing anything. He did not even react when Isgord taunted him, and Astrid noticed this. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” she asked him one afternoon by the bunks. 
 
    “Um … nothing …” 
 
    “Something’s up with you, you’re not yourself. You’re terrible in the training sessions and you’re moping. You’re not like this. I know you.” 
 
    “I’m a bit worried.” 
 
    “Is it about me?” 
 
    “No, it’s not about you.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “Well, about you too …” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “But there’s something else …” 
 
    “Another of your secrets you don’t want to tell me about? It’d better not be that, or else you’re going to stop worrying about me forever.” She glared at him fiercely. 
 
    “No, it’s not a secret, it’s about Camu.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with him? I was wondering where you might have been hiding him since we arrived, because you did bring him with you, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I did bring him with me, but I’m not hiding him … he’s missing …” 
 
    “Oh … and you’re worried about him.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Terribly worried.” 
 
    “I thought you were behaving weirdly. Now I understand.” 
 
    “I’m desperate.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you tell Sigrid, the Mother Specialist? She’d help you find him, and she knows this place better than anybody else.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I thought about it, don’t think I haven’t. But I can’t risk it. She’s a Ranger, and Camu’s a Magic Creature from the Frozen Continent. She’d inform the King if she knew about him.” 
 
    “Because of his magical skills?” 
 
    “And because the Creatures of the Frozen Continent are the King’s enemies. The Arcanes of the Glaciers used them against him in the war. They’d capture him and take him to Thoran. And I don’t want to even begin to think what the King would do to him …” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” 
 
    “I can’t risk having the little one taken from me and handed over to the King. No, I really can’t. Even if Sigrid has a good heart, she’ll want to know where he comes from and why he’s with me. And if she finds out, her duty’s to hand him over to the King. And the Rangers don’t disobey the King, or shirk their duty.” 
 
    “I see what you mean.” 
 
    “I’ve talked to Ingrid and Viggo, and they both think that asking help from the Masters is a bad idea. Camu would end up in the lab of some Ice Mage of Norghania.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “Magical creatures are an oddity and arouse great interest. How can I help?” 
 
    “You want to help?” 
 
    “Of course. The fact that I’m not altogether happy with you doesn’t mean I don’t want to help that sweet little creature, and yourself …” 
 
    “Oh, thank you …” 
 
    “You’re welcome. What do I do?” 
 
    “We’ve got the nights covered … we’re taking turns, but during the day sometimes it’s difficult to pretend and go off to search for him, you know, depending on the partner you’re working with for the daily tasks. If you can go a little further away when you’re doing the tasks to widen the search area, that would be great.” 
 
    “I understand. Consider it done.” 
 
    “But without arousing suspicion.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Thank you, I mean it.” 
 
    “We’ll find him, he’ll be fine.”  
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Astrid came closer and stroked his cheek. She looked into his eyes sweetly. “You know you can trust me with your troubles,” she said in a soft, tender voice. 
 
    Lasgol was grateful for the gesture. He felt comforted. Being with her and having a tender moment filled his heart with hope, for the two of them and for Camu. 
 
    “Can I?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Even if we’re the way we are?” 
 
    “No matter what.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek gently, squeezed his hand, smiled tenderly at him and left. 
 
    It was not the kiss he had wanted from her, but the gesture warmed him all over and cheered him up. If only things could soon be sorted out themselves between him and Astrid; he longed for that with all his heart. She had her reasons, which he understood and accepted. No matter how hard she might make things, he would not give up. He would woo her back, one way or another. He had learnt his lesson: no more secrets with Astrid, no more lies or half-truths. He would tell her everything as it was, and risk the consequences of being who he was and everything this entailed. 
 
    For another week they all went on searching for Camu. They had no luck. Lasgol was beginning to lose hope, and he could feel a terrible pain in his heart. He felt responsible. As if he had lost a little brother he had promised to look after. A great anxiety was devouring his soul. 
 
    “Where are you, Camu? What’s happened to you?” 
 
    Silence was the only reply. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Loke arrived at the Shelter together with a dozen people. They were Rangers: their new partners.  
 
    “Welcome to all of you,” said Sigrid the Mother Specialist, Leader of the Shelter. She was standing at the entrance to the Lair. The new pupils lined up before her, one knee on the ground and looking straight ahead, as required by the Rangers. Lasgol and the others took a good look at the new arrivals, and immediately recognized one of them. 
 
    “Molak!” cried Ingrid, her eyes wide and joyful. 
 
    “Just my bloody luck …” Viggo muttered to himself. 
 
    Lasgol was glad to see Molak there. He deserved the opportunity, being the best Archer by far, as well as an excellent Captain, Instructor and Ranger. He remembered that Molak had postponed his entry to Specialization because of the war. Dolbarar had sent him now that things had calmed down slightly in the realm, even though the situation might break out again at any moment. Norghana was still split in two with a civil war in the middle, and the hosts of the Frozen Continent had not yet said their last word in matters involving Norghana. 
 
    “Mother Specialist,” Loke announced, “the last recruits of this year, as you asked me to guide them and bring them to you.”  
 
    She gave him a fond smile. “Thank you, my son.”  
 
    “Always at your service, Mother Specialist,” he replied, and moved aside. 
 
    “I’m very pleased to see all of you,” she said, and studied them one by one. 
 
    Lasgol observed them more closely too. Molak was the youngest of them all, while the others looked older and more hardened – compared to themselves, of course. But none of them was over thirty, so that they were not particularly old. They looked strong, athletic and determined. They were good; that much could be seen from afar. Lasgol counted eight men and four women. In their eyes shone the joy of being there, of having been selected to study a specialty. 
 
    “Later on we’ll carry out the official introductions. Now I simply want to welcome you to the Shelter and wish that your stay here may be a fruitful one. I’d like nothing more than to see you leave here having succeeded in graduating in an elite specialty.” She added with a smile: “As I know you yourselves would.”  
 
    Ingrid was unable to hide her pleasure. “I can’t believe Molak’s here,” she said.  
 
    Molak smiled at her and nodded in greeting. 
 
    “Follow me inside the Lair,” said Sigrid, “and I’ll explain a few things you ought to know. The others can come as well, since now we’re all together I’ll be explaining one or two other things which will also be new to you.” She beckoned them to follow her inside. 
 
    In the Chamber of the Runes she asked the newcomers to introduce themselves and say something briefly about their background. One by one they did; they came from different corners of the realm, where they had been stationed. Most were Rangers with some experience, and had been carrying out missions for Gondabar and the Crown for some years. They had been recommended for an elite specialization by the leader of the Rangers, or by the King himself. This meant that they were good, very good. There were also some who were returning to finish their studies, since they had not managed to graduate the previous year. 
 
    Sigrid gave the same explanations she had already given to Lasgol and his partners. She did this calmly, unhurriedly, answering the new arrivals’ questions. Lasgol listened attentively. He already knew everything Sigrid was telling them, but there were several points that were new to him. 
 
    She explained first about the Caves of Spring and Summer. “We call the third cavern the Cave of Autumn. Come with me, I’ll show you.” 
 
    The cavern turned out to be around the same size as the others, perhaps slightly larger. The first thing that surprised Lasgol was that it was divided by high wooden walls into four sections. 
 
    “The Cave of Autumn is devoted to the Four Schools and their Specializations,” Sigrid said. “I don’t usually spend much time here, as these working areas belong to the Four Masters, the Elders of the Elite Specializations. This is their domain, and I leave them free to work in peace.” 
 
    Lasgol could not get a proper view of what was in each area, as they were all in shadow, but he narrowed his eyes and tried to make out what was there. Sigrid allowed them time to take one quick look, and although at first they felt a little shy about disturbing the peace of the place, all twenty ended up going in to sneak a view. 
 
    In the area belonging to the Specialty of Archery, Lasgol saw an armory with all kinds of bows, axes and knives of different sizes and shapes, very different from those they carried. Baskets of different kinds of arrows were lined up against one wall. Work-benches for manufacturing arrows and hand-weapons were on one side, shelves of materials on the other. He found it all fascinating, and although this was not his own specialty, he felt envious of Ingrid, who was going to be free to enjoy all this like a little child. He turned to her and saw the glow of joy in her eyes. 
 
    “Have you seen all this? The weapons we could make here! It’s going to be wonderful!” She was carried away by emotion, which was a rare thing in someone who always stayed cool and calm even in the worst of situations. 
 
    She was not the only one. Even Isgord, who did not normally show signs of being happy, at least not in a real, natural way, was smiling now. And it was a true smile, not one of his disdainful or arrogant ones. 
 
    The new arrivals looked, but said nothing. They stayed together, looking surprised and a little overwhelmed, trying to take in what Sigrid was telling them and simultaneously showing them. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “I’d rather be given my weapons ready-made than have to put them together myself.  Less work that way.” 
 
    “Dimwit! If you create your weapons with your own hands, there’s pride in a job well done, in a personal achievement.” 
 
    “I’d rather be proud of myself once I’ve finished off my enemy. The weapon involved doesn’t matter so much, though I prefer my throwing dagger. A clean throw to the neck, and – problem solved.” 
 
    “One day you’ll understand there’s something more to life than just looking for easy ways out,” Ingrid said. “Or maybe not, you being you.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for an easy way out. I’m looking to get out alive in the end, which is a very different thing.” 
 
    Ingrid shook her head, and Viggo gave a baffled shrug. 
 
    Lasgol knew they both were right, but did not intervene. Getting involved with arguments between Viggo and Ingrid was like trying to placate a storm in winter. You ended up soaked, frozen and frustrated. Better to let them be. He focused on the area of Nature Specialization. As he had expected, he found an endless array of ingredients of all kinds, in flasks and perfectly labeled, lined up on long shelves which covered the whole wall of that part of the cavern. Also ovens, fires and utensils for making the potions: from phials to special pots for cooking dangerous substances. There were so many special tools, strange containers, jars with different colors and functions and elements he was totally unfamiliar with that they made the workshops back at the Camp, in comparison, look like something for beginners. 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen were looking around at everything with eyes like saucers, drooling. 
 
    “There are hundreds of things we don’t know anything about in this workshop,” Gonars said, open-mouthed. 
 
    “Thousands,” Sugesen added. He was unable to stop looking from wall to wall and back again as if in shock. 
 
    “Those two are going to have a fantastic time here,” Astrid commented. 
 
    “They certainly are,” Isgord agreed. “I hope they don’t blow up half the cave. I don’t feel very safe with them …” 
 
    “Let’s hope they’ll be very careful,” Luca said. 
 
    “They will be,” Ingrid said. “Won’t you?” she added to the two Nature apprentices. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Sugesen said, and “Of course,” Gonars added. 
 
    Lasgol was not entirely convinced. He did not trust those two either, even if they had been the best in Nature at the Camp. 
 
    He moved away a little to see the area he was most interested in, which was Wildlife Specialization. Two ferocious roars welcomed him, and he had the shock of his life. Protecting the area was Snowflake, and with him an enormous Snow Panther. Lasgol stepped back, and the others who had followed him did the same. It did not seem a very good idea to go into the guarded area. The beasts roared again threateningly, showing their fangs. Lasgol saw another couple of animals at the far end, but what with the gloom and his own fear he could not tell what they were, although he did notice one thing: they were large. 
 
    “You’d better not upset the animals,” came Sigrid’s voice from behind them. “We’ve had a few unfortunate accidents involving apprentices. The animals are very protective of their space. You must only enter this area when accompanied by Master Gisli. It’s the same with the other specialties. Don’t come in here on your own, or else you’ll end up hurt. That I can promise you. Curiosity killed the catamount. Always remember that.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He would not go in unless he was with Gisli. Although he was left with the desire to know what else was there. What other animals? What other means of learning? What new techniques for tracking? He was left deep in thought. One of the four girls who had just arrived came over to where he was standing and stared at the area with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Is that animal a white tiger?” she said, controlling the surprise in her voice. 
 
    Lasgol came back from his abstraction and took a closer look at her. She was about as tall as he was himself. Judging by her face he guessed she was older, though he could not say by how much. Her blonde hair was gathered in two braids. She was not very pretty, but on the other hand she looked interesting … She had a snub nose and large, round, blue eyes. He was left wondering whether her nose was like that naturally or if it had been broken. 
 
    She offered him her hand. “Erika Eriksen, Wildlife Specialization.”  
 
    Lasgol took it. “Lasgol Eklund, also Wildlife Specialization.”  
 
    “Wildlife. Good. We’ll be partners. I guessed as much when I saw you almost go into the area reserved for that particular specialty.” 
 
    He smiled. “And almost get eaten alive.”  
 
    Erika laughed. “Yeah, you ought to be more careful when you confront the unknown.” 
 
    He smiled again. “I’ll bear that in mind, though I’m a bit forgetful.”  
 
    “What’s that guy doing?” Erika asked. She was looking at Viggo. 
 
    Lasgol saw Viggo, hunched and on tiptoe, standing on one side of the entrance to the area of Specialization in Expertise. With a swift movement he put his head in and took a look inside. Everything there was very dark, and Lasgol could see nothing. 
 
    Lasgol smiled apologetically. “That’s my friend Viggo. He’s from Specialization in Expertise. He’s spying. He likes doing that.”  
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Can you see anything?” Ingrid asked Viggo. 
 
    “Shadows, gloom …” 
 
    “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Special daggers, in a weapons rack to one side. Some curved, others with different tips. And some other hand weapons I don’t know, something like knives but different.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting,” Astrid said. She went over to him and took a quick look. 
 
    “There are some dark cloaks, black as night,” she went on. “They don’t look like Rangers’ cloaks.” 
 
    “Everything here is used by the Rangers, in their different specialties,” Sigrid explained. “Although you may find them strange and unlike what you’ve known up till now and are used to. Each elite specialization has its particularities. You’ll find those out as time goes on.” 
 
    “Will we be able to use all those unknown weapons?” asked one of the new arrivals. 
 
    “That’s Jensen Olson, of Expertise,” Erika told Lasgol. “They say he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “The new King has assigned him a couple of ‘clean-up’ missions, and they say he never misses. That’s why he’s been sent here, to learn some other elite specialty so that he can serve even better.” 
 
    “Clean-up?” Lasgol asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    “Cleaning up the filth that troubles the King,” Erika said. She drew her thumb across her throat from side to side. 
 
    Lasgol understood: missions of assassination for the King. Immediately he thought of Egil and his brother Arnold, the King of the West, and felt something ominous. A shiver ran down his spine. He hoped with all his heart that Egil and Arnold were well, but given the political situation, and knowing the new King Thoran and his brother Orten, he feared the worst. He shook himself to get rid of the foreboding, as he always did, almost as a reflex act, but he could not completely rid himself of the feeling, and it troubled him. Egil and Arnold knew how to look after themselves and would be careful. But if the King sent an assassin like Jensen – or something worse, like a Forest Assassin, which was one of the elite specialties of the School of Expertise, a specialist in ambushes – then they really would be in serious danger. His stomach turned, and he had to put a hand on it to calm it. He knew this was a very real danger. 
 
    “You’ll learn how to use whatever your Masters consider necessary,” Sigrid said, “since they have the last word in the instruction you’re going to receive.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist,” Jensen said. Apart from being lethal, he also seemed to be quick-witted. 
 
    “Now come with me to the last cave.” 
 
    They went back to the Chamber of Runes, and Sigrid led them in front of the last of the four great caverns. 
 
    She indicated the main entrance. “This is the Cave of Winter,” she said.  
 
    The entrance was covered by a massive hedge, thick and very green, which prevented them from seeing inside. Lasgol was surprised at this: how could there be a hedge growing inside the cave of rock?  
 
    “This is a place you are forbidden to enter without my explicit permission. This is not simply a whim. There are two reasons: the first is because it’s where we live, and we don’t want to be bothered when we’re resting. And the second is because only masters and leaders can set foot in this chamber, which for us is sacred. If one day you get to be masters or leaders of the Shelter, you’ll have the right to enter. Otherwise you’re forbidden.” 
 
    “And if we need to call you in an emergency?” Isgord asked. 
 
    “You can call us from here. We’ll hear you perfectly well. Sound echoes and travels well inside the cave. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “We’ll do that.”  
 
    Isgord did not seem entirely convinced by this reply. 
 
    “Your place is the Cave of Spring, since you’re starting your life as specialists. Ours is the Cave of Winter, which is where our life ends. Each of us has our place. Never trespass in our home. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist,” the group replied. 
 
    Viggo came close to whisper into Lasgol’s ear. “There’s something interesting in there they don’t want us to find …” 
 
    “Viggo … don’t get into any trouble …” Lasgol muttered, hoping to dissuade him from doing anything stupid. 
 
    “Trouble? Me? Never …” 
 
    And Lasgol knew that trouble was exactly what was going to happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day, after the morning tasks and physical instruction, Sigrid gathered them, as well as the new arrivals, in front of the Lair.  
 
    “Today we begin the Specialization Training,” she announced. 
 
    Lasgol and his partners felt their spirits rise. They had been waiting for this moment for weeks. 
 
    “High time,” Isgord murmured sarcastically. Gonars, beside him, nodded. 
 
    “All this waiting seems to have been going on forever,” Sugesen whispered. 
 
    “For all I care we can go on the same way as ever,” muttered Viggo to Lasgol with his usual impassive expression. 
 
    Ingrid, who was with Molak, heard him and gave him a disapproving glance. As for Lasgol, he was happy to start training, or rather as happy as he could be in the circumstances. Camu was still missing, and he was deeply worried. A bit of interesting training would help him to stop thinking of his little friend for a while, and perhaps to deal better with the anxiety he was feeling. Or at least, so he hoped. Although he was not very sure; worry was killing him. 
 
    “We’ll begin with Archery Specialization,” Sigrid went on. 
 
    The group stared at her blankly. “And the other specializations?” Astrid asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “You’ll be together for the first lesson in each specialization, whether you belong to it or not. It involves general knowledge about the school and the elite specializations that you can choose in each school. Every Specialist Ranger needs to know what other Specialists there are in the Corps, and which specialty each of them belongs to. It’ll also help you to decide which path of specialization you want to follow, since within each School there are several – as I’m sure you know, since you hope to enter one or other of them. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here with me.” 
 
    “That’ll be good,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Before we can choose, we need to know what options are available,” Molak said. 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah …” Viggo muttered sourly. 
 
    “Let them be,” Lasgol said reproachfully. 
 
    “You’re here in order to become Specialist Rangers – if you manage to graduate, of course. For that you need to reach an elite specialization within your school, and I promise you it won’t be easy. In addition, you’ll need to understand which other specialties exist. Someone from the School of Archery will need to know all the elite specializations of the School of Expertise, and vice versa.”  
 
    “At the moment we don’t even know the elite specialties of our own school,” Astrid admitted. 
 
    “Correct, but some will ring a bell because they’re well known, right?” 
 
    “Yes, some of them …”  
 
    “For instance?”  
 
    “Well … I’ve always been fascinated by the elite specialty of Stealthy Spy … 
 
    Sigrid nodded several times. “That’s a very sought-after one. Did you know the name is shortened? That it’s actually Stealthy Spy of the Moors?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that.”  
 
    “There are many things none of you know as yet. You’ll learn them gradually, don’t worry. We’re not expecting you to arrive here knowing more than what you’ve been taught at the Camp, or the experience of those of you who have already served on Ranger Missions. It’s true that the latter group have an advantage, since real experience is always much better than what can be taught in a theoretical way.” 
 
    The group from the Camp turned to the new arrivals with envy in their eyes and a certain concern, since competition for the elite specializations each of them wanted was likely to be tough. It was undeniable that age and experience gave some an advantage. Lasgol glanced at Erika and knew that she was much better prepared than he was to reach the elite specialty she sought. 
 
    “Will we have to compete among ourselves?” Isgord asked. He looked as though he did not fully understand what the Mother Specialist was saying. 
 
    “Let me see how I can explain. Which specialization do you want to aim for?” 
 
    Isgord thought for a moment. “I’m not sure. From what I’ve heard, the best one of the Archery School is Infallible Archer …” 
 
    “Good choice. That’s a great specialty. But I’m sure you’re not the only one here with that wish. Am I wrong?” She looked at her audience, and there were murmurs. “Who else wants the same specialization? Speak out.”  
 
    Molak raised his hand. “I’d like to.” 
 
    “Oh, I see we have competition.” 
 
    Isgord frowned. “Why competition? Can’t we both be Infallible Archers?”  
 
    “That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? Unfortunately, what people want and what the King needs are usually very different. The King requires Specialists in all the Elite Specialties, because his needs are wide and varied. Depending on the moment and the mission, he’ll require one or another. So we can’t have several specialists in the same Elite Specialty of the same course.” 
 
    The murmuring grew. 
 
    “I know you don’t like it, but always remember: we exist to serve the realm, the crown. Our preferences and dreams are neither here nor there. What matters is for the kingdom to be well protected and served. We’re its defenders, its preservers. That’s why only a single Elite Specialist from each School graduates each year. That’s why there’s competition.” 
 
    Isgord swore silently. It was clear that he did not in the least enjoy the idea of having to beat Molak. It was one thing to confront Lasgol, a very different one to confront Molak. And what was worse, one or the newcomers, one of the most hardened of them, was sure to be an Archer, and then he would have even more competition. Lasgol smiled. Seeing Isgord worried and cursing cheered up his day. 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “Competition within the same School is a good thing, and in the specializations it’s even better. It’ll help you, I can assure you.” 
 
    Lasgol now realized that he would have to compete not only with Luca but with Erika and one or other experienced Ranger. He began to worry, then breathed deeply and calmed down a little. It was not the moment to worry about it, as he did not even know which elite specialty to choose. He did not even know what all the Elite Specialties in Wildlife were. It would be better to worry when at least he was clear about that. He sighed and felt better. 
 
    “And now,” Sigrid said, “I’m going to leave you in the hands of Ivar, Elder Specialist of the School of Archery.” She left with dignified steps. 
 
    Lasgol and his partners looked around for the Master, but there was no sign of him. 
 
    “Where is he?” Isgord asked uneasily. 
 
     “That’s strange,” Astrid said. 
 
    At that moment they heard a long whistle approaching. Lasgol recognized the sound: it was an arrow splitting the air. He shouted a warning. 
 
    They stiffened. When they looked up to locate it, they caught sight of it as it fell in a great arc. They moved aside, and the arrow hit the ground on the spot where they had been standing. 
 
    “What sort of game is this?” Isgord protested. 
 
    “It could’ve killed us,” Gonars grumbled. 
 
    Molak bent to look at the arrow, which had a note tied to it. “It says: Go to the origin of the shot.” 
 
    “Here we go with the little games,” Viggo said. “I can see I’m going to like this.” 
 
    Ingrid glanced at him, and he smiled. 
 
    “How are we going to know where it came from?” Sugesen asked. 
 
    “By calculating the trajectory,” said one of the newcomers. His name was Bjorn Solasblade, of the School of Archery. He was tall and strong, with Norghanian features, a firm chin, blue eyes, and skin that was weathered but white. He must have been in his thirties, and wore his blond hair in a ponytail. 
 
    “Can you do that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “I saw the arc it made. I think I could guess more or less where the archer is. Unfortunately I didn’t see the whole flight, so I might be a long way off.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Erika said. “Take us as close as you can and I’ll find the trail. I’m very good at tracking.” 
 
    “Lasgol’s a really good tracker too,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Then we’ll find him,” Erika said. She was looking at Lasgol as if measuring him up. 
 
    Lasgol felt strange. He was sure that Erika was a better tracker than he was himself, so there was no need for her to analyze him. After all, she must have a lot more experience than he did himself. 
 
    “Off we go, then,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Nobody put you in charge,” Isgord growled. 
 
    “Nobody’s in charge here. We’re all apprentices. You do whatever you want, we’re going.” She signaled to Bjorn, Lasgol and Molak to follow her. 
 
    A moment later everyone except Isgord, Sugesen and Gonars was following them. Finally, seeing the group going into the forest, the three laggards ran after them. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Ingrid was a born leader. She showed it in every situation, even with those who were older and more experienced that she was. Seeing her in action, taking the reins and leading the group, was amazing. That was what Ingrid was like, and he was filled with pride in his friend and leader. 
 
    They crossed the forest, following the direction indicated by Bjorn, but it was not easy to catch a glimpse of anybody in the thick growth that surrounded them. Four hundred paces on, Ingrid stopped. 
 
    “We’ve come quite a long way by now,” she pointed out. 
 
    “By my calculations,” Bjorn said, “we’re still about a hundred paces short.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Erika objected. “This is too far for a shot.” 
 
    “I may be wrong, but I’d say we still need to go a hundred paces further, towards the east.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Then let’s go on.”  
 
    They went on through the forest until they reached the point where Bjorn calculated the arrow had been released. They searched a radius of fifteen paces, but there was no trace of the Master. 
 
    “That’s very odd,” Ingrid muttered. 
 
    Molak turned to Bjorn. “Are we in the right place?”  
 
     “Yeah, I’d say the arrow was released from about here, more or less.” 
 
    “But there’s no-one here,” Isgord objected. 
 
    Bjorn shrugged. “That’s just an estimate. I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Then let’s start tracking,” Erika said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Ingrid told her. 
 
    Lasgol and Erika examined the ground, looking for any trace of a trail among the vegetation, while the others watched them in silence. They were about to give up when Lasgol spotted a snapped branch. He searched for footprints, but found none. That was strange … the snapped branch could not have been concealed, but the footprints could. 
 
    “I’ve got something,” he said. 
 
    Erika crouched down beside him. “Well spotted. That’s the trail.” 
 
    “There are no prints.” 
 
    “He’s wiped them.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, look over there.” She pointed north. “See the space between those two bushes? Someone’s gone that way.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s right, it looks as though it was forced.” 
 
    They went on through the vegetation and began to find small hints which guided them to the north, then back to the east. The rest of the group followed them, taking care not to distract them. It was clear that the Master had wiped his trail to make their search more difficult. They stopped five hundred paces or so from their starting point, in the middle of a clearing. 
 
    “The trail comes to an end here,” Erika said. 
 
     Ingrid was looking around. “Curious.” 
 
    Molak narrowed his eyes and scanned the whole edge of the forest around them. “I can’t see him.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” said Astrid. 
 
    “He’s a Master Specialist,” Viggo pointed out. “If he doesn’t want us to find him, then we’re not going to.” 
 
    Lasgol had to admit that he was right. They had skills themselves, but so had the Master Specialist, and his must be far better than theirs. 
 
    The rest of the group separated and looked in all directions, but nobody found anything. 
 
    “He must have taken the shot from here,” Bjorn said. 
 
    Isgord was shaking his head. “He can’t have released from here. We’re five hundred paces away, and he wouldn’t have reached us even with an exceptional bow.” 
 
    “There you’re mistaken, my young apprentice,” came a mature voice, with a touch of irony. 
 
    They all turned toward the south, and from among the trees, to everybody’s astonishment, came Master Specialist Ivar. He was dressed in his Master Specialist’s attire, and in his hand was a long bow, exquisitely made. 
 
    “I searched in that direction and I never saw you, Master,” Luca said in surprise. 
 
    “So did I,” Gonars agreed, “and I didn’t see you either.”  
 
    Ivar approached them with a slight smile of satisfaction. It emphasized the wrinkles of what must have been his seventy years of age. He was looking hard at them with small grey eyes set above a sharp nose. Lasgol was surprised to see that he wore his white hair very short. It was not the Norghanian style, which tended to let it grow. He was walking slowly, and it was noticeable that he was very thin and noticeably tall. As tall as Gerd. 
 
    “Hello, everybody. I see you found the point of release. Well done, though it took you a little longer than would have been desirable.” 
 
    “You shot from here?” Isgord asked. He looked utterly incredulous. 
 
    “Exactly, my young apprentice,” Ivar said. He showed him the bow, and there was no doubt that it was a masterpiece. 
 
    “An exceptional bow,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “So it is, but what made the arrow fly five hundred paces and fall at your feet wasn’t the bow.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” said Isgord. 
 
    “No. What makes an arrow fly five hundred paces and hit the target is the skill of the archer. The bow helps, it facilitates the shot, and the better it is, the better the execution of that shot. But what really makes the difference is the mind and body that wield it.” 
 
    Lasgol understood what the Master meant. The bow was a tool at his disposal, and what counted was his preparation and skill. Unfortunately Lasgol understood his own level of skill was very far from that of Molak or Ingrid or the others – including Isgord, who was also a very good archer. Unfortunately Isgord was good at everything. 
 
    “Today I’m going to explain the Specialties of the School of Archery to you. As Mother Sigrid has pointed out already, it’s important that all of you understand what these specializations consist of, even if they don’t belong to your own School. Can anybody tell me what elite specialty involves being able to hit targets at a great distance?” 
 
    There was silence. The group looked at one another unsurely. 
 
    Molak decided to try. “I think that from the nature of the shot, it must be Forest Sniper.” 
 
    Ivar nodded. “Correct answer. Forest Sniper is one of the specialties of the School of Archery, and one of the most sought-after. Every year there’s competition for it. Its main feature is long-distance shooting. Forest Snipers are capable of shots at five or even six hundred paces with bows and arrows especially made for that purpose.” 
 
    Ingrid was unable to contain herself. “How interesting!” she said, interrupting the Master. “I beg your pardon, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to pardon. A well-meaning expression of feeling is always acceptable. You can ask anything you consider convenient. Allow me first to explain the specialty, then I’ll answer with pleasure.” 
 
    “My apologies, Master,” Ingrid said. She was feeling a little embarrassed at having allowed herself to be carried away like that. 
 
    “This specialty has an added element, which is stealth. The Forest Sniper works alone and can finish off an enemy at long distance in silence, then vanish before anybody knows what’s happened. That’s his main job.” Ivar looked at the group, who were listening to every word as though in a trance. “Now go ahead, ask me your questions.” 
 
    “To hit an enemy from six hundred paces away seems inconceivable to me,” Isgord said.” Can it really be done with a high level of accuracy?”  
 
    “It can be. It’s one of the most difficult specialties to achieve, as you need the eye of a hawk and an impressive level of dexterity with the long bow. But it can be done. I’ll train you so that you can manage it. But only if you have what’s needed for it. Something very important you need to understand about the elite specialties is that however much you might try to reach one of them, you might not make it because you don’t have the qualities needed for it. Not everybody can choose a given specialty. For instance, I very much doubt whether anyone among you could choose Forest Sniper.” 
 
    “And how will we know whether we can opt for a particular specialty?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Ivar nodded several times. “That’s a good question. The first half of the year will determine it. We’ll train you, we’ll teach you, and then in the Harmony Test, after the Summer, it will be decided which elite specialty each of you opts for, if any … because some of you might be left out.” 
 
    “Oh, the Mother Specialist didn’t explain it that way,” Luca said. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist has a rather peculiar way of explaining things.” 
 
    “Then it’s really in the Harmony test, in midyear, that our specialization will be decided,” Viggo said. 
 
    “If any …” 
 
    “I see.” Viggo arched an eyebrow. “We might be left out.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Expelled?” Sugesen asked. 
 
    Ivar nodded. “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    The reply raised murmurs of protest. 
 
    “Right then. Now follow me and I’ll show you the next elite specialty.” 
 
    Viggo came over to Lasgol. “This test, the Harmony, there’s a trick involved, right? They’re going to play a game with us.” 
 
    “Why d’you say that?” 
 
    “You mark my words.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. Knowing Viggo and his instincts, he was probably right. What was now very clear to him was that passing the Harmony Test at midyear was the goal to aim for. That was where their freedom to stay at the Shelter would be decided, and the specialty they would be accepted in. They had to pass it, one way or another. 
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    Master Ivar now took them to another area outside the forest, where they came out on to a plain between two oak-woods. At the far end of it stood a cloaked figure in a purple hood, holding a staff in one hand. 
 
    “Stand behind my back and watch, beginners.” 
 
     “I don’t know why he calls us beginners, we’re already Rangers,” Viggo protested bitterly. 
 
    Lasgol. too had been surprised to be addressed like that. “Yeah, it’s curious.” 
 
    “Shhh, we’re going to miss the explanation,” Ingrid said. She did not want to miss a single detail. 
 
    “The target is two hundred paces away,” Ivar explained. “It’s a Mage.”  
 
    On a fallen trunk beside the Master they saw a Ranger’s compound bow and a quiver of arrows. 
 
    “At this distance you have no more than a moment to finish off the Mage before he casts a spell on you, and that means an end of you.” Ivar gave a signal and the Mage raised his staff. “He’s beginning to cast his spell,” Ivar went on.  
 
    With an incredibly swift movement for a man of his age, the Master dropped the long bow on the ground, took the compound one and nocked an arrow. He aimed for only a moment, then released. The Mage lowered his staff, and in the precise moment he was moving it in front of him, the arrow hit him in the heart. 
 
    Lasgol cried out in surprise, and he was not the only one who did. 
 
    “Great shot,” Astrid said. 
 
    “The arrow killed him before he could finish his spell, just a moment before … but he’s dead, and I’m still alive.” 
 
    There were murmurs of puzzlement among the group. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, it’s not a real person, just a target I’d prepared for the exercise.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed in relief. For a moment he had thought it was an actual person. The exercise had seemed very real. 
 
    They all started to whisper about Ivar’s incredible agility and marksmanship. It had all happened in the blink of an eye: an impressive demonstration of skill and physical fitness. What was most remarkable was that a man of seventy could have carried it out with such skill. He was not the Elder Specialist of Archery for nothing. 
 
    “Which elite specialty have I shown you?” 
 
    “Mage Hunter,” Ingrid said at once. She knew that specialty because it was the one Nilsa had always wanted to belong to. 
 
    “Correct answer. Mage Hunter. Essential for the realm, as it protects the King from Mages, Sorcerers, Shamans, and enemy Wizards. A very important specialty.” 
 
    “How far away would someone be safe from an enemy mage?” Isgord asked. 
 
    Ivar looked very serious at this. “No distance at all. If you confront an enemy mage, release first and ask questions afterwards, otherwise you’ll be dead. Experience tells us that most mages, sorcerers and people with the Gift can’t cast spells from further than two hundred paces. But that’s not always the case. There’s proof of very powerful sorcerers conjuring at three hundred paces, and it’s believed that the most powerful can reach four hundred, or even more. So never be confident, even if the distance seems to be in favor of the Archer. Is that understood?” 
 
     “They won’t catch me, even at six hundred paces,” Viggo whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He had seen his mother’s power in action, and he knew that no distance was safe if the sorcerer was powerful enough. Thinking about his mother was painful. He wished she had been the one to explain these things to him and not Master Ivar. But that was what life was like, sometimes tough and unfair, and he had to go on. 
 
    “I’ll show you another of the specialties now,” Ivar went on. He began to walk along the open area between the two oak-woods with the compound bow in one hand and the quiver hanging from his waist, on his left. 
 
    Lasgol watched him in fascination, as did Ingrid and Molak, who were not even daring to blink. 
 
    Suddenly on Ivar’s left a target appeared at the edge of the forest, a hundred paces away. In a lightning movement the Master took an arrow with his right hand, nocked it, then – without aiming – released. 
 
    They all followed the arrow’s flight and saw it hit the target in the center. Ivar went on, and another target appeared on his right. He repeated the movement and released, almost without looking. Another bull’s-eye. He went on. Another target appeared on his left, but higher up. He repeated the motion, adjusted for the height and released. Again in the center. He took three steps and a new target appeared to his right, even higher. The result was the same. The arrow hit the bull’s-eye every time. 
 
    They were all left open-mouthed. It was not only that he never missed, it was that he released at lightning speed, almost without aiming, as if he were not even making an effort. As if he were simply incapable of missing. 
 
    Ivar hit two more targets at different heights, then came back to them. 
 
    “Which specialty is this?” he asked. “You must have heard tell of it.” 
 
    “I think I know,” said a tall, strongly-built boy with curly copper hair. His eyes were brown, his face unfriendly. His name was Ulgren Tronen, and he was from the School of Archery. Lasgol remembered him well because he had felt intimidated by him and knew he would represent competition for Ingrid and Molak. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Ivar said encouragingly. 
 
    “I think it’s Natural Marksman.” 
 
    “Right on target,” Ivar said, smiling. “The Natural Marksman is the one who attains such ease with the bow that he’s capable of releasing and hitting targets as if it were a natural movement, almost without awareness of himself. It’s said that the Natural Marksman releases faster than he speaks, and more accurately. It’s a specialization with endless uses. It’s the most multipurpose of them all.” 
 
    “Multi ...?” Gonars repeated. 
 
    “Which can be used in many situations, and therefore in many different missions.” 
 
    “Oh, I see …” 
 
    “Right then, let’s go on. I’ll explain about the next elite specialty in this oak-wood in front of us.” 
 
    As they went on toward the oak-wood, Ingrid and Molak exchanged glances which showed their excitement at everything they were being shown. Isgord followed them with narrowed eyes and a dangerous look on his face. He too was enjoying himself deeply. He was probably thinking about how to use what they were learning and which specialty would suit him best. Lasgol sighed hard. For Isgord to graduate in any specialty would be bad news for him; if he became a Mage Hunter he would have the knowledge, and the excuse, to go after him if he discovered that he had the Gift. And unfortunately, sooner or later he would find out. Luckily Lasgol could use the bow and would not let Isgord get closer than two hundred paces with hostile intentions.  
 
    Then he realized that if Isgord graduated as a Forest Sniper, he would get him from further away than he himself could ever reach. He sighed hard again. With a little luck Molak or Bjorn would be the Sniper, and not Isgord. A drop of perspiration ran down his forehead. 
 
    Ivar stopped in the middle of a small clearing with a stream running through it. Beside a boulder they saw some bows and quivers of arrows. 
 
    “See those three trees on the other side of the clearing, the ones with three red lines marked at three different levels? They’ve been placed at fifty, a hundred, and two hundred paces from this spot. I’m going to release at them in different sequences and at different levels. The goal is that all arrows should hit the red lines.” 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes to see the red lines, which were no more than two fingers wide and barely visible. Hitting the target did not seem easy in the least, because it was far smaller than the bull’s-eye. 
 
    Ivar picked the short bow and released twelve times in a row at the red lines on the first tree at their different levels. Lasgol noticed that he did not miss once, but took some time to aim before each release. Then he picked the compound bow and released at the second tree, a hundred paces away. Same results, no miss. Finally he took twelve more shots two hundred paces away, with a long bow. This time he took his time before each shot, as wielding the large bow was more complicated and the arrows were larger, so that the difficulty was even greater. He did not miss a single shot: four arrows in each of the three red lines. It was an amazing demonstration. 
 
    He turned back toward them. “What elite specialist never misses with any bow at different distances?” 
 
    They all looked at one another, but nobody seemed to have the answer. 
 
    “I see this is one you don’t know. It’s the Infallible Marksman.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Ingrid said. “We met one in the campaign on the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “Really? What was his name?” 
 
    “Osmason, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “Yes, I trained him. Good Ranger. Good sight and iron arm. Where he put his eye, he put his arrow.” 
 
    “What’s the difference between Infallible Marksman and Natural Marksman?” Isgord asked. 
 
    “Good question. The Infallible, as the name implies, never misses. His training focuses on making accurate shots with different bows, but with time and concentration to make the shot. On the other hand, the Natural barely needs to aim or concentrate, since he releases fast as a reflex act, a response to a threat. At medium distance he starts to miss, and at long distance even more so because he doesn’t take the time needed to ensure the shot. Besides, practically all the Natural Marksmen use short bows exclusively, because it allows them to wield the weapon far more rapidly.” 
 
    “That’s really interesting,” Ingrid said. She was rubbing her hands together in anticipation of the chance of choosing one of the specializations. 
 
    “It’ll be difficult to choose among them,” Molak said. 
 
    Ingrid’s eyes were sparkling. “It certainly will.” 
 
    “The pair of lovebirds, always happy …” Viggo muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Let them be, they’re really happy with the instruction.” 
 
    “And with each other.” 
 
    “All the more reason to leave them in peace.” 
 
    Viggo muttered something unintelligible but probably rude and folded his arms. 
 
    “Now I’ll show you a very popular specialty,” Ivar went on. He took a special quiver he had prepared. It was different to the others, larger, and appeared to have compartments containing different types of arrows. He then picked a special bow: a modified compound bow with a different covering. He pulled out an arrow from the quiver, nocked it, aimed at a rock to the north a hundred and fifty paces away and released. When the arrow hit the rock there was a small explosion, followed by a flame.  
 
    “Fire Arrow,” he said. He took another arrow and released at the same rock. There was another small blast on impact and half the rock was left frozen. “Water Arrow.” He took another arrow, and when it hit the rock there was an electric discharge, “Air Arrow.” After the impact of the fourth arrow there was a small explosion of smoke and earth. “Earth Arrow.” 
 
    Everybody was watching, enthralled. There was nobody who did not like elemental arrows. Well, maybe not so much making them, but using them … Lasgol was fascinated. 
 
    “Name of the specialization?” 
 
    Nobody answered. They knew how to make elemental arrows, but not the specialty. 
 
    “Elemental Archer, which as you can see, specializes in shooting with elemental arrows – and is capable of creating new, more advanced ones, with more powerful effects than the arrows you know.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Bjorn said. Apparently he liked this specialty. 
 
    “This specialty works hand in hand with that of Nature: Elemental Fletcher. They manufacture the arrows and the combination of effects we use. It’s a twin specialty: the Elemental Archer depends on the Elemental Fletcher and vice-versa, because the one is incomplete without the other. When an Elemental Archer wants a new effect for an arrow he speaks to his Fletcher, and between them they try to manufacture it. It’s very dangerous to combine elemental elements, so it’s always done through a Fletcher in the workshop. Never try to create your arrow on your own, particularly in the open air. Always with a Fletcher and in the workshop, in a stable, contained environment.” 
 
    “And suppose we know the elemental effect we want to achieve?” Isgord asked. “For instance, Fire?”  
 
    “Then you can create the arrows yourselves, but always taking full precautions, or else you might lose a hand, or something even worse. 
 
    “And now to finish, I’m going to show you one of the most complex specialties. For this I’ll need five volunteers.” 
 
    At once Isgord, Ulgren, Bjorn, Ingrid and Molak stepped forward. Lasgol noticed that they were all Archers. They were eager to start learning. The others moved back to get a better view. 
 
    “You all have your hand weapons?” 
 
    The five nodded. 
 
    “Unsheathe them. The four boys, stand at the four points of the compass, taking the clearing as a reference point. The girl, stand in the center.” 
 
    They hesitated for a moment, unsure of what was expected of them, then got into position. 
 
    Ivar now moved to stand five paces from Ingrid in the center. “Right. The test is easy: you must mark me. At the same time I’ll mark you with my small bow.” He showed them a short bow, smaller than those they were used to. 
 
    “But, Master,” Ingrid objected, “we don’t have marking weapons … they’re real …” Ingrid said. 
 
    He smiled. “Never mind about that. I’ve been doing this exercise for many years and nobody has ever cut me.” 
 
    “But if there was an accident …” Molak said. 
 
    “If you manage to cut me, you’ll earn a recommendation.” 
 
    “All right,” said Isgord, who did not seem to mind wounding the Elder. 
 
    Lasgol was not surprised. Isgord only cared about Isgord. He himself, on the other hand, was worried. Ingrid and Molak were very good with hand weapons, and they might hurt him in an unguarded moment. Hurt him seriously. 
 
    “Ready?” Ivar called. 
 
    “Ready!” Isgord called from the north side of the clearing. 
 
    “Go!”  
 
    To Lasgol’s surprise Ivar did not step back to release, even though he was too close to Ingrid to be able to. He waited for her to charge at a crouch. Ingrid made to slash him with the knife, and at the same moment he sidestepped and rolled over himself with amazing agility. Ingrid’s slash met only empty air. She turned. Ivar somersaulted again and landed seven paces away. Ingrid took one step toward him, and he released with his small bow. When she took a second step, the arrow hit her in the heart. 
 
    “Hell!” she grunted. 
 
    Ivar sidestepped again as if he were skating on the forest floor. From the east, Bjorn lunged at him. He launched a thrust with his knife, trying to get Ivar’s bow arm. Ivar took a long step to one side and then two more in sliding movements, as if his feet were not touching the ground. Bjorn faced up to him and found an arrow in his heart. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. Ivar’s agility was incredible, and the shots with that tiny bow even more so. The move had been from four paces away, and judging by the impact it had made on Bjorn’s chest it would have gone through his heart if it had not been a marking arrow. 
 
    Ulgren hurled himself at Ivar like a gust of wind from the west. He delivered two thrusts with knife and axe, trying to reach the bow and disarm his opponent, who was facing him with the bow in front of him. The Master raised the bow above his head, and Ulgren’s weapons found nothing to make contact with. Ivar spun round on himself and made three moves away from Ulgren, who saw the Elder’s back and threw his axe. 
 
    Watching this, Lasgol had to muffle a cry. 
 
    The axe was about to strike his back, handle forward. Ulgren had measured the throw so as not to wound his victim. There was no need. The Master moved his whole body to one side, turning at the same time, and the axe flew past him. Before Ulgren could react, the Elder got him in the heart. 
 
    “By all the polar bears!” he grunted. 
 
    Ivar had Isgord and Molak practically on top of him now. There was no way he could manage the two of them: not at the same time and at such a short distance. Isgord attacked from the north, Molak from the south. With a lightning movement the Master rolled to one side without losing his balance, while at the same time he nocked a new arrow. Isgord and Molak nearly crashed into each other, then turned to Ivar, who was somersaulting away from them again. 
 
    “Don’t go away!” Isgord cried in fury. 
 
    Molak charged at the Elder as fast as he could. But Ivar made another zigzag move, and when Molak regained his balance he found himself with an arrow in his heart. 
 
    Isgord took advantage of Molak’s fall to lunge at Ivar like lightning. 
 
    “Gotcha!” he said in triumph, seeing he was on top of him. He thrust at his arm. 
 
    The Master, with absolute calm, blocked the blow with his bow. Isgord attacked with his axe, but Ivar blocked him with the forearm that held the arrow he had been about to nock. 
 
    Isgord found both his arms blocked. He stepped back to deliver a cross-thrust. 
 
    He did not have time. 
 
    With another masterly slide, the Elder fell on him and sank the arrow he was holding into Isgord’s heart. 
 
    “Hell!” Isgord shouted in frustration. 
 
    Everyone began to applaud that incredible exhibition of skill, agility, coordination and marksmanship. 
 
    “Unbelievable …” Lasgol murmured. 
 
    “The old man moves pretty well, huh?” Viggo said. He was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    Lasgol could barely believe what he had just seen. “He certainly does.” 
 
    “Name of the specialty?” Ivar asked. 
 
    “I think I know,” Ingrid said. “At the time I didn’t understand what it meant, but now I can see it clearly. An archer who moves like a gust of air, who can’t be caught, like the wind.” 
 
    “Correct. Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    Lasgol remembered the name. Yes, they had met one in the campaign on the Frozen Continent. “Mortensen,” he said. 
 
    “Good pupil,” said Ivar, who had apparently recognized the name. 
 
    Viggo waved toward the spot where the fight had taken place. “He didn’t tell us he was capable of doing all this.” 
 
    Ivar smiled mischievously. “A Ranger always keeps his secrets.”  
 
    “That’s obvious. Now,” Viggo went on, trying not to sound offensive, “forgive my bluntness, but how does someone your age manage to move like that?”  
 
    Ivar laughed out loud. “That’s a secret for some other day. Now it’s time to go back. I think that after these demonstrations you’ll remember the Elite Specialties of Archery.” 
 
    “You bet,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “This is getting interesting,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. Very interesting indeed. 
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    Next day came the turn of the introduction to Specialization of Nature with Annika, the Elder Specialist. It was not the preferred discipline of either the Archery or Expertise pupils. Ingrid, Molak, Astrid and Viggo were not particularly keen, as was obvious from their faces. For some reason the two specialties which involved more action (Archery and Expertise) and the two more reflective ones (Nature and Wildlife) were at odds, at least as regards the amount of interest they aroused in the apprentices. 
 
    Lasgol was happy to have the chance to learn as much as he could of this School, which was his favorite after Wildlife. He thought of Egil and how much he would have enjoyed it here with them. He heaved a deep sigh. He missed Egil’s company, his advice. He found it hard to be at the Shelter without him, still more now that he had lost Camu. His tremendous anxiety about this seemed to be devouring him inwardly, so that sometimes he could barely even breathe. If Egil were here with him, he would surely think of some brilliant idea for finding Camu. But he was not, and he would have to fend for himself. 
 
    “Welcome to all of you,” Annika said as she greeted them in front of the Lair. Her voice was soft, like a pleasant murmur, like a summer breeze in the forest. 
 
    Lasgol saw that she must have been around eighty, yet there was something contradictory about her appearance; there were very few wrinkles on her face, and in fact you had to come very close to see them. They were so fine as to be barely noticeable, which was striking. But her deep green eyes, the long white hair which came down to her waist and the fragility of her body betrayed her age. Her Nordic appearance, her snow-white skin and her clothes gave her the aura of an Ice Witch from Norghanian folklore, from the kingdom of the snows. 
 
    “The first thing you must understand is that we live and die for our Mother Nature. Those who are in harmony with her will live a longer life and enjoy a better existence. Those who study our mother, as we do, will be able to use the knowledge we acquire to survive, to kill or to help others. The choice is ours, each one of us, at every moment of our lives. I, as your Master, make the decision to teach you the elite specializations we have developed. With this decision I help you, I help the realm, and the Mother too, since I shall teach you to respect her.” 
 
    The group listened to the old teacher, enthralled. Annika’s words and her way of expressing herself both enveloped and captivated them. 
 
    “Come with me now, beginners, and I’ll show you the different paths that open out before you in this specialization.” She beckoned them to follow her and began to walk slowly but gracefully. They crossed the forest that surrounded the Lair and went into the great valley that was the Shelter. 
 
    “Many things are put at our disposal by our mother Nature,” she said as she walked. She pointed to the grass, then to the river, the forest at the bottom, and the sky. “We must make the most of what she offers and always respect her designs. We must never turn against her. Anyone who harms nature will not live a long life. Anyone who fails to respect her will perish, mark my words.” 
 
    They came to a clearing, and at the far end they saw a waterfall that came down from the mountain and broke into a lake of blue-green water. Annika led them to it.  
 
    “This wonder, which our mother has created for our enjoyment, apart from being beautiful, puts at our disposal a number of elements. With the necessary knowledge, we may be able to use these to our advantage as Rangers. What do you see in this dream environment that we might use, my dear beginners?” 
 
    Lasgol studied the place carefully: the waterfall, the lake, the vegetation by the waterside, the trees to one side, birds, squirrels, and fish in the water. 
 
    “There are water-lilies,” Sugesen said. “They can be used for making potions.”  
 
    “There are various kinds of plants around the lake and above the waterfall that we can use,” Gonars added. 
 
    Viggo leaned towards Lasgol. “These two aren’t very bright, but they seem to know quite a bit.”  
 
    “Why do you say they’re not very bright?” 
 
    “Because they’re Isgord’s buddies.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, the fact that they’re hard-working and clever doesn’t necessarily mean they’ve got much common sense,” Lasgol joked. 
 
    Viggo gave a twisted smile. “Or much personality.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and nodded. He did not dislike Gonars and Sugesen himself. He knew they were very clever, because he had often seen them talking to Egil in Nature Instruction. And about advanced topics too. And they had been Captains of their respective teams, which meant that they must have both character and the ability to lead. What had happened was that Isgord had drawn them into his circle and persuaded them that they would be better off forming an alliance with him, rather than with Lasgol and the other Panthers. He did not blame them for accepting; after all, Isgord was the best at almost everything. He had a strong personality and at the Camp had been considered the best captain, with the strongest team. It was logical that Sugesen and Gonars should want to be part of what was currently the strongest team in the Shelter, and to count on the support of an energetic captain. 
 
    “Also, the moss on the trees can be used in a range of potions and ointments,” Frida Helsen said. She was petite and pretty, with slightly slanting eyes and a mouse-like nose. Her hair was copper-colored and not very long, her skin very white. She spoke in a gentle, quiet voice. She transmitted calm, and Lasgol liked this. He would have to spend a little time talking to her to get to know her better. In fact he ought to talk to all the new ones, to get to know them. With luck they would turn out to be friendly. After all, all of them were Rangers, and though they were competing for an elite specialty, they did not have to be rivals. He saw Isgord’s eyes glowering at him and knew that he would probably find new enemies among the ones he did not yet know – if for no other reason, because of his own bad luck. 
 
    “Very good, my dear beginner,” Annika said to Frida. 
 
    Viggo made a gesture of annoyance. “I still think it’s ridiculous, the way the Masters call us beginners.” 
 
    “They must have their reasons,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We’re already Rangers. That’s what they ought to call us.” 
 
    “To them,” Molak pointed out, “with all that experience and knowledge behind them, that’s all we are, a bunch of young beginners,”  
 
    Viggo’s glower said nobody asked you. But he said nothing. 
 
    “Right. Any more suggestions? Anybody?” 
 
    Molak and Ingrid exchanged glances and shrugged. Viggo was still glowering. Gonars and Sugesen were looking around, still searching. 
 
    Another girl pointed to the squirrels and the fish. “The roots and the animals themselves can be used to obtain ingredients for healing potions, ointments and medicinal infusions.” 
 
    “Very well observed. That’s correct.” 
 
    Lasgol turned to look at the girl. She was one of the new ones: around twenty-five, slim and not very tall. Her hair was warm brown, tied in two pony-tails which fell to either side in the Norghanian style. Her name was Elina Gerdsen. She was not particularly pretty, but her eyes shone with a special light, that of an alert mind. Lasgol had greeted her the first day when they were all introduced, and from the little they said to one another he had the impression that she was clever. Clever in Egil’s way, and that was very clever. He would have to try and make friends with her and find out whether it had been just an impression or something more than that. 
 
    “Everything you see in this landscape that the Mother puts at our disposal can be used by us. The first Elite Specialty I want to show you is the Healer Guard.” Opening her long cloak, she took out a phial of blue liquid from her Ranger’s belt. This caught Lasgol’s attention, because it was not the standard one they used but much wider and more elaborate. Egil would have loved to be able to study it, and especially to make one himself. 
 
     “The Healer Guard is a specialist Ranger whose main function is to look after his or her partners, or the person or persons entrusted to them on a mission.” 
 
    Isgord’s face took on a sneer. “Then they don’t fight? They just heal?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that, young beginner. I said that their main function is healing, not that they can’t or ought never to fight. But if anyone is wounded, poisoned, falls sick or suffers an accident, they’ll know how to heal them, tend to them and make sure they recover.” 
 
    Isgord’s expression showed that this specialty did not seem dignified enough for him. Nor was he the only one. 
 
    “Like a Healer?” Gonars asked. 
 
    “The function is similar, but the approach is very different. A Healer heals with her Gift, with her Talent. The Rangers heal with what Mother Nature makes available to us. Healers are far more powerful than Rangers when it comes to healing, but don’t underestimate what we can manage to heal with our knowledge, because you’d be surprised.” 
 
    “Understood,” Gonars said. 
 
    “If the King entrusts you with escorting a foreign princess through the lands of the realm and she’s poisoned, what use will fighting be? She’ll die, and the King will find himself in the middle of a possible war with the foreign kingdom because of his Rangers’ lack of skill.” 
 
    “That would be a pretty unlikely circumstance,” Isgord put in. 
 
    “Well, let me assure you it’s already happened. Some years ago, to Princess Aurelia of the Kingdom of Erenal in Central Tremia.” 
 
    “And what happened to the Princess?” Gonars asked. 
 
    “Her life was saved.” 
 
    “So there was no war,” Sugesen said. 
 
    “No, but there very nearly was.” 
 
    “Who saved Princess Aurelia?” Frida asked. 
 
    “The Healer Guard Erik Ulgeson, who had been assigned to the escort mission.” 
 
    “Who poisoned her?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “The poison was of Zangrian origin. Although it was impossible to prove, because the hand that poisoned her was never traced.” 
 
    “Those Zangrians are very clever,” Viggo said. “If the gamble had been successful, they’d have started a war between Erenal and Norghana, and they’d have benefited from that by attacking the weakest after the war.”  
 
    “Very possibly. But fortunately none of that happened, because a Healer Guard was travelling with them.” 
 
    “What about that phial, Master?” Elina asked. 
 
    Annika smiled. A tiny wrinkle appeared on her forehead. 
 
    “This is the antidote that saved Princess Aurelia. It can be used against a dozen poisons. I want you to think about that: it saved not just a single life but thousands, those which are lost in a war.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about this and had to agree with the assessment. 
 
    “I’d love to learn to prepare it,” said Elina. 
 
    “There’ll be time for that.” 
 
    Now they were all looking at the phial with different eyes. Lasgol too would have loved to learn how to make it. They had learnt to prepare some antidotes for common poisons, mainly against snakebites, scorpions and certain plant poisons, but always specific for each. Nothing with such a general or powerful use. 
 
    “Right. Now I’m going to explain about another of the elite specialties of the School of Nature.” She put the phial away in her belt, then very slowly and carefully took out another phial. This one was blackish-violet. 
 
    Viggo raised his left eyebrow. “This doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Does it give you any clue?” 
 
    “A number of harmful substances are that color,” Elina said. 
 
    “Is it poison?” Frida asked. 
 
    Annika nodded. “The specialty of Furtive Poisoner is to some extent the opposite of that of Healer Guard.” 
 
    This interested Viggo, who leaned forward to see. 
 
    “Poisoning is not a very noble thing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Shut up and let me listen, Blondie,” muttered Viggo. “What do you know about it?”  
 
    Ingrid glared at him, looking decidedly unfriendly. 
 
    “The Furtive Poisoner’s function is to kill, maim or handicap the enemy by using poisons. I’m sure that among you there are some who like poisons very much and others who loathe them. That’s usually the case, and it’s natural enough. The creations Mother Nature offers us can both heal and harm. The final responsibility is always ours. This specialty is very dangerous: be very clear about this. There have been accidents … and deaths …” 
 
    “Among pupils?” Gonars asked. 
 
    “That’s right. One slip while preparing a poison might end very badly.” 
 
    “With the one who’s preparing it dead,” Sugesen said. 
 
    “Plus those around him,” Frida added. 
 
    “Exactly. You must take the greatest precautions. This specialty isn’t for everybody. Only for the most intelligent and careful, who never neglect a detail. There’s nothing sadder than to die, or else to kill a partner, because of a momentary slip. It’s also a specialty which is very much in demand by the King, for ‘special’ missions.” 
 
    Viggo glanced at Lasgol and raised his eyebrows twice. 
 
    Lasgol understood the message. The King would use Furtive Poisoners to get rid of his enemies … He swallowed. 
 
    Annika put the phial away again carefully and showed them a third one. This was larger, whitish in color. 
 
    “This specialty will interest some of you, because it doesn’t go to the extremes of either healing or harming.” She left the phial on the ground and took three little sachets from her belt. She poured the first one into the phial and shook it.  It turned yellow. 
 
    “Now it’s a tonic against fever,” she said. She poured in the contents of the second sachet and shook it well. It turned orange. “Now it can be used to numb a person.” She poured in the contents of the third sachet and shook it again. This time it turned red. 
 
    Then she threw the phial behind the group. When it shattered on the ground, it exploded in a burst of flame. 
 
     “Several compounds using the same basis, for different uses,” Gonars said. 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the function of the Alchemist of the Forest, the elite Specialty whose function is to create every kind of compound according to the needs of the mission and the situation the Rangers find themselves in.” 
 
    “The first two specialties are very specific,” Sugesen said, “and this one seems to have wider uses.” 
 
    “That’s right. The Alchemist of the Forest doesn’t have a specific area to focus on – they can make all kinds of potions and preparations, including healing ones and poisons – but they won’t be as potent as those of the Healer Guard or the Furtive Poisoner, since someone who focuses on one area of knowledge will get better results in that specific area.” 
 
    “I think it’s a very interesting Elite Specialty,” Elina said. “The wider the area of knowledge, the more there is to learn and try out.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit of Alchemist of the Forest. It’s a specialization where you’re always learning, because the combinations and results are endless. But I must ask you once more to be very careful. Accidents often happen, and some of them can be deadly.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Elina promised. 
 
    “Now come with me,” Annika said. They followed her to an enormous forest which stretched toward the northeast. She took them as far as a gully, deep within it. 
 
    “How many of you could survive in a forest like this without being found?” 
 
    They all raised their hands. 
 
    Annika smiled. “How many of you could survive a whole harsh winter without leaving the forest? Be honest.” 
 
    Some of them lowered their hands. 
 
    “How many of you could survive in the worst of the storms in the middle of the worst winter in the forest?” 
 
    More hands were lowered. 
 
    “How many of you could survive forever in this forest?” 
 
    Even more hands went down. 
 
    “How many of you could survive in this forest forever while the King was sending Rangers and Bounty Hunters to search for you?” 
 
    All hands went down, except for Isgord’s. 
 
    Annika threw him a look that said: Really? 
 
    Isgord lowered his hand reluctantly. 
 
    Annika smiled. “Well that’s what the Forest Survivors can do. They’re experts at survival in nature. They survive the weather, the enemy, circumstances, snow and fire, and nobody will be able to find them in the middle of a forest. That’s the function of that specialty: to become an expert in survival. The one who survives will prevail in the end.” 
 
    “I like this specialty,” said Frida. 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars, on the other hand, did not seem very convinced. 
 
    Annika smiled sweetly. “We’ll see whether you have the right qualities, my child.”  
 
    Frida nodded. She was sure she had those qualities. 
 
    Annika pointed to an oak a few paces away. “Could someone bring me my bag of herbs?” 
 
    Isgord went like lightning to the bag, even though there was no need for him to impress Annika as this was not his specialty. But given the chance to stand out in front of the others, he could not hold himself back. 
 
    “Be careful … where you put your foot down …” Annika warned him. 
 
    This sounded strange to Lasgol. 
 
    Isgord stopped in front of the tree. He looked around him, then down to the ground, saw nothing odd and glanced at Annika, who smiled at him. He took the last step to pick up the bag. 
 
    There came a click. Immediately he was enveloped by an explosion of earth and smoke. 
 
     “Ah yes, that’s where I put the trap, what a head I have,” Annika said. She smiled maliciously. 
 
    Isgord was staggering from side to side, blinded and stunned. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Annika told him. “It’ll pass in a moment,”  
 
    Viggo was smiling broadly. “Pity it’s not permanent.” 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol had to muffle a fit of laughter. Isgord was now quieter, and they waited until he had recovered. 
 
    “Remember always that Mother Nature is full of surprises, and some of them aren’t pleasant.” She waved around her. “Out here you need to pay attention to everything around you.”  
 
    Isgord rejoined the group. “That wasn’t very nice,” he protested. 
 
    “It’ll pass,” Annika said. Her sweet smile did not charm Isgord, who was still distinctly upset. 
 
    “The next Elite Specialty requires great knowledge of the world around us, as well as great skill, with both hands and head, at setting traps that neither animals nor men are capable of escaping. It’s Forest Trapper. Wherever there’s some undergrowth, any vegetation, the tiniest thicket, the trapper will prepare his trap and the prey will fall into it, as we’ve just seen. It’s a very popular specialty among beginners like you, and a very useful one. It’s used in any number of missions, from helping villagers with wild animals to capturing bandits wanted by justice, or enemy messengers. The Forest Trapper knows how to prepare different kinds of elemental traps, some with very complex effects. And what’s more important, they know how to hide them so that they pass totally unnoticed until the victim steps on them – and by then it’s already too late.” 
 
    “I like this specialty very much,” Lasgol commented to Viggo and Ingrid. 
 
    “I like the way the trap’s hidden, so you don’t even see it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “I like it when it gets set off.”  
 
    Annika went on with her introduction. She pointed to a strange plant with flowers like bells. “Does anybody know what plant that is, and what its uses are?”  
 
    Lasgol did not recognize it. Neither did the others, who went closer to study it. Sugesen, Gonars, Frida and Elina, who belonged to the School of Nature, studied it for some time, but they did not recognize it either. Annika meanwhile was smiling, as if this was a game she found amusing. Judging by the expression of the four beginners in Nature, they did not find it at all funny to be made to look ridiculous like that in front of the Elder master. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I didn’t expect anyone to recognize the Dementia Bell.” Her smile grew even wider, seeing their blank expressions. 
 
    “Dementia bell?” Viggo asked. He sounded very interested. 
 
    Annika nodded. “It’s extremely toxic. Even touching it with your bare hands isn’t recommended. You must always use gloves, then wash them very well, or even burn them.” 
 
    “Is it as poisonous as that?” Elina asked. 
 
    “It’s not poisonous per se. It’s toxic, which is different. If consumed, the person suffers a state of prolonged dementia. It’s very dangerous.” 
 
    “How prolonged?” Viggo wanted to find out. 
 
    “It depends on the amount ingested. A couple of bells of that size could leave a person demented for months, and there would be no guarantee he’d recover.” 
 
    “Is it used in poisons?” Frida asked. 
 
    “Yes, although very few know of its existence. It’s only studied in the Expert Herbalist Specialty.” 
 
    “Is that like Forest Alchemist?” Sugesen asked. 
 
    “No, the Alchemist specializes in the creation of compounds. The Herbalist is an expert in everything that grows in the forests, capable of seeking out and recognizing even the rarest plant. He’d know where to find it, how to recognize it, and everything about it.” 
 
    “Rather boring, surely?” Bjorn commented. 
 
    “Perhaps, but if you’re poisoned with some exotic venom and to create the antidote you need one of those rare and special plants, who do you think can get it for you and save your life?” 
 
    Bjorn bowed his head. “The Expert Herbalist.” 
 
    “That’s right. It might not be the most exciting of the specialties, but I can assure you it’s one of the most important. Only those with a great interest for the world that grows around us and a desire to study it should consider it.” 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen were looking at each other. Their expressions suggested that it might be interesting after all. 
 
    “Another specialty which is widely taken up,” Annika went on, “is that of Green Cartographer. Does anyone know what this one’s function is?” 
 
    Lasgol raised his hand. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Annika encouraged him. 
 
    “We met a Royal Ranger, Nikessen, who’s a Green Cartographer.” 
 
    She nodded in acknowledgment. “Nikessen. Yes, a good student.” 
 
    “He explained to us that the Green Cartographers travel the kingdom making very detailed maps, not only of roads and forests, mountains and rivers, but also of ways of access to the most difficult peaks and gorges. They get to where the royal cartographers can’t, or even a Ranger. The maps aren’t as precise and detailed as the royal ones, but they cover more sites.” 
 
    “Very well explained. To be a Green Cartographer you need the spirit of an explorer and at the same time, to be very good at making maps. It’s rare to find this combination in one person.” She smiled. “Perhaps we have one among you. And with this we’ll finish the lesson for today. Let’s go back.”  
 
    They left the forest and set off back to the Lair. As they left, Lasgol gave a final glance back at the strange bell plant. 
 
    It had vanished. 
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     Lasgol woke up after having been barely able to sleep at all. Nightmares had filled his dreams: nightmares about Camu wounded, captured – or much worse, dead. He felt a terrible anguish, so that he could barely breathe. 
 
    Astrid noticed and came closer to him in the bunk beds. 
 
    “Relax,” she said. … “Try to breathe through your nose … slowly …” 
 
    Lasgol tried, but was unable to. He almost suffocated. Finally air came in through his nose and reached his lungs, so that he was able to breathe. 
 
    Astrid put her hands on his shoulders, which comforted him a little. Bjorn and Ulgren, who were in nearby bunks, stared at him in surprise. 
 
    “It’s all right, just a nightmare,” Astrid told them, so that they would stop looking at him. 
 
    The two specialist Archers went to chat with Frida and Elina. As they got ready to face the daily instruction, the two girls were commenting on which elite specialties of Nature they preferred. 
 
    When Ingrid came to Lasgol’s side she looked tired, which was a rare thing in her. Her stamina was impressive. 
 
    “I’ve been searching the whole night … but nothing, not a trace. Sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you … both of you …” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope, we’ll find him,” Ingrid promised with her usual unshakable confidence. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. All the same, he felt so bad that he barely had the heart to begin the day. 
 
    Astrid tried to cheer him up. “This afternoon we have initiation into Wildlife. I’m sure you’ll be fascinated.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Ingrid said. “It’s your turn today. You’ll really enjoy it.”  
 
    “Thanks …”  
 
    But nothing could really cheer him up. 
 
    Gisli, Elder Specialist of Wildlife, assembled them in one of the high forests to the north of the valley. It took them some time to get there, since it was a long way away and they had to climb two very steep hills. 
 
    “Today we come to the introduction to School of Wildlife: my specialty,” he told them when they had assembled in a semicircle in front of him. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that unlike Esben, the Master Ranger of the Camp, Gisli’s hair was well-combed and did not give him the air of a wild animal, as Esben’s often did. Gisli wore his white hair tied back in a queue and was clean-shaven. He was seventy or so, strongly-built, with a snub nose and a fleshy face full of wrinkles. His eyes were sea-blue; they seemed to have seen a lot. 
 
    “This specialization requires three things,” he told them. “First: respect and love for all the creatures of Mother Nature. Anyone without these qualities has no place among the specialists of Nature. Second: concentration, to find the traces Mother Nature reveals to us of those who pass over her. Every living creature leaves a trail through forests, roads, mountains or rivers. Finding and following those trails is a matter of concentration and skill. Third: Never give up. No matter how hard the task might seem, no matter how tired you might be from the effort, always keep going. I hope those of you who belong to this School have these three concepts clear in your minds.” 
 
    Lasgol and Luca looked at one another and nodded. It was very clear to both of them. Lasgol looked aside at Erika, who also belonged to Wildlife, and noticed her nodding at the Master’s words. He tried to remember who else had said he belonged to Wildlife at the presentation of the new arrivals. When he scanned everybody there, one face caught his attention. This was Axe Ingerson, a young man with a foxy face who had said his specialty was Wildlife. His foxy look, with that nose, eyes, long face and copper-blond hair had caught Lasgol’s attention. He was neither very tall nor very strongly-built, and in fact was similar physically to Lasgol himself. He could tell by this boy’s gaze that he was very sharp-witted. 
 
    “Right then. First Elite Specialty of Wildlife: the Tireless Tracker. It’s one of the most sought-after specialties, as its main function is finding and following a trail to the end. So that you understand better, I’m going to show you.” He whistled twice, with a curious quality to the sound. 
 
    From a clump of shrubs to the south came a medium-sized dog. He came up to Gisli, who stroked him affectionately between the ears. 
 
    “Does anybody know what breed this is?”  
 
    Lasgol was about to answer but Axe beat him to it. 
 
    “It’s a Norghanian bloodhound.” 
 
    “Correct. What’s it notable for?” 
 
    “It can find and follow a trail for days without tiring. Being Norghanian, it puts up with the snow and the cold, which is something other bloodhounds from the south or west of Tremia can’t.” 
 
    “Correct once again. I see we have beginners who have paid attention.” 
 
    “There he goes about beginners again,” Viggo protested. “If he knows the lesson, he can’t be a beginner.”  
 
    “I’m sure it’s because of the difference in age and experience,” Lasgol said, to stop him complaining. “Look at the Master. He looks like your grandfather.”  
 
    “More like my great-grandfather …” 
 
    “The Tireless Tracker is like a Norghanian bloodhound, but on two legs. He’ll be able to find the trail of the prey and follow it as long as may be needed, under the worst conditions. Hence the name Tireless. It means you’ll never give up, no matter how complicated the situation might appear. Understood?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Master,” Axe said. 
 
    Gisli stroked the hound again. “Good boy,” he said. “Now go back home.” The bloodhound did so at once without taking the least notice of them all, as though they were not there. This left Lasgol very impressed. 
 
    “Will we be able to use Bloodhounds to track?” Luca asked. 
 
    “Of course. Their training is part of the specialty. But on a mission, depending on the place and time, you won’t always have their help, so you’ll need to be as good as he is. And more intelligent, we would hope – although this isn’t always the case. Jokes aside, the second point is important, because a bloodhound will follow a trail to its death. You should try to avoid dying at the end of the trail.” His voice had turned more serious. “Remember that in all probability, at the end of the trail there’ll be a trap, whether from a criminal or from an enemy waiting in hiding to kill you, or a prey turning around to attack.” 
 
    “Yes, Master, we’ll keep that in mind,” Luca said. 
 
    “Good. Second specialty: the Man-Hunter. This specialty is also in great demand, particularly in these chaotic times. Their function is to capture fugitives, criminals and enemies of the Realm, dead or alive. Alive is preferable, though not always possible. For this you need to be a very good tracker and at the same time very good with weapons and traps. It’s a combination of Wildlife, Archery and Nature, although primarily Wildlife, because to capture someone you have to find him first, which is usually the most complicated part.” 
 
    “Can we use animals to help us?” Axe asked. 
 
    “Certainly. In all the elite specialties of this school you can use animals to help you. It’s an intrinsic part of your training in the School of Wildlife.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Axe said. 
 
    “The Man-Hunters can use bloodhounds, hawks, and owls to help them, and need to have a very good touch with them. It’s not a simple specialty. In fact it’s a difficult and dangerous one.” 
 
    Listening to these explanations, Lasgol was delighted. He loved tracking amid mountains and forests. He also enormously enjoyed working with animals. Even though their handling was complicated, it fascinated him. 
 
    “Always bear in mind that Man-Hunters inevitably face the threat of death at the end of the trail. Always. The prey will try to kill the Hunter rather than be caught. That makes it one of the most dangerous specialties. Be aware of that.” 
 
    “We will,” said Luca. Judging by his eager stance and intense gaze, this specialty seemed to appeal to him. 
 
    Moving a little away from the group, Gisli put his hands to his mouth to imitate a bird’s call three times, directed up to the sky. The sound rose above their heads and seemed to echo in the immensity of the sky. Gisli stayed very still where he was apparently waiting. Suddenly a bird appeared above their heads, circled them twice and came down toward him. The Master stretched out his gloved arm, with his forearm reinforced, and the bird landed on it with magnificent speed and precision. It was a beautiful grey hawk. 
 
    “The fastest of birds,” Gisli said. 
 
    He put his free hand to his mouth and called again, three times. These calls were different, deeper than the summons to the hawk. A moment later another bird appeared above their heads. It watched them, flying in circles, reluctant to descend, until Gisli stretched out his other arm and the bird landed on it. It was a beautiful snowy owl with white plumage, spotted with grey. 
 
    “These two birds are used in the elite specialties, one for its day vision and unequaled speed, the other for its peerless hearing and nocturnal abilities. The elite specialty that uses them most is Tireless Explorer. The function of this specialist is to explore and report day and night, without ever weakening. It’s used particularly by the army for finding the enemy and avoiding falling into an ambush. Also for exploring unknown or enemy territory in incursions or invasions. It’s used throughout the realm for finding anomalies, such as the movement of animals or enemies. When it involves exploring the world around us, discovering what mysteries it hides from us, what dangers lurk: that’s when the Tireless Explorer excels.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled from ear to ear. That was exactly what he liked most himself, exploring and discovering new lands on Trotter’s back. He could picture himself finding territories of outstanding beauty in distant lands where no man had ever set foot, traveling from one territory to another across the whole of Tremia. It would be fantastic – if he got the position. He would have to make an enormous effort. Or there might be another specialty he would like even more. He would have to wait and find out more about all of them, then decide. What he knew very well was that it was not going to be easy. Nothing in the world of the Rangers was that, which was what made them so special. 
 
    “And finally the most difficult elite specialty of all. So that you understand what it involves, I’m going to give you a demonstration. Follow me.” 
 
    Gisli, with his rapid, enormous strides, seemed to cover twice as much distance as any of them. Lasgol had to hurry to follow him, while the Master seemed to be merely walking, with total ease. When they began to climb toward the summit of a rocky mountain he realized that Gisli was walking twice as fast as they were, with a minimum of exertion. The steeper the climb became, the more obvious this was. 
 
    Viggo wiped drops of sweat from his forehead. “That old man sure can walk.” 
 
    “That old man is five times fitter than you are,” Ingrid countered. 
 
    “I think it’s because of the way he walks,” Molak said. “It doesn’t look very natural to me, more like something he’s learned.”  
 
    “If he keeps going like that he’ll reach the deserts of the Nocean Empire by nightfall.”  
 
    They all laughed at Viggo’s exaggeration. 
 
    At the summit they found an almost impenetrable wall of rock on one side. 
 
    “If he wants to go up there, we’re screwed,” said Viggo. 
 
    Molak indicated a cave on one side of the wall. “I don’t think that’s what he’s looking for.” 
 
    “A cave?” Viggo repeated. “I don’t like caves. They’re full of unpleasant surprises.”  
 
    “You never like anything,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Do I have to remind you that to reach the Shelter, we went through an enormous cavern with a frozen Dragon in it?” 
 
    “We don’t know that it was really a dragon,” Molak objected. 
 
    “I think it was a bloody Dragon, the kind that eats cattle and humans equally.” 
 
    “It could be a statue,” Ingrid suggested. 
 
    Viggo shook his head vigorously. “Yeah, with our luck I’m sure it’s just a stone statue in the middle of a block of ice, what else …”  
 
    “In the group I came with, it was generally agreed that it wasn’t real, it was either an optical effect or a frozen statue.” 
 
    Viggo was still shaking his head. “Well, your group’s wrong. You just wait … you just wait and see…” 
 
    Gisli raised his fist in the air, and they all came to a halt. 
 
    “I don’t want a single word, or a sound, or a movement until I say so. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” they murmured. 
 
    Gisli nodded. At the entrance of the cave he stopped and got down on one knee. To everybody’s surprise, he put his hand to his mouth and gave a kind of whining roar. He did this three times, like a wounded beast calling its family. 
 
    Suddenly, from inside the cave, came an animal. 
 
    It was a huge grey bear! 
 
    The animal reared on its hind legs, more than six feet high, and gave an aggressive roar. 
 
    Lasgol was petrified. It could have killed Gisli with a single swipe from its claw – and with both, it could have disemboweled him. He wanted to shout out to the master to seek cover. But he remembered his orders and said nothing. 
 
    Several members of the group drew their weapons. 
 
    What happened next left them frozen. 
 
    Gisli stood up and whispered a few words to the animal, which lunged at him. 
 
    Lasgol thought the Master was as good as dead. But the bear, instead of disemboweling him, hugged him as a son would his father. 
 
    The Master went on whispering words to the beast, which was greeting him affectionately, rubbing its head and muzzle on his face and torso. This was amazing. The bear hardly seemed to be tame; it lived in a cave on the summit of a mountain.  
 
    They all watched in silence as man and beast greeted one another so affectionately. At one point it seemed as if the bear’s affections might dislocate Gisli’s limbs, but considering his age, he showed tremendous strength and was able to withstand the weight and the strength of the beast’s ‘caresses’. They ended up rolling in the grass, then said goodbye. The Master whispered some gentle words to the bear, which went back into its cave. 
 
    To everybody’s astonishment, Gisli came back to the group with a broad smile. 
 
    “It’s a while since I last visited this big guy,” he said. 
 
    “It was … awesome …” Lasgol murmured. 
 
    “More than that,” Luca said. “It’s a wild bear, isn’t it?”  
 
    Gisli smiled. “Very much so.”  
 
    “Then it’s a real feat,” Erika said. Her eyes were like saucers. 
 
    “It could have torn you to shreds, Master,” Axe said. 
 
    “He could have, but he didn’t.” 
 
    “And why didn’t he?” asked Lars Stanson, another of the new arrivals. Lasgol remembered that he too belonged to Wildlife. Lars looked like a bear himself; he was as big and ugly as one, so that he was perfectly matched to that specialty. His character too was like a bear’s, judging by what little conversation Lasgol had managed to have with him. He tended to growl a lot, and he always looked as though he were about to tear someone’s head off. 
 
    “That’s a good question. Why, d’you think? 
 
    “Because he’s domesticated in some way.” 
 
    “No, he’s not domesticated.” 
 
    “Then how’s that possible? A bear doesn’t behave that way.” 
 
    “True. And that takes us to the elite specialty I wanted to show you. The most difficult one in the School of Wildlife: Beast Whisperer. Their function is what you’ve seen: to be able to whisper, to communicate with animals. To turn them into our allies. For this you need a very special bond. One of mutual respect and trust. It’s extremely difficult to achieve, particularly with large or aggressive predators like tigers, panthers and bears. But I can assure you that it can be done. You’ve seen it with your own eyes.” 
 
    “So that bear is your familiar?” Axe asked him. 
 
    “No. My familiar is Snowflake, who you all love so much and who you play with during physical training.” 
 
    Viggo put his hands on his smarting buttocks. “Play, he says … damn tiger … my ass is …” 
 
    “You deserve it for being so slow,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It’s because some people are too heavy and it’s a massive effort to carry them.”  
 
    “In that case you’re not strong enough.” 
 
    He looked suddenly sad. “Yeah, I’m never enough of anything for you.”  
 
    Ingrid did not know what to say to that. She was left staring at him, looking rather disconcerted. 
 
    “But I don’t want you to get your hopes up,” Gisli went on. “To turn an animal into a familiar requires a very special, advanced bond, and not many achieve it. Unfortunately it can’t be taught. There are those who have this ability and those who don’t.” 
 
    “And how will we know?” Erika asked. “I’d love to become a Beast Whisperer.”  
 
    Lasgol stiffened. He too longed to be a Beast Whisperer. He would love to create bonds with animals, with Trotter, with a Snow Panther … to have a familiar animal, as Gisli had Snowflake, would be amazing. He would like it to be a Snow Panther. And yet did he deserve it? Now he was not sure he did, not after losing Camu. Perhaps it would be best to find another specialty, seeing how badly he had fared with Camu, and let Erika have this one. Yes, that would be the best thing; he hardly deserved an honor like that. His heart saddened at the thought of poor Camu and his own incompetence. 
 
    “To know that, we’ll have to try it,” Gisli said. “I can’t know whether you have the innate ability to create deep affective bonds with the beasts of the forest. We’ll have to try it and see.” 
 
    “I can see it’ll be dangerous,” Erika said. 
 
    “Everything that surrounds us is dangerous,” Gisli said. “But I’ll show you and help you. Nothing serious ought to happen.” 
 
    Lars looked at him, wild-eyed. “Nothing serious?” he repeated. 
 
    “Accidents do occur,” Gisli said with shrug.” Not all of them can be prevented when you’re dealing with wild animals.”  
 
    “Well that’s just great …” Lars said, and his eyes shone with concern. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver. Viggo grimaced at him and shrugged, which meant that he was thinking the same as Lars. Being a Ranger was dangerous; becoming an Elite Specialist Ranger was even more so. They would have to tread very carefully, or else they might have an accident – one that could be fatal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later came the turn of the introduction to the Specialization of Expertise. Viggo pretended he did not really care, but Lasgol knew he was nervous and even excited. 
 
    He waved impatiently. “It’ll be a waste of time. Why don’t they give us a book that explains each elite specialty and be done with it?”  
 
    “You must be really busy,” Ingrid said to him as she got down from her bunk. She had been resting after the morning’s exercise with Snowflake. 
 
    “Well, yes, I am. I have to sharpen my daggers.” 
 
    “You know they’re forbidden. A Ranger can only use the statutory weapons.”  
 
    He smiled as if he were delighted. “I love it when you order me around.” 
 
    She made a fist. “I’m going to give you a lovely black eye, you just wait.”  
 
    “Actually there are tomes that explain all the specialties,” said Astrid, who was listening. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Aren Ingerson told me.”  
 
    “And who’s that?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Lasgol wondered the same, and also why Astrid knew him. 
 
    She pointed. “He’s one of the School of Wildlife, the dark one over at the far end.”  
 
    He was alone in his bunk, apparently resting. Lasgol recognized him now: he was a quiet, wiry boy, not particularly tall: something between himself and Viggo. Yes, that was the impression he had given Lasgol when they met. He had made a typical Viggo-style comment. He was reserved and kept his distance from the others, even in the Cave of Spring, where everybody chatted with one another before they turned in to sleep. 
 
    “No need to point at him,” Ingrid said to her. “Viggo knows perfectly well who he is. He studies everyone, watches everyone, then pretends he doesn’t give a damn and doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    Astrid glanced at Viggo. “I see …”  
 
    He shrugged. “I have many exceptional qualities.” 
 
    Astrid shook her head. “Aren’s here for his second year.” 
 
    “Oh, a loser …” said Viggo. 
 
    “He’s not a loser, he was simply asked to come back this year to finish his training.”  
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Sometimes you’re really obnoxious, did you know that?” Astrid snapped back. 
 
    Ingrid nodded several times. “Oh he certainly knows it.”  
 
    “And enjoys it,” Lasgol added with a smile. 
 
    Viggo grinned. “I enjoy it immensely.” 
 
    “Well, Aren told me that Sigrid has a Tome she calls the Path of the Specialist. It explains all the elite specialties and their principles.” 
 
    Viggo waved his arms. “Oh no! Another Path of the Ranger! I can’t stand it! Dolbarar gave it to us for breakfast, lunch and supper!” 
 
    “I think Sigrid’s less literal in her teachings,” Astrid said, “but the principles of the specializations are all there in that tome. So you could ask her for it and skip today’s instruction …” she added, as though she were daring him to do it. 
 
    “And leave the way free for you so you can choose whatever specialty you want? No, I don’t think so.” He wagged his finger at her. 
 
    Astrid smiled mischievously, “Who, me? I’d never do that to you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure. Not to this one, maybe” – he jabbed his finger at Lasgol – “but to me? You certainly would.” 
 
    Astrid’s smile grew broader. “In that case get a move on, stop telling us tall tales and get ready, ’cause we’re off very soon. And make no mistake about it, I’m going to choose the Elite Specialty of Expertise I like best, and you won’t be able to stop me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that!” 
 
    “Look how excited he gets,” Ingrid said. “I thought this bored you.”  
 
    “You two get on my nerves,” Viggo said, and turned his back on them. 
 
    Ingrid and Astrid laughed. Lasgol covered his mouth so that his friend would not hear him giggle. 
 
    Engla, the Elder Specialist of the School of Expertise, was waiting for them at the southern end of the valley under the shade of some huge fir trees. Astrid stood in the front row to get a better view of the Elder Specialist. Viggo joined her at once. Astrid winked at him and smiled. Viggo immediately looked very dignified. 
 
    Lasgol looked closely at Engla. She was younger than the other three Elder Specialists: around sixty-five, thin and wiry. Under her clothes you could tell that her body was in excellent condition. Her eyes were remarkable: blue, very intense and slightly slanting. She was not beautiful, although probably no-one would ever dare to tell her so because there was an aura of danger around her … deadly danger. Her hair was very black and curly, tied with a band around her forehead. The color could not have been natural; at her age it should have been white. Someone who walks among the shadows cannot do so with hair that would be visible from a distance. Lasgol noticed that her skin was not Norghanian white either, though her face and eyes were. Her skin was darkened. She must dye it as well, to avoid being seen. Lasgol certainly found her interesting. 
 
    She smiled as she welcomed them all. “I see some familiar faces. Hello, Aren.”  
 
    “It’s an honor, Ma’am,” Aren replied. He fell to one knee. 
 
    Engla signaled him to stand, which he did with amazing speed. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come back to finish your training.” 
 
    “I thank the Gods of the Ice for my Teacher’s generosity.” 
 
    Engla smiled. “I recognize Jorgen too.” 
 
    The young man fell to one knee at once. “Ma’am, it’s a great honor.” 
 
    Lasgol thought he looked rather like Aren in build and hair. But their faces were different: Jorgen’s face was a little like Gerd’s, although not his physique, which was much smaller. Lasgol found this curious. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come back too.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to have a second chance.” 
 
    “An honor you’ve earned through your efforts.”  
 
    Astrid and Viggo exchanged a wary look. Those two had not managed to graduate the year before. Would they be able to manage it themselves? Lasgol had the feeling that though Expertise had already been a very demanding subject back at the Camp, here at the Shelter it would be even more so. 
 
    “This specialty requires skills which are not within everybody’s reach. Some are born with certain of them. They’re lucky in that way, and as a result it’s easier for them to master the subjects I teach. But don’t misunderstand me: those who aren’t born with those skills can also acquire them. I can assure you that they can be learned and practiced. For some this will be hard, others will never make it because of the physical and mental effort required. That’s the way of it, and it’s taken for granted. I myself, for instance, wasn’t born with them. All my skills are learnt and have been practiced every single day of my life, which is already a long one. I had a great Master: my predecessor Ebar ‘The Magnificent’, who taught me everything I know. I’ll try to pass on to you as much as I can.” 
 
    They were all listening with the utmost respect, so impressive did they find the Elder Specialist. Her voice alone, which was neutral, neither grave or sharp, compelled them all to listen. Her eyes seemed to hold the gazes of all. There was something magnetic in her: something dangerous. 
 
    “This specialty isn’t for anybody. Those with a tender heart, those who are afraid, those who can’t handle strong emotions, have no place with me. The first thing you must know about the specialization of Expertise is that we focus on death.” 
 
    There was absolute silence. They did not even seem to be breathing. 
 
    “We bring death to our enemies. I’m not going to dress that up with pretty words. We kill our enemies, swiftly and efficiently.” 
 
    The silence seemed to grow still more intense. 
 
    “The second thing you need to know is that everything we do is done in secret and in the shadows.” 
 
    Engla’s gaze passed across her pupils: Aren, Jorgen, Astrid, Viggo and Jensen. Lasgol remembered that Erika had said of Jensen that he was dangerous, an assassin in the service of the King. In that case Aren and Jorgen must be the same. He began to feel very concerned about Astrid and Viggo. This was not good company to keep. Not good at all. 
 
    “If you don’t want to follow this path of death, secrecy and shadows, you needn’t. You can give it up and begin your life as Rangers. You’ll be given a destination and a mission.” She looked at them again, resting her intense gaze on the eyes of each of them. None of them looked away. 
 
    Lasgol wished that Astrid and Viggo would take a step back, that they would not go on with the specialization, even though he knew they would not. They would go on. Unfortunately… 
 
    “There you are. The offer’s open. You can give it up whenever you wish.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” Aren said. 
 
    “The first elite specialty I’m going to show you is one that doesn’t shed blood, just to reassure you, because I can see a number of anxious faces among you.” She looked at Lasgol, who did not know where to hide. 
 
    “You,” she said to Viggo. “Follow me, and don’t let me out of your sight.” 
 
    She went into the forest slowly, and Viggo followed her. The Elder took five steps into the dense vegetation, and at the sixth she vanished in front of him. 
 
    “By all the gods!” he muttered. He had lost her. 
 
    She emerged from the forest ten paces further to the east and came back to the starting-point. Viggo was already making his way into the forest to look for her. 
 
    “Come back here,” she called. 
 
    Viggo did so, silently cursing his own clumsiness. 
 
    “This skill is part of the Stealthy Spy’s arsenal of skills. It’s an elite specialty of Expertise which is very much used by the King and the nobles to spy on their rivals and the enemy, both within Norghanian territory and beyond. Their main mission is to gather information. They keep to the shadows and are never seen or captured.” 
 
    “And never shed blood?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “No, their mission is to get information and come back with it. Not to fight.” 
 
    “And if they come across an enemy?” 
 
    “They flee.” 
 
    “And if they’re captured?” 
 
    “They take their own life.” 
 
    “Oh …” Astrid said. She had not expected that. 
 
    “If a Stealthy Spy is captured, he loses his value and might endanger the realm, compromising the King for having sent him. Hence he’ll kill himself to reveal nothing under torture. They always carry a powerful poison with them.” 
 
    Lasgol thought of Astrid being captured in enemy territory, having to take poison, and began to feel so anxious he began to sweat profusely. He wished by all the frozen gods that Astrid would not choose that specialization. As for Viggo, he knew he was too smart and would never sacrifice his life just like that. 
 
    “This specialty is for those for whom honor and loyalty to the kingdom are above anything else, including their own life.” 
 
    “It would be an honor,” Aren said. 
 
    Lasgol was glad there was one volunteer, but he still did not feel easy. Astrid had a strong sense of honor and loyalty to the kingdom. For her, Norghana and the Crown were above everything else. 
 
    “Another very similar specialty is that of Chameleon Stalker. It has several uses. Its main function is that of that of being able to camouflage oneself within one’s surroundings as if the Stalker were a human chameleon, and vanish from the sight of enemy or prey. Once camouflaged, his function is to stalk the target.” 
 
    “Stalk with what aim?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “To capture or kill. That would depend on the mission.” 
 
    “Like a Man-Hunter?” Jensen asked. 
 
    “No, exactly the opposite. Man-Hunters chase their prey; the Chameleon Stalkers go on ahead and prepare a carefully concealed trap or ambush, then when the prey goes by           they act.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” 
 
    “The end might be the same, but the means are different. The Stalker uses his environment and his intelligence to lure his prey into a trap. He’ll never know what happened to him. Everything will be over in a moment.” 
 
    “Like a large predator hidden in the thicket waiting for its prey to come and drink at the river,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Exactly. The prey will die in the blink of an eye. Traps are also used to make the ambush easier. Our specialties are based on subtlety, on being neither seen nor sensed. For noisy and clumsy attacks, we already have the king’s inept army.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    Engla gave them a somber smile. “Now we move on to the most sought-after specialties, the most difficult ones …”  
 
    Lasgol would almost have preferred not to know what was coming next. They would be specialties so dark and lethal that they would make his skin prickle. He was afraid Astrid and Viggo would fall under the spell of Engla and her deadly specialties, and he would lose them. Evil drags people after it, captures them, clouds their minds and never leaves them, his father Dakon had told him, and now he was beginning to understand what he had meant. This specialty was too dark. Already the School of Expertise had seemed to him too lethal and somber, but at least the lessons he had learned in it would help him survive. And to kill too, if there was no other choice … but he suspected that the elite specializations of Expertise would lead his friends to kill, which would be a terrible thing. He feared for their souls, particularly for Astrid’s. For Viggo’s a little less. His friend knew how to cope. 
 
    “We’ll begin with Forest Assassin. I think a demonstration will help you understand it. You see that forest to my right? I’m going to go into it and hide. Wait for my signal, beginners, then go into the forest. You have to try to find me without my marking you.” She showed them her two Ranger marking knives, more elaborate and lighter than the ones they had used in Expertise training. 
 
    She went into the forest and imperceptibly vanished. Lasgol narrowed his eyes, but all he could see was bushes and trees. 
 
    They waited for a moment. Then there came the call of a cuckoo, which they took to be the signal. 
 
    Astrid, Viggo and the others went into the forest with their weapons unsheathed, then separated. Lasgol stared intently. All he could hear was the sound of the breeze in the foliage. Suddenly they heard a muffled cry, then another. Something was happening. 
 
    Aren and Astrid came back out of the forest. On their chests and backs they bore the red marks that showed they had been hit. 
 
    “We didn’t even see her …” murmured Astrid. 
 
    “The Elder’s like a forest ghost,” Aren said. 
 
    A moment later they heard two more muffled cries, and Jorgen and Jensen came out of the forest looking disappointed. 
 
    “Impossible to find her,” Jensen said. 
 
    “Even more so to reach her,” Jorgen added. 
 
    Some time went by in silence. Lasgol went a little closer to the forest to see if he could hear anything, because Viggo had not come back yet. The rustle of the breeze in the foliage, and a bird here and there, was all he could hear. 
 
    After a long time, they heard an oath to the gods of the ice. It was Viggo. 
 
    Engla appeared on one side of the forest. She was smiling. Viggo came out after her, shaking his head. 
 
    “Good try, all of you,” Engla said. “Especially you,” she added to Viggo, who had gone to stand beside Astrid. He was cursing under his breath, and had a red mark on his right side. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Lasgol asked Viggo in a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah. I almost caught her, but she’s very good. Too good. Although I was close …” 
 
    “How did you do it?” Astrid asked. “She eliminated me in the blink of an eye.”  
 
    “You lot went after her. I did the opposite. I waited for her to come to me.” 
 
    “That’s a good strategy,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah, but even so, she eliminated me.” 
 
    Engla pointed back to the forest. “The Forests Assassin has no rival in there. There’s no mage, soldier, ranger or savage who can defeat him in his own habitat. His weapons are stealth and invisibility within the vegetation. It’s a very enjoyable specialty. But don’t forget that it involves an Assassin, so his main mission isn’t to survive in the forest but to kill in it. Is that understood?” 
 
    Astrid, Viggo and the others nodded. 
 
    “The next specialty is the Assassin of Nature,” the Elder Specialist announced, and Lasgol did not like the sound of that at all. 
 
    She showed them two Ranger knives. Then she sheathed them at her waist and took out two more, finer and rather curved. She put them away and took out two more, even thinner and longer, as though for launching a deadly thrust. Then from her Ranger’s belt, like the regular one but modified and entirely black, she took out a phial, uncorked it and poured a substance on the blade of her daggers. The edge was now covered in a film of green, which looked ominous. 
 
    She waved at Viggo with one of her knives. “Let’s see now. You, the new one with potential.  Come over here.” 
 
    Lasgol was concerned for Viggo, but his friend behaved exactly as he always did and stepped forward as if all this were nothing to make a fuss about. 
 
    When he was only a single step away from her, Engla made a lightning move and took up a position behind him, as if she were his shadow. He had no time to react. Before he knew what was happening, Engla touched his nose with the two daggers and he fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “Viggo!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “He’s all right,” Engla assured him. “Don’t worry, he’ll recover very soon.”  
 
    Lasgol was not entirely reassured, but he could not refute the Elder Specialist. 
 
    “This poison is very powerful, and if you smear the blades of your knives in it, no rival will survive a cut – he’ll be dead before sunrise. It’s so toxic that even breathing it leaves a person unconscious, as you’ve just seen. The Assassin of Nature uses different poisons, potions, preparations and ointments to kill his enemy.” 
 
    “And elemental preparations?” Jensen asked. 
 
    Carefully and skillfully, Engla wiped both daggers with a special cloth soaked in some liquid. Then she took out a container and spread an ointment on the knife-blades. She put the container away, then with a quick movement rubbed one dagger against the other. There was a spark, and a moment later the blades of both daggers burst into flames. 
 
    There were expressions of awe. Engla showed the two burning knives to Jensen. 
 
    “You mean this?” 
 
    Jensen nodded repeatedly. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Fire is lethal, but in a fight this other elemental ointment might help you better.” 
 
     She put out the fire and wiped the blades with the cloth, then took out another container and spread something blue on the blades. Then she took out a small phial and poured some drops on to them. When the ointment touched the preparation there was a reaction, and the two blades gave out a blue glow. A current, like a lightning-bolt, formed arcs which crackled on the blades. 
 
    “They’re like the elemental arrows,” Astrid said. 
 
    “That’s right. Less explosive, since there isn’t a sharp impact at high speed as there is with the arrows, but the elemental effects you can achieve are the same: Fire, Air, Earth and Water. These daggers will deliver a charge to the victims that could leave them unconscious, or disable part of their bodies. A dagger of Water can freeze a limb when it cuts it, leaving the opponent maimed.”  
 
    “That’s really interesting!” Isgord said. 
 
    “So it is, but it’s only taught in this specialty.” 
 
    Isgord’s expression turned to one of disappointment. 
 
    Viggo came to. At the sight of the knives with their electrical arcs, he hurried off to one side. 
 
    Engla smiled. “Any subject that’s learned or used in the School of Nature will be used by the Assassin of Nature to kill the enemy. It’s a specialty that allows wide scope for experiment, but you need to be very careful, because you don’t want to end up losing the fingers of one hand. And that has happened before, so take note of my warnings.” 
 
    “What type of mission would require an Assassin of Nature?” Jensen asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question. Just as we use the Assassin of the Forests in open country, the Assassin of Nature is used in enclosed spaces such as cities, houses, ships, and so on. The closer to mountains and forests, the more advantage he’ll have, but if the mission consists of going to a foreign city, hiding and killing the target in a house, it’ll be carried out just the same. The risk will be greater, of course.” 
 
    “Understood, thank you.” 
 
    “And last of all, the most valued and difficult of the elite specialties of Expertise. Students, please form a circle around me, three paces away.” 
 
    Lasgol tensed. What was she going to do now? Considering what they had seen so far it could be anything, but it would certainly be dangerous. Everything that woman did was dangerous. She must be carrying a hundred different ways to kill someone on her person, and what was worse she must know of a hundred other ways of doing it unarmed, with no equipment whatever. The more he thought about it, the more nervous he began to feel. This woman was like a shadow sent by death itself, to carry souls to the underworld. 
 
    “I’m now going to show you the specialty of the Natural Assassin.” She took out two marking knives. “I want you to try and cut me. Anyone who manages that will be rewarded.” 
 
    Astrid looked worried. Viggo shrugged and nodded. 
 
    Engla crouched, flexing her legs in a defensive stance. “Right then. Go ahead.” 
 
    Astrid, Viggo and their partners began to walk around her very slowly, trying to judge how and when to attack. Engla watched them, shifting her stance from one foot to the other and waving the knives in front of her. 
 
    Jensen was the first to try. He lunged at her with a combination of two thrusts. 
 
    Engla moved to one side in an incredibly fast move, as if she were weightless, or else her feet were not contacting the ground. Jensen failed with both blows, but recovered and re-attacked. Engla made a lightning move and darted in front of Jensen. Before he could strike, she had marked his chest with a lightning-fast slash. 
 
    Jorgen seized his opportunity and leapt on to her back, but he was not fast enough. Engla moved at dazzling speed and blocked the attack with her daggers. Jorgen tried to attack again, but he did not have time. One knife cut his leg and the other his outstretched arm, and he swore. 
 
    Aren attacked more warily and launched two decoy thrusts, combining them with a leap aimed at his opponent’s side. Lasgol watched this amazing combination and Engla’s incredible reaction. She moved to one side to avoid the first attack, as Aren was expecting. It was as if that the breeze carried her, so that she never touched the ground. As for the second element of the attack, she dodged it with two feints which took Aren aback and ended with him marked. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in disbelief. This woman moved like lightning, with the precision of a cobra attacking. Her whole body was moving and twisting in a way that made it impossible to hit her. 
 
    Astrid glanced aside at Viggo and gave a signal for the two of them to attack at once. Viggo nodded. Astrid waited a moment as if she were measuring the distance between herself and Engla, who was still between them, exactly three paces away from each. 
 
    “Now!” Astrid said, and launched the attack. Viggo did the same. 
 
    Lasgol did not think the two simultaneous attacks could be avoided, but he was wrong. 
 
    Astrid went for Engla’s chest, Viggo her back. The Elder Specialist moved to one side as if her body were weightless, with astonishing speed. Astrid and Viggo both found themselves cutting through air. They swerved toward their opponent, but she beat them to it. She rolled in a somersault, and before Astrid could attack again, she was on top of her. 
 
    Viggo leapt forward to help her. “Defend yourself!” he yelled. 
 
    Astrid blocked Engla’s first attack, but the second marked her on the stomach, from side to side. She was left open-mouthed; not only was the Elder fast, but her attacks had an incredible level of technique and precision. Viggo hurled himself at Engla’s back, but without even turning, she knew he was coming. With her back to him, she dropped flat on the ground. The momentum of Viggo’s leap carried him over her. He rolled over and turned round to see her smiling. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” he said. “I almost did it.”  
 
    “Almost …” she said. She was already on her feet, pointing to his stomach. 
 
    Viggo looked down at himself and saw the mark of both knives. He was stunned. 
 
    “How the hell …” 
 
    “The Natural Assassin has no rival in fighting with Ranger weapons for close combat. His movements will look natural, but he’ll be trained to attack and counterattack before the enemy is able to. It’s the most difficult of the specialties, and I doubt whether I’m going to be lucky enough to fill it this year.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Viggo said. He was looking rather annoyed. It was clear that he saw himself as a Natural Assassin. 
 
    “Just like the Assassin of Nature, the Natural Assassin will use any kind of knowledge and help he can get from the School of Nature.” 
 
    “Can we repeat the exercise with elemental knives?” Viggo asked with a roguish grin. 
 
    Engla shook her head. “You’d hurt yourselves. But I like the way you think.” 
 
    Viggo smiled, and the lethal look in his eyes returned. He was not joking. 
 
    “Remember what I’ve shown you. If you don’t have the skills or you don’t wish to follow this path, you can leave it. It’s not for everybody. Think it over carefully.” 
 
    Lasgol wished Astrid and Viggo would think it over and back off. But seeing the look in Viggo’s eyes, he knew that his friend would never do that. On the other hand, perhaps Astrid would reconsider and change her mind. He would have to talk to her and see if he could persuade her. He knew he had no right to interfere with her own dreams and wishes, but he was worried. He had no desire to see his friends become lethal Assassins of the Rangers. 
 
    He would have to talk to them. 
 
    There was nothing to be lost by talking. 
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    “That was one of the most interesting ones,” Viggo said that evening while they were having dinner at the Cave of Spring.  
 
    Astrid was coming to their table to share dinner with them. “You can say that again!” 
 
    Lasgol gave her a welcoming smile, which she returned. It seemed things were improving between them, though they had not mentioned the subject yet. 
 
    “The best specialization is still Archery,” Ingrid commented as she sat down to a steaming dish of venison stew with wild herbs. 
 
    “No way,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Every specialty has its appeal,” Molak said as he sat down beside Ingrid with another dish of venison stew. 
 
    “Unlike you,” Viggo said, hoping to put him off and make him go somewhere else to eat. “Shouldn’t you go and sit with the Archers?” 
 
    “I’m glad you don’t find me appealing,” Molak said. He was beginning to feel more at ease in the group, and had started to talk back at Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid burst out laughing and choked on her venison. She started to cough convulsively as herb sauce spouted out of her nose. 
 
    Molak patted her on the back. “Easy …” 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol laughed. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s funny,” Viggo said grumpily. 
 
    Luca and Erika came over with their dinner. “Is it okay if we sit with you?” Luca asked. 
 
    “By all means,” Lasgol replied. 
 
    “It’s just that we don’t like the other groups so much,” Erika explained with a smile. 
 
    Lasgol noticed how they were all distributed, and found it curious. The survival of the fittest, he guessed. The groups had formed naturally among all those who shared the Cave. At one end were Isgord, Bjorn and Ulgren of the Archers, with the two veterans Aren and Jorgen, plus Jensen from Expertise: the group of the “best”, according to Isgord. In the middle were Axe and Lars, from Wildlife; Frida, Elina, Sugesen and Gonars from Nature, whom Isgord considered “the weak ones”. He had already forgotten his two comrades from the first few days and now barely spoke to Sugesen and Gonars. At the other end were the “weirdos”: Lasgol and his group. 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Welcome to the ‘weirdos’.” 
 
    “I don’t know why they call you that,” Erika said. She sounded intrigued. 
 
    Viggo gave her a malicious smile. “Oh you’ll find out. It’s quite an experience, being with us.” 
 
    Erika shrugged, smiled and sat down to eat. Luca, who already had some clue as to what they meant, smiled but said nothing. He too sat down. 
 
    “I can’t decide between Infallible, Natural Marksman, or Archer of the Wind,” Ingrid said. “I like all three of them.” 
 
    “They’re all short-distance,” said Molak. “I thought you’d choose a long-distance one like Mage Hunter or Sniper.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “That’s because you don’t know her.”  
 
    “Shut up, knucklehead,” Ingrid told Viggo. “Nilsa would’ve loved to be a Mage Hunter or a Sniper.” 
 
    “True,” said Lasgol as he savored his stew, which was delicious. 
 
    “Nilsa?” Erika asked. 
 
    “A partner at the Camp,” Lasgol told her. 
 
    “The best partner,” Ingrid added. 
 
    “Also the clumsiest,” Viggo added. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.”  
 
    “It’s true. She was the clumsiest, though I have to say it added to her charm. That and the fact that she was never still, not for a single moment. She was like a summer fly.” 
 
    “Deep down you miss her,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Well, yes, she made me laugh and she was always around. Now I look behind me and there’s no one there, and it seems strange. Yes, I miss her. But don’t ever tell her.”  
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “You’re as bad as a toothache.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s why you can’t live without me.” 
 
    “Someone bring me a pair of pliers so I can get rid of this rotten tooth,” Ingrid said. She mimicked the action, and Erika burst out laughing. 
 
    “I think I’m going to choose Elemental Archer,” Molak said. “I like the idea of being able to use different elemental arrows according to the situation we’re up against. There’s a strategy there …” 
 
    “But you’re the best Archer of all,” Ingrid protested.” You ought to be a Sniper.”  
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Of course I do. You should choose the most difficult one as far as marksmanship is concerned, and that’s certainly it. Except that - well, you must go for the one you like, obviously …” 
 
    “There goes Blondie Bossy-Boots …” Viggo murmured. 
 
    “I’m not ordering him, you jackass, I’m recommending him.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, to me it sounded just the same.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at Astrid. “The best Archer should choose the most difficult discipline, shouldn’t he?”  
 
    “You’re right, but I think everyone ought to choose what they like best, the specialty which goes best with their personality – and obviously their talent. I don’t know, it’s hard to choose.” 
 
    “We’ve got time to learn and find out which one goes best with our character as we go along,” Molak said. 
 
    “That’s true,” said Lasgol. “It’s better to wait and see what each one involves before we decide. I think it’s too early to choose.”  
 
    “Bah, that’s rubbish,” Viggo said. “It’s clear enough to me. We don’t need half a year of training to decide.”  
 
    “Shock us with your choice, then,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Natural Assassin, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” She raised both arms in an exaggerated gesture. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, it’s the most difficult of all.” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “Well, just that you’re nowhere near the best of all.” 
 
    “Nonsense, I’m the best at plenty of things, only they’re not the obvious ones.” 
 
    “Yeahhh, exactly …” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “I’m not laughing. I’m going to be a Natural Assassin, you just wait,” Viggo said bad-temperedly, and went on eating. 
 
    Ingrid turned to Astrid. “Astrid? What about you? Natural Assassin too?”  
 
    The brunette thought for a moment. “Well, I’m not sure … I liked several of them … Stealthy Spy for instance … and Assassin of Nature too.” 
 
    “How can you all like the elemental effects, honestly,” Viggo said, “when you think how beautiful the glow of steel is all on its own.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Astrid went on. “I guess I’ll decide later on. I might just compete with Viggo for Natural Assassin.” She winked at him. 
 
    “You’ll lose,” he assured her. 
 
    She smiled. “I think not.” 
 
    “What about you, Erika?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “I’m for Man-Hunter.” 
 
    “You’re clear about that, eh?” 
 
    “Yes. I have scores to settle. One day I’ll hunt down the man who killed my family and deliver him to the King’s justice.” 
 
    “Oh … sorry … I didn’t mean to –” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t have said it if it were a secret or a burden. Life’s like that, unfair. I’ll make sure every bandit, every criminal, is delivered to justice, alive or dead. I’ll leave my quarry to decide which.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “I like the way this girl thinks.” 
 
    “No sense in beating about the bush. I came here to become a Man-Hunter, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Well, that’ll depend whether anybody else wants the post,” Viggo said. He indicated Luca and Lasgol. 
 
    Erika stopped eating and looked at them. “You both want it?” 
 
    Luca shook his head. “I want to be a Tireless Explorer. I’ve always wanted to explore and get to know the world. Pursuing fugitives isn’t my thing. I’d rather discover things … for instance, I’d love to travel through the endless forests of the Usik or the prairies of the Masig or the deserts of the Noceans. There’s so much to see and so little time …” 
 
    “The spirit of a true explorer,” Astrid said. She smiled at him. 
 
    Luca shrugged. “It’s what I’ve always loved, getting to know new territories, new landscapes …” 
 
    “What about you, Lasgol?” Erika asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s difficult to know …” He realized that they were all looking at him, and he still had no answer to give. “I like them all …” 
 
    “But you can’t choose them all,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “This one’s capable,” Viggo said. “Remember what happened in the Schools Test?” 
 
    “What happened?” Erika wanted to know. 
 
    “There’s no need to explain …” 
 
    “Yes, of course there is,” Viggo said with a slightly malicious smile. “You’re competing for the same specialty, so she has a right to know who the weirdo is.”  
 
    “Lasgol’s an anomaly,” Ingrid explained.” He was accepted by all the Schools.”  
 
    “That’s not possible,” Erika said. 
 
    “Oh, it is,” Viggo put in. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Very seriously,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “So he could choose all the specialties and pass them all,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” Lasgol protested. “I couldn’t.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Viggo said. His expression suggested that he was sure Lasgol could. 
 
    “Tough competition, in that case,” Erika said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lasgol reassured her.” Out of all of them, Man-Hunter’s the one I like least.”  
 
    Astrid smiled. “I don’t see you chasing assassins and bandits.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged and smiled. “I’ll decide when the time comes. For the moment I’ll save my choice.” 
 
    “Have you noticed that we don’t have anybody from Nature in the group?” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    “It’s a pity, because they have some really good specialties,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Molak agreed. “Healer Guard, or Forest Herbalist sound fantastic.”  
 
    “Aren’t they a bit secondary?” Viggo said. 
 
    “I’ve seen quite a bit in the world out there,” said Erika, “and let me tell you, being able to save somebody’s life by using your knowledge is an incredible thing, in my modest opinion.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’m with you on that.”  
 
    “Being able to heal a partner is something beyond price,” Molak said. His eyes moistened. Lasgol thought that it must be because of losing his team-mates at the beginning of the war in the north. 
 
    “Well,” Viggo pointed out, “we can always try and persuade either of those two melon-heads Sugesen or Gonars to join us.”  
 
    “I doubt whether they’d come,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Why?” Lasgol objected. “We’ve been partners since the Camp.”  
 
    “Because they’re delighted with their team,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    Astrid gave him a mischievous smile. “Frida and Elina are better company than you or Viggo.” 
 
    “Oh – I see.” 
 
    “Well it took you a while,” Viggo said. He too was smiling mischievously. 
 
    “Alternatively,” Astrid said, “we can hope Luca’ll woo one of them and bring her to the group.”  
 
    “That’s a good plan,” said Viggo. 
 
     Luca went red. “I’m not such a good wooer,” he said, and gave Astrid a sour look. 
 
    She laughed. “You’re not so bad. I’m sure you’d manage it.” 
 
    They went on with their dinner amid jokes and teasing, and the sense of camaraderie strengthened between the members of the ‘weirdo’ group. 
 
    That night Lasgol left the Lair in search of Camu. He made his way to the entrance of the Shelter, to the great cave with the Ice Dragon inside. Perhaps Camu had gone back there when he had been unable to find them, or else had stayed there for some strong reason. It was some distance, and he would have had trouble going and coming back in the same night. Lasgol used his Gift to increase his reflexes so that he could move more easily through the undergrowth. Unfortunately he had not developed any skill that would allow him to run faster, or to have greater endurance, or to tire less easily. He would have to make do with what he had. 
 
    He ran to the limit of his strength, crossing forests, leaping over streams and passing clearings until he reached the rocky wall of the cave. He stopped to rest and get his breath back, exhausted. Luckily the training with Snowflake was so tough that it was already paying dividends. Not even in his dreams could he have travelled that distance so quickly a few months before. He was stronger and had far more stamina and endurance, so that he could run for hours at a fast pace without weakening. He was surprised by the toughness of the human body and how it adapted to the sustained efforts it was subjected to. 
 
    He looked for traces of Camu in the surroundings of the rocky wall, but found none. 
 
    He called him with his Gift: Camu, where are you? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    As fast as he could, he climbed the stairs into the great cavern with the Ice Dragon. The slope was so steep and the steps carved on the vertical wall so dangerous that he had to go slowly despite his urgency. At the top, he gasped. The view from above, even at night, was spectacular. There was nobody in the cavern, but just in case, he used his Gift, as much to feel any presence there as to locate Camu. When he focused and called on his skill, a green wave left his body and expanded throughout the cavern until it struck the walls and columns of rock. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Not a soul. 
 
    He felt a little easier. For a moment he had thought that Loke might be around. The Masig Ranger had left days before, and nobody knew where he was. But there was nobody there, either animal nor human, or else he would have felt its presence. With Camu the situation was more complicated because magic did not affect him, so that Lasgol could not be sure of detecting him with his skill. And if he was hiding, certainly not. 
 
    He went down to the foot of the great ice statue. The colossal dragon, frozen for all eternity, gave him a tremendous shiver. 
 
    I’m sure it’s just a statue, he told himself to ease his mind. It can’t be a Dragon. There’s no evidence that there ever were any in Tremia. At least not that we know of. They’re mythological creatures, from the folklore of different peoples, that’s all. Then it occurred to him that it was strange that almost all peoples should have some reference to the Dragons: from the Norghanians with their Ice Dragons to the Noceans with their Fire Dragons, to the Masig and Usik who believed they were Gods with magic powers, to the great cities of the East Coast who believed that Dragons were demigods who sought power and riches. Very strange that they all believe in beings who never existed, eh? 
 
    He breathed out sharply. He had spent so much time with Egil, talking about things which had filled his mind with strange ideas, like that of the possible past existence of Dragons. No, they never existed, it’s all superstition and stories of monsters to stop you sleeping, he thought, trying to persuade himself, which was very difficult in the presence of a dragon more than six paces wide and twelve tall. 
 
    He searched for some trace of Camu in the cavern. The little creature must have been there, he was sure of it. But perhaps this was where he had stopped for some reason and not gone on. He walked around the ice dragon and looked for prints, or any other sign of his little friend. He searched the whole cavern ceaselessly, inch by inch. The difficulty was that at night he could hardly see anything in this environment. Luckily he had already thought of this and brought a small torch with him, which he now lit. 
 
    He went on searching. 
 
    His hopes began to dwindle. He was not finding anything. Had Camu not managed to reach the cavern after all? It puzzled him. Camu could climb anything; his feet could adhere to everything. The only thing he could think of was that something had attacked him on the way up and that he had not been able to get as far as this. Anxiety crept up his throat until the acid from his stomach reached his mouth. No, he must be all right. He must have been able to get here. He turned and went on searching by the light of the small torch, crawling along the floor of the cavern. 
 
    In desperation, he used his Gift to try and communicate. 
 
    Camu, where are you? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    If my messages reach you and you can’t answer, shriek. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Make a noise, Lasgol begged desperately. Throw something, shriek, tell me anything.  
 
    A cold that chilled his soul enveloped him. His left hand was shaking, his teeth chattering. I won’t be able to put up with much more of this, it’s too cold. I’m going to freeze to death if I don’t get out of here soon. He began to fear for his life, but he wanted to make one final sweep in case he had left some corner unchecked. 
 
    And that last desperate effort brought its reward. In a corner he found two prints, which because of the intense cold had frozen on the rock in the form of frost. The two prints were not of a human, nor of any known animal. 
 
    “Yes!” he cried. 
 
    They were the prints of Camu’s hind feet. Lasgol was so delighted that he almost dropped the torch. He followed the prints and noticed that they went up behind the block of ice in which the dragon was trapped. That was why he had not seen them at first. Full of joy, he followed the trail and saw that it went up to the ceiling of the cavern. Up there in the heights, he lost it. He could not see, even with the torch. He tried to climb the wall, but fell to the ground. Unable to pick up the torch, he began to shiver hard. He was beginning to freeze. 
 
     I must get out of here or else I’ll freeze to death, he told himself, and crawled to the exit of the cavern. He managed to crawl out to the ledge by the steps and dragged himself down. Half his body was frozen and he could not move properly. Once he had managed to get a little way down, his body began to feel a little warmer. He stayed stretched out on the steps with a smile on his lips. 
 
    “Camu … was here …” 
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    The following morning Lasgol felt utterly worn out. He had arrived at the Lair with the sun already up, without an atom of energy in his entire body. And Isgord had seen him. He had given him a malicious smile as he entered the Cave of Spring. Lasgol cursed secretly; this was going to mean trouble. 
 
    By half-way through physical training, he was all but dead. He had not been able to sleep at all and he was exhausted. By the fifth lap he could not manage Erika’s weight anymore, even though she was very light. She had tried to encourage him to keep going, but in vain. He had collapsed, and the tiger had shown no mercy. Snowflake had had a field day with him. 
 
    In the afternoon they had begun their training by specialty, so that they had split into four groups. Erika, Lasgol, Luca, Axe and Lars had gone to Broken Hill, northeast of the Lair, where Elder Specialist Gisli of the School of Wildlife was waiting for them. 
 
    “Welcome, pupils,” he greeted them in his deep voice. 
 
    Lasgol felt more cheerful. They had gone from “beginners” to “pupils”, which was an improvement. 
 
    “Sit on the ground around me,” Gisli told them. “Instruction with me and the other Elders will be a little different from what you experienced at the Camp. It’s not the same method of learning, since the requirements are different, and the way we teach is different too. There won’t be either teams or competition. The training will be from Master” – he indicated himself – “to pupils.” He indicated them. “Whenever you want, ask me about whatever’s on your mind and I’ll try to clear up any doubts.” 
 
    “So we won’t have to compete?” Lars asked. 
 
    Gisli shook his head. “Only against yourselves.” 
 
    “But if we all want the same elite specialty …” Axe put in. 
 
    “That never happens. But even if it were the case, the Test of Harmony will determine which specialty you are most in tune with and which one agrees most with your personal skills, as each of us is a world apart. The result of the test will determine which specialty you can choose.” 
 
    Lasgol was puzzled. He had not expected that the mid-year test would consist of tuning themselves to the elite specialties they hoped to reach. 
 
    “I can see from your expressions that you’re puzzled. Don’t worry about that now. We have two seasons ahead of us in which to learn and improve. That’s what you need to focus on now, so don’t worry about the Test of Harmony. If you work hard, if you listen to me, take in what I’m going to try to transmit, everything will go well.” He gave them a soothing smile. 
 
    Lasgol relaxed a little. His body ached all over from Snowflake’s nips, so that he concentrated on Master Gisli’s lesson to forget about the pain. 
 
    The Master started by explaining how he had divided up the lessons and subjects they were to study, and this made Lasgol feel at ease. Everything Gisli was explaining sounded fabulous and fascinating to him. 
 
    The Master smiled. “Right. On your feet, and follow me. Learning is best acquired through doing.” 
 
    He went into the forest to the north, and the five of them followed him. 
 
    “Listen carefully, and I’ll teach you to track the slipperiest of Mother Nature’s creatures, the hardest to find and follow. Why the hardest, you’ll be wondering.” He looked at Erika, whose face clearly showed that she was doing just that. “Because if you’re capable of tracking the most difficult of our Mother’s creatures, you’ll have no trouble tracking one of the clumsiest …” 
 
    Erika understood. “Man,” she said. 
 
    “That’s right, my dear pupil. And what specialties require you to be masters of tracking?” 
 
    “Tireless Tracker,” Axe said. 
 
    “Correct. What else?” 
 
    “Man-Hunter,” said Lars. 
 
    “Exactly. Because anyone who can follow the trail of a fox in the forest can certainly follow that of a bandit, a deserter or a murderer. 
 
    “Today I’m going to teach you a tracking technique I developed myself and have perfected over the years. It’s altogether superior to what you’ve been taught at the Camp, but don’t ever tell the instructors there. Master Ranger Esben would be angry with me.” He gave a deep, mischievous laugh. “But quite honestly, I have a better sense of smell than he does.” He tapped his snub nose and laughed again. 
 
    Lasgol liked Gisli. He was big, and both his voice and his appearance were intimidating, but on the other hand he was witty. 
 
     “What animal are we going to track?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “If I told you, what would be the fun of the exercise?”  
 
    “Oh …” 
 
    “During these first few weeks I’m going to teach you advanced tracking.” There was excitement in his voice. “We won’t be looking for footprints or tracks, that’s too easy for you. We’ll look for droppings, regurgitated matter, mud baths, marks and cuts on trees and other very interesting traces.”  
 
    Erika, Lars and Luca looked taken aback. 
 
    “It sounds fantastic,” Axe said. 
 
    “Doesn’t it? On we go, then. There’s a lot to learn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile Ingrid, Molak, Bjorn, Ulgren and Isgord were beginning their training with Ivar, Elder Specialist in Archery. He sat them around him in the middle of the shooting range, a large clearing between two forests and a lake which allowed long shots of up to six hundred paces with no obstacles to get in the way of vision. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt all of you here in this group are good archers – some may even be exceptional – but what you’re going to learn with me goes further than that.  Assuming, of course, that you give your absolute attention to everything I say, and work as hard as you can.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Of course, Master.”  
 
    To which Isgord added: “Certainly, Master.”  
 
    Ingrid stared at him, and he stared back at her with hatred in his eyes. 
 
    “I see there’s rivalry between you. That’s good. It’ll help you to be better. But be careful, I don’t want quarrels or any nonsense of that kind. You’re here to learn and improve, that’s all. The first thing we’re going to focus on is improving your technique in short-distance shots. Can anybody tell me why?” 
 
    “Because the technique of long-distance shooting is more difficult?” Molak suggested. He did not sound altogether convinced. 
 
    “Bull’s-eye. This young man has a brain. That’s precisely why. Before you learn to run, you have to learn to walk.” 
 
    “But we already know all about long-distance shooting,” Isgord protested. 
 
    “You know the principles, which are necessary, but not enough. In my eyes you’re pupils with basic qualities which need to be perfected. And that’s what we’re going to do. The fact that you know how to use a long bow doesn’t make you a Sniper, far from it.” 
 
    Isgord lowered his head. “Yes, Master …” 
 
    “Which specialties require a high level of technique at short range?” Ivar asked. 
 
    “Infallible Marksman,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Natural Marksman,” Ulgren added. 
 
    “Archer of the Wind,” Bjorn added. 
 
    “All in the bull’s-eye. I see you’ve been paying attention. That’s very good. Now I’ll show you the techniques for making yourselves into one of them.” He pointed to a fallen tree trunk. “Follow me.” 
 
    On the trunk they saw two bows. The first was a short one, with reinforcements, very elaborate, which seemed improved in some way. The other was a tiny one, which almost looked like a toy. 
 
    “These beauties are mine, so don’t you dare lay your paws on them except with my permission and in my presence. I’ll use them to teach you. If you’re worthy and you work hard, you might get one of them, the same kind and fineness – but not these two, which will go with me to the grave. Work hard, show me you’re worthy of such a special weapon and you might get hold of them.” 
 
    “If only,” Ingrid said. She was charmed by the two strange bows. 
 
    Gisli picked the short bow and began to explain its advanced technique. They listened, completely absorbed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Not far to the southeast, another group was listening to Annika, the Elder Specialist of Nature. It was the one made up of Sugesen, Gonars, Frida and Elina. 
 
    “Admire everything Mother Nature offers us every day,” she said as she looked around with her arms outspread. “I can see in your eyes that you’re anxious to learn all the secrets of the forests around us.” 
 
    Frida nodded, “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I’m not going to try to mislead you. This specialization requires you to study day and night, because many and various are the plants, roots and chemical elements that you need to know like the back of your hand.” She reached behind her for a large tome. “This is my Tome of Nature. It contains much of the knowledge I possess. There are three more copies at the Lair which you can use for study. Take good care of them, because they’re very valuable and very hard to replace.” She smiled. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Gonars muttered. 
 
    “Don’t let the size of the tome scare you, pupil. For a mind hungry for knowledge, this tome is nothing but a breakfast.” 
 
    “A pretty big one that could give you indigestion,” Sugesen pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but I promise you that if you have what’s needed, you’ll devour it before the Harmony Test.” 
 
    “Before? All of it?” Gonars asked, obviously taken aback by the amount of study in front of them. 
 
    “Yes, before. After the test I’ll give you another tome to go with the elite specialization each of you has chosen.” 
 
    Sugesen gaped at her. “Another one?”  
 
    “Of course. What did you think you were going to study in the second part of the year? And then for the final test there’s a third tome you’ll have to master, which deals with more advanced alchemical matters.” 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen were reeling by now. They could obviously not believe it. 
 
    “It’ll be fantastic, being able to learn so much,” Elina said. 
 
    “I love Alchemy,” said Frida. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Annika commented. She was obviously delighted with her female pupils. 
 
    Gonars and Sugesen on the other hand looked less than happy. The news that they would have to study and memorize three tomes of advanced information on Nature had not gone down well at all with them. 
 
    “Right. Now that I have all your attention” – she opened the huge tome at the beginning – “the first thing we’re going to do is study poisons.”  
 
     “Poisons …?” Elina said, a little taken aback. “It’d be better to study healing … wouldn’t it? With all due respect, Ma’am.”  
 
    Annika smiled. “You all think the same?” 
 
    Frida nodded. Gonars and Sugesen thought for a moment and then did the same. 
 
    “What do you think there are more of in this forest around us, substances that are beneficial to man, or ones that are harmful?” 
 
     “Beneficial,” Frida said. 
 
    “Correct. Which is easier to learn, something there’s a lot of or something there’s only a little of?” 
 
    “The second,” said Gonars. Sugesen too was nodding. 
 
    Annika laughed. “These two have got their wits about them.” 
 
    Sugesen and Gonars smiled. 
 
    Annika read from the tome: “Deep Sleep of the Forest. We’ll start with this poison. You’ll like it.” 
 
    The four came closer to read the tome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Further to the east another group was receiving instruction in the shadows of a dense oak forest: Astrid, Viggo, Jensen, Aren and Jorgen, with Engla, the Elder Specialist of Expertise. 
 
    The Elder had a direct personality and wasted no time in starting the session. “There are two skills you need to master before anything else in my specialty. Those are stealth and camouflage. Nobody must see or hear you. Even more, if you want to survive in this specialization you’ll have to become shadows, to become twilight, to camouflage yourselves in your environment as if you belonged to it. Nobody must detect your presence, or else you’ll be dead. The missions entrusted to us are the most dangerous of all. We must be very close to the enemy, and he’ll have bodyguards, a regiment, even his own assassins if it’s someone from the nobility. You’ll have to be better than they are.” 
 
    Viggo raised an eyebrow, looking intrigued. “What are the assassins of the enemy like?”  
 
    “There are different kinds. The Nocean Lords have sects of assassins at their disposal. Very good fighters with dark skin: the Moyuki, they’re called. In the desert lands they have sorcerers of Blood Magic or Curse Magic whom they use to kill their rivals or enemies. There’s also evidence of the Dark Assassins: men with slanting eyes from a distant continent, or so it’s said. They haven’t been seen so much to the North, at least for the moment. In the east, the city-states of the coast also have assassins who are highly skilled, with both poison and dagger. Some with small weapons such as hand crossbows, which are very dangerous in close combat.” 
 
    “Will we have to fight them?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Let’s hope not. These are nations that are a very long way away from ours. In general the King entrusts us with local missions, within Norghana itself. We sometimes travel down to the kingdoms of Central Tremia, Zangria and Erenal, but we don’t usually go any further.” 
 
    “And the kingdom of Rogdon?” Jensen asked. 
 
    “Our northern rivals are spied on by the king, yes. But Rogdon doesn’t have assassins as such. They have good soldiers, excellent swordsmen, but not trained assassins apart from the guilds which exist in every kingdom. Some of them are very dangerous.” 
 
    “You learn a lot in the city sewers of the most prosperous kingdoms,” said Viggo. “There’s a lot of filth there …”  
 
    Engla looked closely at him, as though studying him. “That’s very true. We must never underestimate any enemy, not even a sewer rat, because it can bite your finger and infect you with rabies. No matter how superior we may feel to our enemies, or how easy the situation may appear, never be too trusting. Or else you’ll lose your lives.” 
 
    “We won’t do that, Ma’am,” Aren assured her. 
 
    Engla nodded. “This specialization is the most difficult one. Aren and Jorgen can corroborate that, because they endured it last year. But if it weren’t, you’d be dead during your first royal mission. I warn you, this specialization is extremely dangerous and life expectancy in it isn’t long. Every mission will be all-or-nothing. Kill or be killed. That’s why the first thing you’ll have to master will be stealth and camouflage. They’re indispensable if you want to avoid dying the moment you take the first step on a mission.” 
 
    “Will the training be all practical,” Astrid asked, sounding interested, “or will we have some tome to refer to?” 
 
    “Both. Mainly practical, because you’ll need to master your own bodies until they become shadows in the forest, capable of spying or killing unseen and unheard. For poisons, potions and alchemical preparations, we have a special tome. It’s a joint work by the specialties of Nature and Expertise, with solutions that have been specifically conceived for our needs. Any everyday poison or potion will be no use to us. Only certain very specific and enhanced ones will do. These are in the Tome of the Cave. That’s what we call it, because it has to stay hidden.” She smiled maliciously. “It’s in the Cave of Autumn, in the quadrant of our particular specialty. But you’re forbidden to use it without my permission.” 
 
    “Of course, Ma’am,” Jorgen said. 
 
    Viggo turned to Astrid and smiled irreverently at her. She shook her head. But Viggo, being Viggo, went on nodding, 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night Lasgol was beside the Pearl, above the Lair. He was practicing his Animal Presence skill again and again, aiming to widen its range of action so that he could locate Camu. At the same time he was practicing his Animal Communication skill, trying in the same way to increase his range and reach Camu with a mental message. 
 
    He snorted in frustration, unsure whether he was succeeding or not. Unfortunately he did not have Trotter to practice with. They had left the ponies at the base of the entrance peak, below the Ice Dragon, in a safe place. Loke was in charge of looking after them, as Viggo had found out (Lasgol did not know how, but Viggo was not often wrong). The ponies were kept there in case anybody needed to return to civilization and leave the secret valley which was the Shelter. 
 
    Lasgol, not yet discouraged, concentrated afresh. He sent out the green wave that issued from his body to catch animal presences, including humans. It expanded around him, as when you throw a pebble into the middle of a lake and it creates waves on the surface of the water. He thought he had increased the area of action by several paces, which encouraged him. It was not much, but considering how big the valley was, it was an improvement. He repeated the exercise, together with a mental message: 
 
    Camu, are you listening? 
 
    The message left his mind with a green flash, but he had no way of knowing how far it had reached. All the same, he intended to go on trying until he had used up all his inner energy. He ought not to be doing this, because then he would pass out and not wake up until dawn, but he was desperate and prepared to try everything. Although Astrid, Ingrid and Viggo were also searching for Camu, he felt so responsible that he was spending all his free time doing the same. Astrid had been across the entire north of the Valley, Ingrid the west and Viggo the south. He himself had combed every inch of the west several times, but so far they had found nothing. Not a trace, not a clue: nothing. 
 
    And yet he was sure Camu must be somewhere in the Shelter, even though for some reason he could not locate him or get in touch with him. The reason for thinking this was the footprints he had found in the Dragon Cavern. These put Camu at the entrance to the Valley, so it was reasonable to believe that he had come into it on the trail of Lasgol and his partners. 
 
    He used his Gift again, though he barely had enough energy left. The wave spread, and he detected something. A green dot flashed to the northeast. Lasgol was used to finding small birds and nocturnal rodents, but this was something larger. He cheered up at this. Maybe it would be Camu. Closing his eyes, he concentrated harder to establish what he had caught. To his disappointment, it was a human. 
 
    When he opened his eyes and searched, he saw Loke in the distance. The Masig Ranger seemed to have seen him too, because he began to climb the hill toward him. 
 
    “Hello, Lasgol. I thought it was you. What are you doing out here at night?” 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” he lied. 
 
    “You ought to rest. The training’s only going to get harder until the end of summer.” 
 
    “I’m already feeling it in my bones,” Lasgol said with a tired smile. He massaged his arms and thighs. 
 
    “There are nights when I find it hard to sleep too. The best thing is to count stars in twelves. You always end up asleep.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him with interest. “Why in twelves?” 
 
    “Among my people, the Masig, amounts are counted in groups. One very common group is the dozen. For instance, when you see a Masig war group riding, it’s said that there are three dozen warriors.” 
 
    “Oh … yes, I see.” 
 
    “I promise you that by the fifth dozen stars, you’ll be sleeping like a babe,” Loke said, with a smile on his red face. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What’s a Masig doing in the Rangers?” 
 
    “Can’t I be a Ranger because of my race?” 
 
    “Yes, of course you can … I didn’t mean it that way, and I’d be the last person to stop anyone from joining the Rangers, considering who I am … it’s just that I find it strange … a Masig of the prairies among his enemies, the Norghanians of the snows.” 
 
    Loke nodded. “I might be Masig by birth. But I’m a Norghanian. I was brought up as one.” 
 
    “Among Rangers?” 
 
    “Yes. I was captured as a child, in the prairies, along with others of my people. We were brought to Norghana to work in the forests, producing timber. It was very hard work for a child, and even harder for someone not used to the rigors of the frozen northern climate. I had a very bad time, and I nearly died more than once. A passing Ranger took pity on me. He paid for my freedom from the nobleman who’d captured me.” 
 
    “My father told me that the nobles captured Masig and Usik to work in the hills and mines as slaves … it’s horrible …” 
 
    “Yes, it is. They also capture young women, and what they do to them is even more horrible.” 
 
    Lasgol bent his head, ashamed of the villainies his people had committed against other, weaker ones. 
 
    “I’m sorry …” 
 
    “Don’t apologize for what you haven’t done yourself, still more if you don’t agree with it.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with it at all. It seems abominable to me, repulsive, worthy of death.” 
 
    “Unfortunately we live in a world where the strong take advantage of the weak. It’s always been that way.” 
 
    “Well, we need to change that.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s already changing … with young people like you. You give me hope.” 
 
    “Me, and those like me, we’ll never attack defenseless villages for pillage, slaves or women. That I can assure you.” 
 
    “In that case there’s hope for the future.” 
 
    “Did the Ranger who bought your freedom raise you?” 
 
    Loke nodded. “He made me a Norghanian. And later on a Ranger, because he adopted me as his son, and like you, I had the right to attend the Camp.” 
 
    “It must’ve been tough …” 
 
    “It was. Nobody wanted a stinking savage from the prairies in their team.” 
 
    “I understand perfectly well … People …” 
 
    “Yes, they’re what they are. It’s not that different from what you went through, and you’re a true Norghanian. So don’t pity me, you went through what I did.” 
 
    “It was hard … but my team supported me and helped me make it through. Without them I wouldn’t have made it, I know that much.” 
 
    “My team also helped me. Not all of them, but some of them did, and that help was enough to let me win through in the end.” 
 
    “Our skin is a different color, Loke, but our experiences are very much alike.” 
 
    “That’s true. And I’m not the only Masig-Norghanian. There are more like me among the Rangers. Also in the army and as servants of the nobles.” 
 
    “I remember seeing my father with a Masig once. I’ve also seen another Masig Ranger at the Camp.” 
 
    “That would be Cloud, he must surely have been at the Camp.” 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance to talk to him.” 
 
    “You should, if you get the chance. He’s an exceptional tracker. You can learn a lot from him.” 
 
    “Which Ranger was it who rescued you from forced labor and adopted you? If you don’t mind my asking, of course. I’d like to know who had such a good heart.” 
 
    Loke smiled, a gentle smile. “It was Sigrid.” 
 
    “The Mother Specialist?” 
 
    “Yes, here she’s known as Mother Specialist, but for me she’s much more. She really is my mother.” 
 
    “Oh … thanks for telling me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s no secret.” 
 
    “A great woman.” 
 
    “She is, in many ways.” 
 
    “It changes many of my perspectives.” 
 
    “Things here at the Shelter are rather different.” 
 
    “And mysterious,” Lasgol added. 
 
    “They are rather, yes …” 
 
    “Do you think the Dragon is a real dragon?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “The doubt’s still there in your mind, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, and it’s growing stronger all the time.” 
 
    “You can think whatever you want, because nobody has the answer.” 
 
    “What do you think yourself?” 
 
    “Whether it’s a Dragon or not, it stopped being a problem thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “But it could wake up …” 
 
    “You really think it could come back to life after thousands of years frozen? Always supposing it’s a real Dragon, which we still don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “My rational mind tells me no … that it could never come back to life, that it’s not a Dragon ….” 
 
    “Well then, there’s your answer.” 
 
    “You haven’t told me what you think.” 
 
    Loke smiled. “I have to go. I have a mission to carry out.” 
 
    “Here at the Shelter?” 
 
    “No, outside.” 
 
    “I wish you luck.” 
 
    “The same to you. Rest and count stars.” 
 
    “I will,” Lasgol promised. 
 
    Lasgol watched him go with everything he had told him in his mind. He sighed and decided to go on a little longer. He still had a little inner energy left, and he would use it up. He worked for a while longer, on the point of about to collapsing. 
 
    “I guessed you’d be here,” came a voice which made his heart beat faster. 
 
    He turned and saw Astrid approaching. Her brown hair fell to one side and her green eyes gleamed in the moonlight. Looking at the fierce face of the brunette who left him breathless he smiled, happy that she was here. 
 
    “Hi Astrid, Everything okay?” he asked with the trace of a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine. I woke up and saw you weren’t in your bunk. I guessed you’d be here and I came to see you.” 
 
    “You can’t sleep either?” 
 
    “Not tonight, it seems.” 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “I’m worried about Camu and you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, if you go on without sleep, you’re going to fall ill, or have some sort of serious accident because of exhaustion.” 
 
    “You worry about me …” 
 
    “You know perfectly well I do.” 
 
    He smiled shyly. “I know, but I like to hear you say it.” 
 
    “The fact that I’m still a little mad at you doesn’t change that other business.” 
 
    “Business?” 
 
    “Don’t play the fool with me, I know you too well. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Lasgol looked blank and shrugged. “You’d better tell me. My head seems to be a bit fuddled with lack of sleep.” 
 
    Astrid looked at him out of her shining green eyes. 
 
    “That business … the way I feel about you.” 
 
    “You send me confusing messages about that,” Lasgol said, sounding friendly. 
 
    “You know how I feel about you,” she said. “I’m mad at you for not telling me your secrets, but that doesn’t change it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t? There’ve been moments when I thought it changed everything. That you didn’t want to be with me anymore.” 
 
    “Well, no. You’re wrong.” 
 
    “I’m wrong?” 
 
    “Of course. Or are you suggesting I’m the one who’s made a mistake?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Lasgol said, and raised his hands in surrender. The last thing he wanted was for Astrid’s fierce character to make itself felt. If it did, he would be in trouble again. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. She took his right hand, put it to her mouth and kissed his palm. With her other hand she stroked his cheek. 
 
    Lasgol, surprised by her tender gesture, had no idea what to do. All he could do was stare at her, half delighted, half deeply puzzled. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. She pulled him to her and put her hands round his waist, twining her hands behind his back so that he could not get away. 
 
    They were nose to nose. Lasgol could feel the touch and warmth of her body against his own, and excitement and desire overcame him. A warmth both pleasant and exciting enveloped him. She was looking at him with her intense green eyes and that face that was so beautifully fierce it made him lose his head. 
 
    “I forgive you,” she said softly. 
 
    “Everything …?” he asked, losing himself in her eyes. 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Lasgol, unable to hold back his joy and excitement, kissed her with intense passion. She returned the kiss with the same passion, and they were left under the light of the spring moon, sharing that moment of pure happiness. 
 
    “So we’re all right again?” Lasgol asked her when he had parted his lips from her sensual ones. 
 
    “We’re all right again.” 
 
    “I’m so glad. It’s been hard.” 
 
    “For me too. Very hard.” 
 
    “Why the sudden change now?” 
 
    Astrid smiled, as if remembering something. “You’re not going to believe it … but it’s thanks to your friend Viggo …” 
 
    “Viggo?” Lasgol cried, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Yeah, he made me see that it had been enough punishment.” 
 
    Lasgol was shaking his head. “Viggo? Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Yesterday he told me I’d made you suffer enough already and you’d learnt your lesson and I needn’t punish you anymore.” 
 
    “And you listened to him?” 
 
    “He said something else that made me think.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Yeah … he said I hadn’t behaved altogether well either. That you really did tell me the whole truth, and I didn’t believe you. Late, but you did tell me. That you tried to save my life when your mother was ready to kill me. Yes, you did tell me the truth even at the risk of your life. Ever since he told me that, I’ve been thinking about it repeatedly and he’s right. I think that’s why I couldn’t sleep tonight.” 
 
    “Viggo … amazing …” Lasgol muttered. He could not believe that his friend had helped him in the situation with Astrid. He would have to thank him, from the heart. 
 
    “So from now on we’re back to being fine, absolutely fine.” She kissed him again, this time tenderly and affectionately. “That is, if you love me, of course.” 
 
    “You know I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    They kissed and in that instant their hearts overflowed with joy. 
 
    An owl hooted and Lasgol looked in the direction of the sound. A white owl was staring at him with its head on one side, perched on the Pearl. 
 
    “Milton?” 
 
    The Panthers’ owl clicked its beak. 
 
    “Milton!” Lasgol hastened to stroke him. “You found us! I wasn’t sure you would.” 
 
    The Owl looked at him with an expression that said of course I’ve found you, and pecked him on the hand. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Milton was as churlish as ever. 
 
    Astrid pointed. “He’s carrying a message tied to his leg.” 
 
    Lasgol hastened to detach the message. 
 
    “It’s from Egil, sent from the Camp!” 
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    That evening, after the session with the Elders, Lasgol took Ingrid, Viggo and Astrid to a clearing in the forest near a pool of quiet water.  
 
    He pointed to Milton, who was perched on a nearby branch. “Look who’s here!” 
 
    “Milton!” cried Ingrid. She went over to pet him. 
 
    “That crosspatch has found us?” Viggo said. The moment he went to stroke him, the bird pecked him on the back of his hand. 
 
    “There’s news from Egil,” Lasgol said, and showed them the message. 
 
    “What does the bookworm have to say?” Viggo asked after he had said rude things about Milton’s character. The owl, on the other hand, allowed Ingrid to pet him.  
 
    He took the letter from Lasgol. “Let me have a look.” He tried to read it and shook his head. “By all the Gods of Ice! I don’t understand a word of it. What language is it written in?” 
 
    “It’s written in the language of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ingrid said. She glanced at it. “I don’t understand anything either.” She turned to Lasgol. “D’you speak this language?”  
 
    He shook his head slowly. “No …” 
 
    “Has the bookworm lost his wits?” Viggo said. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “It’s one thing not to want anybody to intercept the message, and quite another to put it in a language only the people of the Frozen Continent can speak.”  
 
    “We’ll have to capture a Wild Man of the Ice and keep him as a pet,” Viggo said, “so he can translate Mr. Brain-box’s messages.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s a fantastic idea,” Ingrid agreed. “As they’re so endearing …”  
 
    “It won’t be necessary,” Lasgol said with a smile. “We’d already anticipated this.” 
 
    Ingrid arched an eyebrow. “Already?” 
 
    “Egil and I talked about it and tried it out. He’s been learning the language of the Frozen Continent ever since the first year. He likes it. He can write and read it without any difficulty. I have a way of translating it.” 
 
    “Go on, shock me,” Viggo said, “because I know you haven’t studied the language.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “No, but I have this.” He showed them his mother’s ring, the one he had found in his attic, which allowed him to understand and speak the language of the inhabitants of the Frozen Continent. 
 
    “Magic …” whispered Ingrid. 
 
    “Yes, the ring is charmed. It lets me understand the language, even speak it, as long as I’m wearing it.” 
 
    “That’s a great advantage,” Astrid said. She sounded very interested. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but it’s magic … that ring has spells in it, and who knows what else it can do? I wouldn’t trust it.” 
 
    “Well quite honestly I don’t know myself, but for now this is what we have.” Lasgol sat down on a fallen tree and read out: “My dear partners, my fellow-Panthers of the Snow, I trust this letter finds you all in the pink of health …” 
 
    “How pompous he is when he’s writing,” Viggo grumbled. “It’s for us, for heaven’s sake.” 
 
    “Shut up and let him read,” Ingrid snapped. She now had Milton on her lap and was gently stroking his white, grey-tipped feathers. 
 
    “To continue,” Lasgol said. “The reason I am writing these lines to you is first so as to be able to organize the mail system, and also to bring you up to date with the latest news of the Camp and the Realm. Milton has managed to carry messages to Gerd at the border fort with Zangria and to Nilsa at the Court in Norghania without any problem. Hence these two mail routes are now established. Milton will run them whenever we tell him to. He is an extraordinary bird, very intelligent, able to travel great distances with hardly any need for rest. His personality is inclined to be churlish, but I think it gives him character and makes him interesting. I like him.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like him at all.” Viggo said. He jabbed his finger at Milton, who tried to peck it. Viggo drew it back quickly. 
 
    Astrid burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’m not laughing, the feathered vermin has it in for me.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because you call him names,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “But he doesn’t know what I’m saying,” Viggo protested. 
 
    “I think he does.” 
 
    “He doesn’t understand anything, he’s just a bloody bird!” 
 
    Milton tried to peck him again, and they all laughed. 
 
    “I think he does understand you, you know,” Astrid insisted. 
 
    “Bah, nonsense.” 
 
    “Let Lasgol go on reading and leave Milton alone,” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    Lasgol went on: “As for the Shelter, Milton has tried to reach that distant corner several times, but without success. The first few times he came back crestfallen and I was concerned. But finally he seems to have located it. The difficulty lies in the fact that although I have a rough idea of where you are, Milton needs to find you to be sure of it. The Shelter, being a secret location, does not have any city, fort or castle nearby that I can send Milton to. If you are reading this letter, it means that Milton has finally managed to cross the mountains and find you. That, at least, is my hope.” 
 
    Viggo poked his tongue out at Milton. “See? He’s not that smart either, our little friend.”  
 
    Milton clicked his beak twice in response. 
 
    “He says you’re a numskull,” Ingrid translated. 
 
    Viggo poked his tongue out at her too. 
 
    “To continue,” said Lasgol. “Life at the Camp goes on without much novelty. This year there are a fair number of new First-Year students. Many Rangers have fallen in the War, and the King wants all promising fifteen-year-olds to be able to train to replace them. He has suspended the requirement that to join they must have a family connection with the Rangers, for this year and the next, to begin with. Any fifteen-year-old who wants to, and is skilled with a bow, can apply. And there have been quite several them. Master Instructor Oden is out of his wits with trying to train so many beginners at once. This is the second time I have known him lose his voice this year, and this is only after one season. There is a lot of activity involving training, but the Camp is quiet. I have been put in charge of the upper floor of the Library and am teaching the new ones to read and write. There are many who are peasants and illiterate. Can you believe that I am now a Librarian? I am pleased with my new responsibilities. I spend my days among books, learning and teaching. I like it more than I expected to. A lot more; I am really happy.” 
 
    “I’m so glad for him,” Ingrid said. “He deserves it.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “It’s the perfect position for him. He should never have come out of the Library, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Nobody asks you anything, because nobody wants to hear your opinion.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised. My opinion is well respected by some people.” 
 
    “Must be in some foreign country.” 
 
    “Go ahead and laugh, but my advice is phenomenal.” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. 
 
    “He gives me good advice,” Astrid admitted. 
 
    “You see?” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him, or else he’ll never stop and he’ll torture you for days with his nonsense.” 
 
    Viggo gave her a sarcastic smile. “You’re the one full of nonsense – you hit out first, then ask questions.” 
 
    “May I go on reading?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course, go on,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Eyra the Erudite seems to be very pleased with my work. She has told me so, above all considering the number of First-Year students to be taught. I am busy all day and I am delighted. I will continue at the Library and try to earn Dolbarar’s trust so that he will allow me access to the basement with the reserved books, the ones about magic and arcane arts. I refuse to call them forbidden, because they should not be. Sooner or later I will succeed in persuading them to allow me to study them, and that will be fantastic. How much arcane knowledge they must hold, and how much I will be able to discover!” 
 
    “What forbidden books?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Your boyfriend can tell you later,” Viggo said, and winked. 
 
    “It’s a discovery we made …” 
 
    “After forcing a lock protected with magic,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Can’t you keep still?” Astrid asked. “You always have to be in some kind of trouble.” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Well,” Lasgol said, “in our defense … there was a strong reason …” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “Sure, super-strong.” 
 
    “We were looking for clues about what had happened to my father …” 
 
    “You can tell me tonight,” Astrid said, and gave him an aggressive look. 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “To go on,” Lasgol said, to escape the brunette’s glare. “As for myself, I have not been the victim of any more attacks. I think I will be protected and safe here at the Camp. Not altogether, but much more so than anywhere else. The tensions in the kingdom are growing, and civil war is once more a fact. Both sides are preparing for the next campaign, and there have already been skirmishes. My brother the King of the West and his people are fortifying themselves, because they know that King Thoran and the nobles of the East will come for them as soon as they have regained their strength. I am afraid that events will escalate before the winter. Perhaps I am wrong, but rumor has it that King Thoran and his brother Orten have the patience and manners of a rabid dog, so that I do not expect anything good. For the moment I have the protection of Dolbarar and the Camp, and if I do not do anything suspicious they will have no reason to ask for my head. I will have to be very careful with every move I make. I beg you in your turn to do the same.” 
 
    “What does he mean?” Astrid asked. 
 
     “Phew …” said Viggo. He turned to Lasgol. “Let’s see how you explain that.” 
 
    “Explain what?” 
 
    “Maybe she shouldn’t get mixed up in this,” Ingrid suggested. 
 
    “Why not? You all are, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’re the Panthers of the Snow, and you aren’t.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Between us there’s a comradeship, a friendship forged with pain and blood, which will last a lifetime,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “And I don’t have that link with you …” 
 
    “No, not with us, perhaps with Lasgol,” Ingrid said. She was always frank and direct. 
 
    “In any case, we’re friends, we’ve been through a lot together,” Astrid said. “Haven’t we?” 
 
    “Yes,” Viggo put in, “but the Panthers do things which maybe you wouldn’t understand, or might not think were correct.” 
 
    “Like going against the King of Norghana,” Astrid said. She was beginning to understand what was going on. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “We’ve gone against him before and we might do it again,” Viggo said. “You’re not like us, you don’t have our flexibility of character.” 
 
    “To betray your legitimate King and the country,” Astrid said angrily. 
 
    “See?” Viggo said. “Not much flexibility of character.”  
 
    “It’s not flexibility, it’s treason, and I don’t commit treason.” 
 
    “That’s why it might be better if you don’t know certain things,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “If Lasgol’s in it, then I want to know.” 
 
    Viggo spread his arms wide. “Well, we have a problem.” 
 
    “We’d better both talk about it quietly,” Lasgol suggested to Astrid. 
 
    “Yeah, better.” 
 
    “I’ll go on reading now,” Lasgol said. “I have established a secure way of communicating with my brother Arnold so that I will be informed of the movements of the West and can warn him if I discover any movement against him. I know what you will say, and yes, I will be very careful. I have no desire to hang from a noose. When you finish reading this message, burn it. Burn all the messages we exchange. Always.” 
 
    “I see …” Astrid said. 
 
    “It’s a complicated situation,” Lasgol said to her. 
 
    “But you’re with the King,” Astrid objected, “with the Crown. You’re Rangers.”  
 
    “So we are,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “But we have a flexible concept of King and Crown,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Explain that.” 
 
     Viggo gave her a mischievous smile. “The King could be Arnold, because he’s the legitimate King and the Crown is that of the West, which is the legitimate one in order of succession.” 
 
    “I see …” 
 
    “We want the best for Norghana,” Ingrid said. “Make no mistake about that.” 
 
    “And justice,” Lasgol added. 
 
    “Finish reading the letter,” Astrid said. She was looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Please send a reply with Milton as soon as you receive this letter, as otherwise I will not be sure that you have received this. Once I have a reply, Milton will be able to move between the Camp, the Shelter, the Norghanian Court and the Fort, and we will all be in touch. The best of luck, and a warm hug for all. With this I take my leave of you, yours ever, Egil Olafstone.” 
 
    “I must admit, I miss the know-all,” Viggo said with a deep sigh. 
 
    “Are you going soft?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Me? No, not at all!” 
 
    “Let’s do what Egil’s asked us to.” 
 
    They lit a fire and burnt the letter, then wrote another short message to let Egil know they had received his. Lasgol thought the words in Norghanian, and as he wrote, the ring guided his hand and it came out in the language of the Frozen Continent. In this way they protected the contents in case it fell into the wrong hands, even though Milton would make sure it did not. 
 
    “Better to be safe,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Viggo, “you never know who might want to intercept us.”  
 
    Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a glance. It was a troubled one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elder Specialist Gisli was waiting for his pupils by Cuckoo Lake. Erika, Lasgol, Luca, Axe and Lars arrived to go on learning with the Master. Lasgol was immensely enjoying everything Gisli was teaching them, not to mention his manner of doing it. The tutor-pupil training was turning out to be pleasant and helpful. And judging by his partners’ faces, he was not the only one who had that impression. 
 
    When they had sat down around him, which they did gladly, Erika asked with a smile: “Theory first, Master?” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “That’s right, my young pupil,”  
 
    “Great.”  
 
    “Today I’m going to teach you about two of the most important specialties within the School of Wildlife: Beast-Master and Beast-Whisperer.” 
 
    At once Lasgol felt enthusiastic. These were two of the most important of the specialties he wanted to learn about, because from the beginning he had shown great interest in them. He did not know which he would choose: one of them, or one of those involving tracking, like Tireless Tracker or Man Hunter. He wondered whether things would be clearer by the time of the Harmony Test. He certainly hoped so.  
 
    “The first thing I want to talk about is the animals the Rangers study in these specialties.”  
 
    “Won’t we be studying them all?” Erika asked. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “It would be good if you could, but unfortunately it would take us years of study to teach you advanced knowledge about all the fauna our Mother Nature has populated the North with.” He waved his hand in a gesture that included the lake, the forests and then the sky. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Erika said, “I hadn’t really thought …”  
 
    “Don’t apologize for wanting to learn. You’ll spend your whole life learning – if you wish to and if you prepare your mind for it. That’s a great quality. Don’t ever lose it. Anyone who stops learning, stops living. Remember that.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “Although we Rangers have basic knowledge of all the northern wildlife, we Specialists focus on certain species which will help us in the carrying out of our duties. The information you’ll be given will be very advanced. Not only as regards understanding, but as regards the techniques we use with the animals.” 
 
    “Techniques?” Lasgol asked with great interest. 
 
    “I’ll be teaching you advanced techniques which my ancestors and I have developed for looking after the animals and creating bonds of trust with them. Some call it taming, but they’re mistaken. We don’t tame animals. We create affective bonds with them, we gain their respect and their friendship. Animals are very loyal and honorable if treated with respect and love. That’s what we’ll always do, as the Specialists in Wildlife we are.” 
 
     Luca was looking intrigued. “What animals will we be working with in the specialty?”  
 
    “Bloodhounds, hawks and owls, because we’ll need them for the specialties of Man Hunter and Tireless Tracker; horses and ponies for Tireless Explorer. Bears and large predators like panthers and tigers for Beast Whisperer. And other animals that help the Ranger in Beast Master, from carrier pigeons to ferrets.” 
 
    “There are so many of them,” Axe said, sounding rather overwhelmed. 
 
     “Large predators?” Lars asked, sounding unconvinced. “That’s dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re right, it is. But ask yourself this, wouldn’t you want a faithful, lethal Snow Panther as your familiar when you travel the forests and find yourself confronting bandits?” 
 
    “Looked at that way … yes, Master.”  
 
    “I’d love to!” Lasgol said eagerly. 
 
    “I want a polar bear as my familiar,” Erika said. 
 
    Gisli laughed. “Yes, who wouldn’t! It’s not that simple, my young apprentice. But it’s good that you should aim so high. He who aims high may reach his goal. He who aspires to nothing will gain nothing. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” they all replied together. 
 
    “A familiar is a wild animal which will become your own family. It will follow you everywhere you go, fight for you, be your confidant, friend, brother, loyal partner. You will be the same for him or her. You must be ready to give as much as you ask for. Friendship, love, respect, must be gained and must be reciprocated. The Ranger and his Familiar are one. They’re joined by a bond so strong that nothing can break it. They’re flesh and blood – until one of the two falls in the line of duty.” 
 
    Lasgol was listening eagerly, wondering whether some day he would have a familiar, a panther or white tiger to fight alongside him. 
 
    “We’ll respect and honor our familiar like a brother,” Lars assured. 
 
    “Good. Now pay attention, because we’re going to begin the lesson with the Polar Bear, aiming high. And then I’ll take you to one. It’ll be very interesting …” 
 
    The pupils looked at one another. Surely (their frightened eyes were wondering) he could not be serious? 
 
    Gisli’s confirmed that he was serious, very serious indeed. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Lasgol and his group got ready for their meeting with a Polar Bear, Ingrid, Molak, Bjorn, Ulgren and Isgord were practicing hard at the shooting-range under the alert gaze of Elder Specialist Ivar, who was both tough and straightforward. 
 
    “No, no, no!” he yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
    Ingrid lowered her bow. She had just released five times at a target ten paces away without missing a shot. They had all hit the bull’s-eye. 
 
    “This guy’s always in a bad mood,” Isgord protested. “Even though we’re doing it the way he told us to.” 
 
    “Your technique’s correct,” Ivar said, “but as far as I’m concerned you’re slow, stiff, over-thoughtful, sometimes even hesitant. Without the killer instinct.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Master,” Bjorn said. 
 
    Ivar snorted impatiently. 
 
    “Master, aren’t we doing it right?” Ulgren asked. 
 
    “No, not entirely.” 
 
    “But I haven’t missed a single target,” Isgord protested. 
 
    “No, you haven’t missed any of them.” 
 
    “And so? The Infallible shot isn’t exactly that? Never missing? Releasing at different heights and never missing?” 
 
    “That’s the final goal, yes, but there’s another component, speed, and that’s something you’re not achieving.” 
 
    “We’re not fast or decisive enough with our shots,” Molak concluded. 
 
    Ivar nodded. “That’s it. I’m glad at least one of you understands the concepts. The Infallible shot must be instinctive and lethal. You mustn’t think. You must act swiftly as lightning, before your opponent has the chance to react and take you down. Do you suppose a hungry tiger stalking a man thinks before it attacks? Do you think the eagle hesitates before it hurls itself on its prey from above at dizzying speed? It decides, then acts with lethal precision. That’s what I need from you, and you’re not giving it to me.” 
 
    Isgord frowned, looking unconvinced. Ingrid on the other hand was nodding. She was beginning to understand what the Master was trying to teach them. 
 
    “I can see that, master,” she said. 
 
    “Stand in line. We’re going to practice the technique of the Infallible Shot in a different way.” He gave each of them a marking arrow. 
 
    Ingrid was puzzled at the sight of the Master picking up his exquisite short bow and choosing a quiver of arrows with elemental tips. Molak gave her a warning look to draw her attention to the arrows, and she nodded. 
 
    “We’ve spent some time practicing the technique I’ve taught you. I don’t see any substantial improvement in these last few days, so it’s time now to try an incentivized technique.” 
 
    “Incentivized technique?” Isgord asked, arching an eyebrow. He did not like the sound of this. 
 
    “To improve, you have to suffer. Without suffering, there’s no improvement. That is a motto of our mother Nature. That’s why the strongest, the best-prepared, always survive in the animal world. The weak perish.” 
 
    “Is this going to hurt?” Ulgren asked. 
 
    Ivar did not smile. “Not too much. Who wants to go first?” 
 
    Everyone turned to Isgord, who always wanted to be the first in everything. Ingrid’s look said what are you waiting for, smartass? There was a moment of silence and uncertainty. The Master was waiting for the first volunteer, but nobody was saying anything. 
 
    “The order doesn’t matter, you all have to go through it, and more than once.”  
 
    Again all eyes were fixed on Isgord. Very much troubled, he grumbled impatiently. 
 
    “Cowards,” he muttered under his breath, and stepped forward. “I’ll be the first, as I always am.” His gaze as he said this was haughty and defiant. 
 
    Ingrid and Molak smiled at this small victory. 
 
    “Right. See the shooting range? This time, instead of practicing with a target, you’ll practice with me. We’ll start by walking in parallel, ten paces apart. Every five paces, you shoot and mark me. Easy, huh?” 
 
    Isgord was scratching his chin. The exercise sounded suspiciously simple. 
 
    “Yeah … too easy …” 
 
    “Well now, there’s a catch. I’m not going to make it easy for you. Every time you prepare to release I’ll make a move. You’ll have to readjust to hit me. And one more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah? What?” 
 
    “If you miss and fail to mark me, I’ll release at you.” 
 
    Isgord threw his head back, looking shocked. He had not expected this.  
 
    “Uh … at me?” 
 
    “You’re not scared, are you?” 
 
    Isgord raised his chin. “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Right then, off we go.” 
 
    They took up their positions ten paces from one another, and each of them nocked an arrow. Ivar gave the signal, and they began to walk very slowly. As he took his fifth pace, Isgord released. Ivar ducked so fast that though the arrow brushed his head it did not make contact. Before Isgord could protest, Ivar released, and an Air arrow struck him full in the chest. There was a blast of thunder, and a discharge ran all over Isgord’s chest and arms so that he cried out in pain. He began to shake and dropped his bow, unable to keep hold of it. 
 
    “Pain drives the lesson home better,” Ivar commented. 
 
    Ingrid, Molak, Bjorn and Ulgren were watching with eyes like saucers. They had expected a little suffering, but this was something more than that … 
 
    Isgord took a moment to recover. He looked at the Master with eyes full of rage.  
 
    “I see you’re getting the sense of the exercise. Try to hit me next time, or else you’ll get another discharge – and as you can see, it’s not very pleasant. Don’t worry. The discharges won’t kill you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I made these arrows myself, and I measured the components so that the combination wouldn’t be lethal. On the other hand, it’s very painful.” Ivar smiled. 
 
    Isgord muttered a curse. 
 
    “Right, I see you’re ready. Let’s go on.” 
 
    This time Ivar increased the pace and took the five steps very fast. 
 
    Isgord followed him, and as soon as he took the fifth step, he released. The Master fell to one knee and leaned his body to the right in a lightning move. The arrow brushed his shoulder, but without hitting him. Isgord’s eyes widened in horror. Ivar’s arrow hit him in the right leg with a small blast of thunder. A discharge ran up his leg and his whole right side, so that he screamed and shook uncontrollably. 
 
    Ingrid and Molak, horrified, exchanged a frightened glance at the thought of what was coming. 
 
    “One more,” Ivar said when Isgord had stopped shaking. “You’re doing very well.” 
 
    “Yeah …. Wond … er … fully …” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Isgord nodded, although it was easy to see from his expression that he wanted to get the exercise over as soon as possible. 
 
    Ivar broke into a run, and Isgord followed his example. At the fourth step Isgord outran the Master, who seemed a little slower this time. Isgord took the fifth step and then, with a look of triumph, aimed. The Elder took his last step, and it seemed that Isgord had him. Instead of stopping to release, Ivar somersaulted and Isgord’s arrow found only air. 
 
    “No!” he shouted and raised his hand for the Master to stop. 
 
    Ivar finished his evasive maneuver and in one swift, fluid movement, without thinking or hesitating, he released. The arrow hit Isgord in the left leg. The blast of the impact was followed by a discharge that left him writhing on the ground. 
 
    “I’m sure the next time you’ll do much better. Pain helps us to improve. Well, perhaps three or four more interactions. The pain helps, but doesn’t work miracles. We’ll see. Next!”  
 
    Bjorn and Ulgren looked up at the sky, hoping not to be noticed. Ingrid was about to take a step forward, but Molak beat her to it. 
 
    “I’ll go next.” 
 
    “That’s the way I like it. With determination.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at Molak with concern in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” he told her with a reassuring smile. 
 
    But that was not what happened. He received three discharges, like Isgord, and like him, ended up on the ground. Ingrid snorted in despair and went next, with the same result. After her went Bjorn and Ulgren, and neither of them was spared. 
 
      
 
    The group of Specialists in Nature fared better, or at least found things less painful. Annika was explaining the day’s lesson to Sugesen, Gonars, Frida and Elina by the Green Lake. It was a beautiful place, a small lake surrounded by ash trees on one side and firs on the other. The water was blue except near the shore, where it was a rather unattractive green, hence the name. 
 
    “Today we’re going to be studying healing,” Annika announced. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Frida said, applauding. She seemed very interested in the subject. 
 
    Annika spread a blanket on the ground, and on it she placed her massive book of knowledge, the Tome of Nature. She opened it at the relevant section and recited the whole chapter from memory while they followed it in the tome. When she had finished, she added several examples and explanations. She answered all their questions; there were many of these, as it was a complex chapter about a powerful antidote against several types of common poisons. 
 
    “Do you understand all that?” she asked at last. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” they all replied as one. 
 
    “Right then, now for the practical part.”  
 
    “Great!” Elina said. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll find it great, but I’m sure you’ll learn,” Annika said. The smile she gave them was crooked, almost sinister. 
 
    Sugesen was staring suspiciously at her. “Why …?” 
 
    “Give me your hand,” she said. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, but he could not refuse a direct order from the Elder. He offered her his hand. 
 
    With surprising speed, Annika seized it with her left hand. With her right she slashed it with a curved dagger nobody had seen her carrying, smeared with some greenish substance. 
 
    “Ouch!” Sugesen cried. 
 
    “Don’t complain, it doesn’t hurt.”  
 
    He was looking at her in annoyance. “But … you’ve cut me, Ma’am …” he protested. 
 
    “I’ve done more than that. I’ve poisoned you.” 
 
    “You have?” Gonars asked in disbelief. 
 
    Annika nodded. “I never lie.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Frida asked. “How do we heal him?”  
 
    “What have you just learned?”  
 
    “But we don’t have the antidote,” Elina said. “Or the ingredients, or the means to make it up.”  
 
    “You have the most important thing: the knowledge. Now apply it and make the antidote.” 
 
    Sugesen meanwhile was staring at the cut in his hand. “I’m going to die!” he shouted. 
 
    “Not if your partners prepare the antidote. You won’t be able to do it yourself, because you’re going to start feeling woozy very soon.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    “Ma’am, is he really poisoned?” Frida asked, hoping for a negative answer. 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Come on, quick!” Gonars called. “We’ve got to save him!”  
 
    Elina and Frida bent to study the tome, looking for the ingredients they needed for the antidote. Sugesen meanwhile was beginning to feel dizzy.  
 
    “I don’t feel well,” he muttered. 
 
    “Sit down on the ground,” Annika said as she watched with her arms folded. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” Elina said. “Let’s go for them.” 
 
    “I’ll get the fire ready,” said Gonars.” We need to boil water.”  
 
    “I’ll help you with the ingredients,” Frida said to Elina. 
 
    “You’d better hurry up, or he won’t live to tell the tale,” Annika commented. 
 
    “I feel sick,” Sugesen muttered, and collapsed. 
 
    Seeing this, Elina and Frida ran off to the woods. Gonars uttered curses to the sky and ran after them. 
 
    Annika smiled. “I like this year’s group, they’re smart, particularly the girls,” she said to herself. “I’m pleased about that.”  
 
    Stretched out on the ground, Sugesen was unable to hear this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Engla, the Elder Specialist of the School of Expertise, had assembled her group in the heart of the Black Forest. A place, as its name indicated, that was deep and dark. Astrid, Viggo, Jensen, Aren and Jorgen were looking around them trying to accustom their eyes to the shadows. 
 
    “I feel at home here,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “Because of how dark and somber it is, you mean,” Astrid said beside him. 
 
    “Exactly. Like my home. The sewers of my city were this dark, though it smelt much worse. A very unpleasant place, although I have to admit it had its charm.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Sure, the charm must have been irresistible.”  
 
    “Just like mine,” Viggo shot back, and smiled. 
 
    “I see you get along well,” Engla said to them. She was watching them with that harsh gaze that seemed to forgive nothing. “That’s good. Although I must tell you that our specialty is a lonely one. The missions entrusted to us are mostly for a single Specialist.” 
 
    “Two get in each other’s way, Ma’am?” Jensen asked. 
 
    “It’s not so much that, it’s that the missions are usually delicate, and the fewer people who know what they involve, the better. In this we differ from all other Specialists – who in fact do work and collaborate with other Specialists, Rangers, and even the army and the nobles. We don’t. We receive our missions from Gondabar or the King, and we carry them out. No questions, no hesitation. Understood?” 
 
    “Can nobody else entrust us with a mission, Ma’am?” Aren asked. 
 
    “No. It’s part of what makes this Specialization so ‘special’.” 
 
    “That,” Viggo added, “and the fact that we devote ourselves to spying and killing …”  
 
    “For the good of the realm, don’t you ever forget that. What we do, we do for Norghana. It’s not pleasant, but somebody has to do it.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. 
 
    “We understand, Ma’am,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Or would you rather be a mere pawn in the game, an infantry soldier who was the first to be sent into battle to die for his country?” 
 
    Aren and Jensen shook their heads. 
 
    “I’d rather not die, if I have the choice,” said Viggo. 
 
    “So you’ll have to train hard and develop skills that allow you to survive where others perish.” 
 
    Viggo was looking serious now, with doubt in his eyes. Would he succeed? 
 
    “We’ll make it, Ma’am,” Astrid said. “We’ll work hard and turn our bodies into lethal weapons that are capable of surviving in the worst of situations.” 
 
    “I see you’ve come well trained and mentally prepared. That pleases me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “The exercise we’re going to do today is easy, and you need to master it because if not, you won’t survive your first mission. I’ll stand here in the middle of this little clearing. You have to attack me from behind and mark me with your hand weapons.” 
 
    “Mark?” Astrid repeated. “On the back, Ma’am?”  
 
    “To begin with, it’ll be enough if you mark me on the back, though later we’ll repeat the exercise and then you’ll have to mark me in the neck and chest. The difficulty will increase at each stage. The same principle will operate in all the exercises we practice. That’s how you’ll be prepared later on to face whatever you have to deal with in the outside world.” 
 
    “Where’s the catch?” asked Viggo, who was naturally distrustful. 
 
    “You’re sharp. That’ll save your life someday. The catch is that it’s extremely difficult to surprise me, and that if you don’t succeed, you’ll get a souvenir.” 
 
    “A painful souvenir, right?” 
 
    “Correct,” she said, as serious as death. 
 
    “I knew it …” 
 
    “First volunteer?” Engla asked. 
 
    “Me,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Good. I’m glad a girl’s the bravest and most determined of the group.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Take those marking weapons and stand wherever you like behind me. I’ll shut my eyes and tell you when to start.” 
 
    Astrid did as was told. The weapons turned out to be a marking knife and a short axe. 
 
    “Begin,” Engla said, and took out two rather odd-looking Rangers’ knives. 
 
    Astrid crouched and began to move with extreme care, with everybody else watching. She placed each foot carefully and expertly so as not to make the least sound. She took two more steps, making sure Engla could not hear her, see her or know which side she would attack from. She got within one step of the Elder’s back. Instead of hurrying, she moved her body carefully under cover of the forest shadows and prepared for the attack. She controlled her breathing, since the movement needed to be swift and totally silent. She hurled her body at Engla’s back. 
 
    The Elder spun with lightning speed. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, she had turned her body completely. 
 
    Now, facing Astrid, she caught her halfway through the attack. She blocked and deflected Astrid’s knife with her own. Astrid was put off by the speed and skill of her opponent. She tried to use her axe, but it was too late. Engla launched a quick, sharp kick, which hit her in the stomach and left her breathless. As Astrid bent over in pain, Engla followed up the kick with two sharp blows with her marking knives. It sounded as if she were hitting her with a steel bar. The first struck her right side, the second her left thigh. 
 
    Astrid grunted as she fell to the ground, where she lay writhing in pain. 
 
    “Stealth is our principal weapon. Those of you who believe you’re very good with axe and knife or throwing dagger” – she glanced at Viggo – “I can assure you that if you don’t master the Path of Stealth, you won’t survive in this specialization. You’ll die on your second or third mission.” 
 
    Viggo looked shocked at this. 
 
    “We understand, Ma’am,” Jensen said. 
 
    “Good. Next?” 
 
    Jensen, Aren and Jorgen tried. They did their best to avoid the Elder, but all three shared Astrid’s luck. They ended up on the ground, beaten and writhing in pain. 
 
    “Your turn, Viggo.”  
 
    Viggo looked at his partners and shook his head. “How’s a pupil supposed to surprise his Master at his first attempt? I’m doomed to a beating.” 
 
    “You’re a smart lad. Think.” 
 
    Viggo took his place five paces from the Elder in a straight line. Engla waited, very erect, with her weapons in her hand and her back to him. Viggo moved at a crouch, very slowly, with the stealth of a snake. He took two steps and then stopped, apparently considering his situation and looking for some alternative. If he attacked as the others had, he would fail and get a painful beating. He made up his mind and moved his right foot to go forward. Then suddenly, instead of going on, he straightened, positioned his knife ready to throw and with a sharp whiplash movement threw it at Engla’s back. 
 
    The Elder turned her head slightly and crouched, like lightning. 
 
    Viggo’s knife passed over her head. 
 
    He hesitated. Engla spun round in a single swift move. 
 
    Viggo made his decision and threw his axe, but Engla deflected it to one side with her knife. 
 
    Viggo gasped. He was lost. 
 
    Engla threw both knives at him in a movement so fast and sudden that he barely saw them. The two knives hit him hard in the chest. He grunted in pain and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Very well done,” Engla said to him. 
 
    “Rea … really …?” Viggo stammered through the pain. He sounded incredulous. 
 
    “I never joke.” 
 
    “Yeah … true …” 
 
    “You’ve got talent and a brain. You’ll go far.” 
 
    Viggo was flabbergasted. 
 
    “We’ll repeat the exercise,” the Elder went on. 
 
    Everybody groaned in despair. 
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    “I’m worried,” Lasgol said to Astrid that night while they were looking for Camu to the west of the Lair.  
 
    “Well find him.” 
 
    “No … I mean about you.” 
 
    Astrid stopped and looked into his deep blue eyes. “We’re fine. You needn’t worry about me.” She stroked his cheek tenderly and gave him a look full of love to make sure he would be left in no doubt about it. “I love you, you know that.” 
 
    “And I love you. More than I could ever have imagined.” 
 
    She smiled happily. But Lasgol’s expression was deeply worried. 
 
    “So …?” 
 
    “It’s about the Expertise specialization.” 
 
    “Oh … what’s the matter? What are you worried about?” 
 
    They sat down on a couple of rocks, contemplating a stream that came down through the forest. The sky was clear, with the stars shining brightly in the beautiful summer sky. 
 
    “You see …” 
 
    “Go on, tell me.” 
 
    “The specialization of Expertise is very dangerous and I’m afraid for you, afraid of what might happen to you.” 
 
    “They’re all dangerous. So is Wildlife.” 
 
    “But nowhere near the same extent.” 
 
    “Are you afraid something might happen to me? How sweet.” She laid her head on his chest. 
 
    Lasgol stroked her hair. “Yes, the missions you’d be entrusted with would be incredibly dangerous. You could easily die …” 
 
    “So could you.” 
 
    “It’s not the same, and you know it. You can’t compare the risk of a Beast Whisperer or a Tireless Tracker with that of a Stealthy Spy, or a Forest Assassin, or a Natural Assassin, or an Assassin of Nature. The missions would all be incredibly risky.” 
 
    Astrid gave him a soothing smile. “We’re Rangers. Our life is always going to be at risk. Some days more than others, but all the time. The specializations add to that risk, I know, we both know, but it’s what we want to do, it’s why we’re here. I’ve always dreamed of being a Specialist Ranger in an elite specialty. It’s my dream. To serve my realm, as a Specialist Ranger.” 
 
    “That I can understand … but what I’m worried about is the elite specializations that are offered in Expertise and what they’ll demand of you. You’ll be risking your life, literally, in every mission.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “I am, for you.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said, and kissed him gently. “I know how to take care of myself.” 
 
    “And if you’re captured and you’re forced to take your own life?” 
 
    “That won’t happen. It only would if I chose the specialty of Spy.” 
 
    “Being a Spy or an Assassin is a very dangerous path – and not only that, it’s a very dark one. Do you really want to become an Assassin? Is that the path you really want to follow?” There was anguish in Lasgol’s voice as he said this. 
 
    “I can see you’re really worried about my future.” 
 
    “I don’t want whatever you have to do for the King or the Crown to fill your heart with darkness … that over time, and because of what you’ll have to do you’ll lose your soul and never be able to get it back … Kings, nobles, the ones who have power, will oblige you to carry out missions that’ll corrupt your soul …” 
 
    Astrid took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to tell me. I can see it too, don’t think I don’t. Becoming one of the three types of assassins of Expertise involves sacrifice and the beginning of a dark path, which can really taint my soul with blackness because that’s the reality of the specialization, and of life. But like me, you’ll have to accept the missions entrusted to us, whether we like them or not, whether we agree with them or not. We serve the King, and that’s what we must do. If you become a Man-Hunter and it turns out that the person you have to hunt down and hand over for execution is innocent – or even worse a friend, someone you respect – then what?” 
 
    “That’s different …” 
 
    “Deep down it isn’t.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to explain. “The specialty of Man-Hunter isn’t as dark as Assassin of Nature. There could be injustices in both, but what worries me is what you’ll be asked to do. I’ll be told to bring a wanted man in, but you’ll be told to kill him.” 
 
    “If he’s been judged and sentenced to death, what’s the difference?” 
 
    “That you yourself will have to kill on the King’s orders.” 
 
    “So will you. If the King orders you to shoot someone, you’ll have to do it, whichever your specialization may be, because you’re a Ranger and you serve the King.” 
 
    “Don’t deflect the question. You know what I mean. Listening to Elder Engla the other day, my blood froze. The things she said you have to do in each specialty …” 
 
    “Your friend Viggo’s with me too. Have you told him the same thing?” 
 
    “Viggo’s soul is darker, more hardened, he knows how to take care of himself. He’ll get by. His morality and the way he views life and death are different from ours. It’s true, I don’t like him becoming a specialist Assassin, I have to admit, but I think he’d be able to survive it.” 
 
    “Because his soul’s already dark?” 
 
    “Yes … and because of his nature and the way he sees life … because of everything that he’s gone through …” 
 
    “And who says my soul isn’t like Viggo’s? 
 
     Lasgol did not know what to say to this. He did not know Astrid as well as that.  
 
    “It isn’t …” 
 
    “You want to think it’s not. I never said my soul was pure and that it hasn’t been damaged and darkened.” 
 
    “Has it been?” 
 
    “You’ll have to get to know me better to find that out.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You’re right. I shouldn’t assume things just because I love you and I want them to be a certain way …” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. “You’re sweet, and that’s why I love you, Lasgol Eklund. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. I’ll choose well, knowing what I’m getting myself into, fully aware. I’ll weigh up how much I want to darken my soul and then I’ll decide. Thank you for worrying about me like this …” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    They kissed under the moon, first gently and a moment later with increasing passion. Lasgol sighed. He hoped his words had made Astrid think. But she was wild by nature, and for some reason he knew she would choose one of the three Assassin specialties. He felt a sting in his breast. 
 
    They went on with the search for Camu, but concern for Astrid’s fate did not leave Lasgol’s heart. 
 
    The following day Ingrid came over at dinner-time and made a conspiratorial gesture to them. 
 
    “Panthers, eat your meal quickly and come with me. I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    “Good or bad?” Viggo enquired. 
 
    “You’ll know when I show you.” 
 
    “Does it only concern the Panthers?” Molak asked. His face showed that he did not like it when Ingrid left him out of certain conversations. 
 
    “Only Panthers.” 
 
    Astrid looked at Lasgol, who shrugged and gave her a gesture that meant he would tell her later on in private. He knew that if he hid anything from Astrid again it would mean the end of their relationship, and that was the last thing he wanted. 
 
    “I know I’m just a last-minute addition,” Erika said. “but I’d like to know what’s up too.”  
 
    “Better not get mixed up in Panther business,” Luca told her with a smile. “They usually end up in massive trouble.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” Viggo said. 
 
    Erika laughed. “In that case I’d rather not know.” 
 
    “Molak, make sure that snoop Isgord doesn’t follow us,” Ingrid said. It sounded more like a plea than an order. 
 
    Molak agreed reluctantly. It was obvious that he was not happy about being kept in the dark. 
 
    “You could also accept us as honorary members of the Panthers,” Erika suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps in the future,” Ingrid said.” It’s not that we don’t trust you. I trust Astrid, Molak, Luca, you a bit less. Nothing personal, but I’ve known them since Camp, and you I haven’t. In any case it’s our business, Panthers’ business, and it’ll be better if you don’t get mixed up in it, for your own good.”  
 
    “Well, if you change your mind, we’re here,” Erika said. 
 
    Ingrid, Lasgol and Viggo left after dinner and went to a clearing in the middle of the forest where there was a pond of quiet water. 
 
    “I know this place,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I brought you here …” 
 
    Ingrid pointed to a nearby tree. “Look who’s back!” she said. A white owl was watching them from a branch. 
 
    “Milton!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “That scraggy fowl is back!” 
 
    Ingrid reached out her arm, and Milton flew to her. 
 
    “He’s got a message.” 
 
    “Is it from Egil?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “No, it’s from Gerd.”  
 
    “Gerd? That’s great. What does he say?”  
 
    “He’s going to say he’s frightened to death, as usual,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Blockhead!” 
 
    “Is it in the Language of the Frozen Continent?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Ingrid was studying the letter. “No, it’s in Norghanian. Gerd’s written it directly, I recognize his handwriting,”  
 
    “The scaredy-cat doesn’t know how to write in the language of the Frozen Continent. He can barely write in our own.” 
 
    “Shut up and listen, you numskull. Hello, friends. Egil has written to tell me that Milton finally found you and we can all communicate now. I hope you’re all well. I’m sure you are. Send me news and tell me everything you’re doing. Life at Fort Raksen is pretty monotonous. I’m the only Ranger and I’ve been assigned to Captain Esgunson. I can’t complain, he’s a good soldier, a bit abrupt, but that’s understandable in his situation. He must rule the fort, and as we’re in a border area, there’s usually one skirmish or another going on. The Zangrians have a fort not more than a league away to the southeast and they’re carrying out maneuvers on the border all the time, right under our noses, so Captain Esgunson has to mobilize his men and make sure they don’t come into our territory. It sounds unbelievable, but they do, they cross the border on purpose –hence the skirmishes and minor incidents. And when it’s not them doing it, it’s us who go out on maneuvers and cross their border. It’s as if we were playing cat and mouse, only it’s much more dangerous. There’s already been one death and five wounded so far this year. I don’t understand much of this business of protecting the border, or the games they’re playing, so I just follow the Captain’s orders and try not to get into trouble.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Dangerous, these border games.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Viggo said reassuringly, “our Gerd won’t get himself into trouble.”  
 
    “Let’s hope that one of these maneuvers doesn’t end up escalating, with plenty of casualties on both sides,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It could happen. More than one war has started like this with a skirmish breaking out at a border-post.” 
 
    “I’ll go on,” Ingrid said. “Here they hold me in great esteem, which encourages me a lot. It seems that my skill in tracking and with the animals has amazed the soldiers. They’re no good at all at following a trail, still less at finding one. They also like challenging me to a fight. It seems I’m pretty good at it, though they use big axes and shields and I use our hand weapons. It’s funny, but I always win. You’d think soldiers would be better with weapons than Rangers, but it seems not. They say it’s because I’m very big. I think it helps, but in the end skill with weapons is separate from the fighter’s size. That’s what they taught us at the Camp. The soldiers’ training is very different. It seems to me … very basic … but I don’t tell them that. I behave as if their daily training is better. The Captain doesn’t want to fight me. I think it’s to keep up a good image in front of his men.” 
 
    “How could he not beat a handful of rubbishy soldiers who’ve been posted to the border?” Viggo said, shaking his head. “He’s the size of a mountain, and he’s spent four years training with the Rangers.”  
 
    “Let him be happy,” Ingrid said quietly. “Be glad for him.” 
 
    “But I am glad, it’s just that it makes me angry that he doesn’t realize what great qualities he has.” 
 
    “He’ll come to realize that gradually,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be too much tension between our realms” (Ingrid went on), “and the Captain says he doesn’t foresee war in the near future, so we’re quiet at the front. Although he also says you can’t trust Zangrians, who are brutal as well as treacherous. I took the opportunity to ask about the brotherhood of Zangrian assassins which is trying to kill Egil. The soldiers have told me it’s a very bad business. They have a reputation for fulfilling their contracts and not giving up unless there’s a counter-offer for a very generous sum of gold. I told Egil that. Perhaps we could buy the contract on his head as a way of getting rid of the assassins who are after him. But Egil told me he wants to know who’s behind the contract, and gold won’t tell us that. We’d have to get hold of the name with blood. Maybe you can talk to him and persuade him – he didn’t listen to me. He wants to know who paid for his life, and I don’t think he’ll stop until he finds out.” 
 
    “This is a bad business,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid agreed, “and I don’t think we’re going to be able to persuade Egil to bribe the Brotherhood to forget all about it.”  
 
    “We’d need a massive amount of gold,” Viggo said. 
 
    “His brother Arnold has resources,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “Which he needs for the war against King Thoran,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “In any case,” Lasgol went on, “even if we got hold of the gold, we’d have to persuade Egil to forget the whole thing. And that’s going to be all-but-impossible.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo muttered, “the know-all is very stubborn and noble.”  
 
    “It’s a matter of honor,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Honor my ass. Life is more important than honor.” 
 
    “You can say that because you don’t have it.” 
 
    “Even if I did, I’d swap it for my life without stopping to think.” 
 
    “We’ll have to persuade Egil,” Lasgol said, but without much hope. 
 
    “What else does the big guy say?” Viggo wanted to know. 
 
    “I also want you to know” (Ingrid went on) “that I’m having fewer and fewer panic attacks. I think I’ve improved a lot. Here at the fort everything’s very normal, there’s no magic or mysteries or creatures of the ice or any of those other wild beasts. So I’m never scared, even though they have me leading all the patrols that come my way because I’m better in forested terrain than the soldiers. I’m not even afraid on night patrols. I’m very happy. I know this won’t last forever because sooner or later I’ll come up against something weird … but until then, I can tell you that I’m very well.” 
 
    “I’m really happy for him,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Life in the army suits our Gerd wonderfully,” Ingrid said. She sounded delighted. 
 
    “We have to admit that our company wasn’t really right for him,” Lasgol said. “Always in trouble, and a lot of it involving arcane matters.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Well, that’s sure to have helped him overcome a lot of his fears.” 
 
    “You need to face up to your fears to overcome them,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “True,” Lasgol had to admit. 
 
    “And finally, as I’m near the Zangrian frontier, I’ll try to get hold of information that might help Egil. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Take care of yourselves. I hope to see you again soon. Send news. I love you all, Gerd.” 
 
    “Isn’t our Gerd great?” Viggo said, delighted to receive news from the big guy. 
 
    “I’m so glad he’s doing well,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Me too. Let’s hope he doesn’t get into trouble for trying to help Egil.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Viggo said. His gesture did not suggest much optimism. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was looking around at the Cave of Runes. It was night-time, and the door to the cavern was open. Several of his fellow-pupils were chatting outside by the river. It was a summer night and the sky was clear, with the stars shining in all their brilliance. This was not a very common thing in Norghana, where for most of the year the sky was cloudy and the stars barely deigned to show themselves to mortals. He liked the cavern, feeling there was a latent power in it, as if the runes he could not see were watching over it. This sense must be related to his Gift. Egil would be fascinated, there was no doubt of that. 
 
    Everybody was nervous because of the approaching Harmony Test. There was less than two weeks to go, and they were all making enormous efforts in body and soul, expending the last drop of sweat in order to be well-prepared. Lasgol could barely believe how fast half the year had gone. Spring had gone by without their noticing as they explored the whole new world of the Shelter and adapted to it. And with the hard training and the Elder Specialists’ teaching, summer had flown past unnoticed. He was not surprised; the Elders’ teaching was so intense and enriching that he found himself devouring everything they said. And so the days went by in the blink of an eye. 
 
    He liked the new system of learning very much: a small group with an Elder Specialist acting as Teacher. It made things easier to learn. Besides, not having competition as such between them, since nobody was very clear yet about which specialty they would choose, they helped one another, and hence the atmosphere was a lot pleasanter. It also strengthened comradeship. The Elders acted as mentors and the Rangers as their pupils, and Lasgol was really enjoying this relationship. He wondered why it had not been done this way at the Camp. Probably because they would need too many mentors for so many Rangers, and there were only Four Master Rangers. Whatever the reason, Lasgol appreciated this way of training. With one exception: Snow White and the physical training, which was torture. 
 
    He saw that Astrid was on her way to the Cave of Autumn with Erika, presumably to study. Every evening the students went to the cave to learn from the tomes of knowledge the Elders kept there. The only thing that was forbidden was to practice if they were not present. Lately they were always present after dinner and well into the night: Ivar looking after his bows, Gisli looking after Snow-White and other beasts he kept there. Annika too spent evenings creating potions and preparations that smelt horrible, along with Engla, studying her somber tomes. The Elders welcomed them in silence and allowed them to study and ask questions, answering these if they made sense. If not, they redirected them to the relevant tome. 
 
    Now he came to think of it, he noticed that they were practicing all day in the field, then at night in the Cave of Autumn. This meant that they were spending the whole day studying for the specialization, without even being aware of it. A very fruitful system. He wished he could sleep a little more so that he could take in more knowledge, but unfortunately he was unable to. He did not mind, even though he noticed that he was lagging compared to the others. Even if he failed to pass the half-year test, he could still not stop looking for Camu. A hunch told him the little creature was in the Shelter and alive, and he had to follow that hunch. 
 
    Nobody knew what the Harmony Test would consist of, and the Elder Specialists had given them no clue. Hence they all speculated about it and the difficulty it would involve. Those who seemed surest of success were Isgord’s group, with Bjorn, Ulgren, Aren, Jorgen and Jensen. They were the toughest, that at least seemed to be true. Lasgol watched them laughing and chatting as they threw pebbles into the river. 
 
    “Everything all right, Lasgol?” he heard a voice behind him. 
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine,” he said, and turned. He found Sigrid watching him from the entrance to the Cave of Winter. 
 
    “I noticed you gazing into the distance.” 
 
    “Thinking, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    She came up to him slowly. It was undeniable that she had a powerful aura, and the hair at the back of his neck prickled. 
 
    “What are you thinking about, my young pupil of Wildlife?” 
 
    “About this place, about the Runes …” 
 
    “Ah, they intrigue you, do they?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist, very much.” 
 
    “They’re a mystery. Nobody has been able to solve it.” 
 
    “I was wondering …” 
 
    She smiled. “Go ahead. I’ll tell you if I have the answer. If I don’t, I’ll do what I can to help you.” 
 
    “Wondering whether these runes, the Lair, the Pearl at the top couldn’t be some kind of temple …” 
 
    “Hmmm, interesting theory. Yes, there have been scholars who’ve investigated the place and believe this might very well be a temple of some very ancient, extinct civilization.” 
 
    “I think it’s connected with the Cavern of the Ice Dragon.” 
 
    “It might be, although no runes like the ones here have been found there, only the great Dragon.” 
 
    “Is it a real frozen Dragon?” 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “That’s another of the great mysteries of the place. One, I’m afraid, that we can’t unveil, at least for the moment.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t anybody try to thaw out the dragon?” 
 
    “It would take a long time, and there’s no real interest in doing it. Our King has shown none, and although others, like the Monarch of the Kingdom of Erenal, seem to be interested, the King will never grant permission to anybody from another country to investigate in our land.” 
 
    “For political reasons?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “But if they discovered something interesting, it might be useful to our King.” 
 
    “Monarchs tend to be very suspicious of the intentions of other monarchs, even if they seem beneficial for the realm. I don’t think Thoran would allow an enemy power to investigate. Uthar and his ancestors refused. The real Uthar, I mean.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “It’s a shame. We might find out something really interesting.” 
 
    “One day, perhaps. Dragons are mythological creatures of our folklore and must be taken as such.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we believe they existed?” 
 
    “People ought to believe what’s provable, even with magic. We believe in magic because we can see the effects on ourselves, on what surrounds us. A creature out of legends and fairy tales, of whose existence there’s never been any evidence … I can’t advise any of my pupils to believe they really existed.” 
 
    “I see …” 
 
    “What’s curious is that other peoples, distant kingdoms, all across Tremia, also believe in Dragons and creatures of the kind, which indicates that either it’s a legend adopted by many cultures or that there’s some truth behind the myth … How much? I don’t know, and nor would I venture to say.” 
 
    “I’m not going to get a direct answer, am I, Mother Specialist?” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m afraid that as far as Dragons and Caves with Runes of Power are concerned, no, you’re not.”  
 
    “I was afraid of that …” 
 
    “Why so much interest? You weren’t wanting a Dragon as a familiar, were you?” Sigrid asked ironically. 
 
    “No not at all,” Lasgol said. His gesture indicated that he had not the slightest desire for a Dragon. 
 
    Sigrid laughed. “You’d better find an animal more in accord with your size. Gisli will give you good advice.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I see some ugly bags under your eyes. Aren’t you sleeping well?” 
 
    “Yes … well, sometimes I don’t …” Lasgol did not know how to answer this. 
 
    “You must rest. Leave those mysteries that have lain unsolved for thousands of years to go on for a little longer, and sleep. Rest will be good for you. The Harmony Test isn’t far away, and you’ll need all your strength – in particular mentally.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, I’d better rest. Sometimes mysteries captivate me ….” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing, but don’t let them rob you of your rest.” 
 
    “I won’t. Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was coming out of the Lair when he saw Viggo spying, hidden behind a tree on the other side of the river. He was not surprised. Viggo was always spying for one reason or another. As he was nearby and felt curious, Lasgol went across to see what he was up to. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” 
 
    “Shhhh!” Viggo put his finger to his lips, then pointed to an oak not far ahead. 
 
    Lasgol followed the gesture and saw Ingrid and Molak. They were chatting, unaware that they were being watched. 
 
    “Viggo!” 
 
    “Be quiet and listen. You’ll be interested.” 
 
    “It’s not a good thing to spy on your friends.” 
 
    “I spy on everybody, friends or not.” 
 
    “On me too?” 
 
    “Of course. Particularly when you’re with Astrid.” 
 
    This annoyed Lasgol. “Why?” 
 
    “To know what you’re up to.” 
 
    “But we’re friends!” 
 
    “I know, but women have certain powers of persuasion, and they can make you forget yourself. So I keep an eye out in case the brunette takes away your common sense.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head in reproach. “You really are a pain in the neck.” 
 
    “One day you’ll thank me.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. Now keep quiet, I want to know what Molak’s saying. I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “Why in earth not? Molak’s a good guy and a great Ranger.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why. These people who are righteous and honorable make me nervous. He could give us away, and we’d all end up hanged. Just like your brunette, except that she’s less righteous than Captain Fantastic here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, less righteous?” 
 
    “She’s more flexible, more like us.” He indicated Molak. “He isn’t.”  
 
    Lasgol was about to reply to that, but he realized that to some extent Viggo was right. Spying was always wrong, but Molak and Astrid could really get them into trouble if they turned them in to the Rangers … although there was no obvious reason why they should. The Panthers always walked on treacherous ground, and one slip could put their necks in a noose. 
 
    Molak was holding Ingrid in his arms. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” he asked her. 
 
    “There are things it’s best for you not to know.” 
 
    “If they concern you, then I need to know.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need anybody to protect me. I can do that myself perfectly easily.” 
 
    He stroked her cheek. “I know … I’ve never doubted it for a moment 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It’s the situations you might get involved in that worry me.” 
 
    “Those’ll be the ones I choose to get involved in.” 
 
    “Yes, but one day, perhaps out of loyalty to your friends, you’ll be drawn into some situation you won’t be able to get out of.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, I do. I’m afraid for you. For your fate.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Your best friends are Darthor’s son and the King of the West’s brother. D’you know the danger that puts you in? Are you even aware of it? Because I certainly am.” 
 
    “I know very well who Lasgol and Egil are. And also where my loyalties lie.” 
 
    “But you don’t seem to be aware of the risk.” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened to me. I’m still here, so that means I’ve thought a lot about it.” 
 
    “Or that you’ve been very lucky.” 
 
    “Luck only smiles on those who are well prepared. I’m very well prepared for whatever I have to deal with.” 
 
    Molak shook his head. “I know you’re playing the dangerous game of politics, with Egil in the center of it all. That could set you all on the road to the noose.” 
 
    “Maybe, but he’s my friend, and it’s my decision, not yours.” 
 
    Molak bent his head. “I know that, but think about it: King Thoran’s very temperamental, he could order your death in a sudden fit of rage. And there’s nothing that could be done to stop it.” 
 
    “It’s a risk we’re aware of and have to face up to.” 
 
    “You know I’m telling you this because I worry about you … because I love you …” 
 
    “I know, Molak,” she said, and taking his face in her hands, she kissed him passionately. 
 
    Viggo gave a muffled growl. “You see? This guy’s going to bring trouble.” 
 
    “Because he’s loyal to the King, or because he’s kissing Ingrid?” 
 
    “The first. The other doesn’t worry me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t worry you, the fact that they’re kissing? I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t worry me.” 
 
    Lasgol looked Viggo in the eye and saw that he genuinely was not worried. But that was impossible. Whatever he might say, Viggo was in love with Ingrid, as even a blind man could see. All the Panthers knew it. So how could he not mind? Lasgol was left feeling troubled. 
 
    “Explain that to me.”  
 
    “He told her he loves her.” 
 
    Lasgol still did not understand. “So?” 
 
    “She hasn’t told him she loves him back.” 
 
    Lasgol now looked at Ingrid and Molak, who were in one another’s arms, kissing under the oak. 
 
    “But they’re kissing ...” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Believe me, it won’t last.” 
 
    “Seriously? It looks to me as if it will.” 
 
    “Mark my words, it won’t last.” 
 
    Lasgol was completely taken aback. On the one hand Ingrid and Molak seemed to be in love, and everything was going relatively well between them. On the other hand Viggo had noticed something that did not fit, and if there was anything Viggo was good at, it was finding things that were suspicious, or out of place. 
 
    At nightfall Lasgol sought out his partners in front of the Lair. He took Ingrid and Viggo with him under the curious gaze of Astrid and Molak. 
 
    “We’ve got news,” he announced. 
 
    “Milton?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “Great,” Viggo said, sounding cheerful. “I hope it’s good news.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Lasgol who had not read the letter yet. 
 
    They came to where Milton was waiting by the pond. He seemed to like that spot. 
 
    Lasgol retrieved the letter the owl had brought, after stroking him gently. The bird’s feathers were really soft. He had not protested this time; he seemed to be in a good mood. 
 
    “Who’s it from?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol read the first couple of lines. “It’s from Nilsa!” 
 
    “The freckly redhead?” Viggo smiled broadly. “What’s she broken this time?” 
 
    “I’ll read it… Hello to everybody at the Shelter! I hope you’re all very well and that the training and everything you’re learning is awesome. I’m sure it is. I can imagine Ingrid presiding over everything you’re being taught. You’ll have to teach me everything you’ve learnt when we see each other. I’m not going to leave you in peace for a single moment, there must be so many things you’re learning. Are you going to be a Mage Hunter? Natural Marksman? Forest Sniper? I’m sure they’re all awesome. You’ll be stars at whichever you choose, I’m absolutely sure about that. I wanted to be a Mage Hunter myself … well, in another life.” 
 
    “Our Nilsa’s still our Nilsa,” Ingrid said, shaking her head. 
 
    “We ought to tell her not to give up,” Viggo said. “She could still become a Mage-Hunter.”  
 
    “That’s true, Lasgol agreed. “On her own merits and with a recommendation she could come to train.”  
 
    “We’ll tell her,” Ingrid said. “She’ll be very happy.”  
 
    “Go on,” Viggo told Lasgol, who went on reading: “I’m writing to you from Court. This is another world. They have me acting as messenger between the Rangers in the capital and the ones in the main cities of the kingdom. I’m absolutely and utterly forbidden to read the messages and lose them, obviously. Although the other day I nearly lost one. I was riding so fast that my saddlebag fell off and I didn’t notice. I had to stop and go back for it. I had a terrible time, my nerves nearly killed me. If I’d lost it I’d have been in real trouble. Luckily a farmer found it and brought it back to me when he saw the Rangers’ seal on the saddlebag. He thought it might be something official, from the Court. Thank goodness, because otherwise Gondabar would have well and truly punished me. Our leader isn’t as nice as Dolbarar. He has a temper, and every time I break something near him, which has happened several times, he curses the Gods of Ice at the top of his voice.” 
 
    Viggo burst out laughing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Nilsa…. Nilsa …” Ingrid said, shaking her head. 
 
    “She doesn’t change,” Lasgol said, holding back his own laughter. 
 
    “Poor Gondabar, he must have thought he’d landed a fantastic Ranger to help him, and now he has second thoughts every day he sees her there beside him.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Lasgol said reproachfully. “Poor Nilsa …” Although deep down, he understood perfectly well what Viggo meant. 
 
    “Carry on reading, please,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “The Court is unbelievable. The noblemen with their luxurious attire, their ladies with their elegant dresses and brilliant jewels leave me breathless. Well, by Norghanian standards. From what the Royal Rangers have told me, Norghanians aren’t ostentatious compared with other kingdoms like Zangria, Erenal or Rogdon, where they really know about dress and luxurious display. From what I’ve been told, the most elegant and sumptuous court is that of the Nocean Empire. It leaves everybody who sees it open-mouthed. I’d like to see it. Well, maybe not, Noceans don’t seem to have a very good reputation. Going back to the noblemen … I’m not allowed to speak to them, only greet them with a respectful nod. I’ve been to one royal ball, as an escort for Gondabar. It was magnificent. All the nobles of the East came, and their families with them. The dancing was spectacular. With troubadours, Norghanian music and a sumptuous banquet. You should have seen the eastern ladies, how well they danced in their beautiful red or white dresses and their gold and silver jewels. The men dressed more soberly and weren’t such good dancers. I was really delighted with the dance. It was like a Norghanian fairytale. I can only dance a little, and not very well – you know me, if I tried to dance in front of the King and the court I’d probably trip over my partner’s foot and we’d both fall over.” 
 
    “It would have been great to see a pompous nobleman of the east dancing with Nilsa,” Viggo said, and burst out laughing. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at her,” Ingrid said defensively. “She gets nervous, you know …”  
 
    “Yeah, I know.”  But he could not stop laughing, picturing the scene. 
 
    “I’ll go on,” Lasgol said. “King Thoran and his brother are really disagreeable, everybody at Court knows this, and from what I can see almost all the noblemen avoid them. Thoran has a very bad temper and Orten is abrupt and unpleasant – he knows it and doesn’t care. He boasts about it. The only ones who deal with them are Count Volgren, who is their great ally, and of course Sven and Gatik, who are always at their side protecting them. The capital is still being rebuilt, and I see more soldiers every day. They’re being trained at the King’s barracks. I have the feeling that by the end of the year Thoran and Orten will have an army big enough to attack the West. I’m telling Egil about what I see, carefully of course, with harmless comments like ‘I went for a walk and saw a new regiment training’. He’s very clever and knows how to read between the lines. At the moment all I can see is the King rebuilding the capital and strengthening his army, but I’ll keep my eyes open. I hope Gondabar doesn’t get tired of my clumsiness and send me somewhere else, I like living at the Court and at the royal palace. Here I’m seeing things which otherwise I could only dream about. I’m also worried about being so close to the King. The Throne Hall is less than a hundred paces from my own Ranger quarters, which by the way I share with the Royal Rangers, and I’m learning a lot from them too. There’s one in particular, Joren, very tall, strong, blond and handsome … I’ll tell you more. Send me news and take good care of yourselves. Achieve your specializations, all three of you. Signed: Nilsa.” 
 
    “She’s sweet…” Ingrid said with longing in her voice. 
 
    “You miss her, huh?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “A lot. It’s what I miss most from our time at the Camp. Her company.” 
 
    “Of course, she was always with you.” 
 
    “She fluttered all over the place non-stop,” Viggo put in, “and she broke everything, don’t forget.”  
 
    “That’s part of her charm,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “True,” Ingrid said. Her eyes were moist. 
 
    “But the important thing is that she’s well and happy.”  
 
    “That’s right, that’s the important thing.”  
 
     “I’m worried about Thoran building up his army so quickly,” Lasgol added thoughtfully. 
 
    “Arnold must be doing the same,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “What’s inevitable is inevitable,” Viggo murmured in that mysterious tone of voice he sometimes adopted. They understood what he meant. 
 
    The confrontation between the Kings of the East and West was inevitable. 
 
    And they were going to find themselves involved in it, one way or another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Lasgol had been searching for Camu for half the night and was now sound asleep in his bunk. Mother Specialist Sigrid entered the Cave of Spring with her silver-chased staff in her hand. With her was Isgord. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Viggo muttered. “This looks bad.”  
 
    Isgord pointed to Lasgol. “There he is,” he said accusingly to Sigrid. “He’s just come in.”  
 
     “Mother Specialist, what an honor,” Viggo said fawningly, trying to pretend that nothing was out of the ordinary. 
 
    She was looking distinctly displeased. “I want to speak to Lasgol.”   
 
    Unobtrusively, Ingrid dug Lasgol in the shoulder. He opened one eye and saw Sigrid pointing her staff at him. 
 
    “Mother … Specialist …” he muttered, and tried to stand up. 
 
    Viggo did his best to cover for him. “The lad sleeps very soundly.”  
 
    “Or maybe he doesn’t sleep enough because he spends the nights outside,” Isgord retorted. 
 
    Ingrid gave him a threatening glare. “Shut up, busybody.” 
 
    “I’ve already told the Mother Specialist about it. I don’t know what you’re plotting, but you’ll be up to no good, as always. So I told her. I hope he won’t be allowed to take part in the Harmony Test tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course he’ll be taking part,” Ingrid fired back angrily. 
 
    “That’s something I will decide, young lady,” Sigrid said as Lasgol stood up. “Get dressed. I want to talk to you. I’ll be waiting at the Waterfall of Tears.” Her voice was stern. 
 
    “Yes, of course, right away,” Lasgol said. He was already looking for his pants, and Astrid handed them to him over the bunk. Sigrid meanwhile turned and left. 
 
    “Now you’re really screwed, you traitor,” Isgord sneered. 
 
    “You bloody unscrupulous snitch,” Ingrid cried, and went for him. 
 
    Bjorn, Ulgren, Aren, Jorgen and Jensen came to stand behind Isgord, ready to defend him. Molak, Viggo, Astrid and Luca did the same with Ingrid. 
 
    “I’m going to break your skull,” she told Isgord. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to fight anybody,” came a voice, and they all turned toward the entrance. Sigrid was watching them, and with her were the Four Elder Specialists. “If anybody gets into a fight, they won’t be taking part in the Harmony Test and will be expelled.” 
 
    Ingrid was clenching her fists fiercely. 
 
    “Come on then, Blondie, hit me,” Isgord said. On his face was an arrogant smirk of triumph. 
 
    “Don’t take the bait,” Molak whispered in her ear. “It’s not worth it.” 
 
    “We’ll get you another time,” Viggo told Isgord. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you, you sewer rat.”  
 
    “This sewer rat’s going to cut off those tiny nuts of yours,” Viggo said with a perverse smile 
 
    “Stand apart, behave as is expected of you,” Sigrid said to them all. 
 
    With gritted teeth, Ingrid withdrew, and her friends with her. 
 
    “I’m sorry for this mess,” Lasgol said apologetically. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Astrid told him. She kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “It’s that stupid fool Isgord,” Ingrid said. She was very annoyed.” Always spying on us, always trying to get us expelled.”  
 
    “You need to control that temperament of yours,” Molak said soothingly, “or else you’ll be the one who’s expelled.” 
 
    “I’ll calm down … I just need a moment …” She took a deep breath through her nose. 
 
    “I’ll go and talk to Sigrid,” Lasgol said. “I’ll try to get her to let me take part in the test.”  
 
    “You know where you have to go?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Yes, the northeastern waterfall is the one Annika showed us. I remember where it is.” 
 
    She kissed him. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m going to need it.” He thanked her for her support with a tender smile. 
 
    As he was leaving the cave, Isgord stared at him triumphantly. “Now you’re going to pay. You’re going to be expelled, Traitor.” 
 
    Lasgol ignored him. He went up the stairs and came out into the Cave of Runes, which was deserted now that Sigrid and the Elders had left. He set off for the waterfall, exhausted, with his head full of cotton because he had hardly been able to sleep. It took him a while to get there, especially because he was so fuddled that he got lost in the woods twice. His legs hurt from the effort of searching for Camu all night. 
 
    Finally he found the place. He recognized the empty field, with the waterfall at the far end that came down from the mountain and broke on to a lake of blue-green water. 
 
    “This is it, everything’s going to be all right,” he told himself to cheer himself up. He stared at the beauty of waterfall and lake and took a deep breath. 
 
    “You had quite a job getting here,” came Sigrid’s voice. 
 
    Lasgol turned to his right and saw her sitting on a fallen tree, staring out at the lake. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “From what Gisli tells me, you’re always very tired … you’re falling behind in your lessons … you’re not making sufficient progress.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping well.”  
 
    “Your partner Isgord thinks there’s something else.” 
 
    “Isgord isn’t trustworthy.”  
 
    “He might not be a compendium of virtues, but Isgord is trustworthy. I can’t be so sure about you.” 
 
    “Mother Specialist … I am trustworthy.” 
 
    “Then tell me the truth.” 
 
    “It’s nothing … it’s something personal …” 
 
    “I think it actually is something when one of my most brilliant pupils, one who comes recommended by Dolbarar himself, isn’t doing well. This suggests that something isn’t going well on my watch, and that’s something I can’t ignore. It leaves me in a very awkward position as Leader of the Shelter. What am I going to tell Dolbarar when he asks me why I expelled you?” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. “Am I expelled, Mother Specialist?” 
 
      He was terrified at the possibility that everything might end there and then for him, that he might be expelled and have to say goodbye to his friends, to Astrid. He would never find Camu. He could barely breathe from the anxiety he could feel oppressing his chest and rising up his neck so that the air could barely reach his lungs. It was like an iron claw, squeezing mercilessly. 
 
    “I want to know the truth first,” she said, and looked at him sternly.  
 
    Lasgol considered his options. If he went on lying, which he was not very good at, she would not believe him and he would end up being expelled. If he explained that he had brought a magical creature from the Frozen Continent with him to the Shelter and had lost it, it was equally likely that he would be expelled too. He had no real choice … 
 
    “What happened is …” 
 
    “For your own sake, I hope you don’t try to lie to me. At my age I can detect a lie before it leaves the liar’s mouth.” 
 
    Lasgol made the decision: he would not lie. 
 
    “I brought a magical creature from the Frozen Continent with me, and I’ve lost him,” he confessed. 
 
    Sigrid’s snowy eyebrows arched, and her blue eyes gleamed. 
 
    “You’re not lying. I can feel it.” 
 
    “No, I’m not lying. His name’s Camu, he’s the size of a dog, he looks like a gecko with bulging eyes. He can stick to any surface and he loves to play at any time. He has an everlasting smile.” 
 
    “A reptile?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what we believe.” 
 
    “A magical creature from the Frozen Continent?” 
 
    “Yes …” 
 
    “Do you know how dangerous they are?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Are you aware that they’re forbidden in Norghana, that they help the hosts of the ice?” 
 
    “I know … that’s why I couldn’t tell anyone about it.” 
 
    “If it should reach King Thoran’s ears …” 
 
    “He’d order him to be captured or killed,” Lasgol said. He was in complete despair by now. 
 
    “He has good reasons. Those creatures serve the Arcanes of the Glaciers, and they were used against him in the war.” 
 
    “Yes, I know and I understand that … but Camu isn’t like that. He’s still a baby, small and playful, he doesn’t pose any threat.” 
 
    “If he has magic, then he’s dangerous” 
 
    Lasgol had to bite his tongue. He had been on the point of confessing that he himself had magic and posed no threat. 
 
     “That’s why you go out every night? To search for him?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Mother Specialist.”  
 
    “Are you sure he’s here in the Shelter?” 
 
    “Yes. I found some footprints in the Cave of the Ice Dragon. He must have come in.” 
 
    “If you haven’t found him yet, something’s bound to have happened to him.” 
 
    Hearing these words from Sigrid, the highest authority of that place, Lasgol knew that she was right, and anguish about Camu’s fate and the terrible exhaustion he himself was suffering overwhelmed him. Unable to breathe or stay on his feet, he fell to one side with his heart beating madly, and lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol did not know how long he had been unconscious, but he had the impression on waking that it had been an eternity. He opened his eyes and found himself lying on a cot, covered with a blanket. He was in a cavern, but he did not recognize it. It was smaller than the caves of the Lair, cold, and with damp walls. 
 
    He got to his feet and looked for the exit. The cavern he was in opened into another, much larger. To his surprise, sitting by a fire with a cauldron simmering on it, he found Mother Specialist Sigrid and Elder Specialist Gisli. 
 
    He stared at them for a moment, not knowing what to do or think. 
 
    “What happened? Where am I?” he asked blankly. 
 
    Sigrid turned. “Lasgol, you’ve woken up at last. Join us by the fire.”  
 
    Lasgol went over to them and noticed that Elder Gisli was looking at him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Sit down and have some broth,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “You fainted,” Gisli said. “I had to carry you.” Something in the tone of his voice suggested that he was not very pleased about this. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m sorry …” 
 
    “It’s nothing. The day I can’t carry a pupil of mine halfway across the Shelter, I’ll retire.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled at him fondly. “That day’s still a long way off.”  
 
    There came a roar that echoed against the walls of the cave. Lasgol recognized it at once, and his heart gave a lurch. It was Snow White. 
 
    “Look who’s come to say hello,” Gisli said. 
 
    “I’d rather not …” Lasgol admitted. He was looking at the tiger, which was now strolling around the cave and growling at hm. 
 
    “Here, try this broth,” Sigrid said with a gentle smile. 
 
    Lasgol tried it; it was very tasty. He recognized some of the herbs and spices in it. 
 
    “Very good,” he admitted. 
 
    “It’ll do you good and give you some energy.” 
 
    Lasgol enjoyed his broth. As he did so, Sigrid and Gisli stared at him intently, as if studying him. 
 
    “Thank you very much, it was excellent,” Lasgol said. He handed back the bowl to Sigrid. 
 
    “You had us very worried,” Gisli said. 
 
    “I’m much better now …” 
 
    “Come with me,” Gisli went on. “I want to talk to you.”  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Lasgol replied. He was looking at Snow White, who was pacing around not far from Gisli, out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Don’t think I hadn’t noticed that something was wrong with you,” Gisli said. He beckoned Lasgol to follow him. 
 
    “It’s the lack of rest …” 
 
    Gisli went down a flight of very steep stairs carved out of the rock to another underground cavern. They must be far below the ground by now. When a metal door appeared in front of them, Gisli took out a bunch of keys and opened it. They went in, and Gisli shut the door behind them. 
 
    “What is this place, Master?” Lasgol asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “It’s a group of caves at the end of the Shelter which we use for certain activities or situations that need special care or treatment.”  
 
    Lasgol did not like the way Gisli had said this. He suspected that something was wrong, and stiffened. 
 
    At the far end of the cave, in the light of a small fire on one side, he could make out a group of figures. He was about to ask who they were when he realized they were not people but Snow Tigers. At his side, Snow White growled. From the far end there came a similar growl. 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes and saw a female and four cubs, playing animatedly among themselves. All of them had velvety, snow-white fur. All but one: the thinnest. It was white, but different. What covered its body was not fur but white scales, and a crest ran from its head to its long tail. 
 
    It was not a White Tiger cub. 
 
    It was Camu! 
 
    Lasgol froze. For a moment he was unable to breathe, until he recovered and swallowed. 
 
    “Camu!” 
 
    The little creature stopped playing, turned and gave a shriek of surprise, followed by another of joy. 
 
    Lasgol! came the mental message. 
 
    Lasgol received the message he had spent so many days waiting for. 
 
    Camu! Little one! he sent back, filled with boundless joy. 
 
    The little creature ran to him and in two bounds leapt on to him. 
 
    He spread his arms wide to receive his little friend, who now clung to his chest, and hugged him. 
 
    “Camu, I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    Camu was whimpering and giving high pitched shrieks as he licked Lasgol’s face with his blue tongue and wagged his tail in ecstasy. 
 
    Where have you been? 
 
    Here, friends. 
 
    I was really worried about you, I’ve been looking for you non-stop. 
 
    I search. Can’t go out. 
 
    Are you all right? 
 
    Well. Play a lot. 
 
    Lasgol was so happy to have Camu with him and know that he was well that he completely forgot about Gisli and the White Tigers. The little creature went on licking his cheeks and uttering small joyful shrieks. Lasgol was so overwhelmed at having found his little friend at last that tears ran down his face. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re all right,” he told him, and hugged him as if he were his own son. 
 
    “I see you know each other,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the Elder, returning to reality. “Yes, sir. We’re friends.” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “Very much so, from what I can see. I’d say the little creature considers you his father.” 
 
    “I’d say more like his older brother.” 
 
    “And how did this relationship start?” Gisli asked. As he spoke, he stroked the female white tiger, who had lain down beside him so that he could pet her. She let out a grunt, while Snow White licked one of the cubs. The other two were playing together. 
 
    Lasgol tried to avoid giving an answer to this. “It’s a long story … complicated … How did Camu end up here?” 
 
    “He fell into one of my traps. To the north of the Lair.” 
 
    “Oh, no! Was he hurt?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it wasn’t a harmful trap. It simply stunned him and left him unconscious.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness …” 
 
    “I’m used to catching the cubs of large predators with a special type of trap Annika makes for me. She’s exceptionally skillful at that. The little one was unlucky enough to fall into the trap. I hide them very well, and unless you pay close attention you’ll fall into one. Most wild creatures don’t see them. Our friend didn’t notice it and fell headlong into it.” 
 
    “Then nothing happened to him?” 
 
    Gisli shook his head. “I’d never harm an animal, least of all a young one.” 
 
    Lasgol stroked Camu’s crested head. The little creature was looking at him with his big bulging eyes, smiling. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a creature like it. I thought I’d take it to the Autumn Cave to study it there.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Lasgol said. He guessed that the Elder had not yet taken Camu to the cavern, because in that case his own skills would have been found out. Being in the Lair, Camu would have received his mental messages. 
 
    “No. I brought him here, to the other end of the valley. To this deep cave where Lidia was recovering from an illness. This is a quiet secluded place. I thought he’d be fine here. Snow White’s family has adopted him. I thought they would, and so they have. Lidia lost a cub during the birth, and she’s adopted Camu as her son. She looks after him as though he were, and the other cubs consider him their brother.” 
 
    “And Snow White?” 
 
    “At first he wasn’t entirely happy, he had doubts. But he’s finally come round to accepting him. The little creature is endearing, with his little shrieks and his bouncing and his everlasting smile.” 
 
    “Why did you bring it here, if I may ask, Master?” 
 
    Gisli smiled and nodded. “Because when the little one came to and I was about to transport him to the Lair, something truly wonderful happened. I held him in my hands and he vanished before my very eyes.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. They knew Camu was a magical creature, and the kind of magic he had. He was in a very tight spot. 
 
    “I see …” 
 
    “And this doesn’t seem strange to you, Lasgol?” came the question from behind him. 
 
    Lasgol turned halfway with Camu in his arms, and saw that Sigrid had come into the cave. He had not heard her come down or open the door. He did not know what to reply. He could not lie; they knew the truth and they were going to catch him out. 
 
    “Yes … Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Sigrid came to stand beside him and petted Camu, who licked her hand. 
 
    “This creature is very special. Where is he from?” 
 
    Lasgol tried to find an answer that would not compromise him. “From … the Frozen Continent,” he replied, and then froze. He had not meant to say that at all. 
 
    “And is he a magical creature?”  
 
    Uneasy by now, Lasgol tried to delay his answers. “Yes, he is,” he said. 
 
    He put his hand to his mouth. Why was he blurting out the truth instead of bending it to distract them, as he intended? What was going on here? Was he losing his mind? 
 
    “Don’t try to lie to us,” Sigrid said. “You won’t be able to.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to lie, only delay the answers,” Lasgol replied. He put his hand to his mouth again. Why was he telling the truth? Then he noticed Sigrid’s staff and saw a silver flash. Sigrid was using Staff magic on him. 
 
    “The staff …” 
 
    “And the brew,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Then he understood. The broth was not really that at all, it was an Herb of Truth Potion, which obliges anyone who drinks it always to give true answers. But from what Eyra had told them, only the most gifted among the School of Nature could prepare such a difficult potion. Mother Specialist Sigrid had never mentioned what School she belonged to. 
 
    “The Mother belongs to the School of Nature …” 
 
    “And you are a very clever and observant young man.” 
 
    “An Herb of Truth Potion … and magic …” 
 
    “So that you can’t lie to us. The Potion ought to be enough, though it’s not as powerful as the Truth Potion of a great sorcerer.”  
 
    Lasgol felt his stomach tying itself into a knot. They knew about Camu and they would also find out that he had the Gift, and he could not lie or pretend to them. 
 
    Sigrid and Gisli were looking at him questioningly. 
 
    Lasgol realized he was in a fix; it was a trap to make him talk. And he must not. Both for Camu’s sake and his own. They would not understand, and he could not risk it. He had to keep the secret, no matter how. He could not trust that they would do the right thing. He had already learnt the hard way that what was the right thing for some was not the right thing for himself and his friends. 
 
    “This wasn’t necessary …” he said, trying to gain some time to think. 
 
    “I think it was,” Sigrid said. “You’ve been keeping secrets ever since you arrived here.”  
 
    The deep suspicion in Mother Specialist’s eyes convinced Lasgol that he could not risk trusting them. There was too much at stake. He thought of using Camu. He could tell him to refuse the magic of Sigrid’s staff. Yes, that was a good option. The little creature was looking at him happily as he clung to his chest. Lasgol stroked his head and the crest that ran all the way down his back as far as his tail. He reconsidered. If he did that, they would find out what type of magic Camu had, and that almost guaranteed that he would be sent to the King. His magic was too powerful not to be studied. More than that, there was no guarantee that even without the magic of the staff, he would not still be under the effects of the Potion of the Herb of Truth. It might all be for nothing. No, he must not use Camu’s magic. He had to use his own and fight the potion which was affecting his mind. 
 
    “I thought I was trusted …” Lasgol said, to gain more time and get himself ready. 
 
    “Trust must be earned,” Sigrid told him. “I’m distrustful by nature. You’re a young ranger with great potential, but trusting blindly is foolish. And I can tell you one thing: I may be old but I’m not foolish.” 
 
    Lasgol had no doubt of it. Mentally he searched for his pool of energy and visualized it in the center of his chest. He needed to concentrate without closing his eyes, so that Sigrid and Gisli would not notice what he was doing. It was complicated, very difficult in fact, because they were in front of him, watching him closely. He realized that they were interrogating him, analyzing his answers and body language. The answers he gave would have repercussions that might be very serious, both for himself and for Camu. He looked between the two Elders, fixing his gaze on the far end of the cave in order to focus, then called upon his Gift. There was a disturbance in his pool of energy, and he consumed part of the energy stored in it. The problem was that he could not use any of the abilities he had learnt, because they would be no use to him in this situation. He started to feel worried, and his stomach began to churn. 
 
    Gisli tilted his head as he watched him. “Do you feel all right?” 
 
    “I feel … weird, because of the potion … because of the situation …” Lasgol said, and did everything possible to avoid giving any more explanations, since they would be true. He took advantage of the impasse to think about how to get rid of the effects of the Potion.  
 
    There was no doubt that it affected body and mind, but mostly his brain. That was where he had to eradicate it from to free his mind. He remembered that the process for the Animal Communication skill he used with Camu required two minds to be connected. Maybe he could modify it for the aim he was looking for. He called upon his skill and clearly saw Camu’s aura as he lay in his arms. Camu looked at him, having detected that he was about to communicate with him. But instead, Lasgol focused on his own mind’s aura, and found it. All he was able to do was connect it with that of an animal and send mental messages. He had never managed to develop any other associated skills. 
 
    “It’ll go away in a few hours. It’s not dangerous unless excessive amounts are used.” 
 
    Lasgol ignored Sigrid’s comment and focused on his own mind. If the Potion was magical, which this one was, he had to find the magic and destroy it. The non-magical part of the potion would disappear from his system as Sigrid had said, or else they could prepare an antidote later. His mind’s aura was an intense green, one which radiated power, magic. If there was any external magic affecting his mind, he ought to be able to visualize it as he did with his own or Camu’s. 
 
    “Mother Specialist … truly … this isn’t necessary …” he repeated, with the same intention of gaining time. It was something he was running out of, and he knew it. He was beginning to feel nervous, and that would not help him. 
 
    “If you’re hiding nothing, you have nothing to fear. Are you hiding anything?” 
 
    Lasgol tried not to speak. He shut his lips tightly and clenched his jaw. It was in vain, he could not stop himself. His mind betrayed him, so that he opened his mouth and spoke. 
 
    “Yes …” he said against his will. 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Sigrid said with a smile, knowing Lasgol could not resist. 
 
    Lasgol knew that he had to act, or else he would be obliged to confess all his secrets. He thought of Egil, Arnold, and the Western League. If they found out they had collaborated with them they would be lost, all of them. He had to get rid of the effects of the potion by any means possible before they forced him to say something that would send all the Panthers to the gallows. He focused on his mind’s aura and tried to see if there was any anomaly within it. The green was intense, and he could see nothing wrong. He had never tried this before, so that it was unlikely that he would get anywhere, but he could not allow that to discourage him. For once he was going to succeed at the first attempt. 
 
    “How did the creature come to you?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol struggled to avoid revealing anything. He grunted, and tried not to talk. Camu noticed that something was amiss and gave a little shriek of concern. 
 
    “My father left him to me. He was among his things. He came to me in Skad. He was still an egg.” 
 
    “An egg? That’s very interesting,” Gisli said. “I wonder how it came to be in your father’s hands.” 
 
    “That I don’t know,” Lasgol said, and he was grateful that he did not know the answer. 
 
    He took the opportunity to use more energy from his inner pool and focused on locating the external magic, but he could not manage to sense anything strange. He started to lose concentration because of his nerves. His forehead was sweaty and a drop was running down his temple, but he did not give up. He sent more energy and began to make out a purple shadow on one side of the aura. When he focused on it so there was a green flash, and he realized he had just created a new skill, even though he did not know what it was. The purple shadow became clearer and he knew it was the external magic that was interfering with his mind. He had to overcome it, and remembered what he had learnt in the creation of healing potions and antidotes. That was what he needed, but in the form of magic. 
 
    “Why are you sweating so much?” Sigrid asked him. 
 
    Lasgol was still unable to control his answers. “I’m very uncomfortable … and nervous.”  
 
     “What’s the power …” Sigrid began. 
 
    It was Lasgol’s last chance. He focused on the purple spot and sent all his remaining energy to attack the external magic and destroy it. There came a second green flash; a new skill he did not recognize had been called upon. Suddenly he saw the purple energy begin to fade slowly, until it vanished. 
 
    “… of the creature?” Sigrid finished. 
 
    Lasgol feared the answer. “I … I don’t know exactly,” he lied, and shook his head emphatically. 
 
    Sigrid and Gisli exchanged an odd, distrustful look. 
 
    “That’s interesting. How come you don’t know?” 
 
    Lasgol was smiling inwardly. “I’m afraid of experimenting with him … because of the magic …” He had done it. He had rid himself of the magic that was controlling him. He thanked the Ice Gods for having been able to end the effects of the potion on his mind. He felt amazing. He had developed two new skills that had got him out of the deep fix he was in. 
 
    Sigrid and Gisli were staring at him intensely, as if wondering whether he was really telling the whole truth. 
 
    “What power do you know he has?” Sigrid asked curiously. 
 
    Lasgol considered his answer, He had to give them something, or else they would go on asking. “He camouflages himself … like a chameleon … except that when he does, he becomes invisible to the human eye.” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “Yes, I experienced that myself.” 
 
    “That’s extraordinary,” said Sigrid. She was looking at Camu, deeply intrigued. 
 
    “Mother Specialist, Master, I beg you not to send the little one to the King or his Mages. I fear for his wellbeing.” 
 
    “You will comply with what we decide,” Sigrid said sternly. “We are your superiors.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Mother Specialist,” Lasgol lied again. He was not going to let anybody lay a hand on Camu. 
 
    Sigrid put her hands behind her back. “So the creature has skills which have not yet been studied,” she said, and began to walk around Lasgol in circles with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “We ought to study those skills,” Gisli said. “I’m very interested, and it’s a unique opportunity. There are very few magical creatures in Tremia. Being able to study one would be a dream come true for me.” 
 
    “The King will want to know about the creature,” Sigrid said, just as Lasgol had feared from the beginning. “It’s magical, and from the Frozen Continent.” He began to worry, and held Camu more tightly, fearing they would take him away. His little friend shrieked with joy. 
 
    “He’s not a danger, he’s only a young one,” Gisli said. He seemed to be fascinated by Camu. 
 
    Sigrid showed him her silver staff. “We don’t know what power he has. He might be dangerous even to us.”  
 
    Gisli gestured at Lasgol. “He can tell us.” 
 
    “True,” Sigrid said, and came to stand in front of Lasgol. She stared into his eyes. 
 
    “Is the creature’s power dangerous in any way?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, “No. As far as I know, it isn’t.” 
 
    “Interesting answer,” she said. 
 
     “His power is defensive, the power to hide,” Lasgol insisted. “There’s no danger.” 
 
     Sigrid looked at Gisli. “This is a decision I’m not going to make now. I need to consider all the consequences. We serve the King, the Crown, we can never act against it. We’re Rangers and we owe ourselves to the realm.” 
 
    “Always. With loyalty and valor,” Gisli recited from The Path of the Ranger, “the Ranger will look after the Kingdom and defend the Crown from enemies, both internal and external, serving Norghana with honor and in secrecy.”  
 
    “I want you at the Harmony Test tomorrow,” Sigrid said to Lasgol. “Much of what will happen to you and that creature depends on the results of the test. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes …” 
 
    “Now go back to the Lair and rest in preparation for the test.” 
 
    “And Camu?” 
 
    “The creature will stay here with his adopted family.” 
 
    “But …” 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Gisli assured him. 
 
    Lasgol knew he could not refuse, not when it involved direct orders. He would have to go and do the Test. A shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    Camu, I must go. 
 
    I go with you. 
 
    No, you can’t right now. Soon. He pointed to the White Tigers. Stay here with them. 
 
    With you, Camu insisted. 
 
    Tears were running down Lasgol’s cheeks, and he could not hold them back. 
 
    Soon, I promise.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Viggo said. “We’ve been looking everywhere and they had him all the time!” He punched one of the bunks in annoyance. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “We could have looked forever ….”  
 
    “The cave’s hidden at the end of the Canyon of No Return at the end of the Shelter,” Lasgol explained. “We’ve been that way often enough, but we never saw the cave.” 
 
    “And didn’t you try to communicate there with Camu?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve done it everywhere I looked for him. I did it there as well, I’m sure.” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “I think mental messages don’t connect underground, or else something happens to them. The cave’s a long way underground. You must go down two slopes and a couple of flights of stairs before you reach the place where they’re keeping Camu. I don’t think my Gift reaches that far down. I don’t think it can even get through some kinds of rock formation. I’ll have to try harder. I’ve never checked it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Viggo said, “or else you might think you’ve lost Camu because he’s not answering, when he’s only behind a rock wall.” 
 
    “I haven’t experimented much with my skills … I don’t know their limits …” 
 
    “Well, it’s high time you began. Of course, some time when I’m nowhere near, just in case there’s an accident.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t say …” 
 
    “But Camu’s all right, isn’t he?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Yes, for now at least. And he’s happy with Snow White’s family. He has someone to play with all day long.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they gave you an Herb of Truth Potion,” Astrid said angrily. “That’s an unforgivable invasion of privacy.” 
 
    Ingrid indicated their surroundings with a wave. “I don’t really think we have any right to privacy here.” 
 
    “Well, we ought to!” Astrid snapped. 
 
    Molak, Luca and Erika, who were watching them whispering from a little way away, turned to stare at her. 
 
    Lasgol made pacifying gestures. “Easy, Astrid, it’s not that serious for the moment.” He did not want to attract the attention of the rest of the group. 
 
    “They’re looking at us uneasily,” Ingrid said, and gestured reassuringly at Molak. He did not look very pleased at being kept away from the conversation. 
 
    “Are you still under the effect of the potion?” Viggo asked Lasgol suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “No idea, but who cares?” 
 
    “What d’you mean, who cares? If you’re still under the effect, we’re in danger. Imagine that unspeakable Isgord starting to ask you questions.” He nodded at Isgord’s group, who were chatting animatedly. 
 
    “You’ve got a point there,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “We need to check,” Viggo said. 
 
    “There’s no need,” Lasgol said uneasily. 
 
    “Let’s see …. who’s your best friend?” 
 
    “Egil Olafstone.” 
 
    “Sure it’s not me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Hmmm, don’t know … Do you love Astrid or Valeria?” 
 
    Astrid looked at Viggo with fiery eyes. “Don’t answer that!” she snapped. 
 
    “Astrid,” Lasgol said. 
 
    She jabbed him with her elbow. “But why did you answer?” 
 
    Lasgol went red. “I couldn’t help it, he asked me a direct question.”  
 
    “This guy’s still under the effects of the potion. I vote for gagging him until it’s over.” 
 
    “Good plan, but not exactly subtle,” Ingrid commented with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “So: a blow on the head and we knock him out.” 
 
    “Viggo!” Lasgol protested. 
 
    “Eh? I’m not going to hang from a noose just because you decided to take a truth potion.” 
 
    “I didn’t decide, they tricked me.” 
 
    “What a sucker you are!” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    Astrid leapt to his defense. “Nobody’s going to gag him. And still less hit him!”  
 
    “Fine,” said Ingrid. “Then we’ll have to think of something else.”  
 
    “I’ve got it!” Viggo said suddenly. “We’ll spread the rumor that he’s got Green Throat, very contagious, and nobody’ll come near him.”  
 
    “I like that,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I don’t.” 
 
    “You choose,” Viggo told him. “It’s either Green Throat or a bang on the head. If it were up to me, the second.” He smiled. 
 
    Lasgol gave in. “Green Throat, then …” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Ingrid. “Let’s spread the rumor.” She went to talk to Molak, Luca and Erika, who were already suspecting that something bad might be afoot with all the whispering. 
 
    “I’ll look after you,” Astrid said with a smile. 
 
    “D’you know how to look after someone?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Because you’re good at spying and killing. That doesn’t usually go hand in hand with looking after someone.” 
 
    “Well, I might not know much about looking after people, but I’ll try.”  
 
    “As you wish,” Viggo said. He went away, whistling nonchalantly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lasgol said to Astrid. 
 
    “We’ll get out of this mess and you’ll get Camu back, you wait and see.” 
 
    “Thanks … I hope so …” 
 
    “Now lie down on the bunk. I’ll stay beside you and nobody’ll bother you. Relax, get your strength back for tomorrow’s test.” 
 
    “Thanks, you’re the best.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” she said. “But thank you anyway.” She kissed him tenderly. 
 
    Lasgol lay down, with the sweet taste of the kiss and the joy of having found Camu, he fell soundly asleep. He dreamed of the two green flashes that had arisen as he fought against the effects of the Potion. Two green flashes: two new skills. He didn't know what they were, or what they were for, so he would have to study them and discover their potential. He would have to developed them and see what he could achieve. Developing new skills with his Gift was something he loved and he was happy to do. His dreams became sweet and happy. And he rested as he had not since he set foot in the Refuge. 
 
    Astrid woke him up at dusk the following day. “They’re waiting for us to start the test,” she said in his ear. 
 
    Lasgol woke up and realized that they were the last ones left in the cave. “Have they all gone already?” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “You were sleeping so soundly, I was sorry to wake you, so I let you sleep on a little longer.” 
 
    “How long have I slept?” 
 
    “All last night and all of today.” 
 
    “Isn’t the ceremony during the day?” 
 
    “No, it’s at midnight. We’d better be off.” 
 
    “All right,” Lasgol said. He got dressed as fast as he could. 
 
    They left the Lair and went up the slope to the Pearl, where everyone had assembled. The sky was starry, as was appropriate for a warm summer night, and the strange stone sphere shone with a mother-of-pearl glow under the light of the moon and the stars. 
 
    Sigrid was waiting for them, together with the four Elder Specialists. They were wearing ceremonial attire: Ranger cloaks with hoods in green with large spots of a more intense green-brown, more finely worked. On their chests the large Elder Specialist medallions stood out, each with the likeness of the School that particular Specialist belonged to. At their feet, a fire in the center of a circle of white stones lit their faces, which were marked by the experience of years. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol joined the other teams, who had formed a semicircle, one knee on the ground, looking straight ahead. Their friends welcomed them with smiles. Sigrid and the Four Elder Specialists were in the center of the semicircle, a few steps away, beside the fire, and behind them rose the great pearl, whose aura of arcane power Lasgol could feel. 
 
    “Today is a special day,” Sigrid began when she saw Astrid and Lasgol get down on one knee. “As Mother Specialist, leader of the Shelter, I hereby declare the Ceremony of Harmony under way. It’s an honor and a privilege for me to celebrate this very significant ceremony every year. We assemble in this place of power” – she turned to touch the white granite sphere with the palm of her hand – “and our young ones are submitted to a test which is both important and decisive for their future. Today you’ll all find out what Elite Specialty, if any, you are aligned with. This confirmation will give you the chance to opt for it. At the end of the year, in the Proficiency Test, it will be established who has managed to achieve that specialization and who has not. Those who fail will be required to come back to continue improving. Some will never come back, since they will have not shown their potential.” 
 
    Lasgol was very nervous. If he failed the test he would lose not only his place there but Camu as well. He needed to stay calm; nerves would only make the test more difficult, and it was a matter of life or death to him. He looked at Astrid out of the corner of his eye. She noticed this, and smiled to reassure him. Ingrid was serious, sure of herself; she knew she would succeed. Viggo’s face, as usual, wore its customary I don’t give a damn expression. Molak and Luca were watching everything very attentively. Erika was smiling slightly, as though she were enjoying herself. As for the others, he knew that Isgord’s expression and posture would be as arrogant as ever. 
 
    “The Ceremony will be in three stages,” the Mother Specialist went on. “The first is Alignment, the second Election and the third Agreement. You will all go through all three, and at the end there will be a verdict. Those who unfortunately are not in Harmony will be required to leave. It’s a pity, but it usually happens. You should avoid thinking about it while you’re doing the test. Keep your minds and hearts open, and everything will go as it should.” 
 
    “This sounds complicated,” Viggo whispered to Lasgol. 
 
     “I wonder what we’ll have to do,” Ingrid said. She looked unsure, which was a rare thing in her. 
 
    Astrid was staring fiercely at the Elders. “We’ll soon find out.” 
 
    “Relax,” Molak said. “Plenty of others have been through this test.”  
 
    “But we don’t know what luck they had,” Luca pointed out. 
 
    “There’s always such secrecy about ceremonies and tests,” Erika said. When they all looked at her, she shrugged and smiled. “Personally, I like it.” 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. 
 
    Sigrid turned to the Four Elder Specialists. “Is everything ready for the start of the three stages of the Harmony Test?” 
 
    The Four bowed respectfully. “Everything is ready and in order.”  
 
    “Very good. We begin with the stage of Alignment.” Sigrid said. She gave a signal to Annika. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist,” said the Elder Specialist of Nature. She unfastened her tunic and reached into her Ranger belt for a large phial and a small cup, both of wood. “The first part of the test consists of Alignment, which will help you prepare mentally for the rest of the test. For this we’re going to use the Alignment Potion. I’ll call out your names so that you can come and drink it.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “We’ve got to drink a potion … I don’t like this at all.”  
 
    “It reminds me of the Skills Test,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That’s true, I almost lost my head.” 
 
    “Well, be careful,” said Viggo. “There’s no Healer here.”  
 
    “Isgord Ostberg,” Annika called out. 
 
    Isgord stood up and looked hesitantly at the Elder. He seemed less arrogant than usual. He did not like the idea of drinking the potion; that much was clear in his eyes, which had lost their usual glow of self-confidence. He went up to the Elder, and Annika poured the measured potion into the small cup. 
 
    “Drink it, and your mind will Align,” she said as she offered him the cup. 
 
    Isgord stared at the purple liquid in the cup for a moment. 
 
    “He’s going to back down,” Erika said. 
 
    “No he won’t,” Viggo said. “He’s a cretin, but not a coward.”  
 
    And he was right. Isgord downed the potion in a single swig. 
 
    “Good. Now go back to your place. The effect will make itself felt very quickly.” 
 
    Isgord did as he was told. 
 
    “Ingrid Stenberg,” Annika called out. The partners looked at Ingrid. 
 
    “Without fear. Ever onward,” she said, and clenched her fist. 
 
    She drank the potion in one swig, nodded to the Elder and went back to the group. 
 
    “Lasgol Eklund,” Annika called. 
 
    Astrid clutched his arm. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be all right,” he whispered. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered back. 
 
    Lasgol went across to the Elder. The cup of purple potion did not look good. He thought of Camu; he had to pass the test if he was to have any chance of saving him. He drank the potion, which tasted bitter. He nodded at the Elder and went back to his friends. 
 
    “D’you notice anything?” Astrid whispered. 
 
    “Not yet …” 
 
    “Viggo Kron,” Annika called out. 
 
    Viggo swore under his breath and went to drink the potion in his turn. He came back looking as though he had just kissed a toad. 
 
    “It tastes foul,” he said. 
 
    One by one all twenty-one of them drank the potion. When they had finished, Annika touched the Pearl, closed her eyes and said: “In this place of power we become Aligned.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel odd,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Me too,” Lasgol agreed. “My head’s full of cotton.” 
 
    “I feel as if I were in a dream,” said Astrid. 
 
    “And I feel as if I were somewhere else,” said Molak. 
 
    “You don’t think they might have prepared the potion wrong?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Luca moved his arms up and down. “My body feels weightless.”  
 
    Erika put her hands to her eyes. “My vision’s starting to get blurred.”  
 
    Sigrid announced the second part of the test. As she was doing so, Lasgol began to experience all the things his friends were talking about: all of them at the same time. He had no idea what the potion’s function might be, but it was certainly affecting their minds, and very noticeably. 
 
    “Now I’m feeling all that too,” said Viggo. 
 
    Astrid raised her arms like Luca. “Me too.” 
 
     “Now begins the second stage: Election,” Sigrid announced. “We’ll start with the School of Archery. Elder Specialist Ivar, please …” 
 
    “The pupils of the School of Archery Specialization, step forward,” Ivar called out. 
 
    Isgord got to his feet, followed by Bjorn, Ulgren, and finally Ingrid and Molak. 
 
    “It’s the moment of the Election, and that can only be your own. Stand around me. I’m going to show you the Specialties of the School of Archery, and from them you must now choose two, the ones you believe yourselves to be most aligned with. It’s a personal choice which I can’t make for you, as it’s something intimate and which only those who know themselves well can make. Nevertheless, it’s very important. Because if in the third stage of the test it turns out that you’re not in harmony with one of the two you’ve chosen, that will indicate that you’re not in harmony overall and hence will not have passed the test, and the result of this ceremony will be your departure.” 
 
    This left everyone troubled. Lasgol realized that he was still not clear which to choose, and the doubt made him even more nervous. Ivar indicated to them to sit in front of the fire. Then he took a leather pouch that hung from his Ranger belt and showed it to his pupils. 
 
    “These are your options,” he told them. “Choose the two which mean most to you, the ones you have most affinity with.” He put his hand into the pouch and took out a medallion which showed a bow and a figure wearing a long tunic and carrying a staff. He stretched out his hand over the fire and let the medallion fall. On contact with the fire it seemed to ignite, and a vaporous cloud formed over the fire. To everybody’s astonishment, an image began to form within the cloud above the flames: it was the image of a Ranger shooting at a Mage while the latter cast a spell against him. The image was so real that it looked as if it were happening in front of them. 
 
    “Mage Hunter,” Ivar announced. 
 
    Viggo was watching this with raised eyebrows. “Nilsa’s favorite,” he whispered. “Maybe one day, Redhead.” 
 
    Ivar showed them another medallion which showed a short bow and two arrows on either side of it. This too he let fall on to the fire. Again there was a cloud, amid which they saw a Ranger shooting right and left without stopping to aim and bringing down enemy soldiers. “Natural Marksman,” Ivar announced. 
 
    Ingrid and Molak could not take their eyes off the image, and their bodies were moving in reaction to what was happening in it. They were living it as reality, as if they were the Ranger in the image. 
 
    The next medallion showed a target with an arrow in the bull’s-eye. When it ignited, there appeared the image of a Ranger who always hit the target wherever he released.  
 
    “Infallible Marksman.” 
 
    Lasgol thought that perhaps Ingrid … but no, Molak was a better shot. Perhaps he would be the one. 
 
    Next came Forest Sniper, with a medallion showing a single long arrow. It revealed the image of an Archer, high up, releasing at a very distant target. This was followed by the Elemental Archer, with a medallion showing a burning arrow. The image showed a Ranger releasing arrows of fire, water, earth and air. 
 
    Ingrid, Molak and the other Archers were experiencing each image as if they themselves were the ones shown above the fire, feeling what it meant to become the Ranger shown in the image. 
 
    At last came the turn of the one most sought-after: Archer of the Wind. This medallion showed a bow above undulating waves of wind. The image showed them a Ranger with a short bow whom his enemies could not manage to hit from close at hand, as if he were flying above the terrain and dodging every attack. 
 
    “Consider what you’ve seen and felt. Decide carefully,” Ivar said to them, and then withdrew. His pupils did the same. In Ingrid and Molak’s eyes the internal debate they were having over their choice was clearly visible. 
 
    Next, Sigrid called Annika. The Elder Specialist in Nature called her pupils: Sugesen, Gonars, Frida and Elina. She went through the same process, taking out a medallion for Healer Guard, Furtive Poisoner, Alchemist of the Forest, Elemental Fletcher, Forest Survivor, Expert Herbalist, Forest Trapper and Green Cartographer. Each medallion she threw in the fire showed the image of a Ranger in his specialty, so that the pupils could experience it as if they themselves were that Ranger. 
 
    Annika withdrew, and Sigrid now called Gisli, the Elder Specialist of Wildlife. 
 
    Immediately Lasgol began to feel nervous. Luckily the potion they had been given had a calming effect on him, as if it were able to assuage all his terrors. 
 
    “To me, pupils,” Gisli called out. 
 
    Lasgol went over to the fire, and with him went Luca, Erika, Axe and Lars. At an indication from Gisli, they sat down in front of the flames. Lasgol was feeling very strange, as were the others. The potion they had taken was affecting their minds in a very curious way. He felt calmer, as though in a dream, as if was all this were not completely real, even though he knew very well that it was. Suddenly he felt the heat of the fire, which penetrated to his very bones and comforted him. 
 
    Gisli showed them his pouch and took out the first medallion, which showed an open human mouth and the profile of a bear. It left a deep impression on Lasgol’s mind. Gisli dropped the medallion into the fire, and on contact with the flames it melted, creating a nebulous image. In it there appeared a Ranger, except that it was not some anonymous ranger, it was himself; he felt it as if it were himself there in the image, felt it in his own flesh and blood. It was the Beast Whisperer. He did not need Gisli to tell him. He saw the Ranger whispering to a great brown bear and felt that it was he himself who was doing it. He felt what the Ranger was feeling: the bond with the animal, the comradeship, their trust and love for one another. He knew that the bear would give his life to protect him. He felt honored and joyful, and the feeling penetrated to his soul. 
 
    The image vanished. Now Gisli showed them another medallion with a multitude of prints. Lasgol felt himself to be a powerful tracker, never defeated by any trail, capable of following it to infinity without slackening. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol was now beginning to understand the reason for the potion. It helped them to feel like the Ranger of the specialty being shown in the image. It was a magnificent experience. He no longer felt nervous; instead he was calm and happy to experience the nature of each specialty. He felt joyful. 
 
    Gisli showed them another medallion with the image of a river, with mountains in the background and a silhouette running in front of them. Lasgol felt it in his mind and body almost before the image was formed as the medallion burned. He felt tireless, exploring all the lands of Norghana and those beyond, discovering the most secret corners of Tremia, travelling to a little-known continent west of Tremia, beyond the wild sea. The sensations filled his heart. Discovering distant lands, and being able to do so thanks to an iron training, spurred him on. 
 
    “Tireless Explorer,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol had had no doubt of it. He recognized the next medallion the moment he saw it, knew it from their adventure with Martha, where Viggo had almost lost his life after being captured by bandits. It was Man Hunter. This specialty did not inspire Lasgol so much. He knew it was very necessary and that the people of the realm were grateful for it, but it failed to kindle his soul. 
 
    And last of all, Gisli showed them the Beast Master. The medallion represented a bear, a panther, a tiger, a hawk and an owl. The Ranger who appeared in the image was capable of dealing with birds, great cats, horses and all kinds of animals, thanks to his knowledge of wildlife. Lasgol felt thousands of fragments of information flooding into his mind about every kind of animal, including some he had never even heard of, and he felt a deep happiness. 
 
    Gisli stepped back and told his pupils to do the same. As Lasgol went back to his friends, his mind was doing its best to organize and come to terms with all the feelings he had experienced, and to make his choice. 
 
    Engla, the Elder Specialist of Expertise, now called her pupils, and Astrid, Viggo, Jensen, Aren and Jorgen sat down around the fire. 
 
    Engla showed them a medallion which represented a Ranger barely visible behind a tree. She let it fall into the fire, and the image which followed showed them a ranger dressed in green, streaked with black, spying on enemy troops from a forest.  
 
    “The Stealthy Spy,” she announced. 
 
    Lasgol hoped Astrid would not feel drawn to this specialty; it was too dangerous. Her life would always be at risk, and she might even be forced to take her own life if she were captured by the enemy. 
 
    The next medallion, which showed a Ranger following a soldier against the background of a forest, represented the Chameleon Stalker. This was the one Lasgol was hoping Astrid would choose, because it seemed to be the least dangerous. But as she did not even flinch, he had the impression that it was not her choice. 
 
    Viggo, on the other hand, reacted visibly to the next specialization, that of Forest Assassin. The medallion represented a Ranger with two long knives crouching among trees. The image in the fire showed them a Ranger in the shadows dressed in dark green, almost black, who fell on an enemy from behind and cut his throat in the blink of an eye. Viggo’s eyes flashed. 
 
    Astrid meanwhile reacted to the Assassin of Nature, whose medallion represented a Ranger smearing poison on his daggers. Her body shivered when the Assassin, dressed in black with a green streak here and there, was seen in the act of poisoning the goblet of an enemy nobleman and leaving the castle through a window. 
 
    Lasgol was now having a painful time, not for himself but for Astrid and Viggo. He hoped they would choose well, because those specializations were too dangerous and would condemn their souls. 
 
    And now came the Natural Assassin, the one unrivalled when fighting against several opponents at once, the most lethal of all Rangers. Both Viggo and Astrid reacted to this, so that their bodies shivered. Then Lasgol was certain that his friends would choose this one, the most dangerous of all the elite specialties. And now it was his own turn to shiver.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sigrid struck the ground with her staff, and silver flashes flew out in the light of the fire. 
 
    “Now begins the third part of the test: Agreement. I, as Mother Specialist, will lead this part. I’m going to call you one by one to validate Election with Agreement. Don’t worry, and trust your choices. I’ll start with the School of Archery. Isgord, step forward.” 
 
    Isgord went across to the fire. Behind it, Sigrid was watching him with a profound gaze. 
 
    “Have you considered your choice well?” 
 
    Isgord nodded. “I felt it.” 
 
    “Good. What is your Choice?” 
 
    “The two elite specialties I felt most strongly are Infallible Marksman and Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    “The Election has been fulfilled,” Sigrid stated. 
 
    Everybody was watching the ceremony as though in a trance. Not even Viggo was able to make any comment. 
 
    “Let’s see the Alignment.” Elder Ivar handed her the two medallions which represented Isgord’s choice, and the Mother Specialist in turn passed on both medallions to him. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “The fire will give us the vision of your Alignment. Drop them in at the same time.” 
 
    Isgord stretched his hands out over the fire, with a medallion in each one, and dropped them into the flames. There was a flash of fire, and a whitish cloud, a mixture of vapor and smoke, appeared over the fire. The image showed the medallion which bore the symbol of a target with an arrow in its center. 
 
    “Infallible Marksman!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Isgord was not happy; he had wanted Archer of the Wind, the hardest and most highly-regarded of the elite specialties of Archery. He opened his mouth to protest, but Sigrid wagged her finger at him to stop him speaking, and he had no choice but to accept it. He walked back with great disappointment on his face. 
 
    Next Sigrid called Molak, and the ceremony was repeated in the same way. Molak chose Natural Marksman and Forest Sniper. 
 
    Lasgol was watching all this enthralled, trying to guess which the Agreement would turn out to be. 
 
    “Forest Sniper!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Molak smiled; it was the choice he wanted. He walked back, very happy. Ingrid congratulated him with a broad smile. 
 
    Next came Bjorn and Ulgren. The first was given Elemental Archer, but the second failed. Sigrid told him they would decide about whether he would be able to continue after the ceremonies. Ulgren walked back with his head bowed, deeply disappointed. 
 
    To complete the group of Archers, Sigrid called Ingrid. Lasgol was both moved and enthusiastic as he considered the fate in store for his friend.  
 
    “Which is your Choice?” Sigrid asked her. 
 
    “The ones I felt most strongly are Mage Hunter and Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    “The Choice has been fulfilled,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol had expected that particular choice, knowing Ingrid. 
 
    “Let’s find out the Alignment.”  
 
    Master Ivar handed her the medallions, and she in turn handed them to Ingrid, who reached over the fire and let them fall into the flames. The image showed the medallion with the symbol of a bow above waves of wind. 
 
    “Archer of the Wind!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol was delighted. It was the most difficult of the elite Archery specialties. Ingrid raised her fist in a sign of victory. She stepped back, looking happy, and everybody congratulated her. 
 
    Then came the turn of the School of Nature group. Luckily they all passed. Sugesen was aligned with Forest Survivor, Gonars with Forest Trapper. Lasgol was glad for both because he had known them for four years and liked them; they were a smart pair. Frida aligned with Healer Guard, which pleased them all as it was always good to have an expert in healing among them. Elina was aligned with Expert Herbalist, which did not surprise anybody as she was both intelligent and studious; she reminded Lasgol of Egil. 
 
    Sigrid now announced the turn of Wildlife Specialization, and once again Lasgol began to feel very nervous. He was not sure whether he had decided on which of the two specialties to select. He thought so, but as he liked them all it was difficult to choose. 
 
    The Mother Specialist called Luca, and the alignment awarded Lasgol’s colleague Man Hunter. Lasgol was happy for him; Luca was very good and had a strong sense of honor. It was the one he wanted. He would be an excellent Hunter and would rid Norghana of a lot of scum. Next came Erika, whom Lasgol had grown fond of; she was a very likeable person. Erika was aligned with Beast Master. Lasgol knew it fit her like a glove, but she had wanted Man Hunter because of her past. She grimaced in disagreement, but a moment later smiled with pleasure. Lasgol was not surprised; there was a story in her past involving unresolved issues which he would have liked to learn about. But the choice of Beast Master was a good one; she knew a lot about wildlife and was very good with animals.  
 
    The next was Axe, who was aligned with Tireless Explorer. He smiled and nodded. Bearing in mind his physique and his aspirations, it was a good alignment. Lars, on the other hand, failed with his Election. It was a pity, as it had looked as though the whole group was going to pass. Sigrid told him they would speak after the ceremony.  
 
    Lars cursed under his breath and went back to his place. 
 
    “Lasgol,” Sigrid called out. 
 
    His heart was about to leap out of his chest. He stepped forward with his nerves on edge.  
 
    “Your Election?”  
 
    “The two visions I felt more intensely inside me were …” He had to make an effort to choose; he had felt all of them very intensely. He concentrated and let his heart decide. “Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    “The Election has been fulfilled,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol was rather surprised by his own choice. He thought a little more and realized that it had been the right one. Animals and tracking were the things that satisfied him deeply and which he loved most. 
 
    “Let’s find out what your Alignment is.” Elder Gisli handed her the medallions and Sigrid gave them to Lasgol, who took them with trembling hands. Let me have chosen right, please, he thought. He did not want to be forced to leave, not for anything in the world. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist,” he said in a broken voice. 
 
    He dropped them into the flames, and the resulting image showed the medallion with the symbol of an open human mouth and a bear’s profile. 
 
    “Beast Whisperer!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in relief. He felt very happy and relieved. He would not have to quit. There was hope for him, and for Camu. 
 
    He was about to step back when suddenly another image formed over the one already there. It was the representation of many different prints. 
 
    Sigrid was watching, her eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker … it’s not possible …” Gisli said. His eyes were equally wide. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what was happening, but it was certainly very strange. This had never happened to anybody before, so it was ominous. His heart began to beat more rapidly. 
 
    “Two Agreements. Remarkable,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “This hasn’t happened for many years,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol looked at both uncomprehendingly, feeling more and more nervous about what might happen to him. 
 
    “We’ll talk to you afterwards, Lasgol,” said Sigrid. “You may withdraw.”  
 
    Lasgol, puzzled and rather bewildered, wanted to say something, but the intense look Sigrid gave him dissuaded him. He went back to his place, feeling very troubled. 
 
    Finally came the turn of Expertise. Lasgol tried to calm his worries and confusion about his own test, as he was very keen to find out what specialties Astrid and Viggo would be aligned with. 
 
    The first ones to be called were Aren and Jorgen, who had had to leave the previous year. But not this one. Aren was selected as Chameleon Stalker. Jorgen, for his part, was aligned with Forest Assassin. The one left out was Jensen, who had no luck with his choice and had to withdraw in deep disappointment. 
 
    And now came Astrid’s turn. 
 
    Lasgol could not stay still with excitement. He felt his stomach taking somersaults. 
 
    “What is your Election?” Sigrid asked Astrid. 
 
    “The specialties which impressed me most and I felt most strongly are …” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He was more nervous now than when it had been his own turn. 
 
    “Natural Assassin and Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    Lasgol could not hide a gasp of despair. They were the most dangerous of the specialties. 
 
    “The Election has been fulfilled,” Sigrid announced. “Let’s find the Alignment.” She turned to Elder Engla, who handed her the medallions, and she in turn handed them on to Astrid. 
 
    Lasgol could barely keep his nerves under control. On the one hand he wished Astrid success in her choice; she deserved it, having worked hard and made an enormous effort. And she was very good. On the other hand, he knew that if she had picked her choice correctly, she would begin one of the most dangerous elite specializations, and he would almost rather she failed. But no, he could not wish for that. It would be selfish. Astrid had a right to be whatever she wanted in her life. He could not wish that things were any other way. Good luck, he wished her. May you make the right choice and may your wishes come true.  
 
    Astrid dropped the medallions into the flames. An image formed: the symbol of a Ranger smearing poison on his daggers. 
 
    “Assassin of Nature!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Astrid clenched her fist and made a victory sign. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He was deeply happy for her. Then a moment later he was overwhelmed by the fear that something might happen to her. He would simply have to learn to live with it. The girl he had fallen in love with was going to be an Assassin of Nature, something to feel very proud of and at the same time to worry deeply about. Not for himself, but for Astrid’s fate. He sighed. She knew how to look after herself, and he would have to trust that nothing would happen to her and support her, because it was her choice and he would always respect it. Always. 
 
    Astrid came to stand beside him. Lasgol smiled at her, and she returned the smile with a look of total happiness. 
 
    So if she was happy, he too had to be. 
 
    And now came Viggo’s turn. 
 
    Lasgol wanted to applaud his friend, but it was not appropriate for that moment of the ceremony, so he held back. He hoped Viggo would not be left out; it would be disastrous both for his friend and for himself. He did not want to part with Viggo for anything in the world. He was a pain in the neck, but he was also an incomparable friend. Lasgol loved him, even though he would not admit the fact to him. But he also knew that the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “Which is your Election?” Sigrid asked Viggo. 
 
    “My choice is …” 
 
    Lasgol was almost sure that Viggo being Viggo, he would do something surprising, and that instead of choosing the easiest, he would go for the most difficult. Nor was he mistaken, as it turned out. 
 
    “Natural Assassin and Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    The same choice as Astrid’s, as Lasgol had suspected it would be. It was also a very risky choice, because Astrid had already filled the post of Assassin of Nature, so that Viggo could only opt for Natural Assassin, the most difficult of all the specialties. 
 
    “The Election has been fulfilled,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol crossed his fingers behind his back. Viggo’s gamble was all or nothing: either the hardest specialty, or out into the street. 
 
    “Let’s see the Alignment,” Sigrid said, and passed on the medallions which Elder Engla had handed her to Viggo. 
 
    Viggo dropped the medallions into the flames, looking as though the whole business bored him. But when the image formed, his face changed. His eyes glowed, his gaze came to life. The medallion in the image showed the symbol of a Ranger with four arms and four legs, each arm holding a knife. 
 
    “Natural Assassin!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Viggo neither moved nor made any gesture. He was staring fixedly at the image. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. Viggo had gambled everything on one bet, the riskiest, and he had made it. With only one option available, the most difficult of all, he had won. That was Viggo: all or nothing. Lasgol could not have been happier for his friend. He had to cover his mouth to prevent himself from yelling with joy. 
 
    A moment later he realized that Viggo would now be entrusted with the riskiest missions, and he feared for his life.  
 
    “And here ends the Ceremony of Harmony for this year. Now all of you can go and rest, and tomorrow morning we’ll talk with those we’ve singled out. The rest of you: celebrate, enjoy and rest.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night nobody slept.  Those who had passed the test had a good time with their partners and friends. They built a bonfire in front of the Lair and sat around it, forgetting their differences – even Isgord – and sang odes to the Five Ice Gods about Norghanian heroes and great battles. 
 
    Those who had not passed went back to their bunks, downhearted and unhappy. Nothing their colleagues could say to try and cheer them up helped. Aren and Jorgen, who had failed the year before but had come back and were being more successful this year, tried to encourage them, but in vain. Their disappointment was too intense. 
 
    Because of what had happened to him, Lasgol was nervous. He tried to enjoy himself with the others, but he found it difficult as he did not know how his stay in the Shelter was going to end. Astrid encouraged him with loving words, but in fact nobody knew what would happen to him at dawn. His Alignment had been a very strange one, and they had all noticed it. The fact that Sigrid had not assured him that he had passed kept going round in his mind. 
 
    “Natural Assassin,” Viggo said incredulously. “The most lethal of Assassins, the most difficult of Ranger Elite Specialties.” 
 
    Lasgol and his friends’ group (the ‘weirdos’) were on one side of the bonfire while Isgord and his (the ‘best’) were on the other. In between were the ‘weak ones’, chatting among themselves. All of them were deep in their own, separate, conversations. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Ingrid said to Viggo. She said this without bitterness or sarcasm, as if she meant it literally. “Out of all of us here, you – Natural Assassin!” she kept saying, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it!” 
 
    Viggo was about to reply, but Astrid beat him to it. “Well, I do believe it,” she said. “I’ve trained with him, and I think you’re underestimating him. He has a natural talent and an innate lethal skill that I’ve never seen in anybody else, either at the Camp or here at the Shelter.” The brunette winked at Viggo. 
 
    “I hope I haven’t spoiled your plan,” Viggo said, aware that they had vied for the same Specialties. 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Not at all. I grant you the honor. I’m very happy being Assassin of Nature. In fact I think it fits my characteristics better. You’re very good with hand weapons, I’m better with my head than with weapons.” 
 
    Viggo burst out laughing. “Let’s see if I’ve got that right: as I’m less intelligent than you, I get the specialty that involves fighting rather than thinking.” 
 
    Astrid smiled from ear to ear. “You said it, not me.” 
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing, and Luca and Erika joined him. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “I’m very happy with my specialty, Archer of the Wind.”  
 
    “So you ought to be,” Molak said beside her, with an expression somewhere between love and pride on his face. “It’s the hardest of the Archery specialties.” 
 
    “We weren’t expecting any less of you,” Viggo said to her. 
 
    “I agree with Viggo on that,” Lasgol said. He was sure his friend would reach the highest level. 
 
    “It’s odd …” Erika began. 
 
    “What is?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That both you and Viggo have landed the most difficult specialties in your schools.” 
 
    “And besides, they’re similar,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    Ingrid shrugged this off. “It’s just a coincidence.”  
 
    “A strange coincidence,” Luca said, “and a very creditable one.” 
 
    “Creditable it certainly is,” Astrid agreed. “We’ve got two of the most important and difficult elite specialties among us.”  
 
    “I’d prefer a Healer Guard,” said Viggo, “just in case …” 
 
    Ingrid said nothing. She was thinking about what her colleagues had just said. 
 
    Luca glanced at Molak. “Well, we’ve got a Forest Sniper. I for one feel easier with someone covering my back.”  
 
    Molak winked at him. “Your back’s always covered.” 
 
    “It had better be,” Luca said with a smile 
 
    “What did you get, Luca?” Erika asked. 
 
    “I’ll hunt you down if you break the law.” 
 
    “Oh … Man Hunter! Good specialty. I wanted it myself …” 
 
    “You’ll have a lot of work after the war,” Viggo said to Luca. 
 
    Luca nodded. “Yeah, I can imagine: bandits, deserters, outlaws, all over the realm. I’ll be busy.”  
 
     “You certainly will.” 
 
    “And what about you, Erika?” Astrid asked. “How do you feel about your Election?” 
 
    “Well, I had my doubts.” She glanced aside at Luca. “I thought I wanted Man Hunter, but now it’s all over, I think I made a good choice. Beast Master fits me like a glove. I was afraid Lasgol would take it from me, as he’s very good at everything to do with animals …” 
 
    “I think Lasgol has enough specialties already,” Viggo said with marked sarcasm. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” Lasgol said, seeing the joke. But he jabbed his finger at him because he had not liked it. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault you’re a weirdo. You’ve always been one and you always will be. So the sooner you get used to it the better.” 
 
    “I’ve already got used to it,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I have to admit that you really are a very weird group,” Erika said, “but I’m glad to have joined you.” 
 
    Viggo gave a short laugh. “Hah! Just wait to see the trouble you’ll get into because you’re with us!”  
 
    “It can’t be that bad,” Erika said 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then Viggo burst out laughing. After a moment Lasgol, Ingrid, Astrid and Molak joined him. 
 
    The singing and talking went on well into the night. Everybody was happy. Their doubts about the specialization they would have to choose vanished, and by dawn they were all convinced that the one they had ended up with was the best for them. 
 
    Next day, at mid-morning, Sigrid summoned Jensen, Lars, Ulgren and Lasgol. The first three had not passed the Harmony Test, and Lasgol had had that strange outcome. She assembled them by the Pearl. Lasgol was very nervous about what might happen. He longed with all the strength of his being to continue at the Shelter with his friends, and with Camu.  
 
    Sigrid greeted them, and the four bowed their heads lightly and put one knee to the ground in front of the Mother Specialist. The Four Elder Specialists appeared a moment later and came to stand on either side of her. 
 
    “The Harmony Test is a very complicated and special one. Jensen, Lars and Ulgren, your choice wasn’t in Harmony. You mustn’t take this as a failure, it simply means that you’re not yet ready. You need more time, to get to know yourselves and understand the specialty you’ll follow in the future. But it won’t be this year.” 
 
    The faces of the three showed their great disappointment. 
 
    Loke appeared suddenly on one side of the Pearl. He said nothing, merely waiting with his arms crossed. 
 
    “I’ve debated all night with the Four Elders, and they agree with me that it’s not a good idea for you to continue with the specializations this year. Hence we’ve decided to invite you back next year so that you can try again. We’ll send word to Gondabar in the capital so that you can be given permission to rejoin your stations.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist,” Jensen said. 
 
    “We’ll be back at the beginning of next year,” said Lars. 
 
    Ulgren grunted a ‘thank you’. 
 
    “Right then. Get your things and go. Loke will guide you back to the capital. He’ll also be the one who’ll come to fetch you so that you can return when the new course begins next year.” 
 
    When they had gone away with Loke, Lasgol was left alone with the Mother Specialist and the Four Elders. 
 
    “As for you, Lasgol …” she began. 
 
    Lasgol was so nervous about what was to come that he could barely stay still. 
 
    “Dolbarar warned me that you were a special lad. What he hadn’t told me was just how special you are. Perhaps he doesn’t even know it himself. I must say that you’ve surprised us very much. The Harmony Ceremony determines which is the best specialty for each individual. It’s always worked remarkably well. We haven’t often had problems with it, and very rarely have we had a case like yours, where both elections have been confirmed instead of only one.” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “It’s something that rarely happens, but it has happened before.”  
 
    “And in more than one specialty,” Engla said. 
 
    “In cases of people who are very special,” added Annika. 
 
    “As is our pupil Lasgol. I’m sure that if you’d chosen two other different specialties, you’d have gotten both as well …” 
 
    “I don’t think so …” Lasgol could not help muttering. 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “Allow years and knowledge to contradict you. I’m sure you could have chosen any Wildlife specialization, and the vision of Harmony would have granted it to you.” 
 
    “It would be interesting to experiment with that,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. He did not like being experimented with. The ceremony had not exactly been a pleasant experience; he still had a terrible headache thanks to the potion. 
 
    “From what Dolbarar told me, Lasgol is an anomaly. In the School Test he passed all the Skills.” 
 
    “Extraordinary,” Ivar said in surprise. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Engla said. She was staring at Lasgol curiously. 
 
    “We ought to experiment with him,” Annika suggested, “and see whether the Harmony Test would have worked in other specialties too.”  
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He was liking this less every moment. 
 
    Sigrid raised her arms. “Knowledge and the urge to experiment are what impel us, but we need to be cautious. First we have to decide what to do with his result.” 
 
    “The aligned specialties are Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker,” Gisli said. 
 
    “The Elder of the School of Wildlife has the last word in this matter, as it’s his area of expertise,” Sigrid said, indicating Gisli with a gesture. 
 
    “It would be a great pity if an individual as special as this should lose one specialization when he could gain the knowledge of two. For that reason I’ve decided to teach him both. If he’s willing to put in the extra effort it would involve, that is.” 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw dropped. This was something he had not been expecting, and he did not know how to react. Elder Gisli was giving him the opportunity of studying two specializations simultaneously. Something totally fantastic. Even if it required twice as much hard work … 
 
    “What does the pupil think?” Sigrid said. 
 
    “I … it would be … an honor …” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “That’s that, then. You’ll study both specialties.” 
 
    Lasgol could barely believe it. 
 
    “There’s still the other matter …” Sigrid said. “The creature …” 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. “Please …” he began. 
 
    Sigrid raised her hand to silence him. “I’ve given it a great deal of thought, and I’ve come to a decision after consulting with the Four Elder Specialists. The creature is very special, and we barely know anything about it. A Magical Creature of the Frozen Continent, no less! Elder Gisli is delighted, and so am I. Such a creature, unique and special, is not seen during many a generation. We are privileged to have met it. We pursue knowledge, and through it the specialization of skills. This wonderful creature, and Lasgol’s presence, offer us an unequaled opportunity for study. Hence I’ve decided that the creature will remain with us. We’ll take the opportunity to study it and gain as much knowledge as we can. And that will enrich our tomes of knowledge.” 
 
    Lasgol had mixed feelings about this. Camu was staying, and that was fantastic news. But they were going to study him. What did that mean? Would they hurt him? Experiment with him? 
 
    “Mother Specialist, no harm will come to him, right?” 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    Gisli shook his head. “I would never harm any animal.” 
 
    “Will I be able to see him?” 
 
    “Whenever you want. But for now it’ll be better if he stays in the cavern with Snow White’s family.” 
 
    Lasgol was delighted. His chest felt as though it was about to burst with joy. He was getting Camu back, and the little one would be well-looked-after. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist. Thank you, Master Gisli.” 
 
    “It will be an honor for all of us,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded respectfully to the other Elders and prepared to leave, feeling delighted. 
 
    “One more thing …” Sigrid said. 
 
    Lasgol turned. “Yes, Mother Specialist?” 
 
    “We’ll have to talk about your Talent … don’t think it’s not important and that I’m going to let it pass.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Go and enjoy the day. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about it.” 
 
    As he was going down toward the Lair, Lasgol began to feel an odd prickling at the back of his neck. Why did Sigrid want to talk about his Gift? What interest could she have in it? Why did he have this strange feeling?  
 
    He had no idea, but it left him feeling a little restless. 
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    In the early evening Lasgol, together with Astrid, Ingrid, and Viggo, was waiting outside the cave at the end of the Shelter where Snow White and his family were living.  Without any warning, Camu came bounding out of the cavern, shrieking with joy. 
 
    “Camu!” Lasgol called him happily. 
 
    The little creature hurled himself at his chest. Lasgol hugged him, laughing while Camu licked his face with his blue tongue. 
 
    Happy! 
 
    I’m happy to see you too, little one. 
 
    With you. 
 
    Yes, I know, and me too, to be with you. Do Snow White and his family treat you well? 
 
    Very well. Play. Happy. 
 
    Yeah, I can imagine you’re glad to be able to play all day with the three cubs. 
 
    “Now then, let me see you properly,” Lasgol said aloud, and looked him up and down. “You seem to have grown again.” 
 
    The same. 
 
    No, I think you’re growing. Do you eat a lot? 
 
    Food. Good. A lot. 
 
    Who feeds you? 
 
    Gisli.  
 
    Ah, the Elder himself. You like him? 
 
    Good. 
 
    Yes, he’s good. 
 
    Then Lasgol said: “Look who’s come to see you,” and turned so that Camu could see his friends. 
 
    Camu gave several joyful shrieks, jumped on to Ingrid’s chest and began licking her cheeks. 
 
    “Hey, Camu!” she cried, grimacing at the licking. “I’m so glad you’re all right. We’ve looked for you everywhere!”  
 
    Camu jumped from her to Astrid and licked her cheeks in turn, wagging his tail all the time in ecstasy. 
 
    “You had us very worried,” the brunette said. “But now everything’s okay. I’m so glad we’ve found you safe and sound.”  
 
    Camu saw Viggo and gave a shriek of joy. Viggo waved his hands to stop him jumping on him. “No, bug, not me!” 
 
    But Camu took two leaps and hurled himself on him. 
 
    “Off, bug! Don’t you dare lick me!” 
 
    But Camu was so happy to see them all that although Viggo cursed and swore, he licked his entire face. Strangely enough, Viggo made no effort to get rid of Camu, but merely protested. 
 
    “Slobbery,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “No more than you are,” Ingrid said to him, and they all laughed. 
 
    Camu went back to Lasgol, who hugged him tight, fearful of losing him again. 
 
    “Well,” Ingrid said, “it looks as though everything’s turned out right in the end, more or less …”  
 
    “True,” said Astrid. “We’ve all passed the Harmony Test, we’ve got our selected specialties, and we’ve found Camu.”  
 
    “It’s been a really intense half-year,” Lasgol said. He was looking at Astrid as he spoke. She winked at him, went over to him and kissed him. 
 
    “Please …” Viggo moaned. 
 
    Camu started to flex his legs and wag his tail as he always did when he was happy. 
 
    “It looks as if the little creature likes your romance,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol smiled. 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten,” said Viggo, “– which I haven’t, you optimists – we’ve been through hell and it’s only been half the year. I don’t even want to start thinking about what’s waiting for us during the two seasons ahead.”  
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll rise above it,” Ingrid said forcefully. 
 
    “That’s right,” Astrid agreed, joining in the enthusiasm. 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. “I’ll just remind you that we’ve only been granted the specialties which we now have to learn so that we can pass the Proficiency Test at the end of the year. And you just wait and see, it’s going to be sooo easy …” 
 
    “There he goes, the party pooper discouraging everybody,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Just being realistic,” he corrected her. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten the Ice Dragon and the Cave with the Runes of Power,” Lasgol reminded him. 
 
    They all laughed, and Camu joined in with his little shrieks of joy. 
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    The adventure continues in: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    While you wait for the next installment of the Path of the Ranger, I invite you to explore my other series which takes place a few years later where Lasgol is one of the protagonists: 
 
      
 
    The Ilenian Enigma[image: ] 
 
    Click the image.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Or you may prefer the collection: 
 
      
 
    7 Book Collection: (The Ilenian Enigma + The Secret of the Golden Gods): 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Click the image. 
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