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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol spread his arms and let the warm breeze caress his face. He shut his eyes and the breath of the Nordic Gods ruffled his hair, which was almost shoulder-length. He took a deep breath and savored the unmistakable scent of the Norghanian woods at the end of summer. The characteristic scent of his land reminded him of his childhood: his father Dakon teaching him to track in the woods to the north of their property in Skad. The blurred image of his mother on horseback came to his mind: waving at them, leaving them. Those memories filled him with bittersweet feelings: his father’s love, his pain at his mother’s departure. 
 
    He was thoughtful there with the oak-wood in front of him. It was mid-afternoon and the sun caressed his pale skin, and he was grateful for the fact. He was beside the Cave of Oblivion, although at that moment he would have rather been beside his home in Skad, even now that his parents were no longer there. He would be enjoying the company of the unique Ulf, the ugliest and worst-mannered retired soldier in the entire realm, who deep down was like a puppy. And the faithful Martha, the best housekeeper in the whole North, would be waiting at his house. How he missed them. Both had had an enormous impact on his life and being unable to visit them was making him miss them. 
 
    He sighed. They had passed the Harmony Test, and Sigrid, the Mother Specialist, had given them a week’s rest. She wanted them to get their strength back before the beginning of the second part of the year, which she had already warned them would be very complicated. At the same time, she had not given permission for anybody to leave the Shelter. Lasgol would have given anything to be able to visit Egil. Gerd and Nilsa too, though he knew it would have been practically impossible because they were at opposite ends of the realm. Perhaps he would soon have news of them and he would feel better knowing how they were and what they were up to – because knowing them, knowing the Snow Panthers, they would be involved in some trouble or other. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Astrid said. She had come up from behind him and was fixing his hair a little in a gesture that was full of affection. 
 
    “About my land... my parents... my home... friends...” 
 
    “Nostalgia?” 
 
    “A little. I love summer, and it’s coming to an end...” 
 
    She gave him an ironic smile. “Don’t worry, it’ll be back in three seasons and you’ll be able to enjoy it again.”  
 
    Lasgol smiled too and looked into her green, almost cat-like eyes, which pierced to his soul. 
 
    “Smartass.” 
 
    Astrid poked her tongue out at him and tousled his hair. “I don’t know why you say that. I’m all love and affection.” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly. That’s why you got Assassin of Nature in the Harmony Test.” 
 
    “The one thing has nothing to do with the other,” she said, and turned two somersaults and then took a leap with amazing agility and balance. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the elite specialty you want to get?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’d be able to bear it if I did?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to get it...” 
 
    “Are you in any doubt about it?” she asked, and her gaze turned fierce. 
 
    “No... none... that’s why I’m asking.” 
 
    “I will achieve the elite specialty. And yes, it is the one I want.” 
 
    Lasgol saw in her eyes that he would not be able to make her change her mind. He had no right to try, and he knew it. He had been debating the question in his mind ever since he had known that she would choose one of the Assassin specialties, which were the most difficult and also the most dangerous. He did not want anything bad to happen to her, not for anything in the world. And he knew that by choosing that path, she would not only be risking her life at every step, but her soul as well. The path of death would taint her with black even if she dodged all the dangers. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” he admitted, and bowed his head. 
 
    She tilted her head to one side. “You could make the congratulations sound a little happier.” 
 
    Lasgol knew it was the right thing to do. “I’m very proud of you,” he said in a strong, determined voice. 
 
    “I believe you now,” she smiled with a glint in her eyes. 
 
    Unconsciously, Lasgol put his hand to his neck, to his mother’s pendant. He stroked it and felt a little more at peace. 
 
    “Lately you’ve been doing that more often,” she said, obviously intrigued. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Stroking your mother’s pendant.” 
 
    He looked at the object he was holding in the palm of his hand. “Am I? I hadn’t realized...” 
 
    “I had,” she said with her mischievous smile. “I keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “It must be a subconscious act... when I think of her...” 
 
    “Couldn’t it be something else?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the ring,” she said. She pointed to the ring he was wearing on his right hand. 
 
    “Oh... you think it has power?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “But I would...” 
 
    “That’s what I think.” 
 
    “I haven’t studied it. I haven’t tried to interact with the pendant...” 
 
    “Because of her?” 
 
    “I think so...” 
 
    “If she gave it to you it must have been for a good reason, not a bad one.” 
 
    “She gave it to me in her last moment of life.” 
 
    “All the more reason why it must be important.” 
 
    “You think I ought to study it? With my Gift?” 
 
    “I think so. It’ll be good for you to find out what it is and why she gave it to you. Or else you’ll always be wondering about it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Of course I’m right,” she said, and gave a leap, followed by a pirouette, which left him with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “You needn’t show off in front of me. I already know how amazing you are.” 
 
    “And that’s why you love me?” she asked in a honeyed voice, trying to draw a ‘yes’ out of him. 
 
    “No, not because of that,” he said. He did not want to fall into the brunette’s trap. 
 
    Astrid took out two knives and threw them with great force at an oak ten paces away. They buried themselves in the bark, in parallel, with a sharp, deadly impact. She looked back at him with half-closed eyes.  
 
    “You were saying...?” 
 
    “I... well... I love you for your other qualities... the lethal ones don’t attract me so much...” 
 
    Astrid smiled from ear to ear. “You look very handsome when you blush.” 
 
    Lasgol realized he could not win with her. Every time he tried to hide his feelings, she brought them out into the open, leaving him embarrassed and as red as a tomato. 
 
    “When I’m a Beast Whisperer, I’ll have an enormous bear with me, and he’ll take care of those tricks of yours.” 
 
    “He’ll surrender to my charms too, or my knives,” she said, and walked to the oak, her hips swaying sensuously. 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “We all are in Expertise.” 
 
    “That’s very true.” 
 
    She looked around. “And Camu? Where’s he?” 
 
    “He’s inside the cave. We’re experimenting to see how far I can communicate with him, or him with me.” 
 
    “Isn’t it the same thing?” 
 
    “Well, the first thing we found out is that it isn’t. It turns out that I can communicate with him at the most from a hundred paces away.’ 
 
    “That’s far enough.” 
 
    Lasgol looked annoyed. “No, it isn’t...” 
 
    “As far as I know mages can cast spells up to two hundred paces away... shouldn’t you be able to use your magic as far as that too?” 
 
    “No... my power doesn’t go as far as that.” He already felt bad at being less than a sorcerer or a mage, even if he had the Gift just as they did. “I’m not as powerful as one of them, my magic’s more limited... in power, reach, in the offensive skills I can develop...” 
 
    The expression in Astrid’s eyes showed that she regretted having asked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to annoy you. I didn’t think –” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s the truth. That’s the way things are. I’m a Ranger, not a Mage. All the same, Camu can communicate with me from more than two hundred paces away. We’ve managed to get him to send me messages from twice that distance on flat land. It’s really surprising” 
 
    “Because Camu’s a magical creature, and he’s powerful.” 
 
    “Yes... because of that... You say it as if it were nothing, but it’s an important discovery. Egil will die of envy when he finds out.” 
 
    “I already knew.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you already knew?” 
 
    “The little one has a lot of power, and as he grows, his power’ll grow with him.” She shrugged. “You don’t have to be a scholar of the arcane arts to realize that.”  
 
    “Maybe you have a sixth sense.” 
 
    “Maybe. I call it plain common sense.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Yeah, that.” 
 
    Can’t, Camu’s message reached him. 
 
    Lasgol looked toward the entrance of the cave. There was his little friend on his four legs, pointing at Lasgol with his long tail. 
 
    Can’t you send messages from in there? Lasgol asked. 
 
    No, underground can’t. 
 
    That’s interesting. I wonder if it’s only in underground places or rock buildings too.  
 
    Not know, Camu replied, and put his head to one side. 
 
    Off we go, then, we’ll go on tomorrow. 
 
    Camu set off, and by his third step he was already bouncing. He loved to bounce. He came toward them, then suddenly saw a moose in the woods and changed course in midair. 
 
    Where are you going? 
 
    Moose. Play. 
 
    The moose doesn’t want to play with you. 
 
    Yes, he does. 
 
    No, he doesn’t, you scare him. 
 
    Yes, he does. 
 
    Camu ran into the forest, and of course frightened the moose, which ran away. He set off in pursuit of it. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “He doesn’t pay any attention to me.”  
 
    Astrid smiled. “Well, I do.” 
 
    “And a good thing too,” he said, and returned her smile. 
 
    “You’ll manage to go on getting better with Camu, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I have to go on experimenting with him.” 
 
    “What’s worrying you? You’ve turned very serious all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Experimenting... it reminded me of what Sigrid said.” 
 
    “She let you stay, and Camu as well. Everything’s all right, isn’t it?  
 
    “Not completely. She let us stay, but on one condition.” 
 
    “Experimenting,” Astrid said, understanding what was worrying him. 
 
    “That’s right. She’s going to want to experiment with me and with Camu. I don’t mind her experimenting with me, I’ll get over it. But with Camu... I’m worried they’ll hurt him.” 
 
    “They won’t, they’re honorable Masters.” 
 
    “It might not be what they mean to do, but accidentally... they might wound him, or worse...” 
 
    “Take it easy, talk to Sigrid and tell her your fears. She’ll understand.” 
 
    “Depending on the mood she’s in. It’s as if that woman had two personalities.” 
 
    “That’s true. And one of them isn’t very nice, but to keep order in the Shelter, she has to be hard.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “And you need to worry about yourself too.” 
 
    “I already do...” 
 
    “Not enough.” 
 
    “My magic, my Gift, I don’t think that experimenting with me can hurt me... unless it was to my head.” 
 
    “That might fix a thing or two,” she teased him to cheer him up a little. 
 
    “You could be right. Maybe that’s what I need.” 
 
    She put her hand to her chin. “Hmm... a Ranger with magic... that makes you a very special Ranger.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can see the allure...” 
 
    She smiled roguishly. “And more than that... very brave, honorable and handsome.” 
 
    “What was that last one?” 
 
    Astrid came up to him, put her arms around his neck and kissed him long and passionately. Lasgol lost himself in feelings of love and passion which enveloped him from head to foot. 
 
    “For the love of the Ice Gods!” came an acid voice. “Can’t we leave you for ten seconds without you falling into each other’s arms?”  
 
    They both looked in the direction of the voice and saw Viggo coming toward them, with Ingrid. 
 
    “You caught us,” Astrid said. She moved away from Lasgol, but not before winking at him in a promise to finish what they had started some other time. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “We’ve come to see Camu now that we’ve got a break,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol looked down to the valley below with concern. “And the others?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Viggo said, “we dodged them.”  
 
    “We sent Luca and Erika to catch river crab to make a celebration dinner this evening.” 
 
    “Molak as well?” 
 
    “He’s gone hunting,” Ingrid said. “But he knows the dinner was an excuse to send them off so we could get away,”  
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Captain Fantastic doesn’t like it when we keep secrets.” 
 
    “Don’t call him that. It’s logical for it to bother him when we don’t tell him what we’re up to. I’d be annoyed too.” 
 
    “Well then, break up with him,” Viggo said with a smile. 
 
    She clenched her fist at him. “I’ll break up your nose!” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait till we pass the end-of-year test.” Said Lasgol. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we have to look into the future,” Viggo said. 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “Idiot, it’s proficiency not prophecy.” 
 
    “I knew that, I was joking.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “They say it’s extremely difficult,” Astrid said. 
 
    “As it should be,” Ingrid pointed out. “That’s the only way we’ll be able to prove our worth and get as far as the elite specialization.” 
 
    “I’d rather it was something easier,” said Viggo. “Better to avoid unnecessary suffering.” 
 
    “It really is necessary,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    “From what Sigrid said the other day,” said Astrid, “the training will be different this second part of the year. The lessons will be more one-to-one with the Elders and there’ll be more flexibility, so that we can even skip physical instruction or the daily chores.” 
 
    “If Sigrid allows us to skip the daily chores that can only be bad news for us,” said Viggo. “It’ll be because the training’s going to be really tough, or else take more than one day.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Yeah... this time I have to agree with you. I’d go along with that.” 
 
    “You agree with me?” Viggo said in surprise. “My heart’s going to burst out of my chest with the excitement!”  
 
    “You scatterbrain.” 
 
    Viggo smiled and made love-struck faces at her. 
 
    Ingrid cursed the gods who had put Viggo in her path one day. 
 
    “It’s going to be a very tough second part of the year,” said Astrid. “We need to prepare ourselves for the idea.” 
 
    “I’m prepared,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I hope I’ll be up to it,” Lasgol said without conviction. 
 
    “It’s all the same to me,” Viggo said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “If I pass, that’s fine. If I don’t, that’s fine too.” 
 
    “Even you don’t really believe that.” 
 
    Viggo’s face took on an untroubled expression. 
 
    Suddenly Camu appeared running, and in three bounces he leapt to hug Viggo. 
 
    “Bug, get off me!” 
 
    Camu licked his face while he protested furiously. They all burst out laughing. 
 
    “This second part of the year is going to be something to remember,” Lasgol said. 
 
    The others nodded, still laughing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was feeling very enthusiastic. They were on the mountain, waiting for Elder Specialist Gisli to begin the training for the second half of the year. It was going to be intense, and by the time it was over it would have taught them all they needed to know to become elite specialists. Beside him, Luca too was smiling. Erika and Axe were talking about ferrets and hawks, and which of the two they would prefer for a mission. Erika was giving Axe a masterclass on wildlife, and Luca was listening attentively.  Lasgol was coming to realize that she knew a lot more about animals than any of them. 
 
    Gisli appeared on his way up the hillside. The air smelt of summer’s end, and the temperature was pleasant. The snow still lay only on the highest peaks, so that they were free to enjoy the forests and cleared areas below. The warmth would not last long, and Lasgol was enjoying every day the sun shone and the sky was clear. 
 
    Gisli pointed downwards. “On the ground.” 
 
    Lasgol and his colleagues sat down, and Gisli did the same in front of them. 
 
    “Today we’re going to start with the practical lessons for the second part of the year. I need you to pay careful attention to everything I tell you, because I won’t be able to repeat it. Not because I don’t want to, but because we have a lot to cover and I won’t have time to teach you everything if I stop to repeat myself every time. Don’t take me for a grumpy old man, it’s just the harsh reality of the short time I have to train the four of you.” 
 
    Lasgol did not think Gisli was grumpy; of all the leaders of the Shelter he seemed the kindest and most entertaining. Ivar on the other hand was definitely grumpy. Engla’s character was churlish and intimidating. Annika seemed pleasant but reserved. And Sigrid, with her two personalities, was too complex to understand, and much depended on which day you happened to catch her. The one who seemed most sympathetic was Gisli, and Lasgol happened to have him as his own Elder Specialist. For once he had been lucky. 
 
    “We’ll give you all our attention,” Erika reassured him. “You won’t need to repeat anything, Master.”  
 
    “That’s the way I like it: keen students.” 
 
    “Very keen, Master,” Axe said. 
 
    “It’s an honor to be able to train in an elite specialty,” Luca said, very seriously. He genuinely felt it and was not saying it just to please the Elder. 
 
    Gisli nodded and turned to Lasgol. “And what do you think?” 
 
    “I still can’t believe I’m here. It’s like a dream.” 
 
    Gisli smiled and looked satisfied. “Well then, all of you, wake up and let’s get down to work.” He stood up, and so did they. “The first thing we’re going to study is the specialty of Man Hunter.” He looked at Luca. 
 
    “It’ll be an honor, Master.”  
 
    “Good. But to learn we need to suffer, as the Path of the Specialist says.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. The training was turning serious. Erika glanced at him, and fear showed in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Luca said. 
 
    “I like that,” said Gisli. “That’s the right attitude. Today we’re going to hunt you.”  
 
    Luca looked at him in puzzlement. “But... aren’t I supposed to be the Hunter? To learn…?” 
 
    “To be a hunter you first need to understand how the prey thinks,” Gisli said didactically. “We’re going to hunt you. To give it a touch more realism, and so that you make the most of your abilities and talents, we’re going to use elemental arrows.” 
 
    “Yes, Master...” Luca said. He did not sound very convinced. 
 
    “As for you others, I’ll explain the techniques of tracking and finding him as we go. Don’t worry, Luca, afterwards we’ll have a one-to-one. We’ll go over everything you’ve done, and I’ll show you the techniques.” 
 
    “All right, Master.”  
 
    “On you go. You have till I finish counting to two hundred as a head-start, then we’ll go after you. As it’s the first time it’ll only be us humans, without animal support, but we’ll be hunting you as if you were some unscrupulous bandit, wanted for murder.”  
 
     “Okay,” Luca gulped, and ran off. 
 
    “You others, arm yourselves,” Gisli said, and handed them quivers of elemental arrows. 
 
    “Master,” Erika asked, “we’re not going to cause him any real harm, are we?” 
 
    Lasgol already knew that the answer would be yes, but he waited in case he was wrong. 
 
    “Of course, we’re going to hurt him. That’s how you learn.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “Don’t worry. The charges in the elemental arrows are powerful enough to cause intense pain, but not to kill.” 
 
    “Or injure?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    Axe was examining the arrows. “They’re marking tips,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, they’ll cause pain but won’t injure.” As Gisli said this, he was looking at Lasgol, who felt reassured by this. 
 
    Gisli counted to two hundred, and they set off. He went first, followed by Lasgol, who was deeply interested in everything that involved tracking. After him came Axe, and closing the line was Erika; tracking was not her forte. They went into the forest, where Luca had disappeared by now, and Gisli crouched down to search for his trail. He found it at once, as if guided by an innate instinct. Everyone nodded when he pointed it out. He signaled ahead, and they went on. 
 
    The initial trail was very easy to follow, because Luca had run as fast as he could to outdistance them, not bothering to be careful. Broken branches, footprints on soft ground, bushes with their branches pulled aside... even a blind man could have followed the trail. But a little way ahead things changed; Luca must have realized he was being too obvious and started to be more careful, because suddenly the trail vanished. Gisli stopped, smiling. 
 
    “Our prey’s beginning to conceal his trail. You always need to remember that the prey will try to hide his trail and be very much on the alert, because he could turn against the hunter if he were to find himself cornered.” 
 
    “But we’ve got to corner him, surely?” Axe asked. 
 
    “No, we have to hunt him without letting him see us coming. Never corner your prey. It’s a great mistake, and it could cost you your life.” 
 
    “Understood,” Axe said, and Erika nodded. 
 
    “Look for the trail,” Gisli told them. 
 
    They did this for a while, and in the end Lasgol found it. “Here, Master, he’s heading southeast.”  
 
    “Good eye. You’re good at this. You two didn’t see it, did you?” 
 
    Axe and Erika shook their heads with a touch of shame. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m here to teach you. Listen to me carefully.” Gisli crouched down again, and for some time he went over the three different techniques for finding a lost trail. They were all impressed, and Lasgol would have liked him to have gone on explaining things like this all day. Or even all night as well.  
 
    “Let’s go on,” Gisli said. “The prey’s getting away.”  
 
    By now the trail was getting harder and harder to make out in the dense forest. Luca was making a good job of hiding it and making things difficult for them, and Lasgol was not surprised; Luca was very skillful and intelligent, but unluckily for him Gisli was practically infallible and picked up the trail with amazing ease. Every time he found it, he would stop to explain how he had done it, together with some trick that would help them in similar situations once they were out of the Shelter. Lasgol listened carefully to every word. 
 
    They reached a more open part of the forest, and Gisli told them to have their weapons at the ready. He pointed to the southeast. Lasgol could not make out either Luca or his trail, but if the Elder was pointing southeast, that was where his partner must be. 
 
    “Erika, fire arrow,” Gisli said. 
 
    “At your command, Master.” 
 
    “Lasgol, air arrow.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “We’re going to make him run,” Gisli went on. 
 
    “I don’t see him, Master,” Axe said. 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    Lasgol and Erika were straining their necks to see above the vegetation, but they could not see him either. 
 
    “I’m going to throw a stone. Erika, release where the stone falls.” 
 
    The stone fell on a clump of bushes between two trees. Erika released against the bush in an arc. The fire arrow hit the ground under the bush, resulting in a small burst of flame. 
 
    “Watch,” Gisli said. 
 
    The bush caught fire, and a few moments later it was burning fiercely. Suddenly a crouching figure ran out. 
 
    It was Luca! 
 
    “Bring him down,” Gisli said to Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol aimed as Luca was running. He followed him with his eyes between the trees, aiming until he had a clear shot, then released. The arrow brushed past two trees and hit Luca in the back. It exploded with a burst of thunder, and a discharge lashed Luca. He fell to the ground and lay there amid convulsions. 
 
    “Good shot,” Gisli congratulated him. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Lasgol said. He did not feel too good after bringing down one of his friends, but he could not disobey a direct order from an Elder Specialist. 
 
    “That’s how you approach a prey who’s cornered. Using cunning, not confronting him. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” said Lasgol, who had the feeling that this lesson would be useful to him some day. 
 
    “But we won’t always have elemental arrows available,” Erika objected. “They’re hard to prepare.”  
 
    “That’s correct. Most of the time you won’t have that luxury, because the reality is that elemental arrows are just that: a luxury for a Ranger. So, you’ll have to use your head. How would you have made him come out without an elemental arrow?” 
 
    Erika was thoughtful. “Hmm... by throwing a small torch at him?” 
 
    “Good thinking. Exactly. You could have made a small torch or turned your short axe into one and thrown it into the bushes.” 
 
    “I see,” Lasgol said, while Erika beamed in pleasure at the Master’s compliments. 
 
    “Axe, put out the fire before half the forest burns down.” Axe ran to obey. “Now let’s have a look at our prey.”  
 
    Luca was conscious, but not moving. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Gisli asked. 
 
    “Yes, the tremors have gone,” Luca said. He got to his feet slowly. 
 
    “You did very well,” Gisli said. “You’ve got talent.” He gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder. 
 
    Unable to help himself, Luca looked startled. Then he smiled. “I tried to hide my trail.”  
 
    “Now then, we’ll follow that trail backwards, and I’ll explain what I told the others. Then we’ll repeat the exercise.” 
 
    Lasgol and Erika exchanged a suspicious glance. 
 
    “We have three more prey to bring down,” Gisli added cheerfully. 
 
    Axe, who was on his way back from putting out the fire, heard him and looked horrified. Lasgol and Erika looked at each other resignedly. It was going to be their turn to be prey now, and they would end up knocked down and convulsing on the ground. Or worse still, burning! 
 
    They went on with the training, attentive to all Master Gisli’s explanations and wisdom. They suffered, but they learned, just as he had said they would. The system might not be very orthodox, but it was efficient. 
 
    The day ended with Erika, Lasgol, Luca and Axe scorched and sore, but very happy about all they had learnt. Luca had also enjoyed two private sessions with the Elder, while the other three rested and recovered. These were specifically concerned with Man Hunting, and when he came back, Luca was smiling from ear to ear. At that moment Lasgol was envious, but he knew that he too would be having private sessions with Gisli and would learn a lot. Soon Luca’s smile would be his own. 
 
    Next day came Axe’s turn. 
 
    “Tireless Explorer,” Axe said proudly when Gisli asked him for his specialty, which Lasgol was sure the Elder already knew. 
 
    “Good. It’s a great specialty, and much sought-after. They’re going to love you in the army.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    “But it’s a specialty which has its dangers...” 
 
    “Oh yes?” 
 
    “Oh, very much so. Anyone who explores without pausing on the way tends to find things out, and not all of them will be good or expected.” 
 
    Axe looked doubtful. “Oh...” 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to see where the Master was going with this conversation. 
 
    “So that you can make better sense of it, we’re going to do an exercise which will help you and which you’ll remember. You’re going to have to explore the forest behind us: north to south and east to west. It’s quite extensive. I’ve hidden four objects there which I want you to find and bring to me.” 
 
    “What objects, Master?” 
 
    “You’re an explorer. If I told you, there’d be nothing to explore.” 
 
    Axe nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Get going now. The others will watch, and I’ll explain today’s lesson as we go.” 
 
    Axe went into the forest and began to explore toward the north, moving in a straight line, crouching with an arrow ready in his bow as if he were entering enemy territory. He looked to right and left warily as he went, alert to everything. 
 
    “First lesson: never explore in a straight line. Always do it in a zigzag, or else you’ll come across your enemy face to face and be unable to react in time.” 
 
    Axe corrected his movement. 
 
    “Better,” Gisli told him. “Eyes, ears and sense of smell at maximum alert.” 
 
    They reached the middle of the forest, and Gisli explained to them how they needed to explore surroundings that were unknown and probably hostile, either because of wild animals and bandits or enemy soldiers. 
 
    Suddenly Axe caught a glimpse of a spear with a Ranger scarf, near the northern end of the forest. He went closer to it, and when he was about to seize it, there was a click. He looked toward the sound. Before he could react, the trap exploded under his foot with a small burst of smoke and earth which left him blinded and stunned. 
 
    “You were in too much of a hurry,” Gisli pointed out. 
 
    Lasgol had not seen the trap either. It was very well-sited, two steps before the spear. 
 
    It took Axe some time to recover, and judging by the expression on his face, he did not manage to do so completely. He went on exploring eastward, going more carefully now, constantly looking down, fearful of stepping on another of the Elder’s traps. Gisli meanwhile explained the best ways to find traps in the forest. According to the Master, it was a real art, since there were enemies who were very skillful at setting them. 
 
    The second object was a Ranger’s axe with a scarf, which was embedded in a tree. Axe made sure he did not step on any trap before going up to it. Finally, when he saw his way was clear, he went up very carefully without stepping on any trap. He seized the axe and tugged at it. As he did so, a sack full of logs fell on him and knocked him down. The blow was a resonant one. 
 
    “You need to look in all directions,” Gisli said. “Upwards as well.”  
 
    Axe was left lying on the ground, unable to get up. Lasgol wanted to go and help him, but Gisli stopped him. 
 
    “He has to learn,” he said, and showed them a thread which was barely visible and very strong. It was the one used for the trap. 
 
    A while later, sore and wiser for his experience, Axe set off once again. Unfortunately, he also failed in the search for the next two objects: a shield and a sword. He fell into two more traps and ended up crawling through the forest. 
 
    “I hope you’ve all learnt the lesson,” Gisli said to them. 
 
    “Yes master,” the others replied, almost in unison. As for Axe, he could not even speak. 
 
    “I’ll stay here with Axe and explain everything he did wrong. You others can go back.” 
 
    Lasgol set off for the Shelter with the feeling that they were going to learn a lot, but that at the same time they were going to suffer as much, or more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the group came out after doing their morning chores in the Cave of Summer, they saw something completely unexpected.  
 
    “And who’s that?” Astrid asked. She nodded toward a stranger who was crossing the entrance to the Lair. 
 
    “It certainly isn’t Loke,” said Luca. 
 
    Ingrid, Molak, Lasgol and Viggo followed him with their eyes. The new arrival was very short, almost the size of a child, yet his face was that of an adult. He wore his blond hair in a queue, his grey eyes were very large and his face almost beautiful. He was not dressed like a ranger, but instead was wearing an undecorated black cloak. Under it he wore a black tunic and black pants. When Lasgol looked at him more closely, he noticed that his gloves and boots were also black. He was not carrying any weapons, but his wide leather belt was noticeable. He looked like a grave-digger, and Lasgol shivered. 
 
    “It’s a dwarf,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Shhh,” Erika corrected him. “Don’t be rude, you should say small person.”  
 
    Molak was even more exact. “To be correct, he’s a person of restricted height.”  
 
    The stranger crossed the chamber without looking at anybody, as if they did not exist. He reached the Cave of Winter, where Sigrid and the Four Elder Specialists were waiting for him. Sigrid welcomed him curtly, and the Leader of the Shelter did not look pleased, rather the opposite. She greeted him, and the name of the stranger reached them: Enduald. 
 
    Astrid was looking at the stranger with narrowed eyes. “Who can that be?” 
 
    “No idea,” Ingrid said, “but the Elder Specialists don’t look very pleased. They’re ignoring him. It’s quite rude to ignore a visitor.” 
 
    Molak rubbed his chin. “Rather curious, this behavior of our leaders...”  
 
    “This guy’s bringing bad news,” Viggo said. 
 
    “It could be,” Erika agreed, “but what’s intriguing about this unexpected visitor is a question we’re all thinking: who is he? And more than that, what’s he doing here? This isn’t exactly somewhere people come to very often...” From her expression it was obvious that she did not know what to make of Enduald’s sudden appearance. 
 
    Lasgol noticed the gravity of the conversation between Sigrid and the stranger and asked himself the same question. He had an ominous feeling about the man in black. 
 
    Sigrid and the Elders led the visitor inside the Cavern of Winter and disappeared. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of this,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “You don’t like the look of anything,” Ingrid snapped back. 
 
    “You wait and see.” 
 
    “I’m with Viggo,” said Erika.” It gives me the shivers.”  
 
    Lasgol had to agree with them. 
 
    Ingrid waved it aside. “Bah! Nonsense. He must be a messenger.” And they went out to finish their daily chores. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the early evening Lasgol was able to get away for a while after the day’s training. He was delighted to be able to play with Camu in the woods at the far end of the Shelter. The Mother Specialist had granted him permission to spend time with the little creature, as long as Camu came back to his adopted family at the end of the day. Lasgol would have liked to have him all the time, but he understood that was impossible under the circumstances. 
 
    He let out his breath in frustration. Both Camu and he were still in their ‘trial period’, and he was very much aware of this. Sigrid and Gisli never let them out of their sight and watched every step they took. The other Elders watched them too, from which Lasgol deduced that Sigrid had ordered them to. For the moment, everything was going well, Lasgol was able to follow his wishes and Camu to live with Snowflake’s family. Both he and Camu were very well and had no cause for complaint, except for the fact that they could not spend the whole time together. It was hard for Camu, but after many attempts Lasgol had finally managed to make him understand. The first few days after their reunion Camu would not part from him, not for anything in the world. Lasgol had to ask for permission to spend a few days with him until he could make him understand. The fact was that his heart was breaking. Camu clung to his leg every evening to stop him from going back to the Lair, and Lasgol ended up in tears. 
 
    Sigrid had kept her word and had not informed the King of Camu’s existence, for which he was deeply grateful. Nor had they begun to study him or experiment on him for the time being, for which he was even more grateful. For the moment they were content to watch Camu from a distance and note down what they could see of his behavior. Lasgol wanted things to stay that way, but unfortunately he knew it would not last for long. Sigrid wanted to know more about Camu, just as she did about him, as he was aware every time she looked at him with that intense gaze of hers. 
 
    He signaled to the naughty little creature to come to him. Camu stopped devouring some kind of plant which for some reason he found very tasty, even though it looked decidedly unappealing, and in three big bounces he landed on Lasgol’s chest. Taken by surprise, Lasgol took a step back and almost lost his balance. 
 
    He used his ability to send messages to the little one. When I tell you to come, you needn’t jump on me. 
 
    Happy. Jump, Camu said, and licked his cheek lovingly. 
 
    Yes, I’m very happy to have you with me, too Lasgol told him, and gave him a big hug. 
 
    Camu, very happy by now, began his dance, flexing his legs, which were still clinging to Lasgol’s chest and wagging his tail at the same time. 
 
    Lasgol laughed delightedly, and Camu licked his other cheek. 
 
    Together. Happy. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. We won’t leave each other, I promise. 
 
    Camu stared at him with his big bulging eyes. Not leave. Never. 
 
    I promise. Never again. 
 
    Lasgol was fascinated by the fact that Camu was sending him not only the message, but the feeling behind it. He could feel when the little creature was restless, happy, sad, joyful. The odd thing was that it did not happen with other animals, including Trotter, with whom he shared a very good friendship and mutual understanding. It was also true that Camu was the only animal who communicated messages in return. When Lasgol communicated with Trotter it was always a one-way process; the horse understood him but did not have the capacity to send a message back, as Camu could. The most logical explanation was that Camu was a creature with magic, and hence could not only send feelings but mental messages as well. Egil had found it fascinating. Lasgol had to agree with his friend: it was fascinating, and so was Camu. 
 
    Go back with you? 
 
    You can’t do that yet. You have to stay here with Snowflake’s family 
 
    Camu did not look altogether convinced, but he resigned himself to the fact. Okay, he said, but the feeling that reached Lasgol was one of annoyance. 
 
    Don’t run away and come to see me. I know your tricks... we’d be in big trouble. 
 
    Good boy, Camu said. He took on a virtuous expression, widening his everlasting smile as if he were the most innocent, harmless creature in the world. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Don’t look like that, because you don’t fool me. No tricks. I know you well, you rascal. 
 
    Camu wagged his tail and went on smiling. Good boy. 
 
    Sure, and I’m a snow troll. 
 
    Suddenly a hare appeared, running very fast between the trees. Camu saw it, and before Lasgol could stop him, he leapt from his chest and went after it. 
 
    It’s too fast. You’ll never catch it. 
 
    Catch. Fun. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. You’re impossible. 
 
    A sense of enjoyment reached him, and he could not help smiling. 
 
    He waited a moment, then when he saw Camu was not coming back, he decided to practice some archery. He still was not genuinely skillful with the bow, and he felt terrible about the fact. Everybody knew that a good Ranger had to be an exceptionally skillful archer, but he himself was far below the level of his colleagues. Not to speak of Ingrid and Molak, who were truly exceptional. What irked him most was that Isgord too was very good. He could not allow that contemptible individual to be so much better than he was himself, so he had to improve. 
 
    He was practicing, releasing against a tree a hundred paces away. His shots were not bad, nor were they good. For a Ranger, they were mediocre. Of course, he was a better shot than a soldier or a bandit would be, but that was not much consolation. It was not that he was competitive: far from it. He did not really need to be the best with a bow; he just needed to be rather better than he was so as not to look a fool in front of his teammates. 
 
    The only shot he made that was always perfect was his True Shot. But this was something he did with his Gift, using magic, which meant that it was a kind of cheating – or at least so he felt. Although if in need, or faced with danger, he would use it without hesitation. He looked at the tree where several arrows were buried, breathed deeply and aimed. He closed his eyes and moved five paces to the right, then stepped back another five. Without opening his eyes, he called upon his skill, and a green flash ran along his arms and the bow. When he released, the arrow hit the target in the middle of the others.  
 
    He opened his eyes and checked. Perfect shot. He smiled. 
 
    “At least with my Gift I can be proud of a great skill.” But no sooner had he said this that he thought better of it. He could not tell anybody about it. It would not be well received, because people feared what they did not understand. Mentioning it outside the circle of his close friends would not benefit him at all. Even Nilsa and Gerd looked at him strangely when he talked about his skills: Nilsa because she hated all magic, Gerd because he feared it. 
 
    He went on practicing, this time without using his skill, and his results turned acceptable once more, but not spectacular. Seeing that he was not improving, it occurred to him to ask Ingrid and Molak for help. When they had given him some teaching, he had improved a lot, but now he was stuck again and needed their help once more. They were his friends, and they would be delighted to help him. Molak’s technique was excellent, and Ingrid had an arm of iron. 
 
    He decided to try to develop a new skill, or rather the one he had been trying to develop for over a year without success: Fast Shot. If he were capable of releasing three times in the blink of an eye, this would give him an enormous advantage in truly dangerous situations, when their lives were at stake. He concentrated, searching for his inner energy. He tried to release three times as fast as he could. The shots left his bow at normal intervals and the longed-for skill failed to appear. 
 
    “I’m never going to make it,” he muttered under his breath. He had been trying for a long time without succeeding. The fact that someone might want to develop a skill did not mean they would succeed. It was one thing to possess the Gift, the Talent, but a very different one to be able to develop the skills you wanted. Lasgol knew this law very well, because he had developed most of his own skills by accident, without even realizing. And the couple he had managed to develop through his own efforts had taken him an eternity. Years! This skill was following the same pattern, and he was not confident that he would achieve it. In fact, he was growing less certain about it all the time. 
 
    He tried again. Nothing. He sighed. To cheer himself up he decided to do a True Shot without looking at the tree. He nocked an arrow and shut his eyes, spun around, called upon the skill and released to one side. At that moment there should have been a green flash as the skill that would guide the arrow to the tree was activated. 
 
    But nothing happened.  
 
    The arrow flew to one side. 
 
    Lasgol opened his eyes. 
 
    What on earth happened? I still have inner energy. Why wasn’t the skill activated? Puzzled, he stared at the tree and then at his bow, in case there was something wrong with it. But no, it was in perfect condition. It must have been something strange, he told himself to calm himself down. His skills had never failed him, assuming he had enough energy left – but there was a first time for everything, so he decided to try again. 
 
    He aimed at the tree and shut his eyes. He concentrated, searching for his inner energy, and found it in his chest. He called upon the skill, feeling part of his energy being consumed and the skill beginning to be activated. And at that very moment it failed. The energy was consumed, but the skill was not activated and there was no green flash. 
 
    This is strange. What’s happening to me? Could I be ill? Have I lost the skill?... He was completely nonplussed. Once or twice he had failed when he called upon a skill, but never like this. And generally, it had been with a recently acquired skill. 
 
    And at that moment he received a sense of amusement and knew straightway what was wrong. 
 
    He turned and looked in every direction. Show yourself. I know it’s you. 
 
    Nobody replied. 
 
    Once again Lasgol became aware of a feeling of amusement. 
 
    Make yourself visible so that I can see you… 
 
    And Camu became visible behind his back. 
 
    You’re a bad boy, Lasgol told him. He was unable to hold back a smile. 
 
    Not bad. Fun. 
 
    Yes, I know you’ve been having fun, at my expense. D’you think that’s fine? 
 
    Yes. Fun. Happy, Camu said, and began his dance, flexing his legs and wagging his tail. 
 
    I’m not laughing. 
 
    Laugh. Fun. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    And anyway, you shouldn’t interfere with my skills. 
 
    Camu stopped dancing, pointed his tail, stiffened and flashed silver. 
 
    Magic. Refuse. Now the feeling he received from Camu was not one of enjoyment but of duty, of obligation. 
 
    I know you want to prevent all magic, but you must let me use mine. 
 
    Stop magic. All. The feeling of duty was coming very strongly now. So far Camu had never interfered with his Talent. He and Egil had talked about this, and according to Egil Camu was not yet able to detect all kinds of magic, only the kind that was either very powerful or very close at hand. He could not detect Lasgol’s magic very well, and they did not know why. Maybe it was not powerful enough, or else was a kind that Camu was unable to detect so far, or that he was so close to Lasgol he did not see it as something strange. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. It looked as though the moment when Camu was able to detect it had come. Egil had already predicted this. “One day Camu will be able to detect any kind of magic, including yours. I believe it’s part of his inborn talent. As he grows up, that skill will grow and develop with him.”  Lasgol could not forget that the little creature was still young and would develop over time. If what Egil believed was true, Camu was a magical creature of the Ice which could live to a thousand years old, and so far, he was only four... 
 
    He wondered how he could explain that to the little one. No, you mustn’t stop all magic. My magic and the magic of our friends is good. You mustn’t interrupt it. You must let it happen. 
 
    Camu looked at him with eyes filled with doubt. Not all? 
 
    I know your instinct tells you to prevent all kinds of magic, that you feel it’s your duty, but you need to learn to differentiate between friendly magic and enemy magic, and only stop the second kind. 
 
    Camu moved his head from side to side, staring at him. Stop all magic, he insisted. Instinct was stronger in him than reasoning. 
 
    Lasgol crouched down in front of him and looked him in the eyes. He would have to find some way of persuading him. He decided to try using examples. 
 
    Imagine I’m in danger, and I need to use magic to save my life. 
 
    Find other way. Not magic. 
 
    But imagine there’s no alternative, it’s either use magic or die. Wouldn’t you let me use it? 
 
    Camu’s eyes showed fear. You not die. 
 
    So, would you let me use my magic? 
 
    Camu was debating between his instinct, which was very strong, and his love for his friend. Lasgol could see that internal struggle in his anguished gaze. He felt a little guilty for giving him a hard time, but he needed him to understand what he was trying to explain. It was very important for both of them. Otherwise, in a dangerous situation they could both die. 
 
    You yes, he transmitted in the end. 
 
    That’s right. You mustn’t interrupt the magic I make or refuse it, because we might need it if we’re in danger. I understand that your instincts lead you to prevent all kinds of magic, but if I’m the one calling upon it, you must let me. 
 
    Lasgol good. Yes magic. 
 
    Lasgol smiled from ear to ear. That’s it, little one. Thank you very much, he said, and hugged him. 
 
    Other magic no, bad. Stop. 
 
    Lasgol thought about insisting but having ensured that Camu would at least let him call upon his own skills, he let it be. He would have to teach him patiently that not all magic was bad. Good or bad depended on whoever was making it. But that would take time and effort. 
 
    To make sure Camu had understood, he made a further attempt to call upon his True Shot skill, and this time it worked. The skill was activated, and the green flash appeared. The arrow struck the tree in the exact spot he had wanted. 
 
    Very good, he said to Camu. 
 
    The little creature gave three huge bounces and vanished 
 
    We can’t play all day. I’ve got to go back. 
 
    Play a little more. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and resigned himself, with a smile on his face. Sitting on the huge roots of an oak, he waited for Camu to come back. An idea came to him suddenly it was something that had passed him by completely, something important. Camu had interrupted him, and he had not seen him. He had done it while invisible. Camu could call upon his power and refuse magic in that state. This was something that had never happened before. It meant that the little one had developed this alone, without anybody’s help, which was surprising and significant, and opened up a range of new possibilities. What the little creature had done was impressive. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. What other abilities would Camu develop as he grew? Simply thinking about it made the hair on his arms stand on end. It would be amazing. 
 
    I wish you were here, Egil. This is fantastic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the hard training with Snowflake, where their rapidly improving physical fitness was enabling them to sidestep his caresses and avoid ending up scratched, Elder Specialist Gisli was now waiting to give his Wildlife pupils their daily lesson. 
 
    “Come with me and listen while we walk. I’m going to teach you as we go. You can ask about what you don’t understand, but no stopping, because we’ve got a long trek ahead of us.” 
 
    Luca slapped Lasgol’s shoulder and smiled at him. It was obvious that he was enjoying the training a lot. Lasgol smiled back, and they set off. Erika and Axe followed, looking enthusiastic. It surprised Lasgol that the four of them were always happy with Master Gisli’s instruction. This had not usually been the case at the Camp, where learning had often come via suffering and nobody had enjoyed it. But in the Shelter they all seemed to be enjoying the process. Presumably this had to do with the Elder Specialists and the way they taught, which was more direct and entertaining than what they had experienced at the Camp. In fact, Lasgol would have given anything to have Gisli to himself the whole year. Unfortunately, this was impossible, and when he thought about it, it was a selfish wish and he regretted having felt it. But it was a clear indication of what a good teacher he was. 
 
    Gisli walked as if every one of his steps counted for three of theirs, which was surprising considering his age, and at the same time he left them panting. By noon Lasgol began to feel the tiredness in his body. Luckily the good-humored lessons Gisli gave as they went helped to make this bearable. They were enjoying things so much that they scarcely felt the rigors of the journey. 
 
    “Remember, Erika, that a Beast Master is fundamental for the good running of a Rangers’ camp. And I don’t mean only at the Camp or the Shelter, but in any gathering of Rangers, whether in a fort, a castle, a fortress or a forest. The Beast Master will be in charge of all the animals, making sure they’re well-looked-after. That includes ponies, horses, hawks, owls, panthers, bears and any other animal that’s with the Rangers. In addition, he or she will be the highest authority on everything to do with wildlife, both here in Norghana and outside the realm.” 
 
    “Outside the realm?” Erika asked in surprise. 
 
    “Of course. The study materials I gave you cover Norghana’s wildlife, but in addition you need to study the wildlife of other regions. Knowledge of that is very valuable for the King and his army.” 
 
    “In case we invade another nation?” Axe asked. 
 
    “Or they invade us. How much do you know about the animals the Nocean Empire uses? How much do you know about their horses, camels and dromedaries?” 
 
    “Not much,” Axe admitted. 
 
     “Well, it’s important. It might save your life. Just like knowing about the magnificent Rogdonian coursers their Lancers use, or the pinto horses of the Masig of the Prairies. Or the Giant Birds of the Usik.” 
 
    “Giant Birds?” Erika was very interested. 
 
    “It’s said – although it’s just a rumor – that in the unfathomable forests of the Usik there are giant birds the size of an ox-cart. More than that, some say they answer to the command of the green-skinned savages.” 
 
    “Is that true?” asked Axe, who did not altogether believe this. 
 
    “There are places in Tremia where there are unbelievable races and animals. Hidden places, difficult to get to – but they exist. Never forget that.” 
 
    “We won’t,” said Lasgol, who was thoughtful. There must be a place in the Frozen Continent where Camu originally came from... Could there be more like him? Who was his mother? Could she still be alive? These questions left him feeling restless. Someday, perhaps, he ought to go back to the Frozen Continent and search for the answers. It might be helpful for Camu. But this was not the right time, given their situation and the war. He would have to think about it carefully. 
 
    “Studying the wildlife around you is fundamental. Knowing about some of the wildlife of other regions of Tremia is mandatory for a Beast Master.” 
 
    Erika snorted in despair. “But the tomes I have already are gigantic, so I’m not going to have time even to study the Norghanians.” 
 
    “What do you do at night?” 
 
    “Sleep?” 
 
    “Then use the time to study.” 
 
    “So, when do I sleep?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised by how much you can learn if you use your time well. Every moment of the day and night when you’re not training, I want you studying those tomes.” 
 
    Erika’s eyes widened and she gave another despairing snort. 
 
    “I will, Master...” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting any less,” Gisli said. The look he gave her was stern but understanding. 
 
    They went on until they reached a rocky wall with two huge snow-capped mountains behind it, one stretching to the east, the other to the west. Lasgol swallowed. If they had to climb one of those, it would take them days and they would have to make a tremendous effort. 
 
    “Do we have to climb?” Axe asked dubiously. 
 
    “You ought to be looking forward to climbing those mountains. In my youth, if I saw a mountain, I climbed it. Not many things can compare with the feeling of conquering the summit of a mountain. The fight against the rocky wall, the risk, the cold, the incomparable view from the top... Ahhh, what wonderful memories. And now I’m condemned to train Wildlife specialists.” 
 
    “Is that a punishment?” Luca asked in surprise. 
 
    There was nostalgia in Gisli’s eyes. “No, not really. But there are days like today when I really miss my adventures of yesteryear. I too was young like you, you know, a long time ago, full of dreams, goals and hopes.” He smiled happily at them. 
 
    “And were those dreams fulfilled, Master?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Yes, many of them were, and others unfortunately were not. And I still have some to fulfill.” 
 
    “Still?” Axe asked, as if at the Elder’s age no-one could possibly have dreams anymore. 
 
    “Yes. To make good Wildlife Specialists out of you is one of them.” 
 
    “Oh...” Axe said, sounding rather embarrassed. 
 
    “And no, we’re not going to climb the mountain. Follow me.” 
 
    The Master went up the last slope and followed the rocky wall to the east, with the four following him in line. Suddenly the Elder took a left turn and disappeared into the mountain wall. Lasgol, who was immediately behind him, stopped and instinctively reached for the knife and axe at his waist.  
 
    “What is it?” Luca asked from behind him. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes were narrowed, searching for any danger. “The Master’s vanished.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Erika said from behind them both. 
 
    The next moment Gisli’s hand appeared between the rocks and beckoned them on. Lasgol obeyed, puzzled by the strange situation. He reached the point in the wall where the Master had vanished and found a cave. “Aha,” he said. It was set into the wall and half sunk in the ground, so that it was not visible from either side. 
 
    When Lasgol went into the cave he saw Master Gisli at the far end, holding a lighted torch. He joined him and felt more at ease. The others followed. 
 
    “There’s very little light here,” Gisli said. “We’ll need the torch.”  
 
    He went on along a narrow passage of rock. For a long time, they went on through caves and along natural tunnels of grey rock. Lasgol had the feeling that they were heading north and covering a considerable distance. He had no idea where they were going, nor how long it would be before they resurfaced again, but he felt that they were crossing the mountains they had just seen. 
 
    Finally, they saw a trace of light at the end of a huge cave. Gisli led them to it, and when they reached it he put out the torch and left it on a rock to be used again later. The light was coming from outside, and when they went out they found themselves looking at an enormous valley. The brilliance of the sun blinded them for a moment, and it took their eyes some time to get used to it. A beech forest to the south and an oak wood to the north were the first things they saw. 
 
    Gisli gestured by way of introduction. “Welcome to the Lost Valley.” 
 
    “Is that the only way of getting here?” Luca asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then I can understand now why it’s called the Lost Valley.” 
 
    “It’s a special place. One of those special and utterly unknown corners of Tremia. Follow me.” 
 
    Gisli led them on between the two forests to a stream of transparent water. The valley was full of life. Lasgol could hear birds singing, and he caught glimpses of moose among the beeches. He breathed deeply and filled his lungs with the scent of the valley, which smelt of nature and summer. When they reached the stream, they saw several unknown animals drinking, and he was taken aback. Their build and their antlers resembled those of reindeer, but unlike them their fleece was long, more like that of sheep. Their eyes and muzzles too were different, more like those of a goat. 
 
    Erika was fascinated. “What... what animal is that?”  
 
    “That’s a Norej, and it’s only present in a few spots in the north of Tremia. This valley is one of them. They’ve been grazing and living here for over a thousand years.” 
 
    “I’d never heard of them,” Erika said. 
 
    “That’s because few people know of their existence,” Gisli said. He pointed further to the north, where a large group of Norej were grazing peacefully. 
 
    Lasgol was staring around him, deeply intrigued. He saw two large birds with black and white plumage fly overhead, and they too were unfamiliar. There was a whole range of unknown wildlife here, and he began to feel uneasy. 
 
     “Don’t frighten them and follow me.” Gisli said. He crossed the stream to go north as far as another forest, this time of ash trees, which they crossed in turn. Lasgol saw that here there were squirrels and foxes, and he even thought he could glimpse a couple of wolves: typical Norghanian wildlife. But as they came out of the forest, he had another surprise. In a vast prairie several animals were grazing in groups of a dozen or so. They were huge, and resembled the bison of the Masig prairies, except that they were not the same. They had horns like those of rams and long white coats which came to the ground. 
 
    “Those aren’t bison,” Erika said. “Or anything we have in the north.”  
 
    “They’re Kolyads. They’re peaceful grazers, but if you attack them or make them nervous you’ll be charged – and I can assure you that with those huge horns they can bring down a stone wall. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    Axe was open-mouthed. “They’re enormous...” 
 
    “A lot bigger than a Norghanian ox,” Luca added. 
 
    “Their size is extraordinary. Here they have almost no natural enemies. Wolves and other feline predators don’t dare hunt them, unless it’s a young one that’s been left behind alone.” 
 
    “There are amazing creatures in this valley,” Lasgol murmured. 
 
    “I’ll show you one more today. The most amazing of all, and one which actually hunts Kolyads.” 
 
    They looked at one another. Who would dare hunt those enormous animals with their formidable horns? Gisli led them along for some time, crossing dips and ascending hills until they came to a rocky wall where they could see several caves. He raised his fist in a signal to stop. 
 
    “Everyone down,” he ordered, and the four of them obeyed him uneasily. 
 
    “Watch,” he said. He put his finger to his lips, then pointed to the caves. They were about three hundred paces away, but they could easily see the massive rocky entrances. 
 
    They waited with bated breath, but nothing happened. Lasgol wondered what they were waiting for. The valley was strange, the wildlife even stranger. He guessed that if Gisli did not want them to go near the caves it was because there was danger there, and serious danger at that, otherwise the Master would be careful to avoid it. The thought made him uneasy. 
 
    Suddenly two beings came out of one of the caves. For a moment, as Lasgol narrowed his eyes, he thought they were semi-giants of the Frozen Continent wearing long woolen coats and armed with spears. 
 
    “By all the ice gods!” cried Axe, and Gisli put his hand over his mouth to shut him up. 
 
    The beings moved forward, so that Lasgol was able to see them more clearly. They were around the same height as the semi-giants and had the same massive build. Despite this, they were different: the skin of their face and hands was white, not bluish, and what he had taken for woolen coats was really their own coat of hair. Their faces were human, albeit rather grotesque, as if out of proportion, and the hair on their heads merged with that on their bodies. They did not seem to be wearing clothes. 
 
    Erika’s jaw had dropped. 
 
    “Who are they?” Lasgol whispered. 
 
    “They’re the Djoti,” Gisli replied very softly. “They have very bad eyesight, but keen hearing, so no noise. The five of us wouldn’t stand a chance beside those two. Their strength is brutal and their hide’s extremely tough.” 
 
    “Are they human?” Luca whispered. 
 
    “Almost human. They’re an ancient race, very primitive. At some point humans and Djoti went their separate ways and they each evolved differently. We don’t know for sure, but we believe they’re related to us Norghanians. Or at least, to our ancestors. They live by hunting; their favorite prey are the Norej and the Kolyads. Now they’re setting out in search of some meat.” 
 
    The two beings passed by them with long strides, covering a considerable distance with each step, without seeing the group. Lasgol did not even breathe as they went by. They were more terrifying than the Semi-Giants of the Ice. There was no doubt that their appearance was more primitive and brutal. 
 
    “Are there more like them?” Erika asked. She could not conceal her fascination. 
 
    “There’s quite a big community in this valley. They live in three groups of caves: the ones you saw here, one to the east and another one further north. They’re not very friendly... you need to keep away from them. For some reason they hate humans.” 
 
    “I wonder why,” Axe said. 
 
    “Knowing ourselves,” Luca suggested, “I guess we must have hunted them or tried to exterminate them, or something like that.” 
 
    “You’re not mistaken. Those are the reasons. They’re primitive, but they don’t either forget or forgive. Remember. Never go near the Djoti.” 
 
    “We won’t,” said Axe. 
 
    “Has anybody tried to study them?” Erika asked. 
 
    “That’s the spirit I like in a Beast Master,” Gisli said. “Yes, it’s been attempted, but it turned out badly. In the wild state, all the attempts ended with the scholars getting killed. In captivity, with all the Djoti dead. We gave up a long time ago. At least in Norghana. Elsewhere, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Elsewhere?” Erika asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes. There are more groups of Djoti in the north, and in the eastern mountains too. It wouldn’t surprise me if there were more in the far south.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.”  
 
    “Tremia is full of mysteries, many of which the majority haven’t even heard of. There are fascinating creatures which hide from humans, others that eat them... from tiny ones to gigantic. There’s a lot of wildlife that’s barely known in Tremia, as you’ve just seen for yourselves.” 
 
    “I’d like to be able to get to know them and study them,” said Erika. 
 
    Axe tried to dissuade her. “It sounds dangerous.”  
 
    “Make sure you go in good company,” Luca added. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “I like that,” Gisli said, and gave her a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Now let’s go back, and I’ll show you some other fabulous animals that live in this forgotten valley which are barely known.” 
 
    Erika was delighted. “Wonderful!” 
 
    “Be careful not to scare them off. It’s going to be a most interesting lesson, I can assure you.” 
 
    Lasgol was sure it would be. And what was better, he would enjoy it immensely. He decided to relax and learn as much as he could from the Master’s explanations before he left that unique and fascinating place. One idea had left its mark on his mind: Tremia was full of unexplored corners where there were undiscovered creatures and monsters. How many adventures were still waiting… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Sigrid assembled them at the Cavern of Runes. She had something to tell them, and it was not exactly going to make their lives more pleasant. As if the physical training was not hard enough already, the Leader of the Shelter had decided to develop it further. 
 
    “Today we’re going to change the physical training, to make it a little more enjoyable and effective,” she announced with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    At once they all began to protest in whispers, as they could see that what was coming was going to be extremely unwelcome. 
 
    “Protests? But you don’t even know what it’s about.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “Oh we’re sure to be delighted,” he muttered to his friends. 
 
    “A bit of variety’s always welcome,” Ingrid said encouragingly. 
 
    “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t be so pessimistic.” 
 
    “I’m a realist, not a pessimist.” 
 
    “It’ll be interesting, for sure,” Molak said. 
 
    Sigrid shook her head. “Look higher. Physical training is extremely important. How do you expect to survive in the natural world in the middle of a winter storm if you’re not prepared? How do you think you’ll cross the high forests of Norghana without stopping or fainting? How will you keep up a chase for days and fight off enemies when you’re tired, sleepless and hungry? Because this is what you’ll be required to do. You must train mind and body, always both. I know you believe you’re fit enough already, but Mother Nature will show you how wrong you are. No-one’s ever well enough prepared. Today I’m going to show you that, and in the process you’ll strengthen those muscles a little.” 
 
    “Mine are pretty strong already,” whispered Viggo. 
 
    “You’ve still got a long way to go,” Astrid said. She squeezed his biceps hard. 
 
    Viggo’s face took on an expression of suffering. 
 
    Erika nodded. “Yeah, a long way, not to mention his mind,” she said, and laughed. 
 
    Viggo waved his arm in an offended gesture. “Very funny.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. The fact was that they would need all the training, and more, if they were to gain one of the Elite Specialties. Thanks to the fact that now he could rest at night, since he no longer had to search for Camu, he felt far stronger, and was even looking forward to facing the always-demanding effort of the physical training. The fact that today it was going to be different stimulated him. Everything was sure to go well, and in the end, even if it was hard, they would enjoy the effort. 
 
    “We’re going to the Frozen Peak,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “This is starting wonderfully,” Viggo grumbled. “We’re visiting the Dragon.”  
 
    “It’s not a Dragon,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Tell me that when it wakes up.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a dragon either,” Molak said. 
 
    “What a surprise that you think the same as she does...” 
 
    “I have my own opinion.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. When Ingrid isn’t around, you can tell us what it is.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be so rude to your teammates,” Molak said. The comment sounded half-advice, half-warning. 
 
    Viggo did not flinch. “And you shouldn’t try to be Captain Perfect all the time either,” he shot back. 
 
    “Suppose we stop arguing and listen to the Mother Specialist,” Erika said, doing her best to make peace. 
 
    Sigrid was already saying: “… you’ll go as fast as you can at my signal, until you arrive at the wall of the Peak. I’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
    “She’ll be waiting for us?” Luca said in puzzlement. 
 
    They watched, intrigued, as the Mother Specialist put two fingers to her lips and gave two long whistles. From the trees there emerged a magnificent white steed. 
 
    “What a beauty,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Erika was looking at it in delight. “I’d say it’s Rogdonian, pure-bred.”  
 
    When it reached her side, Sigrid caressed it and spoke to it fondly, in a sweet whisper. “Spark, my dear companion in travel and adventure,” she murmured as she stroked his muzzle. 
 
    Spark snorted and shook his head, recognizing his mistress. 
 
    “Which of you is the Tireless Explorer?” she asked the group. 
 
    Axe stepped forward. “I am, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Right, you’ll lead the way, at a war trot. Nobody is to stop until you reach the rock wall.” 
 
    “As you say, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    Axe signaled to his colleagues and set off, and the others followed him at once. Isgord took three long strides and overtook him to lead the march. 
 
    “The Tireless Explorer leads the way!” Sigrid scolded him. 
 
    Isgord looked displeased but obeyed. 
 
    “What a stupid obsession about always having to go first,” Ingrid commented. 
 
    “Ignore him,” said Molak. “It’s just a desire to be noticed, and it’s a very bad quality.”  
 
    “It’s just being a cretin, at least where I grew up,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    Astrid and Erika laughed, and Lasgol had to hide a chuckle. 
 
    Axe set a brisk trot, as the Mother Specialist had ordered him, and they made their way toward the Frozen Peak. At first they chatted, but after a while the conversation began to die out as they became more aware of the effort, particularly in the lungs. They could all keep up with the pace; Axe was going fast, but not overdoing it, like a good Tireless Explorer. If they had let Isgord lead, he would have forced the pace to the limit and exhausted them all in his obsession at being the best at everything. It was a long way from the Lair to the Frozen Peak, so that the pace was appropriate. Besides, they all knew that this was not the physical exercise Sigrid had meant. Something else was waiting for them at their destination. 
 
    Nor were they mistaken. 
 
    The Mother Specialist was waiting, with Spark beside her and the great rocky wall at her back. They had not seen her riding ahead of them, but because the valley was very wide, they were not surprised. She must have taken a more northerly route, or perhaps a more southerly one. They themselves had come in a straight line, or as directly as they could, dodging around the obstacles on the way. 
 
    “Good warm-up,” Sigrid said when they reached her side. 
 
    “Warm-up, she says...” Viggo protested. He was bent over with his hands on his hips, trying to get his breath back. 
 
    “For me it was an invigorating race,” Ingrid said. She had already recovered. 
 
    Molak smiled. “You’re a champion,” he said, and winked at her. He too had recovered. 
 
    Ingrid smiled back at him. 
 
    Lasgol, who was tired and had still not fully recovered, looked at Astrid. By now the brunette had almost got her breath back. It was surprising how strong those two women were. Luca and Erika were breathing deeply, in long gasps. They had not yet recovered. Lasgol felt a little better; he and Viggo were not the only ones suffering from the effort. 
 
    Isgord was fully recovered, just as if he had not even run three paces. The worst thing was that he was not pretending. However much it irked him, Lasgol had to admit that Isgord’s physical strength and energy were enviable. He was probably the best of them all: either him or Molak, who was also a physical prodigy. Neither was especially tall or strong, both being wiry rather than muscular. Their bodies were not as heavy or cumbersome as those of the typical muscle-bound Norghanians. Hence, they could march for days, as well as being far more agile and flexible. In fact, they were both very similar physically, except that one was blond with a cocky stare and the other brown-haired, with warmth in his gaze. 
 
    The ones who seemed to be having the most problems were the Specialists in Nature. Elina, Frida, Gonars and Sugesen were bent double and breathless. Luckily for them, their specialization required brains rather than body, and they certainly had those, particularly Elina and Frida. The more he got to know them – and he still did not know them particularly well – the more Lasgol came to realize how clever they were. He liked that. He thought it was fantastic to be surrounded by intelligent women; they would get the others out of more than one crisis, which Isgord would certainly not. Seeing Ingrid and Astrid ready, he realized that they had some clever, strong women in the group. With them they could stand up to anything that came their way: even a frozen dragon. Well, perhaps a dragon was too much... probably better not to experience that. 
 
    “Right, then. It’s time to begin the exercise.” 
 
    “So, what we’ve just been doing doesn’t count?” Viggo asked in a whisper. 
 
    Erika smiled and shrugged. “Doesn’t look like it.”  
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes, and she laughed. 
 
    Sigrid pointed upwards. “The exercise consists of climbing the rock wall as far as the first ledge.” 
 
    “Ledge, Mother Specialist?” said Astrid, who was looking up at the rock with narrowed eyes and could not see it. 
 
    “There are three ledges at different heights in the wall. From down here you can’t see them, but they are there, I promise. Today you must reach the first one. You’ll need to go slowly, very carefully, because you’ll be climbing without ropes.” 
 
    “Won’t it be dangerous?” Frida asked. 
 
    “It will, but that’s the fun of the exercise. You’re Rangers, and you’ve been taught to climb using ropes and descend canyons, also using ropes. We Specialists prepare for when we find ourselves in a situation where there are no ropes or safety measures.” 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. “This is going to end very badly...”  
 
    This time Ingrid did not shush him. She was worried. “It’s risky,” she said. 
 
    “It depends on how high we have to go,” Molak said. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’ll be pretty high,” Luca said. “Otherwise there’d be no risk...” 
 
    “This exercise will strengthen your bodies, since free climbing is one of the most demanding exercises of all. And it will strengthen your minds, because fear and risk strengthen the character.” 
 
    “How high do we have to go?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The first ledge is fifty feet up. The second is seventy-five, and the third a hundred.” 
 
    “Phew!” Viggo gasped. “Fifty feet!”  
 
    “It’s quite a height,” Molak agreed. 
 
    “We could break our backs if we’re not careful,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    “Our backs and more,” Erika said, looking troubled. 
 
    Sigrid looked at them for a long moment, as she so often did, with that intense gaze that seemed to be reading their hearts, unearthing their fears and secrets. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear. Go slowly. It’s not a difficult climb, and you can do it. Trust your strength and the training you’ve had, and you’ll make it. But be prudent, because you’re risking your lives.” 
 
    There was silence among the group. They were all pondering the Mother Specialist’s words, trying to find the necessary courage to begin the climb. For a moment nobody ventured to take the first step. 
 
    “Show me the starting point, Mother Specialist,” Ingrid said, and went up to the rock wall. 
 
    “That’s the way I like it, a determined girl, sure of her possibilities. You’ll go far. Here.” 
 
    Ingrid studied the wall for a moment, then began the climb, placing her hands and feet on the projections and cracks with extreme care. Molak followed her at once. He began to climb nimbly, secure in every hold. It was obvious that he was a natural climber. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the others, but nobody seemed to have made up their minds to follow. He sighed and went up to the starting point. 
 
    “Move over, I’m going first,” Isgord said, and pushed him aside. 
 
    Lasgol was about to protest, but Isgord had already started to climb, also very nimbly and confidently. 
 
    “Cretin...” He shook his head and let it be. It was not worth it. Isgord always had to go first and be the center of attention. Even though fear had made him hesitate and had allowed Ingrid and Molak to go before him. That would certainly be eating at him inwardly as he climbed. Lasgol smiled at the thought. 
 
    He looked at Sigrid, who gave him an intense stare. She nodded to him to start, and he put his hands on the wall, wondering whether she had read what he was feeling in his soul. There was something witch-like in that intense gaze of hers. Or perhaps it was all his imagination, and the truth was that there was nothing strange about her apart from her penetrating gaze. 
 
    He began the climb, taking great care, seeking out the points of support. Some of these were natural, others man-made. It must have been the Elders who had done it, to make the climb easier and less risky. Lasgol loved climbing anything high, from trees to towers and buildings. He had loved it, ever since he was a child. The fact that he had spent his short life climbing and had athletic body gave him an advantage when it came to climbing high places. More than that, his mind was used to heights and he did not suffer from vertigo, which was an asset. 
 
    He climbed with his body hugging the rock. He could not leave any space between himself and the cold wall, to avoid losing his balance. This they all knew, and he hoped nobody had forgotten. He looked below and saw that Astrid was coming up behind him. She smiled at him; she was following his steps. Suddenly he was afraid for her. Suppose she was no good at climbing? Suppose she put her foot in the wrong spot and lost her handhold? Suppose she fell? The mere thought made his heart miss a beat. It was better not to think about that now, he was fretting unnecessarily. Probably she was as good a climber as he was himself, or even better. He must not worry. He felt a little calmer and went on up. 
 
    After Astrid came Viggo, with a look of great concentration on his face. After him came Frida, then Luca, who seemed to be having no trouble at all. Behind him came the rest of the group, who had finally made up their minds to face up to the test, seeing that their teammates were already on their way up. Frida, Elina, Gonars and Sugesen were the last, and judging by their faces they were afraid and desperately unsure. Lasgol hoped very much that they would make it. If they all followed the same route as the climber ahead of them and put their hands and feet where their partner had just done, everything would be all right. 
 
    He himself did not need to follow Isgord, since he could climb easily following his own instincts, which for this situation were very effective. Astrid was close behind him. Lasgol slackened his pace so that she could follow him easily and could see where he was holding on to the rock every time he pushed himself up. There was a gentle breeze, and as it was still summer and autumn had not yet taken hold, it was warm and the wind was not strong. If it had been a winter wind, things would be very different and a strong gust might have sent them flying.  
 
    They went up without stopping, very warily. Every hold, every effort, was critical, since they were at a considerable height now. Lasgol looked down at where Sigrid was watching them and calculated that if he fell from that height he could easily break his neck. 
 
    “Are you doing okay?” he asked Astrid as he watched her climb. 
 
    “I’m fine, don’t worry about me. Don’t look at me in case you lose your footing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m holding tight.” 
 
    “Even so, I’d feel easier if you looked up and not down. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “I just want to be sure about you.” 
 
    “Well, looking at me won’t help.” 
 
    “Okay, I just wanted to be sure...” 
 
    “Keep climbing, I’m right behind you. If I need you, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Lasgol went on. Isgord was fifteen feet or so ahead and was looking down at him with a superior smirk, as if he were winning at some competition. Lasgol breathed out in disgust. This was not a race, but an exercise which involved danger and physical endurance. But for Isgord everything was a matter of competition, and all the more if Lasgol was in it too. 
 
    The last ones began to lag, since they were climbing with greater difficulty and going much more slowly. When Lasgol passed the fifteen-foot mark, he looked up and saw that Ingrid and Molak had vanished. For a moment he was afraid, thinking that something had happened to them. Then he realized the truth: they had already reached the ledge, which was why he could not see them. They must be deep within the mountain, invisible from the wall. His spirits rose; a final effort, a little more to go and he would be there. 
 
    He looked down to make sure Astrid was following him. She had almost caught up with him, clinging close to the rock, her face twisted in concentration. Lasgol smiled and looked up, ready to face the final stretch. 
 
    Two rocks broke loose. 
 
    And fell toward him. 
 
    One of them struck him in the shoulder, the other in the head. It was a powerful impact. 
 
    “Rock, look out!” came Isgord’s warning. 
 
    Lasgol felt a terrible pain in his skull. Suddenly everything began to go round and round. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Astrid shouted as the rocks brushed past her on their way down. 
 
    The dizziness turned nauseating, and by now he was about to throw up. 
 
    “Hold on!” Astrid yelled. “Hold on with all your might!” 
 
    Isgord went over the ledge and vanished. The heads of Ingrid and Molak appeared, peering down. 
 
    Lasgol was very dizzy. He could feel the blood running from his head down his forehead and his cheek. He was holding on to the rock with all his strength, but he did not know whether he could stay conscious... his sight was beginning to fail. 
 
    “Lasgol, hold tight!” Ingrid begged him. 
 
    He was trying not to fall, to hold on with all his might, but the dizziness and pain he was feeling were terrible. 
 
    “Lasgol, hold on!” Astrid shouted desperately as she saw his head fall back, unable to stay upright. 
 
    “Get down and rescue him!” Sigrid shouted. 
 
    “Don’t let go of the wall,” Astrid cried. She climbed until she was at his level and put one hand on his back to stop him falling backwards. 
 
    “I’m... dizzy...” 
 
    “Hold on! I’m with you, I’ll hold you up!” 
 
    “No... we’ll both fall...” 
 
    “No, we’ll get out of this one. Hold tight!” 
 
    Viggo appeared on his other side, and like Astrid, put his hand on Lasgol’s back to stop him falling. 
 
    “Here we are in a jam all over again. That’s not like us, is it?” he joked, trying to ease the tension of the moment and keep Lasgol conscious. 
 
    “Yeah... not... like us...” he mumbled, barely able to keep from fainting. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo were pushing him against the wall, but his head was lolling and if he were to faint he would fall into the void. Suddenly his legs buckled under him. Astrid grasped him tightly and almost fell backwards with him. Viggo, clenching his teeth, held his weight.  
 
    “He’s going to fall!” Astrid cried desperately. 
 
    “Move over, Viggo!” Ingrid called. She was climbing down to them on a rope, and she had another one with her. 
 
    “Hold on, Lasgol, help’s coming,” Astrid whispered to him. 
 
    “I’m holding on... for... you...” Lasgol said, and his head lolled to one side. 
 
    With a swift movement Ingrid passed the rope around his waist and quickly tied a knot. Lasgol fainted, and his legs failed him completely. He was slipping down. 
 
    Ingrid held him tightly. 
 
    Astrid was on the point of falling herself, but she did not let go of him. 
 
    “I’ve got him, let him go,” Ingrid said to her, and the brunette nodded. 
 
    Ingrid looked up. “Pull!” she yelled. The heads of Molak and Isgord appeared and they began to pull, hauling Lasgol up as if he were a sack of potatoes. Ingrid climbed up the other rope, and when she reached the ledge, she helped them pull Lasgol up. 
 
    They managed to drag him on to the ledge. 
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    “Lasgol, wake up!”   
 
    Lasgol heard his name, but could not open his eyes. He was lost somewhere, lost in a world of nightmares. 
 
    “Lasgol, you’ve got to open your eyes!” came another voice. 
 
    He wanted to wake up but could not. He could feel pain, nauseating pain. He did not know where he was or why. What were those voices? Who was it calling him? 
 
    “If he doesn’t wake up, he’ll be in serious danger,” said another voice. 
 
    “I know how to wake him.” 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol felt as if he were being dropped into a lake of cool water. He sank and let the sensation of the water engulf him. 
 
    “Well, it didn’t work, smartass.” 
 
    “So, what’s your idea, then?” 
 
    “Lasgol, wake up!” they shouted at him, and he felt them shaking him hard. 
 
    “You and that typical subtlety of yours.” 
 
    “Shut up, melon-head! 
 
    “Shut up yourself, Bossy-Boots! 
 
    “Let’s not argue, we’ve got to wake him so that we can get him down from here and they can see to him.” 
 
    “Well then, think of something, Captain Fantastic!” 
 
    “Lasgol, come back, we need you!” 
 
    Lasgol reacted to the call for help. He shook himself. 
 
    “I need you, come back to me!” said a feminine voice which he recognized, even though he did not know whose it was. He could not put a face to it, but he knew he wanted to be with her. 
 
    “I need you, come back to me!” 
 
    That voice... brought back feelings, emotions, passion, desire, happiness... who was it? Why was she calling? 
 
    “Lasgol I love you, come back to me.” 
 
    He felt soft lips on his, and desire and joy enveloped him.  
 
    And he remembered. 
 
    Astrid! 
 
    He opened his eyes. The brunette was bending over him. Her eyes were moist. 
 
    “Lasgol! You’re back! 
 
    “What... what happened…? Ouch! My head.” He put his hand to the point of intense pain. 
 
    “Don’t touch the wound,” Astrid said. “We gave you emergency treatment.”  
 
    Stunned, with a terrible headache, he realized that he was lying on rock. 
 
    “Are we in the cave?” 
 
    “No, we’re on the ledge. We pulled you up with some ropes Sigrid had ready here in case of an emergency.”  
 
    Lasgol looked around and saw Ingrid, Viggo and Molak beside Astrid. 
 
    “The others...?” 
 
    “They went back. They’re waiting until you can get down.” 
 
    “What a fright you gave us,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “The weirdo up to his tricks, as usual,” Viggo said with a smile. He put his hand on Lasgol’s shoulder. “I’m really glad you didn’t split your head in two.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” Molak said. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Lasgol reached for his wound, which hurt horribly. He closed his eyes, trying to make the pain go away, but it was in vain. He felt as if a spike had been driven into his mind. He could not even think, what with the pain and the dizziness. 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Astrid. “The ledge is only two paces wide, and you could fall off.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded dizzily. Suddenly an image came to his mind amid the pain: the image of two rocks falling toward his head. The pain of the blow which he felt an instant later tortured him, as if with the reawakening of the image the suffering had returned. And he remembered something else, something he had not noticed when it had happened. He saw Isgord’s right hand open at the level of his head, and an evil smile on his face. He could not see his eyes, only his hand and mouth, but he knew without any trace of doubt that this had not been an accident. 
 
    “Isgord... it was him...” he muttered. 
 
    Ingrid clenched her fists. “Isgord? I’m going to kill him!”  
 
    “Bloody cretin!” Viggo spat out. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Molak asked. “That’s a very serious accusation.” 
 
    “I... am...” 
 
    Molak shook his head. “I think he’d be capable of many things, but something like this... it’s too much, even for him...” 
 
    “If Lasgol says it was Isgord, then it was Isgord,” Astrid said fiercely. She was on her knees beside Lasgol, and the look she gave Molak made him raise his hands in the air. 
 
    “If you believe it...” 
 
    “It’s... not the first... time he’s... tried...” Lasgol mumbled. He was feeling sick. 
 
    Astrid held his forehead and Lasgol threw up to one side. 
 
    “I’m going to give him the beating of his life!” Ingrid said. “I’m going to break open his head and tear out his twisted mind!”  
 
    “That worm deserves to be killed,” Viggo said. “If you let me, I’ll deal with it. It’ll be done in a flash.” 
 
    “That would end these attempts of his,” Ingrid said. She was almost convinced, seeing Lasgol so ill. 
 
    “I can make it look like an accident, if you prefer,” Viggo suggested. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to kill anybody,” Molak said very seriously. 
 
    “He tried to kill Lasgol,” Ingrid pointed out. “An eye for an eye.”  
 
    “That just leads to more bloodshed. It’s a mistake,” Molak said. “Come on, Ingrid, you’re more sensible than that.” 
 
    She waved at Lasgol on the ground. “Look at him,” she said. Astrid was helping and encouraging him. Lasgol was throwing up violently, with blood pouring from his wound down his cheek. “Tell me he doesn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “He deserves to be punished, but killing him is excessive.” 
 
    “And what if the next time he tries, he succeeds?” Astrid said. The expression on her face showed fury about what had happened as well as worry about Lasgol. 
 
    “Let’s talk to the Mother Specialist,” Molak said. “Taking justice into our own hands will only bring shame on us. We could end up being expelled, or hanged. You’re talking about killing a Norghanian, a Ranger, and they’ll hang us.” 
 
    “Not if I take care of it,” Viggo said. “They won’t be able to blame us.” 
 
    “Ingrid, make them see reason,” Molak begged her. “We can’t do that.”  
 
    The warlike blonde thought about it. For a long moment she stared at Lasgol, then at the others. 
 
    “You’re right. However much I’d love to kill that miserable wretch, it would mean expulsion or the noose for all of us. That’s not the way.” 
 
    Molak sighed with relief. “I’ll talk to Sigrid.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded, then looked at Astrid. The brunette stared back at her, weighing up her decision, and finally agreed. “Okay, but they’d better do something.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “As you like, but my method would have been much more definitive. And more fun.” 
 
    “How are you now?” Astrid asked Lasgol, who had finally stopped vomiting. 
 
    “I think... a bit better...” 
 
    “We’ll have to wait till he gets over it, and if not, lower him down with the ropes,” Molak said. “Between the three of us we could do it.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right… give me a little time...” 
 
    But Lasgol did not get over it. The group decided to lower him down tied with ropes; he needed the wound looked at as soon as possible. Molak, Viggo and Ingrid held the ropes, with Astrid, half her body out of the ledge, guiding them. Lasgol went down like a dead weight. He had fainted again, so that he was not aware of what was going on. They had to lower him carefully, because as he swung, he bumped against the rock wall. 
 
    “Stop!” Astrid ordered. 
 
    The other three held the rope firmly and stopped his descent. 
 
    “He’s swinging too much, he’s going to hit the wall... Oh, there he goes.” 
 
    “Head?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “No, his back, thank goodness. Wait a moment till he stops swinging.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a spoilsport,” Viggo put in, “but we’ve been at it for some time now and my arms are beginning to hurt like hell.”  
 
    “Bear up, like a true Norghanian!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I’m a low life-Norghanian, we can’t bear up so well.” 
 
    “You’re half a man.” 
 
    “Quite a compliment, coming from a half-woman.” 
 
    “What do you mean, half-woman?” 
 
    “Half-woman – half-Norghanian.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “That my arms hurt!” 
 
    “There isn’t far to go now,” Molak said, trying to keep the peace. “Concentrate.” 
 
    “Now!” Astrid said. 
 
    In unison, they lowered the rope a step further. 
 
    “Go on, it’s going well.” 
 
    It took them some time longer to lower him all the way. When he reached the ground, the Mother Specialist put Lasgol on her steed and set off for the Shelter at a gallop. Ingrid, Molak and Viggo came down once they had rested to recover from their effort. 
 
    Luca and Erika were waiting for them below. “Where’s that swine?” Ingrid asked them. 
 
    “Who are you looking for?” Luca asked her in surprise. 
 
    “Isgord!” 
 
    “He went with the others after the Mother Specialist,” Erika said. “We stayed here to wait for you.” 
 
    “Hell!” Ingrid said, and punched the air. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Erika asked, rather taken aback, and Astrid told them what had happened. 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s gone that far,” Luca said. “We all know how much he hates him, but doing something like that is vile and unforgivable.” 
 
    Erika was shaking her head. “I can’t believe it. He’s a Ranger, a colleague...” 
 
    “You don’t know how much he hates Lasgol,” Astrid said. 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “And worse.” 
 
    “Let’s all calm down and be on our way,” Molak said. 
 
    They went back to the Shelter as fast as they could. It took them a long time because they could not force the pace too much. They were too tired to hurry, although Astrid, under the pressure of her worries, was driving them at a harder pace than they could keep up. They had to do the last stretch of the way with their tongues lolling out like dogs, near collapse. 
 
    When they arrived at the Shelter they found the Elders Engla and Ivar waiting for them in the Cave of Runes. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” Ivar asked them. 
 
    “Everybody... fine...” Ingrid said breathlessly. 
 
    “How is he?” Astrid asked anxiously. 
 
    “He’s all right,” Engla assured her. “The wound’s not so serious. He needed some stitches on the head injury. Now he’s resting in his bed. Annika’s looking after him.”  
 
    “Thanks be to the Ice Gods!” Astrid cried, and ran to see him. The others greeted the Elders and followed Astrid to the Cave of Spring. Lasgol was asleep in his bunk, and she hurried to his side. 
 
    “Is he all right?” she asked Annika. 
 
    The Elder smiled at her gently. “He’ll survive. He has a very hard head.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Viggo, who was watching Lasgol from the head of the bunk. 
 
    “He’s had other accidents before and survived them,” Ingrid said confidently. “He’ll do it again.”  
 
    Astrid stroked Lasgol’s cheek and put her hand on his forehead. 
 
    “He has no fever,” Annika told her. “I’ve given him several healing potions of my own making. They’re powerful, and they’ll help his body recover from the injury. He shouldn’t have a fever, and they’ll help reduce the pain when he wakes up. The wound itself wasn’t as bad as it looked. He was lucky. That rock could have split his head in two. With a few days’ rest, and making sure the wound doesn’t get infected, he’ll recover.” 
 
    Astrid took Annika’s hand in her own. “Thank you so much, Ma’am,” she said with sincere gratitude. 
 
    “No need to thank me. It’s my duty, my responsibility. The stitches will hold – I did them myself. There’s an ointment underneath the bandage against infections, and also so that he doesn’t develop a fever.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. She did not take her eyes from Lasgol’s face, which seemed to be sunk in a nightmare, judging by the stress visible on it. 
 
    “Will there be any after-effects?” she asked. Her face showed how troubled she was. 
 
    Annika shook her head. “I don’t think so. Head-wounds are always dangerous and might have consequences... sometimes terrible ones... but I don’t think so in this case. The wound isn’t deep enough, in my opinion. He was lucky. A little deeper and there would definitely have been after-effects.” 
 
    “Or, maybe something would get fixed in the process,” Viggo said jokingly, trying to lower the tension, “because he’s not exactly all there as he is, the little weirdo.” 
 
    Astrid smiled at him, grateful for his attempt to calm her. 
 
    “This time I’m going to agree with you,” Ingrid said, also keen to lighten the concern they were all feeling. 
 
    “I’ll come back later to see how he’s doing,” Annika said. “Don’t wake him up. Let him rest. He’ll need complete peace. If he wakes up and his head hurts a lot, call me. I’ll prepare another healing brew for him.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” Astrid said, her eyes moist, barely able to hold back her tears. 
 
    When Annika had left the Cave the group was silent, watching Lasgol. He was groaning in his dreams, which did not seem to be at all pleasant. 
 
    “There’s that treacherous rat!” Ingrid shouted suddenly. 
 
    They all turned to see Isgord coming down the stairs into the cave, nonchalantly, as if nothing had happened. With him was Bjorn. 
 
    Before anyone could stop her, Ingrid threw herself on him. “I’m going to tear you to pieces!” she yelled furiously. 
 
    At the foot of the stairs, Isgord waited for her attack. Bjorn, who had no idea what was going on, was staring at her as if she were out of her mind. Nor was he the only one. Frida, Elina, Gonars and Sugesen, who were chatting nearby, turned when they heard Ingrid’s shouts and saw the attack, not knowing what it was about or why. 
 
    Molak ran after her. “Ingrid, don’t!” 
 
    Astrid and Viggo ran after him. Erika and Luca glanced at each other for a moment and ran after their friends. 
 
    Isgord was waiting for Ingrid in a defensive stance, with a look of superiority on his face. She launched a right-hand punch straight to his jaw with all her might. But Isgord, who was already expecting it, moved sideways, and she missed. 
 
    “Ingrid, what the hell are you doing?” Bjorn asked, completely taken aback. 
 
    Isgord smiled his most arrogant smile. 
 
    “You swine!” cried Ingrid. She launched a cross-punch at Isgord’s face. 
 
    Isgord blocked the punch with his left forearm and kicked her in the stomach. 
 
    “Ingrid, stop!” Molak shouted at her. “That’s not the way!”  
 
    But Ingrid was not listening to anybody. She recovered from the kick, lunged at Isgord and threw him to the floor. They both fought like panthers, punching and struggling furiously. Ingrid got on top of Isgord and split his lip with a punch. Isgord launched a blow at her right side, followed by another to the left, sharp and hard. Ingrid was about to hit him again when Bjorn grabbed her by the armpits and yanked her back forcefully. 
 
    “Leave me alone! Don’t interfere!” Isgord yelled at him 
 
    “Hold her, Bjorn!” Molak shouted as he came to help him. Between the two they managed to hold Ingrid for a moment. 
 
    Isgord got to his feet. “She attacked me for no reason! You’re all witnesses!” As he said this, he was looking at Frida, Elina, Gonars and Sugesen, who were watching the scene in disbelief. 
 
    Astrid meanwhile was coming up to him with her eyes narrowed and her hands behind her back. “For no reason, did you say?” she asked grimly. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” Ingrid said as she struggled to free herself from Molak and Bjorn. Luca had to come and help them, because the two of them were not enough to hold her. Their fellow Rangers crowded around them to see what was going on. 
 
    “You tried to kill Lasgol,” Astrid accused him. Her voice was icy and lethal. 
 
    “I did no such thing.”  
 
    “You bloody liar!” Ingrid shouted, struggling to get free and go for him. 
 
    “You’re such a coward that you deny what you’ve done?” Astrid challenged him. 
 
    Isgord stared at her. “I’m no coward, and I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “You’re a mean bastard and you’re going to get what you deserve,” Astrid said, and took a step toward him. 
 
    Isgord raised his chin. “I’ve done nothing, and you have no evidence. And you’ll pay for attacking me.” 
 
    Astrid took one last step. She was holding a knife behind her back. As she made to attack, strong hands stopped her. 
 
    “He deserves to have his throat cut,” Viggo whispered in her ear. “But not here. Not like this.”  
 
    Astrid looked over her shoulder. Viggo was behind her, holding her hands tightly. 
 
    “Let me do it...” she whispered. 
 
    “No. You’d end up being hanged for murder, and Lasgol would never forgive himself. I want to kill him too, but not like this, in public. You’re condemning yourself, and you don’t want Lasgol to have to bear your loss. He’s my friend. I don’t want him to go through that.” He gripped her hands even tighter. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” came Engla’s voice from the entrance to the cave. 
 
    “I was attacked!” Isgord said, looking outraged. 
 
    “Isgord tried to kill Lasgol!” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    “That’s a very serious accusation. Stop it, all of you. Isgord and Ingrid, come with me. You others, go back to your duties.” 
 
    “He tried to kill Lasgol,” Astrid repeated fiercely. 
 
    “That’s a lie! I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “Silence, all of you!” said Engla. “You have your orders.” 
 
    Isgord climbed up the stairs and came to Engla’s side. 
 
    “Calm down,” said Molak to Ingrid. “Let the Elders deal with this.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and let the air out with a huge gasp, nodded at Molak and went up the stairs. 
 
    “Now you’re coming with me to see the Mother Specialist.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Leader of the Shelter was walking with her hands behind her back in the middle of the Cave of Runes. Her expression was one of great anger, and her eyes shone with flashes of contained fury. Behind her were the Four Elder Specialists, their faces somber, their eyes troubled as they stared at Ingrid and Isgord, who were in the middle of the cave, one knee on the ground and looking straight ahead. 
 
    “What’s happened is totally unacceptable,” Sigrid said at last. “There can’t be fighting in the Shelter, of any kind. I don’t care about the reason. We’re not outlaws who resort to fists and knives when there’s an argument, or just because we feel like solving a dispute or a difference of opinion with violence.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Isgord said. He pointed at Ingrid. “She attacked me as I was coming into the Cave of Spring to rest, without provocation.”  
 
    Ingrid went red with rage. “He tried to kill Lasgol during the climb!” 
 
    Sigrid stopped and turned to Ingrid. “Are you sure of this? It’s a very serious accusation.” 
 
    “I am. He dropped the rocks on Lasgol’s head and injured him. We almost lost him.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Isgord protested, sounding outraged. “You’re insulting my honor.”  
 
    “Lasgol saw you do it.”  
 
    “The rocks came loose when I leaned on them and I almost fell. I’m lucky I didn’t. That’s what happened.” 
 
    “You’re lying!” 
 
    “I’m not lying. It was an accident, I went to grab the edge and two rocks came loose and fell. It wasn’t my fault they hit Lasgol on the head.” 
 
    “Liar! You didn’t even warn him so he could dodge them.” 
 
    “I didn’t have time. It all happened just like that,” Isgord protested. He spread his hands as if there was nothing he could have done, even if he had wanted to. 
 
    Sigrid raised her arms. “Silence. I’ll ask the questions. Ingrid, you’re accusing Isgord of trying to kill Lasgol during the climb. Is this your accusation?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Isgord: you claim it was an accident, that the rocks came loose without any intention on your part.” 
 
    “That’s right, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    She turned to Ingrid. “Why would Isgord do a thing like that?”  
 
    “Isgord hates Lasgol with all his being. He blames Lasgol’s father for the death of his own father, and Lasgol for being a traitor because of whose son he is.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Sigrid asked Isgord. 
 
    “Lasgol’s father is Dakon, traitor to the realm, and his mother is Darthor himself, Dark Lord of the Corrupt Ice, leader of the Hosts of the Frozen Continent. What else is there to prove? Lasgol’s a traitor. I’ve always claimed he is, and I always will. He shouldn’t be here among us. One day his treachery will come to light and there’ll be justice. Do I believe he’s a traitor? Of course, I do. Do I hate him? No, I only want justice and for him to be expelled and sentenced. I didn’t try to kill him.” 
 
    “You lie every time you open your mouth,” Ingrid said. “You hate him to death.” 
 
    “Silence, both of you,” Sigrid said. She put her hands behind her back and walked around the two of them thoughtfully, while Annika, Engla, Ivar and Gisli watched in silence. 
 
    “This goes beyond a mere fight,” Sigrid said, and stopped in front of them. “We’re talking about an accusation of attempted murder, for which the punishment is the noose. This is a very serious matter.” 
 
    “It’s an unfounded accusation and an outrage to my honor,” Isgord said. “I demand satisfaction.”  
 
    “You’re nothing but a poisonous snake,” Ingrid snapped back. The look she gave him was charged with hatred. 
 
    “It was an accident, that’s all,” Isgord said. He folded his arms and raised his chin. “I wouldn’t do anything like that. It would go against my honor and principles.” 
 
    “You haven’t got either of those, you vermin!” 
 
    “Silence, both of you!” the Mother Specialist snapped. Her expression was one of deadly severity. 
 
    “This incident and the accusation must be looked into,” said Engla. “They’re too serious to let pass.”  
 
    Gisli shook his head. “We can’t have this kind of incident among our pupils.”  
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Thank you, Elder Specialists. It’s true, we’re Rangers and fighting is forbidden among us. So says the Path, and so must we respect it. Both of you are suspended until we’ve looked into what’s happened and I make a decision.” 
 
    “But I haven’t done anything,” Isgord complained. “It’s not fair.”  
 
    “That may be so, but at the moment we don’t know. You were seen to be involved in the fight, and for that reason you’re suspended.” 
 
    “I was only defending myself against her attack,” Isgord said. He pointed at Ingrid as if she were the only one guilty. 
 
    “Even so, you hit her back, and for that reason you’re suspended.” 
 
    Isgord cursed under his breath. 
 
    “You’ll camp in front of the Lair, beyond the river: Isgord a hundred paces east. Ingrid a hundred paces west. Await my decision. If there’s any other incident, no matter how small, you’ll both be expelled. Have I made myself clear enough?” 
 
    “Yes…” Isgord said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Good. Take two Ranger’s tents and set up camp. You’re not to leave your positions until I say so.” 
 
    Isgord gave her an incredulous look and left amid outraged gestures. Ingrid snorted in disgust, letting out all the fury inside her, and followed him. 
 
    Sigrid turned to the Elder Specialists. “Ivar, Annika, help me with the investigation.” 
 
    They bowed. “Of course, Mother Specialist.”  
 
    “Engla, Gisli, watch them and whoever goes near them.” 
 
    “We will,” Gisli said. 
 
    “We’ll keep our eyes on them,” Engla added. 
 
    “I want to get to the bottom of this ugly business,” Sigrid said, sounding very annoyed. She was shaking her head as if she could not believe this had happened in her Shelter. “We almost lost a pupil today... that’s bad enough in itself. And if it turns out that this was attempted murder because of some squabble, it would be unacceptable. Let’s hope it isn’t the case. Whether it is or not, this can’t be allowed to happen on my watch. These pupils are my responsibility.” 
 
    “And ours,” said Annika. 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “I know you feel that way, and I’m grateful for your help and support.” 
 
    “Let me remind you that we’ve seen worse things,” Engla said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s very true. I only hope that this situation doesn’t turn into one of them.” 
 
    “So, do we all,” Annika said. 
 
    There was a silence as the five of them reflected on what had happened. 
 
    “Let’s go back to our duties,” Sigrid said at last, and she left, deep in thought. 
 
    The following days were very tense. The group went on with their training as if nothing were amiss, but three people were missing, and their absence reminded them at every moment of what had happened. Lasgol was recovering well under Annika’s attentive care. Ingrid and Isgord were now sanctioned and spent the day in isolation in their respective camps. 
 
    Everyone had something to say about the event. The ‘weirdo’ group was divided: Astrid, Viggo, and of course Ingrid, were sure Isgord was guilty. Molak and Luca were on their side, but were still reluctant to believe he could have gone as far as that, though they knew the history between Isgord and Lasgol and were beginning to lean towards Isgord’s guilt. Erika, who was always with them, listened without committing herself. She did not know Isgord at all well, and it seemed a horrible thing to her that someone could do something like that, most of all to a fellow-Ranger. 
 
    The second group, the one made up of Bjorn of Archery, Aren, Jorgen and the two Expertise veterans – Isgord’s group, the ‘best’ – refused to believe that he could be guilty. Astrid and Viggo had had words with them, but even so, they still refused to believe it. They were sure it must have been an accident and defended Isgord. Viggo had had to take Astrid away so that there was not another fist-fight and she ended up sharing Ingrid’s fate. 
 
    The third group – that of Axe from Wildlife, Frida, Elina, Sugesen and Gonars of Nature – the ‘weak’ ones – did not take sides either way. Gonars and Sugesen, who knew Isgord well, knew about his past history with Lasgol and what he was capable of, but they were not clear about it and had told their group so. These others did not express an opinion either way because they did not know Isgord well enough, so they abstained from commenting. But they were restless because their two comrades had not categorically denied the accusations. 
 
    At night, when the Elders were not around, the group of ‘weirdos’ visited Ingrid. They crossed the river and sat down with her to keep her company for a while. This evening they were all with her, even Erika. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “You shouldn’t be coming to see me.”  
 
    “Shut up, Bossy-Boots, and put more wood onto the fire,” Viggo said. He was sitting opposite her on the other side of the bonfire. 
 
    “This is a pretty feeble-looking bonfire,” Molak said with a smile, and kissed her on the forehead as he sat down beside her. 
 
    She shrugged. “I wasn’t in the mood, and I wasn’t expecting so many people.”  
 
    “How are you?” Astrid asked her. 
 
    “Fine. I’m tough. A little isolation’ll be good for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you were dragged into all this,” Lasgol said. He sat down beside her gingerly, as he was still not fully recovered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’d have done the same for me. How’s that weird head of yours? All healed?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’m fine. The wound’s healing well. Annika’s amazing with her ointments and brews. It’s still not fully healed, but it doesn’t hurt anymore and I’m not having nightmares.” 
 
    “And a good job too,” Astrid put in sarcastically, “because he was stopping everybody else sleeping at night with his screams.”  
 
    “Well, now he has a night-watchman...” Viggo teased her. 
 
    Ingrid looked at Lasgol in puzzlement. “Watchman?” 
 
    “He means we’re sharing bunks now,” Astrid said. “I sleep in the lower one and Lasgol in the one above. That way I can keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t have any more ‘accidents’.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a really good idea,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “She also makes sure to sneak up and kiss him when it’s dark,” Viggo said. 
 
    Erika giggled. 
 
    “Viggo... a gentleman...” Molak reproached him. 
 
    “I’m not a gentleman, and even a deaf man could hear the kisses and sweet nothings these two whisper to each other. They won’t let me sleep!” 
 
    “Well then, change bunks,” Astrid said. 
 
    “No way. I’m on the bunk beside in case something goes wrong... or in case you smother him with your caresses and I have to resuscitate him.” 
 
    Luca burst out laughing, and they all joined in, even Astrid. Lasgol shook his head. He was red as a ripe tomato. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, you’ve brightened up my day,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “What do you do all day?” Erika asked. 
 
    “Physical training and archery practice. That I’m allowed to do.” 
 
    “That’s my girl, always practicing and improving,” Molak said. 
 
    Ingrid winked at him. “Of course. When I get back, I’ll beat you in all the Archery tests.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me in the least.” 
 
    “When do you think I’ll be allowed to go back?”  
 
    “Nobody knows,” Molak said. 
 
    “I’ve been speaking to the people in the ‘best’ group,” Luca said, “and they don’t know either. Isgord asks them the same thing every time they go to see him.”  
 
    “The ‘weak’ group doesn’t know either,” Erika said. “I’ve talked about it all with them.” 
 
    “Annika and Ivar have interrogated us all,” said Astrid. “I didn’t hold back, I told them the whole story.” 
 
    “They’ve questioned all of you?” Ingrid asked in surprise. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Yes, all of us. I told it in full detail and with plenty of descriptive language, mainly about the character of that cockroach Isgord.”  
 
    “We’ve all been thoroughly questioned,” Molak added. “They were very serious about it.”  
 
    Luca nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t have much to tell, but they interrogated me too,” said Erika. 
 
    “Me too, both of them,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Then Isgord’ll hang for what he did,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” said Viggo. “That viper’s a slippery customer.”  
 
    “There’s a problem,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “What’s that? Tell us.” 
 
    “I can’t prove he did it on purpose...” 
 
    “But you saw him,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “I saw his hand and his smile. I didn’t see the act in itself... I mean I didn’t see him open his hand to drop the rock on my head.” 
 
    “That ought to be enough,” Astrid said. 
 
    “I’m not sure...” 
 
    “You’re sure it was him?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes. I’m sure. It was no accident. He did it on purpose. His smile didn’t lie.” 
 
    “That’s enough for me,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “And me,” Astrid added. 
 
    “In that case, shall I deal with him?” Viggo asked. “He’s there by himself in his camp. It’d be very easy.” 
 
    “Don’t even think of it,” Molak told him. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Luca said. 
 
    Erika was staring at him with eyes like saucers. “You can’t be serious...” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Of course I am.” 
 
    “No, Viggo. You won’t,” Lasgol said very seriously. “That would only make things worse.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’d be free of him for good.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’d lose you. Or do you really think they wouldn’t look into it?” 
 
    “Well, it can be done stealthily, wiping out all traces.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t fool the Elders,” Lasgol pointed out. “They’re too good, and you’re not at that level yet.” 
 
    Viggo made a gesture of disagreement and let it go. 
 
    “Lasgol’s right,” Ingrid said. “We’d get into more trouble. It’s not the solution, although I’d love to do it myself.” 
 
    “Yeah... better use our heads. We’ll deal with him later.” 
 
    “That’s decided, then,” said Molak. “No blood or revenge.”  
 
    Viggo winked at him and put his finger to his lips. They all looked at him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “En... gla...” he whispered. 
 
    “Is she here?” Lasgol whispered back. 
 
    Viggo nodded and gave a slight nod to the east. 
 
    “Is she spying on us?” Molak asked. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “No revenge,” Molak repeated, louder still. 
 
    They all nodded, except Astrid who stayed silent. Her dark, lethal gaze did not suggest that she agreed. But she said nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Elder Gisli came to the Cave of Spring and called Lasgol, who was studying one of the tomes on Wildlife Knowledge.  
 
    “Lasgol, with me, now,” he ordered. 
 
    Lasgol left the book and sat up on his bunk, startled. “Right away, Master.” 
 
    Gisli turned and strode away from the cave. Lasgol exchanged an uneasy look with Astrid and got ready to go after the Elder. Astrid took his hand. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said. There was concern in her eyes. 
 
    Lasgol jumped off the bunk and went after the Elder. He saw him leave the Cave of Runes and followed him quickly so as not to lose him. The Elders moved with amazing speed, especially considering their advanced age. By the time Lasgol caught up with him, Gisli was already ascending the hill above the Shelter. Lasgol guessed at once where they were headed, and he turned out to be right. 
 
    The Mother Specialist was waiting for them beside the Pearl. 
 
    “Hello, Lasgol,” she greeted him, with a friendly smile. She was wearing her Specialist Ranger’s gear and carrying her staff at her back. 
 
    Lasgol bowed respectfully. “Mother Specialist.”  
 
    “Do you know why I summoned you?” 
 
    “No...” 
 
    “But you can guess...” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist... because of what happened.” 
 
    “Exactly. Before I can decide, I must ask you three things, and I need you to answer me honestly.” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    “Very well, then. First question: do you really believe Isgord tried to kill you during the climb?” 
 
    Lasgol considered what answer he should give. He knew that whatever he said would be important. 
 
    “Take your time answering,” Sigrid said. Her voice was kindly. 
 
    Lasgol thought about it and decided to give as honest an answer as he could. 
 
    “I have some doubt about it, because it’s a very serious accusation, a terrible act, and I’d like to think he didn’t do it... but I think he did.” 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Second question: Did you see him do it? Did you see him drop the rocks on your head?” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He shook his head. “No, I didn’t see the act itself. I saw him smile a moment before the rocks hit me.” 
 
    “Good. Third and last question: do you think he did it because of the hatred he feels toward you? Because of whose son you are?” 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath and let the air out sharply. “Yes. No doubt about that.” 
 
    “Good. I have no more questions. Wait here with Gisli.” 
 
    Lasgol did as was told. He did not know what he had to wait for, but went to stand beside his master, whose face was unreadable. 
 
    From the north side of the hill came Ingrid, together with Ivar. Lasgol was very glad to see her out of her isolation camp. From the south side of the hill came Isgord, together with Engla. Lasgol was not in the least pleased to see him. 
 
    “Welcome,” Sigrid greeted them. 
 
    They came to stand in front of her, with the Elders behind them. The glare Ingrid gave Isgord was full of hatred. He ignored her and raised his chin. 
 
    “The moment has come to judge what happened,” the Mother Specialist said. 
 
    Lasgol tensed. His nerves were clamping at his stomach. 
 
    Annika appeared with a tome and went to stand on Sigrid’s right. 
 
    “The Elder Specialist of Nature will take your oaths and make a note of this moment in the Logbook of the Shelter, so that it may be placed on record.” 
 
    “Ingrid and Isgord,” said Annika, “you are here because of the incident of the fight. You are to reply and behave honorably. You are to accept Sigrid’s decision as Leader of the Shelter. Swear to this.”  
 
    “I swear on my honor,” Ingrid said confidently. 
 
    “I swear on my honor,” Isgord said, but his voice shook. He was not all sure. He was nervous and worried, as could be seen in his face, which was paler than usual. 
 
    “After investigating the facts, I have come to a decision,” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Lasgol could not stop fidgeting restlessly. 
 
    “All the indications and information received point to the fact that Isgord dropped those rocks on Lasgol’s head intentionally.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” Isgord protested. His face was white with fear at the prospect of the possible guilty sentence. 
 
    Ingrid, on the other hand, was smiling. 
 
    The Mother Specialist raised her hand. “The evidence and information so indicate.” 
 
    “I swear I didn’t do it on purpose! It was an accident!” 
 
    Sigrid raised her hand again. Isgord was beside himself now, and his face was unhinged. 
 
    “I said they indicate, not that they prove. Unfortunately, there is no absolute certainty one way or the other. Lasgol himself has admitted as much. For that reason, although everything points to the fact that it was intentional, it cannot be proved.” 
 
    Ingrid made a face. She did not like the direction this was taking. 
 
    “There’s no factual evidence,” Annika said. 
 
    “Exactly. Lasgol did not see the act itself, therefore there’s reasonable doubt that it might have been an accident. Given the circumstances, I’ve decided that Isgord can’t be found guilty of attempted murder. The accusation is too serious to be taken further without irrefutable evidence.” 
 
    Isgord clenched his fist triumphantly. “Good!” 
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head and biting her lips so as not to cry out in frustration. 
 
    “Lasgol, do you want to add anything to my decision?” 
 
    “No, Mother Specialist. It’s the right decision.” 
 
    Ingrid was unable to stay quiet. “It’s not the right decision,” she said. 
 
    “It’s my decision, and for that reason you will accept it,” Sigrid said, and grasped the staff she was carrying at her back. She struck the ground with it, and it gave out a silver flash. Ingrid and Isgord were startled, but Engla and Ivar put their hands on their shoulders to restrain them. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully,” Sigrid said. “I’m the Leader of the Shelter, and my word is law here. You will do as I tell you, always. The decision has been taken. There will be no more fighting, no more attempts on anybody’s life, neither that of Lasgol nor that of Isgord, as long as they’re at the Shelter. Not by you, or by any of your colleagues. If there are any such attempts, you two will pay, and you will pay with your lives. I swear this.” She pointed the staff threateningly at them. “Do you understand my words?” 
 
    They both nodded reluctantly. “Yes, Mother Specialist,” Lasgol said, trying to ease the situation. 
 
    “I want to hear it from their lips.” 
 
    Ingrid’s jaw was clenched. She would have killed Isgord gladly there and then, but she had to restrain herself and accept Sigrid’s orders. 
 
    “There won’t be any more fighting,” she said through gritted teeth. “And no attempts on his life.”  
 
    “Good. Do I have your word?” 
 
    Ingrid swallowed. “Yes, I swear it on my honor.” 
 
    “Isgord?” 
 
    “I swear on my honor, there’ll be no fighting and no attempts on Lasgol’s life.” 
 
    “That’s the way I like it. Annika, have you set it down in the Logbook of the Shelter?” 
 
    “Both oaths have been duly noted.” 
 
    “If you break your oaths, I will execute you myself at this site of power. I am within my authority as Leader.” She said this so sternly that Lasgol shivered. 
 
    “The Mother Specialist has spoken,” Annika said, and closed the tome. 
 
    “Go now, and always remember that your oath has been recorded, as well as the sentence of death if you should break it.” 
 
    The glance Isgord gave Lasgol was charged with venom, and he lost no time in retreating rapidly. Ingrid and Lasgol bowed respectfully to the Elders and left. Lasgol was not all happy with the sentence; he knew in his heart that Isgord had acted on purpose, but on the other hand he did not want him to be hanged. He did not want his blood on his hands. One day Isgord would get what he deserved, but he did not want to send him to his death, however mean he might be or how much he might deserve it. Viggo would have called him sentimental and weak, but he did not want anybody’s death on his conscience. He was sorry for Ingrid, who was cursing aloud as they went down the hill towards the entrance to the Lair. 
 
    When they got there, the entire group was waiting for them. 
 
    “What happened?” Erika asked them, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Nothing good,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    “That viper’s back,” Viggo said with a nod toward Isgord, who had rejoined his ‘best’ group and was strutting about as if he had won the trial Sigrid had subjected them to. 
 
    “I’d better tell you what happened,” Lasgol said, “as there are repercussions for all of us.” And in a calm, quiet voice he told them everything. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding!” Viggo protested. “What do you mean, we can’t get rid of him?”  
 
    “No fighting and no attempts on his life by anybody,” Lasgol told them all. “And that includes all of us.” 
 
    “It’s not a fair verdict,” Astrid said, and her eyes glittered with rage. 
 
    “That’s what I said myself,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “Given the evidence, it’s the most prudent one,” Molak said. 
 
    “You’re always Captain Fantastic,” Viggo reproached him, “so you needn’t always agree with the Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with her verdict because of who she is, but because I think it’s the right decision.” 
 
    “Bah!”  
 
    Ingrid was shaking her head. She did not agree with Molak. 
 
    “We’d better be careful,” Lasgol pointed out. “A fight can break out for all sorts of reasons.”  
 
    “We’d better avoid him,” said Luca. “Ignore him. That way there won’t be any conflict.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Molak said, “that’s what we’ll have to do until the end of the year, particularly you two,” he added, and jabbed his finger at Ingrid and Viggo. 
 
    “I won’t touch a single hair on his head,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Nor me, as long as he’s in the Shelter,” Viggo said. “One day we’ll settle accounts, once we’re out of here.”  
 
    “Well said. I’m with you,” Astrid said to him, and they exchanged a somber look. 
 
    Lasgol was troubled about this. He had caught something sinister and complicit in that look. They weren’t going to take justice into their own hands, were they? That would be a terrible thing which he did not want in the least. Granted, Isgord was despicable, more than he had originally imagined, but he did not want Astrid or Viggo, using what they would learn in the specialty of Expertise, to go after him and kill him. The mere thought of that made him shiver. 
 
    That evening Lasgol was playing with Camu, trying to get away from everything that had happened and relax a little. It had been an extremely unpleasant experience, and all he wanted to do was leave it behind and have some fun with his little friend. 
 
    He was throwing a stick and trying to make Camu bring it back the way he had once done with his dog. But Camu was not a dog and refused to bring him the stick. 
 
    Bring the stick, little one. 
 
    You throw. 
 
    Yes, I throw it and you bring it back to me. It’s a fun game. 
 
    Camu looked at him, then at the stick, then back at him with his bulging eyes. 
 
    You bring. 
 
    No... I throw it and you bring it to me. It’s fun. 
 
    Camu looked at the stick again and then at Lasgol. 
 
    Not fun. 
 
    Yes, it’s fun, like when we play hide-and-seek. 
 
    Hide-and-seek fun. 
 
    That’s right. So is the stick. 
 
    Stick not fun. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes and gave up. 
 
    “He’s not a dog, so you can’t play with him as if he were,” said a voice coming from the forest behind him. 
 
    Taken by surprise, Lasgol started and turned around like lightning. “Astrid!” 
 
    She smiled. “Relax, it’s only me.”  
 
    “You startled me,” he said with his hand on his chest. 
 
    “You know I keep an eye on you... because of what happened.” 
 
    He smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, but sometimes I forget.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re having fun.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    Camu came running to greet Astrid the moment he saw her. He leapt on to her chest and began to lick her cheek. 
 
    She stroked his head. “Hi, Camu, did you miss me?” 
 
    Camu, delighted with the fuss, gave several little shrieks of joy and wagged his tail happily. 
 
    “He loves being made a fuss of,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I noticed that when I had him with me,” she replied, smiling. 
 
    “He seems to like you.” 
 
    She good. 
 
    Yes, she is. 
 
    She look after me. 
 
    Yes, when we were in the King’s dungeons. 
 
    Like her. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Yeah, I like her too. 
 
    “Are you talking to him?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. We exchange mental messages.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, and at the same time very weird.” 
 
    “Is it really?” 
 
    “All your skills are, but this one... to be able to communicate with animals, is really awesome.” 
 
    “Except that really I can only communicate with Camu. With other animals I can only send messages, but not receive them. I think it has to do with the fact that you need to have the Gift to send them. I have it and so does Camu, and that’s why it works both ways.” 
 
    “Even more fascinating and weird,” Astrid said. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s too strange?” he asked, a little worried that she might not fully accept his “oddities”. 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not some weak impressionable girl, far from it. It would take a lot more than a little magic to throw me off. A little specialist with unthinkable abilities and his charming invisible pet aren’t too weird for me, they’re lovable.” 
 
    “Great!” Lasgol said smiling. Deep within, he felt an enormous relief. 
 
    He went up to Astrid, put his arms around her and kissed her. Camu, caught between the two of them, gave a questioning shriek. 
 
    “Careful with Camu,” Astrid said, smiling. 
 
    “Don’t worry and kiss me, he’s perfectly all right.” 
 
    They kissed, and Camu’s head went from Lasgol’s face to Astrid’s and back again. Suddenly he started flexing his legs on her chest and doing his happy dance. 
 
    Both had to stop kissing to make room for him. 
 
    “Look how happy he is,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Me too,” Astrid replied. She looked lovingly into his eyes. 
 
    Lasgol felt truly happy at that moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the things Lasgol most enjoyed at the Shelter was when he was allowed to watch his friends being taught. That afternoon they were lucky that Gisli was occupied with Sigrid on some maintenance task at the Lair, and because of that he had given them leave to watch their friends practicing. 
 
    Erika, Luca and Lasgol had come to see Ingrid and Molak learning under Master Ivar’s strict teaching style. As soon as they set foot in the training area, Ivar came up to them looking unfriendly. 
 
    “You can watch, but I don’t want to hear a word from you. You’ll have to keep out of the exercise area.” He pointed to a line on the ground marking off part of the archery field, which was a wide expanse situated between two woods and a lake. They could release from up to six hundred paces away, because the whole area was clear. It had been specifically chosen, and any visual obstacle eliminated. “It wouldn’t be the first time an arrow ended up in a spectator unintentionally,” the Master commented. 
 
    Lasgol became aware that Isgord was looking at him with a malicious smile. Would he be capable of launching an arrow at him ‘accidentally’? He would not dare to at the moment, with everything that had happened still so fresh in everybody’s memory. At any rate, he instinctively took a step back just in case. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” Luca said. 
 
    “Thank you for the honor,” Erika added. 
 
    Ivar glared at them sternly for a moment, then nodded and went back to instructing his students. 
 
    Leaning against a fallen tree-trunk were several special bows belonging to the Master: a particularly long one that looked thinner than the usual ones; a very elaborate short compound one which looked like an improved model, probably in range and power; a third, surprisingly tiny. This did not even look like a weapon, or at least not an adult’s; perhaps it was for a child. The Master was not letting his pupils use these, but he kept them on view as though they were trophies which one day they might manage to win. At least if they did well and convinced him, obviously. Nobody knew whether Master Ivar would ever allow anyone to use his special weapons, and this was a topic of debate many an evening at dinnertime. 
 
    Molak was practicing with the long bow. Lasgol noticed that it was a special one, not the usual long bow of the Rangers. It looked more manageable, perhaps slightly smaller, and was reinforced at the ends, which surprised him. The arrow too was special, longer and heavier than the usual kind for a long bow. Molak was aiming with great care. 
 
    “He’s been aiming for quite a while,” Erika pointed out. “Isn’t he going to release?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Luca said. “How far away do you think the target is?”  
 
    “I’d say...  about four hundred paces?” 
 
    “It’s a bit more than that. I think he’s going to release at four hundred and fifty paces.” He squinted. “How many paces d’you reckon, Lasgol?” 
 
    “Hmmm... yeah, I agree, I think it’s about four hundred and fifty. That’s quite a distance.” 
 
    “But even so, why’s he taking so long to release?” Erika asked. “His arms’ll get cramped from holding them in position for so long.”  
 
    “I think he wants to make sure he’s going to hit the bull’s-eye.” 
 
    Erika threw up her arms in disbelief. “At four hundred and fifty paces? That’s crazy.” 
 
    Lasgol, who was looking from the target in the distance to Molak and back, agreed with them. Molak wanted to get a bull’s-eye, and at that distance it was insane. 
 
    Ivar came up to Molak and whispered to him: “The Forest Sniper doesn’t release his arrow until he is absolutely certain he’ll be accurate at that distance. Calm, patience, strength of arm and precision are his way of life. Thanks to them, he’ll either hit or miss. He’ll come out victorious, or else he’ll be found out by his mistake. Thanks to them, he’ll live or die.” 
 
    Hearing this dogma, Lasgol felt his stomach tighten into a knot. If Molak failed his shot, he was risking his life. And that would be true with every shot he would ever have to take, because his missions would mainly involve only a single shot. And one from long distance, at that. Hit the target and escape silently, or else miss, be found out and die while getting away. Molak himself had told them this during dinner a few days earlier. Ingrid’s expression had gone from determined and invincible to deeply concerned. According to what Molak had told them, a sniper would hide in the forest and prepare the perfect shot from afar to eliminate a threat, human or any other kind. 
 
    Erika looked horrified. “That didn’t sound very hopeful.”  
 
    “Now you know why he’s taking so long,” Luca said to her. 
 
    Lasgol felt the breeze on his face. “He’s waiting for the wind to change direction.” 
 
    Erika and Luca looked at him in surprise. “You think so?” Erika asked. 
 
    “I’d say so... it’s blowing from the east, too strong for the shot to be accurate.” 
 
    Luca looked towards the east, and the breeze ruffled his hair. “Lasgol’s right. At this distance and with this wind, he won’t hit the target.” 
 
    The three of them waited for Molak’s shot. He had been still for so long, with the bow ready and aiming, that he looked like the statue of an archer sculpted in granite. 
 
    Then the wind changed and was now blowing from the north. Lasgol smiled. The target was placed to the north. 
 
    Molak released, and the arrow flew. The three friends, along with Molak and Ivar, followed its flight with their eyes. 
 
    It traced a perfect arc and hit the center of the target. 
 
    Lasgol was about to clap, but he held back at the last moment. Erika gave a cry, and Luca raised his clenched fist in a gesture of victory. 
 
    “Bull’s-eye,” Ivar called to Molak. “You live to tell the tale. Now run before you’re captured.” 
 
    Molak left the bow on the ground, ran off like lightning and was lost in the forest behind. 
 
    “Phew!” Erica said. “What a shot!”  
 
    “Incredible,” said Luca. 
 
    “Molak is a genius,” Lasgol said, full of admiration. 
 
    Ivar looked at them for a moment, and the three of them fell silent. The Master went to see another of his pupils. 
 
    “Look at Isgord,” Erika said. 
 
    Luca and Lasgol followed her pointing finger. Isgord was releasing at five targets set at different heights and distances. He was doing this very fast, and apparently not even aiming. The distance was not far, and he was using a short bow, which was much easier to wield. Even so, the speed he was releasing at was surprisingly high, as if he were trying to do it as fast as he could. The most impressive thing was that he was not missing a single shot. They all hit the bull’s-eye. Over and over again. He released twenty times or so, choosing a different target for each shot, and every arrow found its mark. 
 
    “He’s not so bad either,” Luca said, impressed. 
 
    “He hasn’t missed a single one,” Lasgol said. He too was impressed, but not happy in the least. 
 
     “The Infallible Marksman is instinctive and lethal,” Ivar recited for Isgord, from where he was sitting beside him, in the manner of a dogma. “He releases without thinking, in a reflex act. He is as fast as lightning. He does not grant his opponent any opportunity.”  
 
    Isgord stopped. “Yes, master, that’s what I’m doing,” 
 
    “Well then, try doing it with more force. You’re not impressing me.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Isgord replied. His expression indicated that he did not agree, but he said nothing more. He bent down and picked another quiver filled with twenty-five arrows and began to release again with incredible speed and accuracy. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He did not like seeing Isgord using his short bow like that at all. He knew he was good, but seeing it in person was something different, and it left a bad taste in his mouth. One day in the not too distant future, he himself could easily be the target of several infallible shots. In the heart.  
 
    He shivered. 
 
    Next, they concentrated on what Bjorn was doing. Very carefully, he was handling some arrows which were spread out on a blanket on the ground. He had separated them according to the color of their shafts. Some were red, others blue, others brown, the last ones white. He counted them and looked at them carefully one by one, making sure they were perfect, then picked up each group of arrows and began putting them in the special quiver he had set beside the blanket. It was larger than a normal Ranger quiver and had special compartments for each group of arrows. 
 
    Luca arched an eyebrow. “This could be interesting.”  
 
    Erika smiled and rubbed her hands. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it will be,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    Bjorn picked a special bow: a compound one which had been modified and covered with protective material. He nocked an arrow with a red shaft, aimed at a tree a hundred paces away and released. The arrow hit the tree and there was a small explosion, followed by a burst of flame. 
 
    “That was a Fire Arrow,” said Luca. 
 
    “Well,” Erika pointed out, “he’d better do something, or else the tree’ll catch fire.” 
 
    Bjorn nocked an arrow with a blue shaft, aimed and released. There was another small burst of flame when the tip hit the tree and broke. The fire went out, and part of the trunk froze. 
 
    Erika smiled. “Good solution – a Water Arrow.” 
 
    Bjorn picked an arrow with a white shaft, aimed at the tree beside the one he had just shot at and released. On contact the tip broke, and there was an electric discharge. 
 
    “I love Air Arrows,” Erika said. 
 
    “Me too,” Luca agreed, “except that when you get hit with one and you start shaking uncontrollably it’s not pleasant at all.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded emphatically in agreement. He had suffered it in his own flesh and bone. 
 
    The discharge on the tree set it on fire. Bjorn nocked the arrow with the brown shaft and released at the area that was burning. The impact was followed by a small explosion of smoke and earth. 
 
    “Earth Arrow,” Erika said. “Will it put the fire out?” 
 
    “It ought to,” said Luca. “Earth’s used to put out fires. It’s often more effective than water.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, and the fire indeed died out. 
 
    Ivar went up to Bjorn. “I want you to double the charge next time. And make the arrows yourself. Here you haven’t got an Elemental Fletcher from the School of Nature, so you’ll have to manage on your own.” 
 
    “I see, Master,” Bjorn said, though he looked worried at having to do this task himself. 
 
    “And no creating your own combinations of arrows. You’re not ready for that yet.” 
 
    “When will I be, Master?” he asked hopefully. “I’d like to try.”  
 
    “Whenever I say you are, and not before.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Bjorn said resignedly. 
 
    Next Ivar made his way to where Ingrid was practicing, and they watched her doing her exercises. She was carrying a short bow in one hand, but it was a strange one, smaller than usual. Looking closely at it, Lasgol felt that it was almost too small to be a real bow. The arrow she was nocking was also small but with a wide head, which suggested to him it was to be used for short but powerful shots. 
 
    The weapon was strange, but Ingrid’s manner of practicing was even more so. In fact she had not released a single arrow during the time they had been watching the training. 
 
    Luca scratched his chin. “Why doesn’t she release?”  
 
    Erika shrugged. “No idea. I thought that when you’re practicing archery, releasing’s exactly what you have to do.” 
 
    Lasgol watched Ingrid. She was obviously repeating a set of exercises given her by Master Ivar, as she was doing them in the same order repeatedly. The bow was always nocked and ready, but instead of releasing, she was moving rapidly to right and left, then forward and back. These movements were followed by others that left the three observers open-mouthed. Ingrid was rolling to right and left, then forward and back again, at amazing speed. 
 
    “She’s not dropping either bow or arrow,” Erika said in surprise. 
 
    “If I were to roll over my head, I’d probably miss the shot and hit my own foot,” said Luca. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I don’t suppose you’d hit yourself, but it’s certainly true that it’s quite an accomplishment to be able to roll over your head and keep bow and arrow intact at the same time.” 
 
    “I’d never manage it in a million years,” said Erika. 
 
    “Well, Ingrid’s managing it,” Luca pointed out. 
 
    “Ingrid will manage whatever she sets her mind to,” Lasgol said confidently. 
 
    The Captain of the Snow Panthers went on with her set of exercises. She was doing them as fast as she could. When she had finished, she rested for a moment and then went back to the beginning. Repeatedly. It was a pleasure to watch her. 
 
    Erika was shaking her head. “I don’t know how she manages not to get dizzy with all that rolling north, south, east and west.” 
 
    “Because she’s very good,” said Luca. And Lasgol nodded in agreement. 
 
    Master Ivar went over to her. “The Archer of the Wind’s most important skill is neither his marksmanship nor his reach. His most important skill is his agility, his capacity to avoid being hit by the enemy. The Archer of the Wind fights against his enemies within range of hand weapons when in reality he’s armed with a long-distance weapon. A bow. Nine out of every ten will fail in hand-to-hand combat with a bow in their hands. Swords, axes, knives and daggers are far more effective. But that one out of every ten who wins with a long-distance weapon in hand-to-hand combat is the Archer of the Wind. And he or she will defeat not only one rival but all those rivals who oppose her. And that’s why the most important things for this elite specialty are agility and reflexes.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Ingrid said, and bowed slightly. 
 
    “Let’s see those reflexes now,” Ivar said. As he spoke, he showed her a marking knife and sword. 
 
    Ingrid nodded and took up her position. 
 
    Ivar moved forward with amazing speed and launched a strike straight to the heart. Ingrid sidestepped to the left with almost the same speed. The sword grazed her ribs. Ivar now launched a circular stroke with his knife. Ingrid rolled over her head sideways, but Ivar pressed on without giving her the chance to breathe. He lunged at the thigh of her supporting leg, but she drew it back as if she were skating over ice instead of grass and snow-covered earth. The sword did not find its target. Ingrid raised her bow, ready to release. Ivar moved sideways with amazing skill, preventing her from releasing. She twisted her waist to aim at his body, but his sword struck the bow, which flew out of her hands. 
 
    “Hell...” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Ivar delivered a feint, followed by a thrust at her neck with the knife. Ingrid rolled backwards with feline agility and put two paces between herself and the Master. 
 
    “Very good display of agility, but you’ve lost your bow. And now what?” 
 
    She hesitated. “I don’t know, Master...”  
 
    Ivar threw the knife at her, unexpectedly and with tremendous force. She tried to dodge it, but there was no time for her to react. The knife hit her in the middle of her chest, handle first. She fell to one knee, winded by the blow. 
 
    “And now you die. An Archer of the Wind never loses her bow. She moves as one with it and never releases if she doesn’t have the advantage, because releasing an arrow is always slower than striking with sword or knife.” 
 
    “Yes... Master...” Ingrid muttered, trying to get her breath back. 
 
    Lasgol and Luca exchanged a look of consternation. 
 
    “These Archery Specialties are amazing,” Erika said. She sounded fascinated. 
 
    The three companions stayed watching the training until nightfall. Lasgol had to admit that it was really fascinating. He hoped very much that Ingrid and Molak would graduate. They would have to push themselves to the limit to manage it, but knowing them, he was sure that for that very reason they would not fail. 
 
    When he went back to the Lair for dinner, Lasgol had a surprise. Gisli was waiting for him. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “Today you’ll be having your dinner a little later. Come with me.” 
 
    He was puzzled, but said nothing. The Elder led him to the Pearl at his usual pace, which was not particularly fast, but very steady. When they came to the great marble sphere, shining eternally white, Lasgol found a fire burning and Sigrid’s staff beside it. Immediately he began to feel nervous. Was Master Gisli going to experiment with him, as Sigrid had told him? What was going on here?  
 
    “Sit down in front of the fire,” Gisli said calmly. 
 
    “Master … I …” 
 
    “Take it easy. There’s nothing wrong.” 
 
    Lasgol sat down uneasily, and Gisli did the same on the other side of the fire. From his Ranger’s belt under his Elder Specialist’s cloak he took out a phial of violet liquid. 
 
    Lasgol was unable to hold back. “Is this an experiment?” he asked.  
 
    Gisli smiled and shook his head. “No. It’s a test.” 
 
    This sounded even worse. 
 
    “A test? I didn’t know there was going to be a test as soon as this.” 
 
    “This isn’t the typical one. It’s the Test for the Selection of a Familiar.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I didn’t know a test like that existed.” 
 
    “That’s because only Beast Whisperers know about it.” 
 
    “Oh …” 
 
    Gisli gave him the potion. “Take it. It’s very like the one for the Harmony Test. Nothing will happen to you, I can guarantee.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about it. He did not feel in the least like drinking another of Annika or Sigrid’s potions, and he was sure that this one had been concocted by one or other of them. 
 
    “Isn’t there any other way …?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. You’ll have to prepare your mind for the selection.” 
 
    With a sigh, Lasgol thought about it for a little longer, and then decided. He wanted to be a Beast Whisperer, after all. If this particular step was necessary, he would take it. He drank the potion. 
 
    “Good,” Gisli said, and stood up. He took Sigrid’s staff and touched the Pearl with it. There came a silver spark that leapt as far as the fire. 
 
    “By the …” Lasgol cried, deeply shaken. 
 
    “Don’t worry, nothing’s going to happen to you. I’m making sure the energy is aligned for the test.” 
 
    “That’s magic …” 
 
    “Not exactly. The staff is enchanted, and the Pearl has power. All I’m doing is channeling it.” 
 
    Lasgol understood this. Gisli did not have the Gift himself, but he was using the magic of the staff and the Pearl. Very interesting, very ingenious. It must have taken them a long time to perfect this. And a few accidents … 
 
    “Now stand up carefully.” 
 
    When he did so, he noticed the effect of the potion on his mind. He decided not to interfere with it, although he knew he could always counter it with his Gift. 
 
    “This test will determine the kind of animal which will be your familiar. It’s important that you should be relaxed, so that the choice comes naturally and isn’t forced. There’s nothing worse than a bad choice at this stage of your path toward becoming a Beast Whisperer, because the animal which is chosen will be your familiar forever.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily and did his best to relax and leave his mind blank. He was feeling the effect of the potion and the power that was emanating from the fire. He knew it was not really the fire itself, but the power of the sphere and the staff emanating from it. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said. 
 
    “Right.” Gisli took a leather satchel and handed it to Lasgol. “Open it. Take out the medallions one by one.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Lasgol put his hand in the bag and took out the first medallion. When he looked at it closely, he saw that it bore the carving of an animal. 
 
    “Identify it.” 
 
    “Wolf.” 
 
    “Drop it in the fire.” 
 
    Lasgol let it fall into the flames. The medallion began to be consumed slowly. It seemed that the fire was not able to burn it. 
 
    “Next.”  
 
    “Bear,” said Lasgol and let it fall. He went on taking medallions out of the satchel. The bear was followed by tiger, eagle, snow panther, lion, hawk, crocodile, fox, cheetah, raven, mountain lion, hyena … 
 
    The ceremony went on until there were no more medallions left in the satchel. Lasgol handed the empty bag back to Gisli. All the medallions were burning in the fire, but none of them had been completely consumed by it. 
 
    “This Beast Whisperer asks to select a familiar,” Gisli said, and stamped the staff hard on the ground. A silver flash left the staff in an arc, struck the Pearl and fell into the fire. This flared suddenly, and all the medallions were consumed at once. 
 
    “The selection will take place now.” 
 
    Lasgol watched intently, his eyes riveted on the fire. An image slowly emerged in the middle of it. 
 
    It was a snow panther. 
 
    “The selection has been made. The snow panther will be your familiar.” 
 
    Lasgol was left open-mouthed at this. He could not have been more delighted with the selection. The snow panther was a majestic, beautiful great cat. He smiled. Considering that he was a Snow Panther himself, the selection seemed to him both appropriate and right. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    During dinner, after training, everybody was chatting about their different specializations, full of pride and at the same time complaining about how difficult they were. Even Ingrid, who never complained about anything, protested a little under her breath. 
 
    “Well, I never,” Molak teased her as he tucked into his venison stew. “I’ve never heard you grumble before.” 
 
    “I’m not grumbling. I’m just pointing out that the training’s turning out to be very difficult.” 
 
    “That’s grumbling,” Viggo said, licking his lips. 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “Let me remind you that I’m an expert at grumbling, and that’s a grumble.” 
 
    Erika and Lasgol burst out laughing. 
 
    “He’s got a point there, you know,” Luca said to Ingrid as he took a bite out of a duck leg. 
 
    “If you side with Viggo, I’ll hit you,” Ingrid snapped. She had to hold her soup plate with both hands to avoid dropping it. 
 
    “I still think they ought to let us drink some wine or beer,” Viggo said. “The food would taste so much better, and life would be that little bit more beautiful in the Lair.” 
 
    “Drinking is forbidden, and you know it,” Molak reminded him. 
 
    “It’d do you good to break a rule every once in a while.” 
 
    “For what reason?” 
 
    “To stop you being so uptight, because one day you’re going to snap in two without meaning to, you’re so stiff.”  
 
    Erika, Luca and Lasgol laughed. Even Ingrid smiled unobtrusively. Molak looked at her and she quickly wiped the smile from her face. 
 
    They went on eating amid complaints and laughter. Lasgol noticed that Erika had taken out a small metal phial from her Ranger belt and was taking a sip. 
 
    She smiled. “Don’t worry, it’s not alcohol.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t...” 
 
    “It’s some medicine I have to take.” 
 
    “Are you ill?” 
 
    “I was... well, not ill, I was wounded and I have to take it.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    “Never mind, it doesn’t bother me if you know. I trust you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lasgol said, touched. 
 
    “You remember I said I wanted to be a Man Hunter? 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’m sorry it couldn’t be.” 
 
    “That’s all right.” She smiled again. “Luca will make a much better Man Hunter than me. He has more ‘morale’ and he’s more serious than I am,” she added with a smile. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You’d have been good too.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. The reason why I wanted to be was... I mean...” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me if you’d rather not, or it’s hard for you.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry. They’re bad memories... a group of outlaws attacked my parents’ farm in the south. They killed them and my older brother. I was spared because they thought I was dead.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s terrible. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. I was wounded in the side, and I need medicine because one of my lungs sometimes collapses and doesn’t let me breathe properly.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I manage. There are days when I find it hard to keep up with you, but most of the time I’m fine. Please don’t tell the others, I don’t want them to think I’m handicapped and start treating me differently. I want to be treated like everybody else.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I understand, and I won’t say a word.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I think it’s amazing that you’ve got this far with that disadvantage.” 
 
    “I see it as a stimulant rather than a disadvantage. It helps me improve.” 
 
    “Honestly, you leave me speechless. You have a will of iron.” 
 
    “I hide it well under my cheerful appearance. I’m not pretending either, don’t get me wrong. I’m cheerful, I always have been. Despite what happened.” 
 
    “You can see that from a league away.” 
 
    “And I intend to go on being that way,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Great, that cheers us up. What happened to the outlaws? Were they caught?” 
 
    “No...” she said, and her gaze turned to one of hatred. “That’s why I wanted to become a Man Hunter, to go after them and others like them. They’re probably already dead. But I’d like to find them. If any of them are still alive, I’d like to settle accounts.” 
 
    “Revenge isn’t a good thing...” 
 
    “I know. But I can’t help feeling the way I do. My brother had his whole life ahead of him and they took it away. I want justice.” 
 
    “I understand. But be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will be.” 
 
    They went on talking and eating. Lasgol felt bad for Erika. He wondered what other personal stories of his colleagues he did not yet know. With some time and the right attitude perhaps he would learn some more, not to pry and gossip, but to try and help those concerned. The moment he thought this he realized that believing he himself could somehow help them was rather self-centered, so he discarded the idea. If he had the chance to help his friends he would do so, as best he could. 
 
    That evening the Panthers received an unexpected visit; it was Milton. Lasgol had seen him flying over the Pearl on top of the Lair and had gone straight to the meeting point they had arranged with the bird. 
 
    He was bringing a message. Lasgol had told his partners Ingrid and Viggo, and they all met by the pond of quiet waters to read it. 
 
    “Hi there, Milton!” Ingrid greeted him and tried to pet him. 
 
    Milton moved away on the branch he was standing on, dodging the caress. 
 
    “He’s a crosspatch,” Viggo said. He tried to stroke him from the other side and got a peck on the hand in answer. 
 
    “Milton’s a character,” Ingrid said, trying to pet him again unsuccessfully. 
 
    “We were given the worst owl in the whole Camp,” Viggo complained. “It’s our luck.”  
 
    Milton clicked his beak in disagreement. 
 
    “I think he understood you,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “He doesn’t understand anything. He complains for the sake of complaining, because he’s a crosspatch.” 
 
    “Don’t say that –” Lasgol began as Milton screeched threateningly at Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid was watching the owl. “He might understand something.”  
 
    “Don’t say anything else,” Lasgol said to Viggo. “And stay still so I can get the message off his leg.”  
 
    Viggo looked innocent, as though he was doing nothing wrong. 
 
    Lasgol went slowly over to the bird, who stared at him with his large eyes, moving his head from side to side in a circular movement. 
 
    “Let me get the message...” Lasgol said and reached out to Milton’s right leg. For a moment he thought that the owl was going to peck his hand. He looked into those large eyes and waited, but he was wrong. Milton allowed him to retrieve the message without snapping or pecking. 
 
    He opened it and began to read with great interest. 
 
    “Is it from Nilsa?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “It’s from Gerd.” 
 
    Viggo looked very interested at this. “The big guy? What does he say?”  
 
    “I’ll read it to you: Hello, friends. I hope you’re all very well and that you haven’t gotten yourselves into any trouble, although knowing you I bet you have.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “He knows us well, the old scaredy-cat.” He winked at Lasgol. You’ll have to tell him about your adventures with Isgord...”  
 
    “He’ll tell him all right,” Ingrid snapped back, “and don’t call him scaredy-cat. Go on, Lasgol, I want to know how old Gerd’s doing.” 
 
    Lasgol went on reading the letter: “I haven’t got myself into any trouble so far and I hope I don’t. I can’t complain about my life at the fort. The soldiers treat me with respect and keep away from me. We do combat training, and I always defeat them, which I think is funny, because they’re the soldiers and they ought to be able to beat me in single combat. Although of course I’m much bigger and stronger than they are. But that’s not why they keep away. It seems that Rangers are respected as well as feared in the realm, particularly in villages and small towns where they haven’t had much contact with our people. Apparently, we have a reputation for being mysterious and dangerous. That doesn’t go down well with the good people of the realm. From what I can see, soldiers and peasants keep themselves at a safe distance from me. It amuses me that considering what I’m like, it now turns out that it’s me who scares people and not the other way around.” 
 
    Viggo laughed uproariously at this. “It really is funny. I can just imagine the peasants fleeing from Gerd, who’s shaking with fear all the time, when they see him come into town.” 
 
    Ingrid jabbed him with her elbow. “Shhhh. Let Lasgol read.” 
 
    Lasgol went back to the letter: “As I’m the only Ranger in the area, Captain Esgunson keeps me on patrol all day on the Zangrian border and the border villages while he and the soldiers play the game of border skirmishes with the Zangrian soldiers. According to the Captain, Zangrian activity in the border is growing because of the weakness of the kingdom. The Zangrians are waiting to see how the civil war between the east and west of Norghana goes, and they might intervene. That’s what the Captain’s told me, and he said it very seriously. I hope not. It would be very bad for us.” 
 
    Ingrid made a scornful noise. “The Zangrians are very clever. They know King Thoran is in a jam with the kingdom divided in two and his forces fighting against those of the Western League. I wouldn’t rule out a possible Zangrian invasion...” 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow. “Who’s interrupting now?” 
 
    “Shut up. This is important.” 
 
    “Would they be able to?” Lasgol asked. “We signed a peace treaty with them, didn’t we? Aren’t the Zangrians to be trusted?” He did not know much about them, and Gerd’s news troubled him. 
 
    “The Zangrians would conquer the south of Norghana if they could, without stopping to think,” Ingrid said. “They’ve done it before. In fact, don’t forget that the Rangers were founded when the Zangrians were about to conquer Norghana.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Lasgol said. He was remembering Dolbarar’s teachings and how the Rangers had begun. 
 
    Viggo nodded emphatically. “They’re not trustworthy at all. If Thoran’s badly affected by the campaigns against the west, I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried something... I would in their place... they have the advantage, their kingdom’s strong and they haven’t been involved in wars lately. A couple of disputes with the Kingdom of Erenal over a disagreement about the Thousand Lakes, but that’s a never-ending dispute and it doesn’t wear them out too much. Yup, if I were the Zangrians I’d take the advantage of King Thoran’s weakness and attack Norghana.” 
 
    “You have no honor,” Ingrid told him. She was outraged by his comment. 
 
    “Or soul,” Viggo shot back with a wink. 
 
    “Or brain.”  
 
    “But what I do have is a heart, and it’s devoted to you,” he said with complete seriousness. 
 
    Lasgol choked and stared at Viggo, puzzled by the statement. 
 
    She blushed. “That’s enough nonsense, dumbass,” she snapped angrily. 
 
    Viggo smiled and made eyes at her. 
 
    Ingrid gave a disgusted snort and glared at him. "Zangrians are a tough, short-tempered race. They’re warlike, and their monarch King Caron wants to expand his territory at all costs. He has his eyes on the south of his kingdom, the Thousand Lakes, which are disputed by King Dasleo, monarch of Erenal. They’ve been at war for a long time. And Caron also looks north to our kingdom. The Zangrians are dangerous, and if they can’t win the kingdom of Erenal, and for the moment they can’t, I wouldn’t be surprised if they came for ours.” 
 
    “And do they have a powerful army?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Less than our own ancient, glorious army,” Viggo said, “with less than half of it still standing.”  
 
    Ingrid sighed. “Before the civil war in Norghana, King Caron would never have dared. Our army was one of the most powerful in Tremia... but now... with all the men the King’s lost and without the support of the west...” 
 
    “I see,” said Lasgol. “Let’s hope they don’t attack... that’s all we need.”  He was very worried about what would happen if they did. More war, death and destruction were what came to his mind, and they, all of them, would become involved, since they were now Rangers and would have to fight for the kingdom. His spirits sank. 
 
    “We can’t do anything about the Zangrians,” Ingrid pointed out. “Worrying won’t do us any good and just give us nightmares. Go on with Gerd’s letter.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Lasgol said. He went on reading: “But it’s not the Zangrians I’m writing to you about. It’s because of something that happened to me, and it concerns us. Three days ago, I was in the little village of Virsgren, resting at the inn before coming back to the fort after one of my patrols, when something interesting happened. I’d just ordered a jug of cider and was enjoying it. One of the advantages of being a Ranger is that when you go into an inn you can sit quietly at a table at the end and nobody will bother you. Don’t take off your hood and you’ll see what I mean. Nobody will come near. It’s as if when we’re wrapped in our Ranger gear we give out an aura of rather somber mystery that frightens the customers, even the ones who are most drunk. It’s very odd.” 
 
    “I like this,” Viggo said with a satisfied smile. “I enjoy being respected and feared.”  
 
    “You?” Ingrid said scornfully. “Not even children on a cloudy moonless night...” 
 
    “They’ll all shiver just because they sense my presence.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Even the bravest’ll run away... of course... what nonsense you come up with... Go on, Lasgol.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and went on reading: “Going back to what happened, two men walked in. They wore everyday clothes and weren’t wearing any visible weapons, but they weren’t from the area. I know that, because I’ve spent half a year visiting this inn and I’d never seen them. The curious thing was that for some reason they gave me the creeps. So, I watched them. They did nothing out of the ordinary, they asked for food and beer and they barely spoke. But I noticed that one of them was wearing riding boots that were rather strange. They were worn out from use, but they weren’t Norghanian, and this aroused my suspicions. I waited to see what they did, and after some time a third man appeared. He wore the same style of boots. I watched them, but couldn’t hear what they were talking about because they spoke in whispers, which was something that also alarmed me. The innkeeper asked them if they wanted to spend the night, and they refused the offer. One of the three left, and the two wearing the strange boots stayed. I was getting surer all the time that they were plotting something, so I decided to follow them. I got the impression that they might be Zangrian spies. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Look at our big guy, hunting spies, no less!” Viggo exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s very dangerous,” Ingrid said. “Spies have nothing to lose. They’ll fight to the death to avoid capture.” 
 
    “Go on, Lasgol,” Viggo said eagerly. “What else did our big guy do?”  
 
    Lasgol went on reading the letter: “I followed them to the stables where they’d left their horses to be looked after. They were going to carry on with their journey, so I stepped in. I halted them in the name of the King’s Rangers. They turned and saw me with my short bow, aiming at them. I didn’t expect them to do anything, I’d caught them by surprise and from behind, but I was wrong. I got a major surprise. They spun around like lightning, unsheathed their daggers and charged at me, but I reacted in time. I caught one in the shoulder, so that he stumbled and fell to the ground. The other one went for me with a pair of daggers in his hands. They weren’t Norghanian knives, they were Zangrian daggers. Then I knew for sure that they were from the other side of the border. I didn’t have time to get out my hand weapons, so I defended myself with the bow. I broke it in his face.” 
 
    “That’s my Gerd!” Viggo cried. “I taught him that,” he added proudly. 
 
    Ingrid was looking worried. “Was he hurt?” she asked. 
 
    “I broke his nose and he fell to the ground, then I kicked him in the face and left him unconscious. The other one got up, with the arrow in his shoulder, and attacked me with two daggers. I had time to get out my knife and short axe. He tried to bury his daggers in me, but I blocked the attacks and kicked him in the stomach so that he was left doubled up and winded. I finished him off by kneeing him, à la Viggo.” 
 
    “See? Using my techniques! Isn’t that great?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I wasn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Ingrid gasped. 
 
    “It turns out that we’ve been very well trained after all. I wasn’t even afraid. It was mostly instinctive. I was attacked and I defended myself. And I came out victorious. The Ranger training works, let me tell you.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Our instructors and Dolbarar told us it would save our lives out there.” 
 
    “I questioned them, but I couldn’t make them tell me anything, not a word. Even when I used Viggo’s interrogation techniques. Not even then.” 
 
    “Then they must have been spies,” Viggo said. “There aren’t many that can stand up to my techniques. They must’ve been prepared to put up with pain.” 
 
    “I searched them and found Norghanian and Zangrian coin. Also a map. And here’s where things get interesting, and the reason why I’m telling you this. Everything pointed to their being spies, and I was going to leave it in the hands of the army. There was a route drawn on the map. It wasn’t one showing the movement of troops or supplies, it led to the Camp entrance. There was a name written at the foot of the map: Egil Olafstone.” 
 
    Lasgol stopped reading, overwhelmed by surprise. 
 
    “Egil?” Ingrid repeated in amazement. 
 
    “They weren’t Zangrian spies,” Viggo said thoughtfully. “They were from the Brotherhood of the Blue Snake.” 
 
    “They were after Egil?” Lasgol asked. He was surprised and very worried. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “They’d just crossed over from Zangria. They were on their way to look for Egil to kill him, and Gerd took them for spies.” 
 
    “Keep reading,” Ingrid encouraged Lasgol. 
 
    “They weren’t spies, as I’d thought. I guessed the Brotherhood of the Blue Snake had sent them to kill Egil. When I realized this I took off all their clothes and searched them to see if I could find any message or orders. Among the clothes of one of them I found a wooden carving of a blue snake, which convinced me that I was right. In the other’s clothes I found the order, in a secret compartment in the back of his belt: ‘Egil’s head for one thousand Zangrian coins, Signed, C.V.’ It was sealed with a very elaborate coat of arms, showing a bear and a boar.” 
 
    “Good information!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “If we find that coat of arms,” Viggo said thoughtfully, “we’ll know who wants to kill Egil.”  
 
    “It’s an important clue,” Lasgol said. “What a great guy Gerd is!” 
 
    “As great as that great hulking body of his!” Viggo said with a smile. 
 
    “I’ve written to Egil and told him everything. I’ve also warned him to be very alert, because one of the three escaped and is pretty sure to go after him. Luckily the map only goes as far as the River of No Return, the point where we embark to go upriver. It didn’t give the exact location of the Camp, so I don’t suppose they know where it is. As for the two men, I handed them over to the Captain. It turns out that it wasn’t such a good idea. He questioned them for two days, but as they didn’t talk, he decided they were spies, and hanged them in the fort. I thought you’d want to know. I’ll keep my eyes peeled in case they send more assassins after Egil. If they cross the border here, they’ll have to reckon with me. If I find out anything else, I’ll let you know. Take care and come back with an elite specialization, all of you. Love, Gerd.” 
 
    “He’s fantastic!” Viggo said. 
 
    “Did you all grasp the fact that he wasn’t afraid?” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Yes,” Lasgol said, “it’s getting to affect him less and less. Soon he’ll have overcome it completely.” 
 
    “I’m very worried about Egil,” Ingrid said. “We have to find out who wants to kill him.”  
 
    “We’ll find that quite difficult from here,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “He’s safe in the Camp,” Viggo said. “They won’t be able to reach him there.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s comforting... but still, it’s troubling.”  
 
    “We’ll find out who’s behind this,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I hope so... for Egil’s sake.” 
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    During the following weeks Lasgol kept as far away from Isgord as he could. Unfortunately, sooner or later he was going to find himself having to share physical training, or supply tasks, with him. And so it happened; it turned out to be the latter. It was their turn to go hunting to get meat for the group. Lasgol did not want to go with Isgord, but he could not refuse. Sigrid supervised the morning tasks, and this day was no different. 
 
    “You already have your groups,” she told them. “Go and get what’s needed and don’t disappoint me, or else there’ll be consequences.”  
 
    Lasgol was beginning to see with increasing clarity that the Mother Specialist had a split personality. At times she was kind, even affectionate, while at others she behaved like a malicious witch; it was disconcerting, because they never knew which of the two personalities would be dominant when she addressed them. 
 
    “Mother Specialist...” he said. 
 
    “Yes?” She turned, and judging by the look she gave him, he guessed that today he was faced with the less friendly personality. Even so, he tried to get rid of Isgord. 
 
    “Perhaps it might be better if the two of us were in different teams,” he suggested, with a nod towards Isgord. 
 
    “I’m sure of that, but it wouldn’t make you into better specialists.”  
 
    Lasgol tried again. “Given our past history...”  
 
    “I know you can’t stand each other, that there’s spite and hatred in your hearts. That’s your problem, not the Rangers’, and least of all of the Specialists.” 
 
    “I’d prefer another partner too,” Isgord said with his arms folded. 
 
    “And I’d rather be young again, but it’s not going to happen. Do your duty with whoever your partner happens to be, because outside here, when you’re assigned a mission, you won’t be able to choose either the objective or who you have with you. You obey, and you carry out your orders. Is that as clear as the water of a mountain stream?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist,” Lasgol said grimly. 
 
    “Yeah...” Isgord muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    “And now off you go before you make me angry and I make you run in front of Snowflake.” 
 
    At the mention of Snowflake Lasgol unconsciously put his hands to his buttocks and thighs, where the tiger was in the habit of nipping him. 
 
    “Right away,” he said. 
 
    “And no nonsense. You’ve both been warned. One fight, one violent action and you’ll be expelled. No excuses accepted.” 
 
    They both nodded, although both looked furious. Isgord took his bow and quiver and slung them across his back with the ease of an expert archer. Lasgol had more trouble arming himself, which was something he did not enjoy. They set off without exchanging a word. 
 
    They made for the highest woods, where the hunting was more abundant. Isgord, of course, went first, and Lasgol followed him three paces behind, keeping up with him and not uttering a word, since if he spoke there was sure to be a fight. He could not forget for a single moment that Isgord had tried to crack his skull and send him to his death, nor would he ever forget it. The mere memory caused something inside him to burn intensely, and he reached for his knife. He had to restrain himself to avoid gutting his opponent then and there in his fury. 
 
    Suddenly Isgord sopped and crouched down. Lasgol did the same. For a moment he examined some tracks on the ground, sniffing hard several times. Lasgol guessed that he was trying to smell the prey, which was a complicated business in that environment and with so little wind. Isgord stood up and went on, crouching, toward the north. Lasgol stopped to check the trail. It was a caribou, a female. But Isgord was heading north and intending to confront his quarry. It would be better to go around it, since they had the breeze at their backs and hence the animal would be able to detect them. 
 
    Lasgol went up to Isgord and tapped him on the shoulder with two fingers. Isgord turned like lightning and gave him a furious glare. He pointed to the north. Lasgol pointed northwest with his two fingers and drew a curve with them. Isgord shook his head, insisting on going north, and pointed in the same direction again. Lasgol shook his head and insisted on going around the caribou. Isgord ignored him and went on northwards. Lasgol decided to detour to the northwest. 
 
    They separated, each following their own path. He was grateful not be near Isgord. He was finding it increasingly difficult to control himself when they were together. He had always managed to repress the urge to wring his neck, but lately, since the climbing incident, he could barely manage to. He feared that he would lose his self-control and end up being expelled from the Shelter. He needed to be alert and to rein in his anger. Sigrid would not think twice about throwing him out if he attacked Isgord, however much he might deserve it. And he most certainly did. 
 
    He reached the position he was looking for, crouched down behind a fallen tree and readied his bow. The caribou was not far away. He assessed the direction of the wind and waited. Isgord’ll expect me to approach from here, so he’ll try to arrive first and get into position. Mistake. He’ll be in too much of a hurry and frighten off the animal, because it’ll see him coming. Or rather smell him. He waited for a moment, feeling relaxed, confident that this was the best strategy, given the location of the target and the direction of the wind. 
 
    Nor was he wrong. The caribou emerged from the forest ten paces away. Isgord was following it from not far behind, unable to shoot because he had no clear target through the trees. The animal passed beside Lasgol, who was staying well-hidden, waiting for an opportunity, without seeing him. He took a deep breath, stood up, aimed and released, all in a single fast fluid movement. The distance was very short and clear of obstacles. The caribou fell dead without knowing what had happened. 
 
    He went up to it to make sure it was dead and not suffering. 
 
    Isgord was running toward him. “You stole my quarry!” he shouted. 
 
    “How can I steal something you didn’t have?” 
 
    “I had it! It was mine!” 
 
    “What you had was a running caribou that you weren’t going to hit,” Lasgol said calmly, although he was beginning to get angry. 
 
    “You’re a thief.” 
 
    “I’m no thief. I took up my position and the quarry came there.” 
 
    “Because I guided it towards you.” 
 
    “Well, thanks.” 
 
    “It wasn’t on purpose!” 
 
    “You should have seen it coming. I did.” 
 
    “You’re a cheat!” 
 
    “You’re a sore loser.” 
 
    “At least I’m not a stinking traitor.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted in disgust. “Here we go with the same old story.” 
 
    “You’re a traitor. I knew it the first day and I know it now. You always will be.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I never betrayed Norghana.” 
 
    “Didn’t you? You helped the Western League, don’t think I don’t know that. You helped Darthor. You betrayed your King, you conspired with the enemy.” 
 
    “Prove it if you’re so sure,” Lasgol said. “King Thoran let me go free without charge.” 
 
    “He’ll have done that for a reason. There must be foul play involved. The King knows you were with the West, and so do I.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know that, because he didn’t try me or sentence me. Therefore I’m innocent.” 
 
    “You’re Darthor’s son. What more evidence does anyone need?” 
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    “How come not? Darthor was your mother and you helped her, I haven’t the slightest doubt about that. You were with her when they tried to kill Uthar and take the capital.” 
 
    “They were trying to bring down the Shifter who was posing as Uthar.” 
 
    “Don’t try to talk your way out of it. You were in the Throne Hall. How come you were there?” 
 
    “I was fighting with the King’s forces.” 
 
    “That’s a lie! You were with the enemy!” 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “I don’t need to. You might have fooled Thoran, but not me. I’m more intelligent and I know you were helping Darthor and the West, just like the traitor Egil Olafstone. I know you both very well. But you won’t get away scot-free, either of you. You’re both traitors, and I’m going to make sure you get what you deserve.” 
 
    “Death, I suppose...” 
 
    “You’ll be sentenced and hanged, or else I’ll make sure I’m the one who’s judge and executioner.” 
 
    “You don’t have the power to do that. You’re a judge of nothing, and if you want to be an executioner, then that just makes you a vile murderer.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you say. Your excuses mean nothing to me. I know what you are. You don’t fool me and I’m going to bring you down.” Isgord’s eyes were filled with abysmal hatred as he said this. 
 
    Lasgol looked him in the eye. Without fear, calm, suppressing his own inner fury. 
 
    “I thought your hatred for me was because of the trauma of losing your father. That was understandable, up to a point. But now I can see clearly that it’s not that. You’re a contemptible creature, unscrupulous and dishonorable. This hatred of yours is just an excuse to justify yourself in going so far as to try and kill me. You want to kill me, but that’s because your heart’s rotten. You’re a despicable creature, and one day you’ll get what you deserve. It’s just a matter of time. It’ll happen.” 
 
    “It won’t be at your hand.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’ll be the end of you, after all.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. I’ll kill you before then.” 
 
    “It won’t be here. Sigrid is watching you.” 
 
    “I’m cleverer than that old crone. Here or outside, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Lasgol thought of what Viggo and Astrid had said and shook his head. “You’d better be very careful, here and when we get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “It’s not me you need to be afraid of.” 
 
    Then Isgord understood. “You can hide behind your friends all you want, but sooner or later I’ll catch you on your own, and then there’ll be no-one to save you.” 
 
    Lasgol knew that Isgord would not give up in his determination to kill him, but for that to happen they would have to be alone, without anybody knowing about it. Perhaps the Ice Gods would prevent it. Most likely not. He would deal with it when the time came. 
 
    “Until then,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Get ready. I’m going to gouge your eyes out.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded at him, accepting the challenge. He bent down and began to prepare the catch to carry it, ignoring Isgord. He knew it was not a vain promise. It was a promise of death, and he took it as such. The next time they were alone and nobody knew about it, Isgord would try to kill him. He would stop him, although he still did not know how. But he would. He had no choice. 
 
    Seeing that Lasgol was ignoring him, Isgord left, spewing venom. Lasgol felt he had gained a tiny victory. Feeling rather more cheerful, he prepared the carcass and took it back to the Lair. It took him some time, as it was a job for two people and he had lost his agreeable partner. When he got back he said nothing about it to his friends, not wanting to stir things up even more. It was his own problem, and he would have to solve it himself. 
 
    He spent the rest of the day in Wildlife instruction, which he liked more and more, for all its difficulty. At nightfall, when he came back to the Lair with Astrid to have dinner and rest after the long day, someone came out from inside, walking fast, and nearly collided with them. 
 
    “Move over!” he said rudely. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    They moved over to let him through. It was Enduald, the person of restricted height, 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a glance. They did not need to speak to know what they were both thinking, and they followed him at once. The stranger was unmistakable, not only because of his small size but because he was dressed in black from head to foot. Lasgol could not help wondering what this character was doing there. 
 
    From what they had found out after discreetly asking the Elders, Enduald visited the Shelter occasionally, then vanished, not to be seen for a long time. It was obvious that there was not much love lost between Sigrid and the little man, though the Elders had not explained why. In fact they had only told them one or two things and refused to give them any more information. They appeared to be annoyed at having to talk about the subject at all, so they could not go on asking. 
 
    Enduald crossed the river, but then after entering the forest he seemed to change his mind and turned east to go back to the Lair. Astrid and Lasgol followed him unobtrusively. Enduald began to climb the hill above the Lair. He did so bent over and making an obvious effort. When he reached the Pearl at the summit, he was breathing heavily. Astrid and Lasgol stopped beside a group of oaks to the east of the great white sphere and hid behind it. It was already dark, and the only lights were a few oil lamps below, in front of the entrance to the Lair, which would soon go out. The Elders were no friends of fires. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Astrid asked. They were both hiding behind two oaks, sitting with their backs against the trunks. 
 
    Lasgol turned and looked carefully until he saw Enduald. He was a striking figure who wore his blond hair in a queue, with very large grey eyes in a face that was almost beautiful. It was striking, although Lasgol still thought he looked like a gravedigger. Black was a color little used among the Norghanians, who preferred bright red and white, even blue. But not black, which was considered to bring bad luck. This man did not seem to be superstitious, or else perhaps he thought he already had enough bad luck for a whole life with the way he had been born. 
 
    “He seems to be inspecting the Pearl. That’s weird.” 
 
    “Yes. All this is weird, and this place – the less said, the better.” 
 
    “The Shelter or the Lair?” 
 
    “Both,” she said, shaking her head. “I liked the Camp better, it was more... normal...” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It certainly was. But on the other hand, this place is more... interesting.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call it that. To me it’s just weirder.” 
 
    “Maybe because we got used to living in the Camp and we felt it was home. We spent a lot of time there.” 
 
    “Four good years,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say they were all good,” Lasgol said, also smiling. 
 
    “Deep down they were, and you know it.” 
 
    “Yeah... that’s true,” he had to admit. They had experienced and learned a lot in the Camp. 
 
    Astrid looked at the Pearl for a moment from behind the tree. “He’s not moving. He’s resting one hand on the rock sphere with his eyes closed. What can he be doing?” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “Meditating? Feeling the power of the sphere?”  
 
    “Does it have Power?” Astrid asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “It certainly does. I’ve felt it when I touched it.” 
 
    Astrid gave him a roguish look and smiled. “My, you really are weird...” 
 
    “You mean special,” he said with a smile. 
 
    She chuckled. “Yes, of course, special.”  
 
    “That’s why you like me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not for that, for sure,” and she gave him the same roguish smile. 
 
    Lasgol exhaled and shook his head. “We’d better watch what he’s doing.” 
 
    For some time they watched him, but the dwarf neither moved nor did anything except lean against the Pearl, which was strange. What did he have in mind? 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” Astrid said suddenly. 
 
    “I haven’t got any water with me.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “We’ll go to the river later.” 
 
    “At the Camp we could go to the central well and get water whenever we wanted.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was more convenient,” Lasgol agreed. “Did you know that the well was the most vital spot in the Camp?” 
 
    “Was it? There was water not far away, in the rivers and lakes.” 
 
    “Yes, but in case of an attack, the well was the most important spot to defend.” He smiled. “Without water, the war would be over.” 
 
    “It did look ancient, that’s true...” 
 
    “It was. Egil told me it was one of the first things to be built in the Camp, the well and then the House of Command. Although the latter was added to bit by bit. The original was no bigger than our second-year cabins.” 
 
    “Egil... another of his studies?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and nodded. “You know what he’s like, he can’t help it. The history of the Rangers and the Camp is something he finds really fascinating.” 
 
    “Fascinating...” Astrid repeated, smiling. “I like Egil, he has an incredible mind.” 
 
    “He certainly does. He told me that when the first Rangers settled there they built their settlement around the well, exactly a hundred paces around, making a closed circle they could defend. There are still a couple of buildings standing from that time, though most of them were lost in the great fire that forced them to rebuild part of the Camp.” 
 
    “Egil’s a ‘well’ of knowledge,” Astrid said with a giggle. 
 
    Lasgol laughed and had to cover his mouth with his hand so that Enduald would not hear. 
 
    “The well is the epicenter of the Camp, according to what Egil worked out by consulting ancient maps of different parts of it that are kept in the Library. Though as it’s forbidden to copy them or take them out, he had to make his own measurements.” 
 
    “And what conclusion did he come to?” 
 
    “According to his calculations and measurements, the Camp was originally built to a definite pattern.” 
 
    “Really? I had the impression that it had gone on expanding from that original circle you were talking about, without much planning.” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, you’d be wrong. It has a very particular design, and Egil was sure it was originally carefully planned and very well carried-out, because it’s a pattern that’s found in nature.” 
 
    “What pattern?” 
 
    “A four-leaf clover.” 
 
    Astrid was thoughtful.” The four leaves...” She looked at all four directions as if she were beginning to understand. “The four Schools...” 
 
    “Exactly. Quick thinking.” He smiled broadly. “The Camp began around that well, with the base buildings around it, and then it expanded into the four leaves of the clover which hold the buildings and domains of the four schools.” 
 
    “Egil’s amazing.” 
 
    “He likes to understand things.” 
 
    “You miss him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Terribly...” 
 
    “He’ll be all right, don’t worry. He’s very smart, and he knows how to look after himself.” 
 
    “I do worry. You know who he is... and there’s a price on his head. I’m afraid of what might happen.” 
 
    “Nothing’ll happen to him. He’ll be fine at the Camp.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “He will,” she insisted, to encourage him.  
 
    Suddenly they heard footsteps in the distance. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Lasgol said. 
 
    A figure appeared through the trees, although they could barely make it out. They moved to a position where they could get a better view. The stranger came closer; it was a man wearing a hooded cloak and a Ranger’s scarf. That brief look told them that they did not know him, or at least were unable to recognize him in such a dim light. 
 
    “Who can it be?” Lasgol asked Astrid in a whisper. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but this is very strange. There’s never anybody in the Shelter except the Mother Specialist and the Elders, and now suddenly we’ve got two strangers among us.” 
 
    “And one we didn’t even see coming.” 
 
    “Very strange...” Astrid commented. She nodded. “In the end Viggo’s going to turn out to be right...”  
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Lasgol said. He did not want any more trouble, or at least no more than they would have in any case with the training and the final test in which they would risk everything. He did not want any more mysteries or compromising situations. But for some reason, it seemed that these things followed them wherever they went. He snorted in annoyance. 
 
    The Ranger handed Enduald a large satchel, then left the way he had come without a word. Enduald opened the satchel, looked inside, closed it and hurried away. 
 
    They looked at each other in puzzlement. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Lasgol wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’d better find out. I don’t like it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day, after physical training, Gisli assembled his pupils in front of the Lair. Lasgol always looked forward to Wildlife instruction. The Elder was fully prepared for a day out. He was carrying all his equipment, from his Ranger’s belt to the knife and axe at his waist, his compound bow and his knapsack. He was wearing the hooded cloak of the Elder Specialists, with a scarf around his neck. The large brown patches on the green material were there to blend in with the forest vegetation and disappear into it. The curious thing was that even in the middle of a clearing like the one they were in, it was hard to fix one’s gaze clearly on him. At times he seemed to melt into the landscape behind him. Lasgol knew that Egil would find this ‘fascinating’. 
 
    “Today is the day for working with our potential Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    Lasgol began to feel nervous. This meant him. 
 
    “This is going to be fun,” Erika whispered in his ear. 
 
    “But as our potential Beast Whisperer is also a potential Tireless Tracker, we’ll work on both aspects.” 
 
    Luca patted Lasgol on the back. “Cheer up, you’ll cope perfectly well.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He knew Luca had said it to encourage him, and he was grateful. 
 
    “On we go. I’d like to be able to tell you where we’re going, but today Lasgol will be the one in charge of guiding us.” Gisli indicated his own footprints beyond the stream. 
 
    Lasgol understood. He would have to follow the trail. 
 
    “Very well, Master, I’ll do that,” he said, and crossed the stream. He squatted and studied the tracks, which were clear and heading northwards. He followed them, with the rest of the group after him and watching what he did. For half the morning he followed the trail without too much difficulty, which he found odd, knowing the Elder’s teaching methods. But after they had left the last wooded stretch behind, the trail began to fade gradually and he found it increasingly hard to follow. 
 
    “From now on it’s going to be a tad more interesting,” Gisli said. 
 
    At the entrance to a gully, he lost the trail. Gisli had hidden it so well that he could not find it. He spent some time searching for it, but without success. He began to lose confidence; he was a good tracker, but if the Elder was intent on hiding his trail, he was not going to find it. That was something he knew perfectly well, but he would not give up; it was not his style. He would keep going.  
 
    “Any trouble?” Gisli asked. 
 
    Lasgol turned and found the Elder with his arms folded and his own partners behind him, looking at him. He felt ashamed. 
 
    “I’ve lost it...” 
 
    “Do you know the meaning of ‘Tireless’ in Tireless Tracker?” 
 
    “I’m not sure...” 
 
    “That he never gets tired?” Axe said. 
 
    Gisli shook his head. “It means he never gives up searching for the trail, never admits defeat.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I understand,” he said, and went back to search the lower part of the gully. 
 
    “The Tireless Tracker doesn’t have the help of bloodhounds and hawks?” Luca asked. He was trying to help Lasgol, who was having a hard time. 
 
    “The Tireless Tracker must be as good as a bloodhound or hawk.” 
 
    Lasgol felt personally affected by the answer. 
 
    “Oh, I thought they used them,” Erika said. 
 
    “They know how to manage them, but the best trackers never use them. They’re just as capable of following a trail as their animals are.” 
 
    Lasgol, growing more and more disheartened, went on searching without luck. He thought of using his Gift, his skills, but did not think any of them would help in that particular situation. However, he thought better of it. He had no desire to ‘cheat’; he had to find the trail without using magic, or else he would never get any better. 
 
    “Come here, Lasgol,” came Gisli’s voice from where he was watching him from the top of the gully. 
 
    Lasgol climbed up to the Elder and the rest of the group. “I’m sorry, Master...” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry yet. Let me show you something. It’s an advanced technique. Whenever you lose a trail and can’t find it again, it’s best to stand a little back from the problem. Look at it from another angle.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand...” 
 
    “Look at the gully from up here, from a distance. Look at it from this new point of view. Look carefully.” 
 
    Lasgol squatted down and watched as the Master had told him. At first nothing caught his attention, but then he looked harder and studied the area carefully. Suddenly his eye was caught by something out of place. 
 
    “There, Master. In the northeast of the gully, by that fallen branch, I can see a crack that doesn’t look natural... though it doesn’t look like a footprint either...” 
 
    “Could that be because someone wants you to think it’s not a footprint?” 
 
    Lasgol understood. The Elder had wiped his tracks, and what he himself had just made out was what he had been unable to erase, or else had left for him to find. 
 
    “Yes, Master, I can see that now...” 
 
    “Often if we pay too much attention to detail we miss what’s really happening. We lose perspective, the complete image of the situation. We mustn’t just focus on finding the footprint, the broken branch, the displaced tree-trunk, we must find what doesn’t fit in with what our eyes are seeing. Always look for something out of place, even if it doesn’t look like a trail. That’s the only way you’ll manage to see what the enemy doesn’t want you to see.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, Master,” Lasgol said. He was interiorizing everything Gisli was teaching him. He would have given anything to have the Elder’s knowledge. But that would take years, not only years of instruction but of continuous learning. He breathed out in frustration. He had so much still to learn... 
 
    “Where to?” Gisli asked him. 
 
    Lasgol pointed. “Northeast.” 
 
    “Lead us on, Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    The fact that Gisli addressed him with the title he did not have yet, filled him with joy and optimism. He would gain the right to it; it was just a matter of keeping up the good work and learning. Maybe that was why Gisli had referred to him that way, to encourage him. He went back to his tracking with renewed optimism. Nothing would stop him; he would succeed. 
 
    In the early evening he no longer felt like that. 
 
    He was squatting in the middle of a clearing in a forest, unable to find the trail. He had tried everything. From near, from far, from the south, from the north, from the east and finally from the west, and had found nothing. He glanced aside at his partners, but to judge by their faces they were as lost as he was himself. The trail had vanished. 
 
    He sighed and turned back to the Elder with a look of defeat on his face. 
 
    “I can’t find it...” 
 
    Gisli smiled. “That’s not surprising. Only a true specialist would find the trail in this situation.” 
 
    It seemed to Lasgol that he was being made to feel he still had a lot to learn if he was to be a Tireless Tracker. He knew this, but even so, the lesson in humility was painful. He stood up and went to the Elder’s side. 
 
    “On some occasions, though not many, the trail simply vanishes. This can be for two reasons. The first is because of the weather. Rain or snow can wipe out a trail, and it might be practically impossible to find it again. The other is the enemy’s skill. He might be as skillful as the Tracker, or even more. Never believe you’re the best. There could always be someone better than you. Tremia is very large and her peoples very diverse, with skills that often evade our understanding.” 
 
    “Magic?” Erika asked. 
 
    “Exactly. The enemy may be a master at hiding his trail, as in my case, or he might be someone gifted with the Talent who by using Magic will erase all trace of his trail. It’ll be the same when you’re being pursued: if the enemy’s an expert or has Magic, you’ll be in a fix, and you’d better take every possible precaution and always wipe your own trail as best you can in the situation you find yourselves in. And it won’t be easy, but it’ll mean your life. So you have to learn.” 
 
    “Yes Master,” Lasgol said very seriously. 
 
    “Right. I’ll teach you what to do in these circumstances. It’s an advanced technique that not many people know.” 
 
    He went to where Lasgol had lost the trail and put his hand in the Ranger’s belt he was wearing, then brought it out again with his fist clenched. 
 
    “Move back fifteen paces,” he ordered them. 
 
    Suddenly he turned powerfully on tiptoe, spinning to the right and keeping his balance, with his left leg held up at a slight angle. He did this three times, as if rehearsing. Lasgol watched him, deeply intrigued.  
 
    He spun around once again, but this time, as he was spinning, he spread his right hand so that a whitish dust flew from it and covered the area around him. He put his hand back in his belt and repeated the movement, sending the dust further and further away, creating two concentric circles around himself. Finally, he spread the dust around at his feet until he had covered the whole area. 
 
    “What do you see?” he asked the four of them. 
 
    “A large circle covered with white dust?” Erika said. 
 
    “Wait a moment.” 
 
    The dust began to blend with the earth, as if it were being assimilated. 
 
    “It’s disappearing,” said Axe. 
 
    Luca pointed in front of the Elder towards the north. “And it’s marking something.” 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes and saw it. In one small area the dust was not disappearing, because that was where the trail was, where the Elder had stepped. He was stupefied. 
 
    He pointed. “It’s the trail...” 
 
    “That’s right. That’s where I stepped, and when I did that, even though I tried to erase it – and I did it quite well, because Lasgol couldn’t find it – the earth was left lightly crushed, even though the eye can’t appreciate the fact. And you know what happens then? It doesn’t breathe, and hence doesn’t let the white dust vanish. It stays on the surface and marks where the footprint is.” 
 
    They were all very impressed by this. 
 
    “Master, what is this dust?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I’ll teach you how to prepare it. This kind, and three others for different types of terrain and weather. They’ll help you find the hardest or best-hidden tracks.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, Master,” Lasgol said, feeling thrilled by the things he was going to learn. 
 
    “Don’t thank me. Once I’ve taught you everything you need to know, you’re going to have to show me how good you are in the end-of-year test. And it’ll be a difficult one. The weather won’t help...” 
 
    Lasgol realized at that moment that the test would be in winter, so that the cold, ice and snow would make the tracking far more difficult. 
 
    “I understand... I’ll work harder...” 
 
    “I expect nothing less. And the same goes for all of you.” 
 
    Luca and Erika nodded at once. Axe let out his breath heavily. 
 
    Lasgol took up the trail once again, and Gisli explained to him the best way to deal with each difficulty he was confronted with. He also showed him a couple of more advanced techniques. Lasgol enjoyed each explanation, each comment by his Master, and could not believe how lucky he was to be there training with the Elder Specialist. What he was learning would serve him for the rest of his life, and he was eternally grateful. 
 
    They reached the foot of one of the mountains that sealed the valley to the north, not very far from the cave where Camu and his new adoptive family lived. Night was falling, so Lasgol thought they would call it a day, but he was wrong. 
 
    “Lasgol and I are going to camp here. You others are going back to the Lair.” 
 
    Luca and Erika looked disappointed. Axe expressed the general feeling. 
 
    “Can’t we stay too?” 
 
    “No, the next thing I’m going to show Lasgol only concerns a Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    The three of them took their leave and went back. Lasgol was surprised. It was not unusual for each of them to receive part of their instruction alone with the Elder, but to spend the night with Gisli was unusual. To Lasgol, it felt like an honor. 
 
    “Come with me, Lasgol.” 
 
    They went to a cave surrounded by an area of dense vegetation. The entrance was narrow, and Lasgol guessed it was not a cave used by humans or bears. 
 
    “Now be very quiet. Follow me and don’t make any noise or any sudden movements.” 
 
    Gisli got down on the ground and went into the cave, and Lasgol followed him. They crawled on in silence, and as they went on it grew darker. At last they came out into a medium-sized cavern. Gisli lit an oil lamp which had been put by the entrance. 
 
    There came the threatening hiss of a cat. 
 
    Lasgol’s blood turned to ice. 
 
    “It’s me, Ilsa, don’t worry,” Gisli said in a soothing voice. 
 
    He shone his light on the far end of the cavern, and Lasgol saw a Snow Panther with her cubs. He felt a shiver run down his spine. 
 
    The panther hissed again aggressively and made as if to attack. She was big, and her fur was beautiful. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed hard. His heart was beating fast; the panther was both beautiful and dangerous. 
 
    “This is Lasgol, a friend of mine,” Gisli said in the same soothing voice. 
 
    The Snow Panther did not seem very convinced by Lasgol’s presence. She gave him a lethal cat-look, then an irritated hiss. 
 
    “Lie down on the ground, on your stomach. Let her sniff you.” 
 
    Lasgol obeyed at once. Snow Panthers were lethal, still more so when they had cubs. She would go for his neck and kill him if he was not very careful. He laid his face on the floor of rock and earth and kept himself as still as a statue. The big cat padded across and began to sniff him. He was terrified, but he could not move or he would pay for it. He felt the big cat’s breath on his neck and was about to give way to terror, but he managed to master it, while the panther circled around him several times. 
 
    “Stay still and quiet for a while until Ilsa calms down.” 
 
    Lasgol was still so terrified that he could hardly breathe. He could not even swallow. He shut his eyes so that he could not see what was happening and gave himself into the hands of the Ice Gods. Why had Gisli brought him to the lair of a wild Snow Panther? Was he out of his wits? His fear intensified, and his stomach began to churn. The panther passed over his body. He began to tremble, and made an enormous effort to control himself. He could not let the panther feel his fear or he would be done for, that much he knew perfectly well. 
 
    “Control that fear of yours,” came Gisli’s warning. 
 
    He tried with all his might. He had to be brave. The situation was horrible, but to avoid anything happening to him he needed to master his fear. To show himself to be calm and harmless before the great cat – or else he would suffer an accident, a fatal one. 
 
    “You see, Ilsa?” Gisli said to the panther in a gentle whisper. “He’s a friend and means no harm.” 
 
    Lasgol could hear the cubs playing at the end of the cavern. If the mother feared for them, she would not let him out of there alive. He swallowed his fear and kept as quiet and relaxed as he could. He needed some good thoughts to soothe him, so he thought about Astrid and how happy it would make him if he could share dinner with her in the evening as usual. It was a simple wish that made him very happy. A small joy that allowed him to go to sleep satisfied every night. He thought about Camu, about playing with him in the forests and fields, and how happy that too made him. He thought about his friends Ingrid, Viggo, Gerd, Nilsa and Egil, and in the end he managed to relax completely. He had the best of friends and unconditional support from people he really loved. 
 
    He remained like that for a long time, while Gisli whispered to the panther as if she were an old friend. 
 
    “You can look up now,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol raised his head slowly and took in the scene. Gisli was stroking Ilsa with one hand and one of her cubs with the other. Ilsa looked at Lasgol and gave a small hiss. Lasgol kept still and looked aside at Gisli. 
 
    “Get up very slowly, until you’re on all fours,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol was not very sure this was a good idea. The panther did not seem very convinced about having him there. But he had to trust Gisli, so very carefully and slowly he started to get up. He stopped twice because of two more hisses. Gisli told him to keep going, so he did. 
 
    “Come closer, very slowly.” 
 
    This did not convince him at all. Approach a panther with cubs? That was a definite no-no in his mind, His instinct and knowledge told him not to do it. The panther might trust Gisli, but it would not trust him, and she could easily misinterpret any move he might make. 
 
    “Go on, don’t worry, Ilsa won’t attack you.” 
 
    Lasgol filled his lungs with air and then let it out in one long, silent breath. He obeyed against his will, very slowly. When he came to Gisli’s side he was still, looking down at the floor. The panther came up to him to sniff his hair and he felt his fear return, but somehow, he managed to control it. He must not tremble, he knew that perfectly well. 
 
    “This is Lasgol,” Gisli whispered to the panther, and stroked Lasgol’s hair as he was stroking her fur. 
 
    One of the cubs came up to Lasgol and chuffed at him. The other two were playing further back, taking no notice of them. This one seemed to be more inquisitive. There was a black spot in the middle of its forehead, but the rest of its body was white as snow. It looked like a beautiful kitten. Its mother hissed to it to move away. Lasgol forgot all about the ‘kitten’ idea when he heard the hiss. The little one did not want to go and protested at its mother in return with a shrill whistle, a mixture of protest and whine. The mother, without hesitating, seized the cub in her jaws by the scruff of its neck and took it to join the other cubs. 
 
    “She doesn’t trust you,” Gisli whispered. “She won’t let the cubs come near you.” 
 
    “Master, this is really dangerous... shouldn’t we leave?” said Lasgol, very nearly begging. 
 
    “Aren’t you brave?” 
 
    “Yeah... well... not particularly.” 
 
    Gisli smiled. “Don’t worry. Everything’ll be fine.” 
 
    Lasgol was not entirely convinced by this, despite Gisli’s assurances 
 
    The panther and her cub had a little argument, and then Ilsa came back to them, while the little one whined unhappily at the far end. 
 
    Gisli, seated on the floor, allowed Isla to rub against him and smiled with pleasure. It was impressive to see the Elder so much at ease as the big cat rubbed her face against his. Lasgol could barely believe his eyes. 
 
    “We’re old friends,” Gisli explained. “I’ve known her since she was a cub. I knew her mother too.”  
 
    Lasgol began to feel a little calmer, and even managed to relax to some extent. The panther must have felt it, because she rubbed herself against his side. 
 
    “Good, Ilsa, good girl.” Gisli whispered to her. 
 
    Ilsa circled around Lasgol again and rubbed against his other side. 
 
    “She seems to be coming to accept you.” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing. He was trying as hard as he could to be relaxed, or at least look as if he was so that Ilsa would not sense his fear. He reconsidered this; probably she did sense it, she could smell it in him. He went back to thinking positive thoughts to get rid of his fear. 
 
    The cub with the black spot on its forehead came back after a while and clawed twice at Lasgol’s arm. The cub must have been five months old, and its claws could not yet penetrate the leather protection he wore on both forearms for dealing with birds and for Archery. The cub just wanted to play; Lasgol was tempted to stroke it but thought better of it and did not move a finger. 
 
    “The cub seems to like you,” Gisli said. 
 
    Ilsa scolded it with a hiss. But instead of moving back, the cub turned back to its mother with shrill little whistles which sounded almost like whimpering. Lasgol felt his heart melt at the sight of the fierce little creature. The mother gave it another angry hiss, then seized it by the scruff of its neck and took it back to its siblings. 
 
    “How much longer are we staying?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I tell you? We’re spending the night here.” 
 
    Lasgol thought this was a joke. It had to be a joke. He looked at Gisli. The expression on the Elder’s face said I’m not joking. He was left not knowing what to think or do. 
 
    “You want to be a Beast Whisperer, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “Well, this is the first lesson. To whisper to a beast, you first must gain its acceptance. Then its respect. And finally, its trust. Today we begin the process.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. He hoped he would not end up eaten before the process was finished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Lasgol, Ingrid and Molak were watching the instruction of the specialists in Expertise. Engla had granted them permission, although reluctantly. It seemed that everything done in her School was secret, or at least veiled in shadows, and they did not want anybody to find out the methods and tactics they used. This, of course, meant that everyone wanted to attend. 
 
    The place where they practiced was the Black Forest, where even on a bright afternoon there was barely any visibility. The trees were very close to one another and their leafy branches covered the sky, not letting any light through. The undergrowth was so dense that it too did not let in any light. In that area of minimal visibility, it was all too easy to trip over roots, stones and irregularities in the ground. In the middle of the forest was a wide pond of green stagnant water in a clearing. The three partners were beside it, watching the practice. 
 
    “I’m dying to see Astrid training,” Lasgol admitted. 
 
    “Logical,” Molak said with a friendly smile. 
 
    “I want to see how badly our own dumbass does,” Ingrid said with her arms folded. 
 
    “Can’t you let him be even when he’s not there?” Molak reproached her. He sounded annoyed. 
 
    “No, that’s exactly what I’ve come to see.” 
 
    Molak rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    On one side of the pond they saw Aren carrying out a very strange exercise. He was wearing his cloak with the hood up and the specialist’s scarf covering his face. He had daubed his forehead and nose so that all that could be seen of his face was his eyes. He went into the first rank of trees and then froze very still, like a statue. A moment later he seemed to vanish, camouflaged now with his surroundings. Then he came out to the clearing, chose another position and repeated the exercise. Engla meanwhile watched him with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Is he practicing camouflaging himself?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “I think what he’s practicing is called the Chameleon,” Molak said. 
 
    “I remember Engla mentioned it in the introduction they gave us when we first came to the Shelter,” Lasgol said. “She called it ‘Chameleon Stalker’.”  
 
    Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “I thought the élite specialty was called ‘Green Stalker’.”  
 
    “That’s the official name, according to the Path of the Specialist,” Molak explained. “But the name most commonly used is ‘Chameleon Stalker’, because it’s so like the behavior of a chameleon.” 
 
    She nodded. “I see...” 
 
    Engla took two steps to her left and watched Aren closely. 
 
    “The Stalker has to be like a chameleon,” she told him sternly. “Your main function is that of camouflaging yourself in the environment. You must be a human chameleon and disappear from your enemy or your prey. You’re not doing it. I can see you.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ma’am.” 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes and stared at the spot where he thought the voice was coming from, but he could not see Aren. “Can you see him?” 
 
    “No, not me,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Molak shook his head. 
 
    “The spot where you’ve hidden yourself is a good one,” Engla told him, “but it’s not the most appropriate one. Two steps to your right, beside the bush.”  
 
    Aren followed her instructions. When he moved from his original position Lasgol was able to glimpse him for a moment, though only just. He seemed a shadow in movement, then instantly he blended in with his surroundings and he could see him no longer. It reminded him very much of Camu when he made himself invisible. 
 
    Engla went on instructing her pupil. “Once he’s camouflaged, the Stalker will spy on his target with the aim of either catching or killing, depending on the mission he’s been charged with.” 
 
    “I understand, Ma’am.” 
 
    “The Green Stalker has to get ahead of his prey and prepare a trap, an ambush, keeping both himself and the trap imperceptible. When the exact moment comes, he comes out of his hiding. The Stalker has to make use of both his environment and his intelligence to make his prey fall into the trap. The aim is that the prey should not be aware of what’s happened. The ambush needs to be carried out in the blink of an eye. It must be perfect.” 
 
    “I’ll manage that, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I expect no less. I don’t enjoy wasting my time with pupils who aren’t up to par,” 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid exchanged a glance, and Lasgol raised his eyebrows. Ingrid looked astonished. Engla was certainly not fooling around. 
 
    The Elder now went over to Jorgen, who was a little further to the east, to supervise his practice. They watched him doing a similar, but slightly different exercise to Aren’s. Jorgen was moving with knife and axe in hand along the second line of trees, disappearing progressively as he moved. At first, they could see him, but then he took a couple of steps to one side and was lost among the trees and underbrush. But unlike Aren, who froze still, waiting, blending into the environment like a chameleon, Jorgen kept moving. But the surprising thing was that they lost sight of him, although if they followed what they presumed to be his route with their eyes, they saw him reappear at the end of it. He repeated the exercise from right to left and left to right. 
 
    “I can only see him begin and finish,” Lasgol said. “What about you two?” 
 
    “I lose him in the middle,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “Me too,” said Molak. “It’s as if he melted into the forest. I can’t see him move until he stops at the end and reappears.” 
 
    Lasgol rubbed his eyes to see better, which turned out to be a mistake as his vision began to blur. Jorgen simply vanished at the second sidestep. 
 
    “He’s very good,” he said, impressed by Jorgen’s skill. 
 
    “He certainly is,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “Looks to me as though all the Expertise pupils are,” Molak said. 
 
    “One of them certainly isn’t.”  
 
    “Ufff...” 
 
    Engla went over to Jorgen. “The Forest Assassin has no rival in his natural environment, the forests.” She indicated their surroundings with a wave. “There’s no soldier, bandit, wild one or mage who can defeat him in his habitat. His weapons are stealth and invisibility, and because of these he lives and kills.” 
 
    Jorgen broke off the exercise. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Repeat the movements, but this time with a nocked bow instead of knife and axe.” 
 
    “Right away, Ma’am.” 
 
    Engla now turned to where Astrid was practicing. Lasgol felt butterflies in his stomach the moment he set eyes on her. A smile appeared on his face unconsciously as he watched the fierce brunette. 
 
    “What’s Astrid doing?” Ingrid asked, intrigued. 
 
    “She’s preparing her weapons,” Molak said. “They’re a bit odd.” 
 
    Astrid was on her knees, handling three pairs of knives which she had laid on a tanned skin spread out on the ground. The odd thing was that none of them was the usual Ranger knife. The first set had thinner, slightly curved blades, and appeared designed to deliver lethal slashes. The blades of the second set were very fine and were long and round, as if for delivering a deadly thrust. As for the third pair, their small size made it clear that they were throwing daggers. 
 
    Ingrid was looking at the sets of knives with great interest. “They certainly aren’t Ranger’s knives. Ours are weapons, but they’re also tools. They’re much rougher and heavier than those.”  
 
    “Those weapons only have one function, and that’s... to kill,” said Molak. 
 
    “Yes, they’d be no use for making a bow.” 
 
    Lasgol was thinking the same but said nothing. The subject was not his favorite. His concern about Astrid began to creep up his throat, accompanied by acute heartburn. He cleared his throat but could not get rid of the unpleasant sensation. 
 
    “Show me your preparations, and you’d better not have made any mistakes,” Engla said bluntly. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Astrid replied, and opened her cloak. From her Ranger’s belt she took out a phial, took off the stopper and poured something over the curved blades so that they were covered in a greenish substance. 
 
    “Paralyzing poison?” Engla asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, I prepared it according to the instructions. Without deviation.” 
 
    “Good. Always remember that the Assassin of Nature uses the strongest poisons, potions, preparations and ointments that nature offers to kill the enemy.” 
 
    “Always, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Give me your arm.” 
 
    Lasgol did not like the sound of this. 
 
    “What’s she going to do?” Ingrid asked. There was fear for Astrid in her eyes. 
 
    “Now make a cut in your palm.” 
 
    Lasgol made a move to interrupt, but Molak held him back. “The Elder knows what she’s doing,” he said. 
 
    “But it’s poison,” 
 
    “You have to trust Engla.” 
 
    Lasgol did not agree at all, but before he could do anything Astrid made a cut in her palm as Engla had told her to. 
 
    “Keep your arm stretched out.” 
 
    Astrid nodded. After a moment her arm began to shake. Her face showed the effort she was making to keep her arm parallel to the ground. Suddenly it fell to her side. She clenched her jaw and tried to raise it, but in vain. 
 
    “You can’t raise it?”  
 
    Astrid shook her head. “It’s useless.” 
 
    “Good, very good. Judging by the time until it took effect, and the fact that it was impossible to raise it, I deduce that the potency is right. Good work.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Now let’s see the antidote I told you to make.” 
 
    Astrid put her good hand in her belt for another phial, took off the stopper with her teeth and drank the contents. 
 
    “An Assassin of Nature always needs to know how to prepare the antidotes to all the poisons she’s going to use, and to always carry them with her. It’s an essential rule. Accidents happen. You can cut yourself and die or cut someone you shouldn’t and kill him or her. Both results would be disastrous. That’s why you prepare the antidote first and then the poison, never the other way around. Is that absolutely clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    They waited a long moment, and finally Astrid was able to move her arm again. She shook it briskly several times, then moved it in various directions to make sure it was fully recovered. 
 
    “Good. I can see that you prepared the antidote according to my specifications too.” 
 
    “It took me several days, but I managed it.” 
 
    “The more you practice, the easier you’ll find it, as with everything else in life. This is a universal truth. Now you’re going to prepare three different poisons and their corresponding antidotes. The first will be a paralyzing one, the second an incapacitating one, and the third a deadly one. Make sure you don’t make any mistake, because you’re going to try them on yourself.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide in horror. Surely she could not be serious? This was extremely risky and could either end Astrid’s life or leave her handicapped. He glanced aside at Ingrid and Molak, who were also looking on in surprise and horror. 
 
    Astrid swallowed. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Take it easy,” Ingrid whispered to Lasgol. “Engla knows what she’s doing.”  
 
    He nodded, but he was not at all happy about it. 
 
    Engla went on to give instructions to her last pupil, who was none other than Viggo. As usual, his expression suggested that he considered all this a bore and was not enthusiastic about training. 
 
    Ingrid perked up. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Molak did not look as if he was going to find it fun at all. 
 
    “I see you’re bored,” Engla said acidly to Viggo. 
 
    “I’ve spent the whole morning practicing the set of defensive moves, and quite honestly, it’s a bit repetitive and dreary...” He showed her his two marking knives, looking bored. 
 
    “Repetitive and dreary, huh?” 
 
    “Couldn’t I practice a set of attack movements? This one’s sending me to sleep.” 
 
    “In order to learn how to kill, you first need to learn how to avoid dying.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t... but this is all pretty dull...” 
 
    “Let’s see if I can fix that.” She took out two marking knives from her belt, then something else: an ointment and a phial containing a bluish liquid. “Show me your knives.” 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow, unconvinced. But he could not disobey the Elder’s order, and Engla smeared the blades with the ointment. A moment later she poured the liquid on to the edges, and two electrical arcs ran along them with a crackling sound. Viggo threw his head back without moving his arms or taking his eyes off the edges. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn,” she said, and did the same with her own knives. Two electrical arcs ran along the edges, leaping from one weapon to the other. 
 
    Ingrid rubbed her hands in anticipation. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He was already beginning to guess what was coming. 
 
    “We’re going to repeat that set you’ve been practicing so hard.” said Engla. “But this time, instead of doing it alone, we’re going to do it together. And for every slow, wrong or unbalanced move you make, I’m going to make you pay.” 
 
    Viggo’s smile twisted into one of annoyance. 
 
    “All right then...” 
 
    “In position.”  
 
    Viggo took up his position, with his weapons ready. Engla moved to stand immediately in front of him. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    Viggo made the first move, sliding to the right and blocking the air with the knife in his right hand. To his surprise, Engla followed his movement, and where he should only have struck air, Engla’s knife materialized. When the two knives clashed, sparks and blue flashes issued from them with a sound that made everyone’s hair stand on end. Viggo went on through the set of exercises and moved back to another defensive position. Engla followed the movement as if she were an attacker, and once again, where Viggo blocked, she attacked and their weapons collided. They went on with the movements, and with each one Engla moved more quickly and in a more balanced way. Viggo began to sweat. He found it hard to go as fast as the Elder. They finished the set, and he gasped. 
 
    Molak was surprised. “Wow, he did it!” 
 
    “In fact, he moves very well,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “This has only just begun,” Ingrid said with her arms folded, and Lasgol and Molak looked at her in puzzlement. 
 
    “We’ll repeat the set,” Engla said. “But this time we’ll do it as if I were an enemy assassin.” She gave Viggo an acid smile. 
 
    Viggo frowned and looked decidedly unhappy about this. 
 
    “Take up your position. Now.” 
 
    Viggo made the first move, and Engla followed so fast that he could barely block her knife. The second move he missed. He took the knife-blow in his shoulder, and the electrical discharge ran down his whole arm and up his neck. He cried out in pain and dropped his knife. 
 
    “More amusing?” Engla asked sarcastically. 
 
    Viggo wrinkled his nose, shook his arm and picked up his knife from the ground. 
 
    “We’ll go on.” 
 
    Viggo went on through the movements and once again, at the second, he was not as fast as Engla and her knife caught him in the other shoulder. He cursed and dropped his weapon, and his arm began to shake uncontrollably.  
 
    “I think you’re rather clumsy... you don’t seem to have mastered this set. We’d better go on practicing.” 
 
    Ingrid burst out laughing. “She’s going to make him pay for all his nonsense.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Lasgol had the same impression. 
 
    Viggo and Engla went on, and Viggo got what he deserved. First, she hit him in his right leg, then in the left, and finished with a thrust to the stomach which had him writhing on the ground for quite some time. It was hard for him to recover from the discharges, and when at last he stood up again he looked as if he had been badly beaten. 
 
    “If I ever hear the slightest complaint from you, or any other nonsense,” Engla said, “we’ll repeat the exercise with fire knives. Is that absolutely clear?” There was rage in her voice. 
 
    Viggo bent his head and looked repentant. “It won’t... happen again.” 
 
    “I hope so, for your own good. There’s no place for insolence here. If you want to become a Natural Assassin, I recommend that you practice every day as if there were no tomorrow, because otherwise you’re not going to make it. And I can assure you that you’re a very long way from making it. Innate abilities aren’t enough to graduate. You need to practice and study non-stop. Much better pupils than you have failed.” Her voice was chill. 
 
    Viggo clenched his teeth. “I won’t fail...”  
 
    “Well then, you’d better keep practicing. I want you repeating this set until dawn.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, I will.” 
 
    “I’ll come back at first light. We’ll repeat this exercise, with air knives. I expect you to have improved by then.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Viggo said humbly. 
 
    Ingrid was smiling from ear to ear. “What a lesson in humility she’s given him.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to improve enough in one afternoon and night,” Molak said. 
 
    “The best thing of all is that he knows that. He’ll get another beating. He’s earned it for being a dumbass.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Ingrid,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Don’t defend him, you know as well as I do that he deserves it.” 
 
    “Yeah... but even so...” 
 
    “No, let him suffer.” 
 
    Molak shook his head. “We’d better be off.” 
 
    Lasgol watched his friend begin repeating the set of defensive movements amid grunts of pain. He hoped that at the end of the year both Viggo and Astrid would make it. He knew that Astrid would sell her soul to get the elite specialty. Her devotion and fierceness were unequaled among her colleagues. Viggo on the other hand was a different kind of animal. Viggo was Viggo... and Lasgol had serious doubts as to whether he would manage to graduate: more so after witnessing the lesson Engla had just taught him. He very much wished that his friend would succeed; reaching the threshold and then being shut out would be a terrible thing. Viggo would not take it at all well, he was absolutely sure. It would be a massive blow to his ego, and Viggo’s ego was sensitive and extremely complicated. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Let’s hope they both pass the test, 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days were hard as a result of all the training they were getting and flew by in no time. The biggest problem was that of getting enough rest to be able to carry on the following day with renewed energy. Often that was not what happened. And if there were several days in a row which involved more effort than rest, exhaustion would appear during the period of instruction, to be followed by mistakes and frustration. Luckily, from time to time they had some good news that raised their spirits. 
 
    That morning Lasgol joined Ingrid, who was chatting with Molak and Erika in the Cave of Spring while they prepared breakfast. He went up behind her without interrupting their conversation, which was lively. Erika was laughing and Molak was mimicking trying to catch a fish in the river without success. 
 
    “We’ve got a visitor...” Lasgol whispered in Ingrid’s ear, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    She did not turn around. 
 
    “I’m going to find Viggo. See you at our usual place.” 
 
    Ingrid gave a slight nod and went on listening to the conversation. 
 
    Lasgol found Viggo crouching in the shadows at the entrance to the Cave of Winter, trying to see what was inside. 
 
    “We’ve been told it’s forbidden to go in there,” Lasgol said accusingly. 
 
    Viggo turned around. “And since when have I cared about a prohibition?”  
 
    “You’ll get into trouble. Mother Specialist isn’t the sort of person to let this kind of thing go by, and you know she has a character all of her own...” 
 
    “Yeah, you can say that again. Half nice grandmother, half snow ogre.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t describe her like that... but – well, she is quite colorful, yes.” 
 
    Viggo nodded toward the Cave of Winter. “I want to know what’s in there.” 
 
    “Just let it be.” 
 
    “They must have some very interesting things in there...” 
 
    “I’m not saying they don’t, but they’re not for our eyes.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that...” 
 
    “Viggo...” 
 
    But his friend simply shrugged and put on his I can’t help myself look. Lasgol decided not to insist. There were times when his friend was a real pain. 
 
    “We’ve got a visitor.” 
 
    “Haven’t seen anybody new.” 
 
    “He’s come from the sky.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good.” 
 
    “Come on then. I’ve told Ingrid already.” 
 
    They left the Lair and headed to the lake where Lasgol had trained Milton to wait for him. The beautiful bird was there, perched on the low branch of an oak. 
 
    “Milton, my old mate!” Viggo said, smiling and looking exaggeratedly friendly. He reached out to pet him. 
 
    At once Milton clicked his beak and pecked him on the hand. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You definitely don’t hit it off with our dear Milton.” 
 
    “He’s an avian rodent.” 
 
    Milton clicked his beak. 
 
    “Don’t say things like that to him.” 
 
    “Yeah, as if he could understand me.”  
 
    “I really think he does understand in a way...” 
 
    “How can he possibly understand? It’s just that he’s jealous of my overwhelming personality.” 
 
    Suddenly they heard a loud guffaw. They turned and saw Ingrid, who was laughing as she came towards them. 
 
    “Every day the things you say get stupider and stupider.” 
 
    “Hard-hitting truths are what I say.” 
 
    “Yeah, you surpass yourself day by day, and that’s a pretty hard task you set yourself, but I have to admit, you always manage to go one further.” 
 
    “That’s another of my many gifts.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is. Now we’d better see what news Milton has brought us, ’cause we’ve got to get back to training.” 
 
    Lasgol went over to Milton, smiling. The arguments between Viggo and Ingrid always cheered him up. He had noticed that lately they were not as fierce as before, even though both were trying hard to make it look as if they really felt what they said and that they hated each other. Lasgol knew this was not true, and it was gradually becoming more and more obvious, however hard they might try to conceal it. 
 
    The beautiful bird had no problem in letting Lasgol take the message from its leg. 
 
    “So, you let him do it, eh? I’m going to pluck you bare!” 
 
    “Leave Milton alone,” Ingrid said. “If you treat him like that, he’s never going to let you near him.” 
 
    Milton hooted aggressively and stared at Viggo with his large eyes. He was not intimidated. 
 
    “Well then, I won’t go near him, and that’s that. I don’t like that crosspatch of an owl either.” 
 
    “Sure, great solution. And what if he comes one day when neither of us is here?” 
 
    “Well then, he’d better give me the message or else I’ll put him in a cage.” 
 
    Milton hooted again, this time still louder. 
 
    “Look what you’re doing!” 
 
    “Scrawny flying rodent!” 
 
    Milton took flight and brushed Viggo’s head with his claws before soaring up into the sky. 
 
    Viggo crouched, then turned around to see the bird leave. “I’ll pluck you and put you in a cage! You just wait and see!” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “You really are unbearable,” he said in despair. 
 
    “I’m charming. It’s the owl that’s a pain.” 
 
    Ingrid made a face at him. “Let him be, he’s hopeless. He’ll always be a pain in the backside. Who’s the message from?” 
 
    Lasgol recognized the handwriting. “It’s from Nilsa.” 
 
    “Oh, good! What does she say?” 
 
    “I’ll read it to you: Hello there, partners! Greetings from the capital of the realm! You have no idea how much I miss you. It feels so strange not being with you, having you around like before. You take it for granted that your friends will always be with you, then life steps in and takes you away from them. I can only imagine the adventures you must be having at the Shelter, and above all the things you must be learning. That makes me really envious. I can already see Ingrid learning new archery techniques, and I bet she’s the best of all the aspiring specialists by far.” 
 
    “The best at ordering us around,” Viggo muttered. “Nothing else.” 
 
    “Shut up, dumbass, Nilsa knows what she’s saying.” 
 
    “Only because she’s your best friend and follows you everywhere like a lapdog.” 
 
    “A lapdog who can put an arrow right through your heart at three hundred paces.” 
 
    Viggo acknowledged this with a gesture. “True, the lapdog can bite hard. Our freckled redhead has an enviable long-distance shot.” 
 
    “So don’t mess with her.” 
 
    “Then I’ll mess with you,” he said to her with a teasing wink. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” 
 
    “But Nilsa’s wrong, you’re not the best...” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Ingrid interrupted him, looking furious. 
 
    “I’d say she is,” Lasgol said. He wanted peace so that he could go on reading the message. 
 
    “You’re wrong, there’s someone better.” 
 
    Ingrid folded her arms. “Who’s better than me?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “It’s obvious...” 
 
    “Who? Molak?” 
 
    “Captain Fantastic? No, not him.” Viggo gave a shrug which implied that Molak was not even worth considering. 
 
    “Well, if not him, then who?” 
 
    “Astrid?” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    “She’s very good, agreed, but there’s someone even better.” 
 
    Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “Let’s hear it, then, who?”  
 
    “Yours truly,” Viggo said, pointing both thumbs at his chest. 
 
    Ingrid burst out laughing. Lasgol could not help himself, though he tried, and ended up doing the same. 
 
    Viggo was unfazed by this. He bore the laughter as if it did not affect him at all. “One day you’ll realize,” he said in a dignified voice. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Ingrid said. She patted him on the shoulder. “No question.” 
 
    “Shall I go on reading?” Lasgol asked when he had recovered. 
 
    “Sure, go ahead, before this guy here kills us with laughter at another of his ideas.” 
 
    Viggo ignored the comment. 
 
    Lasgol went on: “Well, I miss you terribly, I just wanted you to know. Things are going better for me in the capital. It seems that Gondabar has gotten used to me, to the way I am... It could also be that I’ve got a little better, I’m not so clumsy as before. I think it’s got a lot to do with my nerves. Now I’m less nervous. Before, everything was new and exciting: the big city, the royal castle, the nobles, the King, the Court, Gondabar and the Royal Rangers, not to mention Sven and Gatik who are really serious and intimidating. Now I come to think about it, nearly all of them are intimidating. I’ve barely met anybody pleasant in the palace. Luckily Gondabar doesn’t intimidate me so much, I must have gotten used to him. He’s more severe than Dolbarar, but deep down I think he has a good heart. At least, that’s my feeling about him. He used to yell at me a lot at the beginning. Well, because I got terribly nervous with him and I dropped things or I knocked them over, either when I had to help him or when I was running his errands... anyway, I’ve improved a lot. Well, I’m still a bit clumsy, but not so much in comparison... I wanted to tell you this so you can be proud of me.” 
 
    “I’ll always be proud of you,” Ingrid said with a sweet smile, which was a rare thing in her. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “I won’t believe it till I see it.”  
 
    “I’m sure that after that first impression, she’ll be doing perfectly well now,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I doubt it. She was born clumsy and she’ll die clumsy.” 
 
    “But her clumsiness is mostly because of her nerves,” Lasgol said. “Once she’s not so nervous, she does much better.” 
 
    Viggo smiled maliciously. “I’d have liked to have seen her when she first arrived in the city.”  
 
    “Don’t be nasty,” Lasgol said reproachfully. “Poor thing, she must have had a terrible time at first. As she says, it was all new for her. Imagine living in the palace, with the court around you, the King and his brother, and serving Gondabar our leader. She must have been incredibly nervous.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “That’s why I’d have loved to see it. All those accidents...” He rubbed his hands gleefully. 
 
    “Messing with her means you’re going to have an accident,” Ingrid said threateningly. 
 
     “She’ll have got used to the situation and the surroundings by now,” Lasgol said. “She’ll be doing much better.”  
 
    “I’m sure she is,” Ingrid agreed confidently. 
 
    “Yeah, sure she is...” Viggo said, not confident in the least. 
 
    Lasgol went on reading: “In fact I’m very well now. Gondabar has named me as his liaison and personal messenger. I spend my days carrying messages and orders all over the capital and the cities and forts nearby. At first he sent me so that he wouldn’t have me around, because of my constant accidents... but as I’m fast and can look after myself on my own if there’s any incident, I think now he sends me because of my own qualities. He trusts me. Also, because he knows me better by now and I think he likes me. I make him laugh, which is very unusual for him. Well, for anyone here, quite honestly. It seems that a smile or a laugh would be punished.” 
 
    “This I can believe of her,” Viggo said. 
 
    “That she makes Gondabar laugh?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “I had a blast with her.” 
 
    “You’re going to get what for,” Ingrid threatened him. 
 
    Viggo ignored her threats. “Keep reading, Lasgol, I want to know what else she says.” 
 
    “The good thing about being a messenger is that I see everything that goes on and I find out about things. The situation in the capital is changing. There are more and more soldiers, both in the barracks and in camps south of the city. Also, militias are arriving from different cities and villages in the east. They’re peasants, miners, fishermen, that the nobles send from their counties for military training in the capital. I’ve spoken to several of them, the poor things, they’re scared to death. They arm and train them for war, but none of them wants to fight. And judging by the way they’re trained, I don’t think they’ll be very well prepared by the time they go into battle. Their training is nothing like the kind we get. I thank the Ice Gods every day for the good fortune of having gone to the Camp to be trained, most of all in the current situation. The King is forcibly enlisting everybody who’s old enough. They’re given an axe, a shield, and some armor – and then he expects them to fight to the death. And not only that, he’s also recruiting mercenaries. According to what the Royal Rangers have told me, the King has gold and silver he’s using to buy foreign soldiers. No less than Nocean mercenaries, from the deep deserts of the south of Tremia.” 
 
    “Mercenaries,” Ingrid said. “You can’t trust them. My aunt used to tell me a mercenary can fight with you one day and against you the next, depending on who paid better. They have no honor or morals. They’ll commit atrocities. They’re despicable.” 
 
    “Then they’ll fit in perfectly with our King and the eastern court,” Viggo commented ironically. 
 
    “It puts Arnold and the Western League at a disadvantage,” Lasgol said uneasily. “They don’t have as much gold.”  
 
    “That’s not good for Egil and his brother,” Viggo added. 
 
    “And Noceans of all people,” Ingrid said. “The Noceans are as dangerous as they are clever. Never turn your back on a Nocean or you’ll find a dagger in it, my aunt used to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t heard very good things about the Noceans with their tanned skin, black eyes and jet-black curly hair either,” Viggo said. “Good with scimitars and curved daggers. Not very tall or strong compared to us Norghanians, but very astute and slippery... I’ve also heard they have ebony-skinned women who are beautiful and utterly irresistible. They know some incredibly sensuous dances... or so I’ve heard...” 
 
    “You hear too much,” Ingrid snapped at him. She did not seem at all happy with his comments about the beauty and sensuality of the Nocean women. 
 
    “My father told me,” Lasgol said, “that the history of the Nocean Empire is truly fascinating. They’ve managed to unite hundreds of small desert tribes and the south of Tremia under one flag after thousands of years of fighting and strife.” 
 
    “A bloodstained flag,” Ingrid said. “The unification of the Empire was something its emperors achieved through bloodshed and conquest. The tribes which didn’t join were conquered and assimilated. The whole south of Tremia is a conquered territory that lives under the yoke of the current Emperor Mulisan, and his successor Malota is being groomed to carry on with his father’s legacy of blood and conquest.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yes, that’s what my father told me. It’s taken them centuries to create the empire and conquer the entire South, but now the Nocean flag flies wherever you look in the south of Rogdon.”  
 
    “For the moment... My aunt always said that the Kingdoms of the West and North needed to mind their step, or else it wouldn’t take long for the Nocean armies to absorb them.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Lasgol agreed. He went on reading: “While the King is preparing and arming his army to attack the Western League and destroy Arnold and his allies, all kind of rumors are circulating through the capital and its surroundings. There’s a lot of talk about the Zangrians. The Royal Rangers have told me there’s a real and very high risk at the moment, and that they could attack Norghana if they see the King as weakened. They say it’s happened before. There’s also talk of the Wild People of the Frozen Continent moving, regaining their lands in the north of Norghana now that they’re unprotected. The Rangers have confirmed this. The King isn’t going to send his army north, he wants to destroy Arnold first. That’s what the Royal Rangers say, though it’s just guesswork, because nobody really knows Thoran’s plans.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll split his forces,” Ingrid said. “The Shifter did that, and he almost lost the war. He won’t go north. Not until he’s secured the realm and finished with the West.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think the same,” Viggo agreed. 
 
    “I’m worried about the West,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Ingrid tried to put his mind at ease. “They’re good fighters, and Arnold’s intelligent.”  
 
    “They have fewer men and resources...” 
 
    “But they have good allies,” Viggo said. He winked at Lasgol, who felt grateful for these words of support and went on reading: “I wanted to tell you all this, but most of all something else. Something that’s made me very nervous and won’t let me sleep. It happened yesterday. I’d come back from a messaging mission for Gondabar, and after I’d left my horse in the royal stables I went to report to my lord. The Royal Rangers at the palace know me by now, so they let me come and go without too much trouble. I was walking past the royal library when I heard voices. I was surprised, because there’s never anybody in the library, it’s the most deserted place in the castle. Egil would clap his hands to his head to see the number of books there are and how few people want to make use of them. I’ve been told that the Ice Magi use it for their studies, but right now they’re gathered together at the White Tower, the four who are still alive after the war. It seems that only one veteran Ice Mage survived, Eicewald, and he’s training three young Magi as fast as he can. They say this is one of the reasons why Thoran is delaying his attack on the West. He wants to have four Ice Magi with him. Well, at least that’s what they’re saying... here everything is rumor and guesswork... it seems the Court is like that. But that’s not what I wanted to tell you. As I was saying, I heard a conversation in the library and I was intrigued, so I stopped to listen. I know I shouldn’t... but I was surprised to find people there, and curiosity took over. You know me... clumsy and curious... So I listened. And now I can’t sleep because of what I heard. I didn’t recognize the voices as they were speaking in whisper, so that nobody would be able to hear them, but luckily my hearing is very good. The voices sounded familiar, so I must know them, but for the life of me I couldn’t find out who they were. Well, what’s really important is what they said. Because it concerns you all. It concerns you, Lasgol.” 
 
    Lasgol fell silent, taken aback. 
 
    “Don’t stop now,” Ingrid said urgently. “What else does she say?”  
 
    “That’s right don’t stop at the best part,” Viggo added. 
 
    Lasgol emerged from his surprise and went on reading: “They were talking about ‘spying on you... at the Shelter’, of ‘taking measures...’ It sounded very bad to me, and yes, they were talking about you, Lasgol because I heard ‘Darthor’s son’ clearly from the mouth of one of them. The other one said he needn’t worry, that it was all settled, that it had been dealt with and... someone...was in charge... I couldn’t hear everything, but they were talking about you and about something bad. That much I understood. I couldn’t find out anymore, because they lowered their voices even more and I lost the conversation. But I’m very worried. I think that the business of ‘taking measures’ means...” 
 
    “… They want to kill you,” Viggo said coldly. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Ingrid objected. 
 
    “Clear as spring water,” Viggo retorted. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. He went on reading: “I think they’re going to try and kill you. Be very careful, Lasgol! I’m going crazy with worry. The first thing I’ve done is send you all this message. I’ve also warned Egil and Gerd, so that they know what’s happening. Be very careful, all of you. I couldn’t hear any more because several guards arrived and I had to leave in a hurry. I don’t know who they were, but as they were in the royal library they must have been important and powerful people. Only nobles, scholars and magi have access to it.” 
 
    “King Thoran,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Or his brother Orten.” 
 
    “But who were they talking to?” Lasgol asked. He was beginning to realize he was in a dire situation. 
 
    “To whoever’s in charge of organizing the murder,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol tried to make light of it all. “I’m sure Nilsa didn’t hear properly, it’ll be something quite different.”  
 
    “Finish reading,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Lasgol, it’s not my imagination, I swear it. They’re going after you. Be very, very careful. Love, Nilsa.” 
 
    “That does it,” Viggo said, and folded his arms. 
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    Lasgol could not believe what he had just read. He was unconsciously shaking his head in denial while he tried to puzzle out the meaning of it all. 
 
    “It has to be a mistake... it can’t be...” 
 
    “Let me see,” Ingrid said as she took the message. She read it carefully, nodding. 
 
    “The message is from Nilsa, no doubt about that. It’s her handwriting and her way of expressing herself. It’s hers.” 
 
    “They could’ve made her write it...” said Lasgol. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. None of this makes any sense!” He began to pace around with his head bent, turning the matter over and over in his head. 
 
    “I think it’s crystal clear,” Viggo said. “Someone’s been sent to kill you.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “Couldn’t Nilsa be mistaken?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Viggo said. “She’s clumsy, but she’s got her wits about her. She wouldn’t make such a big mistake.” 
 
    “But why? Who would want to kill me?” 
 
    “Half the realm? Everyone in the East? Have you forgotten, you’re the son of Dakon and Darthor? Any Norghanian loyal to King Thoran and the East would be delighted to be able to spear you just for being who you are. Or do you want us to ask Isgord? The fact that the other Rangers respect you, or pretend to, is because you’re a Ranger. They have to. But outside the Camp or the Shelter, you’re who you are and they’ll hate you for it.”  
 
    “I hate to agree with him, but he’s right,” Ingrid said. “For any Norghanian who supports Thoran, you’re the son of Darthor, who almost conquered the whole of Norghana at the head of the Hosts of the Ice. They’ll hate you because of that.” 
 
    “I can’t change who my mother was...” 
 
    “You’ll have to live with it,” she said firmly, “and stand up to it.”  
 
    “I thought all that had been left behind with my father...” 
 
    “I’m afraid it hasn’t. The fact that you’re Darthor’s son is going to mark you forever, with a dark stain you’ll never free yourself from.” 
 
    “I did it with my father. I cleared his name...” 
 
    “Well, only partially in the end,” Viggo said. “Dakon conspired against Uthar and tried to kill him.” 
 
    “Against the Shifter, and so did my mother.” 
 
    “People don’t see it that way,” Ingrid said. “A lot of blood has been shed. Plenty of men and women have died. The survivors aren’t going to forgive, aren’t going to forget what happened. They’ll always hate Darthor, and you as well because you’re associated with her. It’s something you knew you’d have to face up to sooner or later, when we finished the specialization. It seems as if it’s going to be sooner than expected...” 
 
    “You were the most hated person in Norghana, and now you’re that all over again,” Viggo said with a look that was partly amused, partly serious with worry. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s just my fate... my great reward in life...” 
 
    “You’ve had a lot of luck,” Ingrid said, trying to encourage him. 
 
    “Yeah, bad luck,” Viggo corrected her. 
 
    “No, dumbass, he has good luck because he has great friends who’ll help him and protect him from any danger.” 
 
    Viggo corrected himself, nodding. “Oh, yeah... that’s right, obviously.”  
 
    “You’ve got us, we’ll help you. The Panthers, Astrid, Molak, Luca, Erika... we’ll all help you.” 
 
    “Not Astrid,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “No?” Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “Of course she will.” 
 
    “I don’t mean that, I know she will... but that’s precisely what I don’t want, for her to help me.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you...” 
 
    “Because he doesn’t want to put her in danger,” Viggo explained. “On the other hand, as far as we’re concerned he doesn’t care if we all end up dead, keeping the Ice Gods company for all eternity.” 
 
    “Of course I care about you! I don’t want anything bad to happen to anybody!” 
 
    “Nothing’ll happen to us,” Ingrid assured him, “and we won’t let anything happen to you either. We’re partners, friends, the best of friends.” 
 
    Lasgol was moved by her words, and his eyes moistened. 
 
    “Thanks... you’re the best...” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “True, I am.” 
 
    “The best numskull, that is,” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    Viggo smiled at her, and she smiled back. Seeing them, Lasgol calmed down a little and his fears began to fade. All the same, they did not completely leave him. 
 
    “Well,” he said with a resigned smile, “I’ve already been hated and hunted for half my life. It’s nothing new. I’m used to it.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” Ingrid said, and gave him such a powerful slap on the back it might have been Gerd himself. 
 
    Viggo was rubbing his chin. “Now we need to find out who the conspirators were and who they’ve sent to kill you.”  
 
    Ingrid was thinking about Nilsa’s words. “They must be nobles from the court, or even King Thoran himself. Someone with enough power and influence to be able to send a killer here, to the Shelter, to kill a Ranger.” 
 
    “King Thoran could have hanged me and didn’t,” Lasgol objected. 
 
    “Kings have a tendency to change their minds and their loyalties,” Viggo said sarcastically. “Perhaps now he doesn’t find the fact that you’re still alive amusing any longer. Or else he’s had a fit of rage and asked for your head. They say he tends to do that.” 
 
    “But why? I don’t represent any threat to him.” 
 
    “That’s a good question...” Viggo said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “We can’t know the reason,” Ingrid mused, “if we don’t find out who ordered it.” 
 
    Viggo was playing with his throwing dagger, thinking about this. “Not to be absolutely sure, but we can have a theory.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget, it could be his brother Orten,” Ingrid reminded them. “Or one of the court nobles.”  
 
    “If it’s Orten,” Viggo said, “he’ll be doing it to protect his brother, or else on his direct orders.” 
 
    “Perhaps they don’t get along well and there’s betrayal between them...” Ingrid suggested. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “From what people say, they’re like two peas in a pod. Orten’s Thoran’s bodyguard, he protects him and won’t allow any betrayal even though he’d be king at his brother’s death. It’s funny how some brotherly relationships work. Seeing how brutal they are and how little honor they have, you’d think they’d hate each other to death or that envy would take over, but no. That doesn’t happen. They protect each other.” 
 
    “And Sven?” Ingrid asked. “Or Gatik?”  
 
    “They shouldn’t have any reason to want me dead.” 
 
    “Or else they do,” Viggo said, “and we don’t know it yet. The fact that we can’t see a hidden motive doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “The only thing I can think of is that they want to kill you because you’re Darthor’s son,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It could be that... but that’s not a strong enough reason to try doing it here and now. There must be some other, more powerful reason.”  
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “We’ll have to find out.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. “Just when I was so happy about having got Camu back...” 
 
    “And Astrid,” Viggo teased him. 
 
    “And now this has to happen...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll protect you,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We’ve got to work out who from,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol frowned. “Surely not Sigrid and the Four Elder Specialists.” 
 
    “Surely? You’re writing them off very easily,” Viggo said. 
 
    “How dare you say that?” Ingrid objected. “They’re absolutely trustworthy.” 
 
    “I don’t even trust my own shadow.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s them, it’s pretty unlikely,” Lasgol said. “They’ve been here for years. They’re faithful servants of the Rangers and the Kingdom.” 
 
    “I think it has to be one of us, but someone who hasn’t come from the Camp,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “It could be,” Viggo agreed. “It could be your boyfriend,” he added maliciously. 
 
    “Nonsense, Molak’s our friend.” 
 
    “Not mine, he isn’t.” 
 
    “Molak isn’t the murderer,” Lasgol said confidently. 
 
    “Who was it who was already carrying out murder missions for the King?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That was Jensen,” Lasgol said, “but he didn’t pass the Harmony Test.”  
 
    “That’s right...” 
 
    “The ones more likely to be the murderer are those two veterans of Expertise, Aren and Jorgen,” said Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Yeah, I agree. They’re from Expertise, they’re training to be assassins and they’ve been here before. They’re the two most likely candidates. We’ll have to watch them closely.” 
 
    “But we mustn’t forget the others. It might be someone else.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’d be the girls,” said Lasgol. “Frida and Elina are studious and smart, but I can’t see them as cold-blooded assassins. Erika is a sweetie, and I can’t see her being it either.” 
 
    “And the boys?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Bjorn might,” Ingrid suggested. “He’s an excellent shot.”  
 
    “Axe is tough,” Lasgol mused. 
 
    “And let’s not forget our favorite,” Viggo added. “Isgord.”  
 
    “He doesn’t need any reason,” Lasgol said. “He has them already.”  
 
    “And he tried to kill you during the climb,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “True. It looks quite likely. Perhaps he’s been given the assignment and accepted it whole-heartedly, hence the attempt during the climb.” 
 
    Lasgol exhaled in disgust. “Could be.” 
 
    “But Sigrid and the Four Elder Specialists are keeping an eye on Isgord because of what happened,” Ingrid objected. 
 
    “Whichever way, we need to keep an eye on that cretin in case he tries again,” said Viggo. 
 
    Lasgol was looking downhearted. “There are too many suspects.”  
 
    “Don`t worry,” Ingrid reassured him. “We’ll organize a watch for you. We won’t leave you alone, day or night.” She put her hand on his shoulder to reassure him. 
 
    “I’ll do it at night,” Viggo said jokingly. “I have a reputation to keep up.”  
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes, and he smiled. 
 
    Lasgol was grateful for Viggo’s humor; it raised his spirits, which was always something worthwhile in bad moments like this one. Unfortunately he was back to being hated and hunted. I thought I’d left all that behind, but no, it’s come back to haunt me. And this time I have a feeling I might not come out of this terrible situation alive... 
 
    They decided to go back to the Lair to tell the others about the situation. On their way they saw Annika and her pupils by the golden pond and went over to see what they were doing. 
 
    Viggo gave a scornful wave. “D’you really want to watch those brain-boxes training?” he protested. 
 
    “It’s precisely because they are brain-boxes that we ought to watch,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “It’s going to be a complete bore. I don’t think they even fight.” 
 
    Lasgol jabbed his finger at his own head. “It’s not all about fighting, you need to use your head as well. And in any case, it’ll help me clear mine a little.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, this numskull doesn’t even know what the inside of his head is for. Well, actually I don’t think there’s anything inside, and that’s why he doesn’t know what it’s for.” 
 
    “This numskull knows perfectly well what his head’s for.” 
 
    “I’m glad you admit you’re a numskull,” Ingrid said without turning around, and left. 
 
    “Damn...” Viggo cried when he realized his mistake. 
 
    Lasgol laughed and went after Ingrid. 
 
    They asked Elder Annika if they could stay and watch her class discreetly and respectfully. The Elder granted them permission, on the condition that they stayed at a distance and did not touch anything. 
 
    They saw Sugesen, who raised his arm in greeting. He was completely covered in mud and grass from head to foot, so that he was barely recognizable. 
 
    Ingrid rubbed her eyes in disbelief. “Is it my imagination, or is he naked?” 
 
    Viggo gave her a sarcastic smile. “Almost. I think he’s wearing some kind of jungle-dweller’s loincloth. Don’t get too excited...” 
 
    She elbowed him in the ribs. He doubled up in pain, but the smile did not leave his face. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Why on earth is he like that?” Ingrid asked with complete incomprehension on her face. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “No idea.” 
 
    “He must have lost a bet,” Vigo said, and giggled. 
 
    “You’re such a knucklehead!” 
 
    Annika came over to Sugesen. “The Forest Survivor is an expert at survival. He needs to survive extreme weather, the enemy, and fire, and must not be found in the forests. Always remember, the one who survives is the one who prevails in the end.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I want you to vanish into the forest. Don’t let me find you. Remember everything we’ve talked about, the survival techniques I’ve taught you, and use them well.” 
 
    “I’ll survive,” Sugesen said, and went into the forest. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “That’s one specialty that doesn’t suit me.” 
 
    “Yeah, as far as you’re concerned, anything that involves suffering, effort or hard work doesn’t suit you,” Ingrid said reproachfully. 
 
    “What can I do if I have blue blood running through my veins?” 
 
    “I’ll leave you without any blood at all. Lasgol, say something to him before I kill him.” 
 
    Lasgol raised his hands with a half-smile “Don’t get me mixed up in your quarrels.” 
 
    Annika watched Sugesen go, then went over to Gonars to instruct him. 
 
    Lasgol saw him squatting and was immediately interested. He was setting a trap, and traps were something that had fascinated Lasgol since he was little. He would have loved to be a Forest Trapper like Gonars, but unfortunately that belonged to the School of Nature, not Wildlife. When he had asked Gisli why this was so, the reply had left him puzzled. The reason was that Nature was the School and Specialization where most of the things the others needed – from poisons and healing potions to traps and elemental arrows – were made and where the brilliant minds that created them were to be found. He felt a little clumsy when he learned this. It turned out that the ‘clever’ ones were really those in the School of Nature. Then he thought of Egil, whose specialty it was, and everything made sense. 
 
    Annika squatted down beside Gonars, who was working on a very large and strange trap. Hiding it was not going to be an easy job. Lasgol watched in delight. He had completely forgotten the problems that were tormenting him, at least for the moment. 
 
    “Remember, the Forest Trapper needs skillful hands and a good head.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Where are you going to hide your trap?” 
 
    He looked around. “That’s going to be difficult.” 
 
    “Find a good place. It needs to be invisible to the animal eye.” 
 
    Gonars sighed. It was not going to be an easy job. 
 
    “The Trapper is able to hide any trap wherever there’s scrub, vegetation, the slightest cover,” the Elder recited like a dogma. 
 
    “I’ll find the right place,” Gonars assured her. 
 
    “The trapper faces wild beasts, bandits, mercenaries, soldiers and enemy messengers. Your traps will deal with all of them.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Viggo half-closed his eyes. “I like this specialty a lot more.”  
 
    “It’s one of my favorites,” Lasgol admitted. “My father taught me to set traps when I was a kid... they’ve fed and clothed me...” 
 
    “And one day they’ll save us,” Ingrid assured him. She patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    Annika spent a long time with Gonars, explaining to him the best way to hide the trap once he had selected the perfect place for it. This was the most important thing, hiding it the second most important. Once Gonars had completed his task successfully, Annika sprang it. The trap snapped shut with a dreadful metallic clash of teeth, like those of a colossal shark. Lasgol swallowed. This trap was not there to catch anybody. It was there to kill them. 
 
    Viggo was delighted. “Give me three of those traps and I’ll buy them.”  
 
    “Yeah, and you’d set them off without meaning to and they’d split you in two,” Ingrid said.  
 
    “You’d like that...” 
 
    “You bet I would.” 
 
    “Ingrid don’t be mean,” Lasgol said reproachfully. “Of course, you wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. Her expression said oh, yes I would. 
 
    Annika finished her lesson and left Gonars with a handful of further tasks, then went over to Elina. 
 
    “This is one specialty I don’t like at all,” Viggo commented. “I get sleepy just watching Elina with those gigantic tomes. She carries them around with her all day.” 
 
    “And all night,” Ingrid said. “I can see her going to bed and sleeping with them.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Expert Herbalist. They say Elina’s very intelligent and has a prodigious memory.” 
 
    Ingrid was watching her. “She’ll need it for that particular specialty. It’s the one that involves the most study of all.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded again. He watched Elina, who was sitting under an oak, studying with her eyes glued to the pages of the tome, and felt bad for her. He liked her; she was bright and kind. From what she had told him she was very happy to have been chosen as Expert Herbalist. Lasgol always encouraged her whenever they spoke a little, because he realized how much she had to study, poor thing. No matter how intelligent she might be, the number of tomes she had to memorize did not grow any less, and nor did the effort and sacrifice she had to make. 
 
    Annika went over to her and showed her a strange mushroom. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Elina examined it with great care. 
 
    “A Shadowed Half-moon?” 
 
    Annika smiled. “Well done. It’s a very rare species in this region. Remember, the Herbalist is an expert in everything that nature grows in her forests. She must be able to locate, recognize and know everything about the plants of the kingdom.” 
 
    “And outside the kingdom?” 
 
    “That’s a subject for further on, Elina. Keep studying. Later we’ll take a walk and I’ll give you a practical view of everything Mother Nature has endowed the forests with.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    Annika went on to speak to Frida, who was beside the pond gathering medicinal plants and algae. She was wrapping them in special dry leaves and putting them in containers, which she then stowed inside her belt. Lasgol noticed that hers was a special one, larger and with more separate pockets for many more ingredients. 
 
    “How are you doing with the potion, Healer?” 
 
    “I think I’m doing well, Ma’am. I’m gathering the last few ingredients.” 
 
    “That’s good. Let me see.” 
 
    Frida showed her what she had picked, and when Annika had checked it all, she smiled. “You’re doing very well. You’ve got a talent for this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ma’am,” Frida said, very pleased. 
 
    “The Healer Guard is a very sought-after elite specialist, and respected as much by the King as by the Rangers, because your main function is to care for their partners or the person or persons you’ll be in charge of during a mission, as well as the wounded, poisoned or sick. Many are the mishaps the Rangers can encounter and being able to count on a Healer Guard is always a help. You’ll be very popular. But the responsibility will also be enormous, as the lives of your partners, or of innocents, will sometimes be in your hands, and it will be your knowledge that saves them.” 
 
    “I won’t forget, Ma’am, I hope to be good enough.” 
 
    “You will be, so be confident.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ma’am.” 
 
    They watched them work for a while. 
 
    “It would be good if we could have someone like Frida with us on our missions,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “That would be really good,” Viggo agreed, “except that there are very few like her.” 
 
    “It’s a pity,” Lasgol sighed. “It would save lives.” 
 
    “If we really have to, we’ll manage,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I hope so,” Lasgol agreed. He would have felt much easier if Frida had been able to go with them. Unfortunately life was like that, and you could not always have everything you needed at hand. And they were going to need all the help they could get in what was about to come. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol and Camu were enjoying themselves beside a small pond near Snowflake’s lair. Astrid, sitting on a tree-trunk, was watching them. Lasgol had insisted that there was no need for her to follow him everywhere, but she would not take no for an answer. Before going to fetch Camu, they had been talking about it. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to me...” 
 
    She frowned and glared at him fiercely. “Someone wants to kill you, so what do you mean, nothing’s going to happen to you?”  
 
    “I don’t want anything happening to you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, worry about yourself.” 
 
    “I do... don’t think I don’t...” 
 
    “Besides, it’s not just to make sure nothing happens to you.” 
 
    “No? What else is it?” 
 
    “I want to spend more time with you alone. We’re surrounded by people all day.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me you don’t want to spend as much time with me as you can?” She arched one eyebrow. In her eyes was a look of suspicion. 
 
    Lasgol saw the trap clearly and was not going to fall into it. Oh no. He put on a virtuous expression.  
 
    “Of course not. I’m really happy we can spend more time together.” 
 
    “Yeah...” she said, not altogether believing him. 
 
    “And it’s Camu too... that’s why...” 
 
    “I love the little one, he’s so sweet,” she said, and she was sincere. 
 
    With no escape-route left, Lasgol gave up. “All right, come on,” he said, and they went in search of Camu. 
 
    Lasgol was happy to have Astrid with him. Not only because of what he felt about her, but because if he really needed a bodyguard, who could be better than her? Besides, he was pleased that she and Camu got along so well. For him this was very important. He could not bear it if the two beings he most loved did not get along or turned against one another. Luckily that was not the case, and he was happy. Here in the mountains, away from everybody and the problems of the world, in the company of Astrid and Camu, he was delighted. He was happy, despite the circumstances he found himself in at the moment. 
 
    The little creature gave a huge leap and climbed up a tree like a large cat. With the difference that he used his hands and feet, with their wide fingers which could adhere to practically any surface, instead of the claws he did not have. 
 
    Not look. I hide. 
 
    We’re going to play hide-and-seek again? 
 
    Hide-and-seek fun. 
 
    Not all the time, it isn’t. 
 
    All the time it is. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. Camu was more stubborn than a mule. 
 
    All right, we play hide-and-seek. 
 
    Good! 
 
    But I’ll use magic to find you. 
 
    You not find me. I magic too. 
 
    We’ll see about that. 
 
    We’ll see. 
 
    Maximum distance a hundred paces. 
 
    Hundred paces. 
 
    All right then. I’ll count to twenty: one. two, three... 
 
    Camu ran along a thick branch and took a leap to jump to the tree ahead as though he were a squirrel, or rather as squirrels did. He clung to the upper part of the trunk and ran along another branch, then leapt to another tree. 
 
    Eighteen, nineteen, twenty. I’m coming, Lasgol transmitted. He opened his eyes, and of course there was no trace of Camu. The little creature loved to hide, with or without magic, and to be found. Today they would be playing with magic, which made the game all the more interesting and enjoyable. Lasgol went toward the trees and concentrated, closing his eyes. He searched for his inner energy, called upon his Gift and invoked his Animal Presence skill. A green flash ran through his body, and a wave of the same color left his body, spreading in all directions until it formed a great sphere which expanded moment by moment as it passed through everything around him. If the wave met Camu, he would sense it. He suddenly began to feel impacts at various points on the wave. He concentrated harder and began to sense what they were. Rabbit, squirrel, robin... no, not Camu. His friend was very clever and had an advantage within the forest. He could put Lasgol off the track, knowing that he would detect a multitude of animals and that this would confuse him. And in fact this was what happened. 
 
    Lasgol breathed deeply and relaxed, letting his power identify each animal he found. It was neither simple nor immediate. He had to concentrate intensely, and every discovery tired his mind and consumed more of his inner energy. Camu knew this and was making it difficult for him. He sensed a raccoon, then a snake, then a frog the snake was about to attack, then a deer... he was beginning to feel tired. He breathed deeply once again and tried to relax. Camu was there among the animals, and he would find him. So he hoped, though if he went on catching other animals he would end up exhausting his inner pool of energy and have to stop his skill. As a result Camu would win the game, and he himself would be exhausted and humiliated. 
 
    The next thing he detected was Astrid, whom he knew well. He went on, deep in concentration; he was close to finding Camu, he knew it. He found a mole, a skunk, and several more birds and squirrels. And it left him exhausted, so he had to stop. He opened his eyes and bent over, as tired as if he had been running all day. It was the price he paid for using all his inner energy. And it was a good thing he had stopped his skill before consuming the last drops of energy, or else he would have fainted. Magic worked like that; it was a universal law of the arcane world. 
 
    You lose. 
 
    Lasgol had to admit his defeat. Yes, you win. You can come out now. 
 
    Camu became visible and bounced up to him amid joyful shrieks. 
 
    Astrid was laughing. “Let me guess, Camu won.” 
 
    “Yeah... and I’m not laughing, he’s left me half-dead.” 
 
    Camu ran around Lasgol three times doing his victory dance, flexing his legs and wagging his tail. 
 
    “Very good, Camu!” Astrid said encouragingly. 
 
    Camu ran to her and licked her hand, then jumped on to her body and licked her cheek. 
 
    She laughed. “Well done, Camu,” she said, and stroked his head. 
 
    Camu was immensely enjoying all the attention he was getting. 
 
    “He used magic and he beat me.” 
 
    “I guess that’s part of the rules of the game, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but usually I can pick up something of him, even a tiny disturbance I can’t quite recognize. Today there was nothing whatever. I think his power’s growing too.” 
 
    “That must be usual enough, right? Time goes by, he grows. If he grows in size, he must do the same in power.” 
 
    “Yeah... I guess so. If Egil were here he’d come up with a theory.” 
 
    “I think that as he grows, he’ll go on getting more powerful.” 
 
    “Bound to,” Lasgol said, beginning to recover. 
 
    Camu was lying on the ground letting Astrid rub his tummy. He enjoyed that immensely. 
 
    “Sometimes I don’t know whether he’s a dog, a cat or a mixture of them, he behaves in ways that leave me baffled.” 
 
    “A charmer is what he is,” Astrid said as she played with him. “Aren’t you? Aren’t you? Who’s the prettiest creature in all Tremia? You? Yes, it’s you.” 
 
    Camu smiled and moved his long tail, giving little shrieks of total bliss. 
 
    Lasgol let the two of them play and lay down to rest. He closed his eyes and fell asleep. It was the only way of recovering some of his inner energy. He woke up some time later. Astrid was running and Camu was chasing her, trying to catch her with great bounds, but she was too nimble, and when he tried to touch her, she dodged him easily. Her laughter touched Lasgol’s heart like a balm of happiness. 
 
    He watched them play from where he was sitting on the ground. He noticed that he had regained some of his inner energy. 
 
    “I’m going to try something on him,” he said to Astrid. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Camu, use your magic, vanish and don’t let me detect you. Don’t move, so that I know you’re there. 
 
    Yes. Fun, Camu transmitted back and wagged his tail excitedly. An instant later a silver flash left his body, and the little creature vanished. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m going to see whether I can manage to detect him.” 
 
    “He’s right there, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t think I’ll be able to detect him. Not when he uses that power of his that denies magic.” 
 
    “Oh... I see...” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated and tried to do it. He called upon his skill, and the wave left his body. It hit Astrid, but not Camu. He tried twice again, with the same result. Camu could hide from his ability to detect animal presences. He was refusing his magic, which they both knew, but this refusal was growing more powerful all the time. Lasgol decided to try something else. Camu refused all magic, so therefore he would be unable to receive mental messages. 
 
    Camu, do you get this message? 
 
    There was no reply. He tried again. 
 
    Camu? 
 
    Nothing. The little creature was refusing magic, so that his own messages probably either never left his mind or else did not reach their target. 
 
    “Camu,” Lasgol said aloud, “you can stop now. Reveal yourself.”  
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “It looks as though either he can’t hear you or else he can’t understand you,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Oh, he can hear me and understand me all right. It’s just that he’s a rascal.” 
 
    Camu ignored the comment. 
 
    “Come on, show yourself...” 
 
    Astrid looked at Lasgol gleefully. 
 
    Camu became visible with an enormous smile and began to dance, wagging his tail and smiling. 
 
    “I told you... he loves to play the rascal.” 
 
    Let’s try something else. Become invisible, but don’t refuse my magic. 
 
    I invisible. Leave magic. 
 
    That’s right. I want to check something. 
 
    Camu began to camouflage himself until he was invisible. 
 
    “What are you going to do now? Astrid asked curiously. 
 
    “I want to experiment with mental auras. I want to find out whether I can see them, and how.” 
 
    “Because of what you told me happened when Sigrid gave you the Herb of Truth?” 
 
    “That’s right. I haven’t been able to analyze what the two skills I developed were. One of them has to do with auras, and that’s what I’m going to try to find out.” 
 
    “Fine, go ahead.” 
 
    Lasgol closed his eyes and concentrated. He wanted to see his own mind’s aura and Camu’s. He knew that to do this he needed to call upon his Animal Communication skill. So far he had always done it this way. So he did the same again, but this time he wanted to see more than just their mental auras, as had happened when he had been under the influence of the Herb of Truth. There came a green flash that ran through his entire body. He recognized that it was not the Animal Communication skill, since he knew every one of the Skills he possessed and could distinguish them with total clarity when he invoked them. This one was one of the two new skills he had developed under the potion and the situation of stress he had been in at the time. 
 
    He breathed deeply and stayed calm. He looked at Astrid and saw her mental aura. This did not surprise him, as he already knew how to distinguish these. But there was something else: a new aura which enveloped her entire body and shone with a bright glow. It was a color he could not identify, as if it were formed of infinite colors. He realized that the auras of her mind and his own were interconnected. They were one, but with two different entities, like two energies within the same being. Or at least that was how he saw them. Astrid’s question had made him think about how others with the Gift would perceive them. One day he would have to talk about it all with a mage. 
 
    The presence of the bodily aura was something new which he had not been able to perceive before. It must be the result of his new skill. Very interesting. He would have to go deeper into the meaning of it. He looked at Camu and what he saw left him speechless. He recognized the little creature’s mental aura, which he knew well. Entwined with it he found a new one: that of his body, which was also made up of infinite colors forming a single shade, which shone brightly with a special glow. But this was not what left him speechless. On the little creature’s chest he saw a third aura, a round one, which gave out a powerful glow the same color as those of his mind and his body. For a moment Lasgol did not know what to think. Could he be seeing Camu’s soul? 
 
    He took a step back, closed his eyes and blinked hard to see if his eyes were tricking him, but no. The three auras shone powerfully, particularly the one on Camu’s chest, whose brightness burnt the eyes. Puzzled, he focused on himself and got another huge surprise. Just as he had with Camu, he saw three auras in himself: that of his mind, the one which enveloped his whole body, and a further one in his chest. What did this mean? What was this third aura? He looked at Astrid and saw that she did not have the aura associated with the chest. 
 
    He shook his head. Astrid did not have it, so it could not be the soul or anything connected with it. And then he realized. The aura was over his pool of inner energy. Over his power. That third aura represented the existence of magic and the size of his power. This new discovery left him in awe. He looked at all the auras of the three of them, then opened his eyes. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Astrid asked. “Is everything all right?”  
 
    “Yeah... everything’s fine...” 
 
    “You look a bit strange.” 
 
    “Surprised, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, and kind of lost.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled, to reassure her. “I can’t be lost. I’m with you.” 
 
    Astrid’s face lit up. “You’re my sun,” she said, and kissed him. 
 
    Camu reappeared and began to dance joyfully, wagging his long tail. 
 
    Astrid was very interested. “What have you found?” she asked. 
 
    Lasgol told her as best he could, although it was difficult to explain. He was not sure whether she had understood. 
 
    “I have an aura?” 
 
    “Yes, it seems we all have. In fact more than one.” 
 
    “How come?” she asked, even more intrigued. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s part of the same one, but I can see two different ones in every person.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me one of them is the soul?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “No, nothing spiritual. I can see the bodily aura of the person or animal and their mental one. Don’t ask me why. It’s just what I see.” 
 
    “How curious... and you think Magi and Sorcerers see them the same way?” 
 
    He snorted in frustration. “I wish I knew, but in fact I have no idea. I guess if I can, so can they. And they can probably see more things... other auras... I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll learn. There’s no hurry, you’ve got all the time in the world ahead of you.” 
 
    “I hope so. And I’ve found out that there’s a third aura in some of us.” 
 
    “The one that represents magic?” 
 
    Lasgol was astonished. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “It’s logical. You two have magic, and I don’t. I have two auras and you two have three.” 
 
    “You’re pretty intelligent.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’d say I’m more smart than intelligent, but I’ll accept the compliment.”  
 
    “I’d say both,” he said, and returned the smile. 
 
    “Then you’ve developed a new skill, right?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s new.” 
 
    “What are you going to call it?” 
 
    Lasgol thought about this for a moment. “I think that as I’ve developed it from the Animal Presence skill, I’ll call it Presence of Aura.” 
 
    “Presence of Aura. I like it.” 
 
    “It’s a bit frustrating to learn like this, by experimenting, by trial and error, but it’s the only way I know.” 
 
    “Well then, go on doing it,” Astrid said. She gave him an encouraging smile. 
 
    Camu went on dancing and giving little shrieks of joy. 
 
    Lasgol could not help but feel very happy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gisli assembled them beside the Misty Forest. It was the highest forest in the valley, above an embankment shaped like a horseshoe. It had been given that name because most of the time it was covered by a fog low and dense enough to be cut with a knife. Autumn was approaching, and with it the cold and the mists. That morning the forest was covered by a white veil that left them unable to see more than two hand-spans ahead. 
 
    “It looks haunted,” Luca whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “It gives me the creeps.” said Erika, “and it’s not because of the cold and damp.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure it’s not haunted,” Lasgol said. He was trying to encourage his partner, but without much confidence. The valley was very strange, and he was used to expecting anything from unknown places. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind exploring it,” Axe said. 
 
    “You’re a brave one,” Erika said. There was admiration in her eyes. 
 
    “Or a bit reckless,” Luca added, smiling. 
 
    “I’d say both,” said Axe. 
 
    The four of them laughed. 
 
    “I see my young pupils are in a good mood today,” Gisli said. He was approaching them from behind. Beside him was a Norghanian Bloodhound, and on his forearm a hawk with beautiful brown plumage. 
 
    “So we are, Master,” Erika said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m glad. Today we’re going to practice the specialty of Man Hunter.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” cried Luca in delight. 
 
    “Although the lesson is specifically for Luca, you’ll all do well to understand the concepts, so I’d like you to stay and listen and take part in the practical section, which I think you’ll find very interesting.” 
 
    “Great!” said Lasgol, who was delighted to be able to participate and learn. He realized, more and more as time went on, that every day they spent with Master Gisli was priceless. His teachings, his advice, were lessons in life. They would help them to avoid dying when they left the Shelter and had to face the dangers of the missions they would be entrusted with. 
 
    “Right.” Gisli gestured to them to sit down in front of him. “This is Rufus.” He indicated the bloodhound. “He’s delightful, but it wouldn’t be wise to anger him.” 
 
    “Understood,” Luca said with a nod. 
 
    “This beauty on my arm is Dawn. She’s so fast that if you blink, you’ll lose her. She’s a little sensitive, so you need to treat her delicately and lovingly.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Erika, who was staring at the bird in delight. 
 
    “I’m going to teach you two advanced techniques to use with Rufus and Dawn,” Gisli said to Luca. “They’re very important for the Man Hunter, because with the help of a hound and a hawk, no man will be able to hide and escape from you.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping to learn,” Luca said, though he had doubts as to whether he would be as good as Master Gisli expected him to be. 
 
    “That’s what I’d love to learn,” Erika said enviously. 
 
    “Don’t worry, what I’ll be teaching you today also concerns the specialty of Beast Master.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” 
 
    Gisli explained the advanced techniques for managing the two animals until they had fully grasped and assimilated them. Lasgol was happy to learn this way, with the Elder at their full disposal, with the animals at hand, so that the lessons were complete and not only theoretical. Every word of Master Gisli’s was engraved in his mind. Nor was he the only one. The explanations were masterly, and they all felt them as such. 
 
    “Understood?” Gisli asked, wanting to make sure that his pupils had everything clear. 
 
    Luca nodded, so he left it at that. 
 
    “Good. Now we’ll put them into practice.” 
 
    Luca looked nervously first at Rufus, then at Dawn. “Which of the two do I begin with?” 
 
    “With neither of them.” 
 
    Luca was stunned. “I don’t follow...” 
 
    “To learn to be a hunter, first you have to learn to be the one who’s hunted.” 
 
    “Ah...” said Erika, who had understood this. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Poor Luca was going to have to be the quarry before he could be the hunter. 
 
    “But don’t worry. I’ll be the quarry with you and teach you the tricks I’ve learnt over the years. They’ll have a job finding us.” He smiled at Luca and patted his shoulder encouragingly. 
 
    “And what about us?” Erika asked. 
 
    “You’ll take Rufus. Lasgol will take Dawn. Axe, you’ll be the archer. Marking arrows. Remember what I’ve taught you and the knowledge you already have about animals and tracking.” 
 
    “We will!” Erika assured him. 
 
    “Rufus, you go with her,” he told the bloodhound, rubbing his ears and pointing to Erika. 
 
    She patted her thighs with her palms. “Come with me, handsome.” 
 
    The bloodhound obeyed and allowed her to stroke him, which they both enjoyed. 
 
    “Dawn, you go with him,” Gisli told the bird. He handed her to Lasgol, who reached out to receive her. The hawk hopped on to his forearm, which was covered with the statutory leather reinforcement. Lasgol noticed that she was perfectly trained. This was a difficult thing to achieve with hawks, which were deeply wary and fearful by nature. 
 
    “Thanks, Master,” he said, feasting his eyes on the beautiful raptor. 
 
    “Count up to eighty,” Gisli said, and went quickly into the misty forest. Luca ran after him. 
 
    Axe counted as he prepared the bow and marking arrows. “Seventy-eight, seventy-nine, eighty… let’s go,” he said. 
 
    At the entrance to the forest, the three of them realized that they would never find them unless they used the animals and the techniques Gisli had taught them, for the simple reason that the whole forest was shrouded in mist and it was impossible to see the ground they were walking on. 
 
    “Here, handsome,” Erika told Rufus, so he would sniff where they had lost the trail. Following the techniques Gisli had given them, she put two fingers to her mouth and gave three long, shrill whistles. Then she pointed with her fingers at the spot where the hound needed to begin. He gave a deep bark in response and began to search. They waited, giving him time, and Lasgol wondered whether he would find the trail in that dense fog. 
 
    He did. 
 
    Rufus led them through the trees and the mist. Lasgol, barely able to see, tried to tread carefully. He had to make sure not to spook Dawn, who must certainly have been very unhappy about going into a mist-shrouded forest with a stranger, as he was to her. 
 
    In the depths of the forest it was damp, and what with the fog and the vegetation they could barely see a thing. Lasgol tried to find the trail, without success. He was tempted to use his talent but decided once again that it would not be fair to this exercise and in particular to Luca, who was hiding somewhere in the forest, so he rejected the idea. 
 
    It looked as if Rufus had picked up the trail and was keeping to it. They would soon find them. Nobody escaped a Norghanian Bloodhound, but they were wrong. If Luca had been alone Rufus would not have lost his trail, but with the Elder’s help everything was different. Rufus stopped beside a stream and began to sniff in every direction. Erika guided him, trying to make him find the trail again, but without success. 
 
    Her shoulders drooped. “He’s lost it...”  
 
    “It’s Gisli,” Axe said sadly. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Yes, the Master knows too much.” 
 
    “He’s capable of tricking a hound...” Erika said. She looked disbelieving. 
 
    “Well, the terrain and the conditions are helping him,” said Axe. 
 
    “Even so, it’s quite an achievement,” said Lasgol. “And anyway, I think he’d manage it even if things were less favorable.”  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Erika asked. 
 
    “It’s Dawn’s turn,” said Lasgol. “Rufus brought us here, Dawn will finish the job.” 
 
    “On you go, then,” said Erika. She whistled twice. Rufus barked twice in reply and came back to her side. She welcomed him with sweet words and much patting. 
 
    Lasgol got Dawn ready as Gisli had taught them and released her. The bird soared, gathering height, and flew over the forest. He wondered whether she would be able to see them, because the fog was at neck-level and very dense. From above it would be even more difficult, and he was certain that Luca and Gisli would be hidden at ground level. He put his fingers to his mouth and gave three long whistles in imitation of a bird’s call. 
 
    Dawn replied with three shrieks and flew rapidly back and forth over the area. Lasgol knew that there is no better eye than that of a hawk, but even so, in those conditions and against an Elder... Suddenly the bird shot down at amazing speed. 
 
    “She’s found something!” he shouted. 
 
    The three ran to the place where she had landed, with Axe carrying his bow at the ready. When they reached the spot, they found Dawn perched on a figure stretched out on the ground. 
 
    “There she is!” Axe said. 
 
    “Dawn, to me!” Lasgol called. He gave two long whistles, as Gisli had taught them. The bird obeyed at once and flew to his forearm. 
 
    Axe released an arrow at the figure on the ground. “Gotcha!” he cried triumphantly. 
 
    “You think so?” came a voice from behind him. 
 
    Axe nocked an arrow and made to turn, but never managed to. A knife had appeared at his throat. 
 
    “Drop your weapon,” Luca said. 
 
    “Hell!” said Axe. 
 
    Lasgol and Erika turned to find Gisli aiming his bow at them, ten paces away from Luca. He pointed at the figure on the ground. “It’s a decoy to fool Dawn.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” said Erika under her breath, deeply disappointed. “I thought we had you.” 
 
    “Almost, but no.” 
 
    When Lasgol looked more closely at the figure, he realized that it was wearing Luca’s jacket and Gisli’s boots. On its head were a couple of locks of their hair. He found the idea fascinating. 
 
    “I’ll teach you how to make a good decoy,” Gisli said when he saw that Lasgol could not take his eyes off the figure. 
 
    “It looks so real.” 
 
    “This lesson is important. Even our colleagues who are practically infallible can be deceived. It would be very unusual if you came across someone as skilled as that, but all the same, you should be prepared for it. Never believe that just because you have a bloodhound and a hawk or owl with you, the success of the hunt is guaranteed. It never is. You’ll have many more chances, true, because they’ll provide you with invaluable help, but even so, never be too confident, never. Is that all clear?” 
 
    “Like an icy stream,” Erika said. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “That was a very interesting exercise,” said Axe. 
 
    “Now we’ll do it again before the fog lifts. Luca and I will be the hunters. You three will be the quarry.” 
 
    “Ohhh...” Erika grumbled. 
 
    “Hide. Luca and I will set off and start chasing you.” 
 
    Lasgol and Axe looked at each other. They did not stand a chance, but they would try. 
 
    And as it turned out, they never stood the slightest chance. Luca worked with Rufus and Dawn and followed Gisli’s instructions. They searched the forest and found all three, and although Axe tried to trick them with a semi-decoy, he failed. The three were hunted down despite their efforts. 
 
    “You did very well,” Gisli said encouragingly. 
 
    Lasgol was not convinced that they had done so well, but he nodded. 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Gisli beckoned to Luca and took him aside. He put his hands-on Luca’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Don’t imagine that these conditions are extreme or unfair. In Norghana, this weather is perfectly normal in many regions. You’ll come across fog and dense forests you can barely walk through. You’ll have to pursue your quarry at night, with no visibility at all. That I can assure you. The enemies of the realm know how to use adverse conditions for their own benefit. You’ll learn not to be defeated, and you’ll conquer them yourself. There won’t be an enemy capable of hiding from you, from a Man Hunter. Whatever the conditions of the terrain, by day or by night, or whether it’s taking place amid a winter blizzard, they won’t be able to escape from you, Man Hunter.” 
 
    “No they won’t, Master,” Luca assured him. The Elder’s words had touched his soul, and his face showed it. 
 
    “Being a Man Hunter is an honor and carries a heavy responsibility with it. Many lives will depend on your success in your missions. Always remember that. It’s not your life that’s at stake, it’s that of innocents. If a murderer escapes, he’ll kill again. If a bandit escapes, he’ll rob again and steal from the innocent. If a rapist escapes…” 
 
    “He won’t,” Luca said confidently. 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    Erika, Lasgol and Axe watched admiringly, aware of the importance of the specialization Luca had chosen. Lasgol wanted Luca to achieve it, to become a Man Hunter at the end of the year. He deserved it, and he would be a magnificent Hunter, one of the best. He had both talent and honor. He would serve Norghana unceasingly, and Lasgol knew he would do a great deal of good for people, particularly the weakest and most vulnerable, such as the farmers, shepherds, and woodcutters who suffered the lash of bandits, deserters and other such vermin. Luca would deal with them, and Lasgol knew it. 
 
    “Tomorrow it’ll be the turn of the Tireless Explorer,” Gisli told them. “I’ll be waiting for you here at dawn.”  
 
    Axe was moved by this. “Very good, master,” he said, and they left. 
 
    They came back the following morning and found the forest once again covered with the same thick mist. 
 
    “Today you’ll like the lesson and the exercise,” Gisli assured them. 
 
    Lasgol and Erika exchanged a look which suggested that they were not sure whether he meant it seriously or as a joke. 
 
    “Here, take these.” Gisli handed them quivers of elemental earth arrows. 
 
    “This doesn’t look too good,” Erika said when she saw the arrows. 
 
    “Don’t worry, today you’ll be the archer, not the target.”  
 
    “Great!” 
 
    “So I’m going to be the target,” Axe said without enthusiasm. 
 
    “That’s right,” Gisli said, and patted him on the back. Axe nearly choked. 
 
    “Now listen to me, I’m going to explain the lesson,” he went on, and proceeded to tell them what it consisted of for half the morning. When he had finished, he said: “You three, hide in the forest. Deep inside it. Axe, you’ll have to explore it and come out of it alive.” 
 
    “And if we see him...?” Luca asked. 
 
    “You release, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Erika and Lasgol nodded and got their weapons ready. 
 
    “To the forest. And don’t let him cross it. Make it difficult, otherwise he won’t improve. If he’s your friend, make it impossible for him, and then he’ll excel.” 
 
    The three nodded and went into the forest. 
 
    “I’ll come with you, Axe. I’ll help you and tell you what you need to do.” 
 
    The first practical exercise ended with Axe stunned by an arrow of Luca’s in the middle of his chest. The second ended with him blinded by an arrow of Erika’s which had hit his shoulder. The third ended with him unconscious from an arrow of Lasgol’s which had hit him in the head. 
 
    “He’s fine, don’t worry,” Gisli assured them. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Master, the bow isn’t my strong point,” Lasgol apologized as he knelt by the unconscious Axe. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “Well, nobody would say that. You knocked him out.” He wiped Axe’s face with the water-skin he carried on his back. 
 
    “I aimed at his shoulder...” 
 
    “In that case, your shot was a little high.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, master,” Lasgol said. He felt terrible at the sight of his friend unconscious on the ground. 
 
    “Now you know what effect an earth arrow has if it hits an enemy in the head,” Gisli said.  
 
    “We certainly do,” Erika agreed. 
 
    “These arrows are there to blind and stun, but obviously if you hit him in the head...” 
 
    Axe came to, coughing. 
 
    “Relax, lad.” 
 
    “I can’t see!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s the effect of the earth arrow. It’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    Axe tried to stand up, but without success. “I feel... dizzy...” 
 
    “That’s the effect of the arrow too. Stay lying down for a while.” 
 
    “Yes... Master...” 
 
    “Axe needs to improve, so tomorrow we’re going to repeat the exercise with air arrows.” 
 
    “But, sir,” Lasgol said, “the effects –” 
 
    “That’s the only way you learn. Pain is our ally.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t improve, we’ll move on to fire arrows.” 
 
    Erika and Lasgol looked at each other in horror. 
 
    “And I’m not joking.” 
 
    “Oh, by the Ice Gods!” Axe cried in despair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, shortly before midnight, Sigrid appeared in the Cave of Spring and summoned Lasgol. Surprised, he hastened to appear. 
 
    “This is going to be a rather different night for you,” the Mother Specialist announced. 
 
    “Only for me?” he asked. He was looking at his fellow-pupils, who were following what was going on with great interest. 
 
    “Yes, only for you.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” He was not very convinced. He did not know what was going on, or whether Sigrid was in a good mood or a foul one, and this made him nervous. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    She led him to the Pearl without saying another word, which made him even more nervous. There was a full moon, and when he realized this, he understood that it was not by coincidence that she was taking him to the Pearl at midnight. 
 
    “Is Camu all right?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    Sigrid turned to him. “Yes, the creature is fine, don’t worry. Today we’re here for you, not your little friend. Do you remember we reached an agreement when I allowed you to keep Camu?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist, I remember.” 
 
    “Do you remember the part where I told you we’d be experimenting with you?” 
 
    “Ye-es...” he said, feeling more uneasy now. He did not like the direction the conversation was taking. 
 
    “Well, the moment has come.” 
 
    He swallowed. When he looked up at the sky, he realized it was midnight. The stars and the full moon came and went brilliantly among the clouds. 
 
    Suddenly, from behind the Pearl, the Four Elder Specialists appeared. Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. 
 
    “You needn’t be afraid,” Sigrid said. But her gaze was not that of the kind, warm Sigrid, but the hard, lethal one. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out sharply and resigned himself without much conviction. “All right...” 
 
    The Four Elder Specialists came to stand behind Sigrid, with the Pearl behind them. Lasgol would have given anything to have had his friends there with him, but it was not going to be. Whatever experiment they were going to carry out with him, he would have to face it alone.  
 
    “I want to repeat the Harmony Test with you and try an experiment,” Sigrid said. She indicated the bonfire burning in front of her. “We’ve strengthened the fire and the potion so that the experiment will lead to better results.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the bonfire, then at her, and nodded. He was in her debt for having let Camu stay instead of sending him to the King, even though he was extremely unhappy about the idea of ‘experimenting’ with him. 
 
      “I’m ready,” he said. 
 
    “As you know, the ceremony has three parts: the first Alignment, the second Choice, and the third Affinity.” 
 
    “I remember it well, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “I’m glad you do. We’ll begin with the stage of Alignment.” She beckoned to Annika, who came forward. The Elder Specialist of Nature took out a large phial and a small tumbler from her Ranger’s belt.  
 
    “The Alignment Potion,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol remembered the effects of the potion, and the fact that it had been enhanced was not at all to his liking. He felt uneasy. 
 
    He stared at it for a moment when Annika handed it to him, undecided about the effects it would have on his mind and wondering whether they would be reversible. At last he drank from the tumbler. He had already been through this process, and he was wondering what they were aiming to do by repeating the ceremony in this way. Experiments generally ended in unpleasant experiences, especially if he himself was involved in them. He took a deep breath and swallowed. 
 
    The potion began to affect his mind. He found himself more at ease, with blurred vision and his head a little dense, as in a dream. He looked around him, and what was happening did not seem completely real. He had the feeling that at any moment he would wake up from that dream. It was a comforting feeling, and he let it take hold of his mind. 
 
    “Now begins the second part: Choice,” Sigrid announced. She turned to Gisli. 
 
    Elder Specialist Gisli took a step toward Lasgol. He showed him the pouch of medallions and took out the first, the one which showed an open human mouth and the profile of a bear. When he dropped it into the fire, the flames swallowed it up and there appeared a blurred figure: a Ranger, who was Lasgol himself. He had the feeling of becoming a Beast Whisperer, of whispering into the ear of a great brown bear. He felt what the Ranger himself was experiencing: the strong link with the animal, the trust, the love and respect they had for each other. He knew the bear would protect him to the death, as if it were a brother. He felt deeply honored. 
 
    The image vanished. Gisli now showed him the second medallion, the one with the image of several different prints. Lasgol felt himself turning into a phenomenal tracker who never lost a trail. He knew he would be capable of following any trail as far as the end of the world. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker,” Gisli announced. 
 
    The potion was having its effect. It was making him feel like the Ranger of whichever specialization the Elder was showing him. Now he was calmer. He let feelings invade him and concentrated on experiencing them with all the intensity he could. 
 
    Gisli now showed him the third medallion, the one which represented a forest, a river and mountains in the background with a running figure in front of them. At once he felt tireless, an explorer of all the lands of Tremia and other distant, yet-unknown continents. Exploring distant lands, beyond the seas, tirelessly, magnificently well-trained, filled his mind and soul. 
 
    “Tireless Explorer,” Gisli announced. 
 
    The Elder now took out the fourth medallion, that of Man Hunter. Lasgol saw himself hunting outlaws, thieves, deserters, across the entire kingdom, capturing them and bringing them to justice. A specialty which was deeply beneficial for Norghana and its peoples. 
 
    Finally Gisli showed them the fifth medallion, that of Beast Master. On it a bear, a tiger, a hawk and an owl were represented. Lasgol felt capable of dealing with birds, great cats, horses and every kind of animal. He felt that his mind possessed immense knowledge of the wildlife of Norghana which he did not yet have, and it filled his soul with joy. 
 
    Gisli nodded to Sigrid and withdrew. The Mother Specialist tapped the ground with her staff, and a series of silver flashes caught Lasgol’s eye. At that moment he realized that the staff was not merely ceremonial. The effect of the potion, of the fire, and particularly of the staff, were an intrinsic part of the ceremony. He felt a tingle at the back of his neck and knew there was magic at play. Magic which was affecting both the ceremony and himself. He did not know what spell the staff was casting on him, but he knew it involved one. 
 
    “Now begins the third stage: Affinity.” 
 
    This time Lasgol began to feel a great deal more nervous. He would have to choose, and the choice would not be an easy one. 
 
    “Your choice?” Sigrid asked. “Leave your mind blank and your soul at rest and choose with serenity.” 
 
    “In fact, I felt all the visions intensely. I’m finding it difficult to choose. They all satisfy me in some way.” 
 
    Sigrid arched one eyebrow. “The five elite specialties?”  
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist. I’m drawn to all of them. They all have qualities my heart yearns for.” 
 
    “Good. In that case, the choice has been made. Let’s see if it’s been accepted.” 
 
    Gisli and the other Elder Specialists exchanged glances. They were all looking at Lasgol with curiosity in their eyes – and something more: suspicion? 
 
    “Let’s find out the Alignment.” Elder Gisli handed the medallions to Sigrid. She in turn handed them to Lasgol, who took them with some anxiety about whatever might be going to happen next. 
 
    “Go ahead, serenely,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Lasgol dropped them into the fire. The image showed the medallion which bore the symbols of an open human mouth and the profile of a bear. 
 
    “Beast Whisperer,” Gisli announced. 
 
    They all went on watching as another image appeared. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    The Elder Specialists exchanged glances. 
 
    A third image appeared above the fire. 
 
    “Beast Master.” 
 
    Gisli snorted. Ivar moved restlessly. 
 
    A fourth image appeared. 
 
    “Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    The Elder Specialists murmured in surprise. Engla was looking at Annika, and she did not look at all pleased. And lastly, a fifth image appeared. 
 
    Man Hunter. 
 
    The murmurs grew louder. The Elders began to comment, amid whispers of surprise and denial. 
 
    “It can’t be...” Ivar said. 
 
    Annika nodded. “And yet it is.”  
 
    “Remarkable and unheard-of,” Sigrid said. She was staring at Lasgol, her eyes wide in surprise. 
 
    Engla was shaking her head in annoyance. “We’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “There’s no mention of anything like this in our records,” Annika pointed out thoughtfully. 
 
    “Two alignments is surprising enough, but five is simply unbelievable,” Ivar objected. “How can this be?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to study and understand,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Lasgol is a very interesting anomaly,” Annika said. “We must analyze these unheard-of results and determine their cause, since there must be one.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not such a good idea to analyze it,” Engla put in. “There are forces it’s better not to interfere with...” She waved at the moon and the forests beneath. 
 
    Lasgol was listening to the Elders debating as if he were not really present, as if he were listening to them from afar. Now that everything had happened, he felt more relaxed. He was unharmed, and the experiment seemed to have had no adverse effects on him, which reassured him. 
 
    “This finding is too important not to be studied, for fear of forces superior to our understanding,” Sigrid said. “That is my feeling.” 
 
    “I too feel we need to study and find the key,” Annika agreed. “It might open a new door in our understanding.”  
 
    Sigrid pointed beyond the mountains. “We might end up with Specialists in multiple elite specializations simultaneously. It would give our Rangers out there an enormous advantage.”  
 
    “You’re talking about creating Superior Specialists,” Engla said. “That’s dangerous, and I don’t agree. The single specialization is the way it’s always been. One elite specialty per pupil. That’s the secret of our success.” 
 
    “But a Ranger with several elite specializations would be a prodigy who could deal with practically any situation, no matter how complicated,” said Sigrid. “He could carry out important missions for the King. He’d be able to avoid almost any obstacle or enemy.” 
 
    “It’s a concept that’s been tried before,” Ivar said. “Even with magic. And it didn’t end at all well...” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what they were referring to, but the conversation interested him. Magic and Superior Rangers? What had they tried to create? What had happened? From what he had heard, it had not ended well... 
 
    “Those were other times, other pupils,” said Gisli. 
 
    Engla indicated Lasgol. “They were pupils with potential, like him.”  
 
    “And all the experiments failed,” said Ivar. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Sigrid corrected him. “One came through.” 
 
    “By a hair’s breadth,” Engla said. 
 
    “Yes, but it worked. And it was a pupil who, judging by his characteristics, would suggest to us that this one too could be a success.” 
 
    Engla shook her head. “I don’t want his death, or his madness, on my conscience.”  
 
    “Neither do I,” said Ivar. “Let’s follow the Path of the Specialist as we know it. Let’s not alter it, or we may pay dearly for our daring. The methods and rules that have served us so well are the ones we ought to value and encourage.” 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to be unhappy about the way this conversation was going. But the potion had made him feel so calm and at ease that he doubted whether he could react, even if someone were to try to stab him in the heart. He was watching the scene as if he were not there, as if the dream were going to end in a moment and he were going to wake up. 
 
    “If we don’t adapt to different times and situations,” Annika said, “we won’t evolve and we’ll end up obsolete. It’s one of the basic laws of Nature. Evolve, adapt and survive. Or else perish.” 
 
    “I won’t force you to investigate this new path,” said Sigrid. “Nor will I do so on my own if I don’t have your majority support. I want to hear your vote.” She struck the ground with her staff. 
 
    Engla folded her arms. “I vote No.”  
 
    Ivar’s face was stern. “I vote No.” 
 
    “My vote is Yes,” Annika said. 
 
    “Mine too is Yes,” said Sigrid. 
 
    They all turned to Gisli, who had kept silent and apart from the argument. The Elder Specialist of Wildlife glanced at his pupil Lasgol and considered his reply. At last he spoke. 
 
    “I agree with Annika: if we don’t evolve and adapt, we’ll perish. The animals teach us that, from the chameleon to the alpine fox. Adapt and survive, or else die. Lasgol is my pupil, and he’s my responsibility. I understand the risks implied by experimenting with him, and they trouble me. I know there’ve been failures... painful ones. But I also believe that Lasgol presents us with a unique opportunity which we must take. A Ranger with five elite specializations would be a force few enemies could fight against out there, as well as a loyal servant for the King. Norghana would benefit immensely. But I’m concerned about Lasgol. My vote is Yes on the condition that Lasgol accepts, of his own free will.” 
 
    “Very well, then it’s decided,” Sigrid said. Once again she struck her staff on the ground. 
 
    Lasgol understood what was happening. His mind had taken it in and made sense of it. But in the state he was in, he ought not to decide. This he knew, because something in the deepest part of his mind was telling him so. Not to make a decision, not under the effects of the potion, because it was affecting his reasoning. 
 
    “I’d like to try something else,” Sigrid said. “It’s something I suspect, but need to prove. In the Schools Test in the Camp, Lasgol passed the four tests. He could have chosen any of the four schools...” 
 
    Annika nodded. “I understand. You want to see if the same thing would happen with the other specialties.” 
 
    “That’s right. Can we give him more enhancer?” 
 
    Lasgol was standing still as a statue, watching everything that went on. Annika raised his eyelids and examined his eyes. Then she took his temperature, his heart rate and his breathing. 
 
    “He’s strong as an oak. He’ll be able to bear it.” 
 
    “Then let’s experiment,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “We shouldn’t...” Engla protested. 
 
    Ivar was shaking his head. 
 
    Sigrid nodded, and Annika took out the potion and gave it to Lasgol to drink. “It won’t do you any harm, so don’t be troubled.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Gisli, who nodded. 
 
    “All right,” Lasgol said. He was not entirely convinced, but neither did he want to refuse. Obviously he was not in full possession of his faculties, so he did not know whether what he was thinking was being influenced or not. But he trusted Sigrid and Gisli. They would not hurt him, so he drank. At once his mind felt numbed, the feeling that he was in a dream became more intense and he felt completely calm. The Elders seemed to be very far away, like blurred outlines. He was trying to tell his mind that he knew they were there in front of him, but his mind was not paying attention. 
 
    “Annika, if you’d be so kind,” Sigrid said, and made way for her. 
 
    The Elder Specialist of Nature took the pouch and showed Lasgol the medallions one by one, the eight elite specialties of Nature. When Lasgol looked at them, with each one he became the Ranger of the elite specialty Annika was showing him. He felt incredibly happy about this, since he had not been able to experience them before. Just as had happened with Wildlife, with each medallion he was able to feel and experience what the specialty consisted of. He smiled. He was thoroughly enjoying the experience. 
 
    “Now the Alignment,” said Sigrid. 
 
    She handed Lasgol the medallions Annika had showed him. Lasgol took them and realized that he was no longer feeling uneasy. Whatever might be about to happen next, his mind did not see it as a threat, and this made him relax. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Sigrid said, and the Four Elder Specialists watched with growing interest. 
 
    Lasgol dropped them into the fire, one by one. 
 
    And what happened next left everyone astonished. 
 
    One by one the images of the eight medallions formed one after the other. Lasgol saw Healer Guard, Furtive Poisoner, Alchemist of the Forest, Elemental Fletcher, Forest Survivor, Expert Herbalist, Forest Trapper and Green Cartographer appear before his eyes. 
 
    Annika gave a cry of surprise and amazement. “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “It can’t be,” said Engla, who refused to believe what her eyes were showing her. Ivar was shaking his head, looking very unhappy. 
 
    Gisli was nodding. “Fascinating.” 
 
    “It’s what I suspected,” said Sigrid. “We’re in the presence of someone very special.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be able to do that,” Engla complained. 
 
    “And yet he can,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “I’m sure he couldn’t do it with my specialty,” said Ivar. 
 
    “Well, let’s see about that.”  
 
    “But first we’d better check that Lasgol’s all right,” Annika said, and she examined him once again to make sure. 
 
    Lasgol felt very well, in a very pleasant dream, happy to be able to experience all those specialties. At the same time a little voice at the back of his mind was telling him that if Annika was checking him it must be for some reason. There was a risk in what they were doing with him. It was dangerous. But he wanted to go on with the experiment, so he ignored that little voice. 
 
    “So far, so good,” Annika said. 
 
    Ivar came to stand in front of Lasgol and showed him the medallions for the specialties of Archery. Lasgol experienced and enjoyed them immensely, since they were not exactly his forte and he had never even dreamed of attaining one of them. They were reserved for exceptional archers like Ingrid or Molak, 
 
    “The Alignment,” Sigrid said, and handed the medallions to Lasgol. Ivar was watching alertly, sure that not a single image would appear. 
 
    Lasgol dropped the medallions into the fire, and to Ivar’s enormous anger all the images formed: Mage Hunter, Natural Marksman, Infallible Marksman, Forest Sniper and Archer of the Wind. 
 
    “It can’t be!” Ivar complained unhappily. “He doesn’t have the particular levels of skill!”  
 
    “You’re right there,” Sigrid said. She was looking at Lasgol in utter puzzlement. 
 
    “And so?” Engla asked. 
 
    “I think what the test indicates is the potential,” Annika suggested. “Not that he’s at the necessary level to opt for the elite specialty.”  
 
    “That could well be,” Gisli agreed. “It shows us that he could reach the elite specialties, but that he’s certainly not prepared for all of them at the moment.” 
 
    “That makes complete sense,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “Even so,” Gisli pointed out, “his potential is incredible.”  
 
    “Let’s see whether that potential is absolute,” Engla said  
 
    They repeated the test with the Specialty of Expertise. Engla did not seem at all convinced that Lasgol had the potential, but she went on with the test. 
 
    Lasgol did not enjoy the Expertise specialties so much. He thought about Astrid and Viggo, on their way to becoming Assassins, and it saddened him. If he could, he would change it, but it was not his decision but theirs and he could not interfere. Every person needed to be free to follow their own way, their own destiny, based on their own personal choices. 
 
    He dropped the medallions into the fire. 
 
    And all the images formed one after the other: Stealthy Spy, Natural Assassin, Forest Assassin, Assassin of Nature and Chameleon Stalker. 
 
    Engla muttered a curse. 
 
    Annika gave a joyful leap. “Wonderful!” 
 
    “Impressive!” Gisli exclaimed. 
 
    Sigrid was clapping happily. “Lasgol’s potential is incredible!”  
 
    Annika looked at Sigrid. “We need to go on studying him.”  
 
    The Mother Specialist nodded excitedly. “Without question.” 
 
    “It’s too important for us not to,” Gisli agreed. 
 
    Engla and Ivar were shaking their heads, showing their refusal to go on down this route. Lasgol too had no desire for them to go on experimenting with him. The fact that others before him had ended badly because of the experiments had stayed in his mind. He would have to find out what had happened; there was a lot at stake for him in this. Unfortunately, seeing Sigrid so convinced, and supported by Annika and Gisli, he had the ominous feeling that he would not be able to avoid it. And although at that moment he could not feel fear because of the effects of the potion, he knew he needed to be wary: very wary. 
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    The pupils of Wildlife were given the good news that they had permission to watch Archery training that afternoon. Erika, Lasgol and Luca set off to the archery field to watch Ingrid and Molak. Axe, on the other hand, preferred to carry on practicing on his own. 
 
    When they arrived at the field, Master Ivar went through the safety measures again to avoid accidents. As was his usual way, he sounded exasperated and looked annoyed as he did so. He did not like the fact that they were there, as Lasgol could tell by his grumpy stare, but he was forced to let them watch because Sigrid had authorized it. 
 
    The first one they saw was Molak, who was practicing with the special sniper’s long bow. From what he had told them, it was specially reinforced so that it would have more power, and hence a longer reach. It had also been lightened and trimmed so that it was far easier to use than a traditional bow. The bows snipers used were made by a few Norghanian craftsmen known as the Archers of the North. They were said to be a secret guild of craftsmen, with ancient manufacturing skills which were passed from father to son. 
 
    Luca nodded at Molak’s weapon. “That bow he’s using fascinates me.” 
 
    “I’m really envious,” Erika admitted. “I don’t think I could manage a weapon like that. I’m very bad with the long bow. In fact the only one I’m good with is the short one. I’m not going to lie to you.” She smiled apologetically. 
 
    Luca gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Don’t worry about that. We all have trouble with the long bow.” 
 
    “I’m not good at using any kind of bow,” Lasgol admitted. “More like average with all of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re an incredible tracker,” Erika pointed out. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I guess you can’t be good at everything.” 
 
    Luca smiled. “Don’t tell Ingrid that. She’d be sure to start an argument about it.” 
 
    “Very true,” Lasgol admitted. He knew she would say: ‘with effort and tenacity you can achieve anything. You just need to want it with your whole being and practice, practice, practice.’ But of course, there were very few like Ingrid, in fact scarcely anyone. 
 
    “Look,” Erika said, “the arrows he uses are special ones too.” 
 
    “From what Molak told me,” Luca said, “they’re longer and heavier, and the feathers are larger so that they deviate less at a distance.”  
 
    Molak took the bow, a quiver of arrows and a backpack and went into the forest, just far enough to be lost among the first rows of trees. For a long moment he looked around until finally he seemed to find the right position. He began to make his preparations. 
 
    Erika, Luca and Lasgol watched him, intrigued and excited. What could he be doing? They saw him take a large blanket out of the backpack. 
 
    “Is he going to spread it on the ground and lie down on it?” Erika wondered. She sounded puzzled. 
 
    “Maybe, but that would be pretty strange,” Luca said. 
 
    Lasgol did not venture any guess; it was better to wait and see. 
 
    To everybody’s surprise, Molak wrapped himself in the blanket from head to foot. 
 
    Erika’s jaw dropped. “Eh? What’s he doing?” 
 
    “No idea,” Luca admitted. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Lasgol pointed out. “The blanket’s the same color and pattern as the hooded cloaks the specialists wear.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Luca agreed. “I think he’s hiding... camouflaging himself.” 
 
    After a moment they lost sight of him. Completely still now, he blended in with the forest around him thanks to the blanket. 
 
    “It’s a camouflage blanket!” Erika said excited. “I want one!” 
 
    “Me too,” Luca agreed. 
 
    “That makes three of us,” said Lasgol. 
 
    As long as Molak avoided moving, they could not see him. He stayed like that for a long while, then he bent over, took the bow and nocked an arrow. When he moved, they saw him. A moment later he aimed from within the forest toward the end of the archery field. 
 
    “He’s going to release from in there?” asked Erika. She sounded as though she did not think it was possible. 
 
    “I think so,” Luca said. 
 
    “And how’s he going to avoid the trees?” 
 
    “I think that’s why he spent so long searching for the right position,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll miss them?” 
 
    “I imagine so.” 
 
    “What can the target be?” Erika wondered. She was looking toward the end of the field, where they could make out three very distant targets. 
 
    “It’ll be the furthest one,” Luca guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” said Lasgol. “The one in the middle.” 
 
    “I can barely make it out,” said Erika. “It’s such a long way away.”  
 
    “To be a Sniper,” Luca pointed out, “you need to have excellent vision.” 
 
    “Oh well, I’m a bit shortsighted.” 
 
    Luca put a hand on her shoulder. “Then you’d better not use a long bow.” 
 
    “Yup, I think that’ll be best.” She smiled and shrugged. “I’ll keep to short bows and short distance.”  
 
    Molak got under the blanket and aimed. He made a movement which he must have studied and practiced, because the blanket covered him almost completely but the bow remained outside it. Then he stood still, as he normally did when he aimed and measured the shot, and they lost sight of him again. 
 
    “Shooting like that,” said Luca, “there’s no way of knowing where the arrow’s coming from.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s the idea behind hiding in the forest and camouflaging himself. Now he’ll be able to get away.” 
 
    He was right. Molak released. With the arrow in the air, the blanket fell to the ground and he ran off until he was lost in the forest in the opposite direction to the shot. 
 
    “No enemy’s going to catch that one,” said Erika. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s always like that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It will be,” Luca assured him. “Molak’s very good.”  
 
    Unfortunately Molak was not the only one who was very good. So was the enemy. 
 
    They saw Isgord practicing with ten targets at different heights, positions and distances in the middle of the field. He was walking around, releasing to right and left without stopping. He was using a mid-range compound bow, and the targets were set at fifty, a hundred and a hundred and fifty paces. 
 
    “He hasn’t missed once,” Erika said in awe. 
 
    Luca was watching with his eyes half-closed. “All his shots are bull’s-eyes, dead center.”  
 
    Lasgol was watching him too, feeling troubled. It was true, Isgord was very good, which was not good for him. Not good at all. 
 
    Isgord emptied his quiver, releasing to right and left as he advanced between the targets at an easy pace. For each shot he aimed for the briefest moment and released. The shot always hit dead center. He reached the end of his course, where he had several quivers of arrows ready. He left the empty one on the ground and picked another, slung it on his back and began to repeat the exercise in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Let’s see if he misses any now,” said Erika. 
 
    Lasgol was not very hopeful about this. 
 
    Isgord moved forward. Coolly, with a strong arm, he aimed and released; aimed again and released again. He did it very rapidly, and yet did not miss a single shot. 
 
    Luca whistled. 
 
    “Not one miss,” Erika said. 
 
    “He’s very good,” Lasgol admitted. 
 
    “You’d better keep away from him,” Luca said. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged despairingly. “Yeah, two hundred paces at least.” 
 
    “Look at Ingrid,” said Erika. She was pointing to the other side. “That’s odd...” 
 
    Lasgol and Luca turned to see Ingrid getting ready to practice with Master Ivar. Lasgol realized why she had caught Erika’s attention. She was armed with an unusual, tiny bow. 
 
    “It’s a special one,” Lasgol said. “She showed us one like that the other day. Viggo teased her, saying Ivar had given her a toy bow for kids. That made her furious. She said it was the kind of bow used by the Archer of the Wind and was very hard to use, because it’s strung twice as hard as a short bow, and nocking an arrow and aiming takes a tremendous effort of hands and arms.” 
 
    “Ingrid spends the evenings practicing nocking that bow,” Luca said. “Just nocking an arrow and pulling back the string. She does it to strengthen her arms and her hands.” 
 
    “She let me try it,” said Erika. “It’s almost impossible to aim with that bow. Just to nock it you need the strength of a Snow Troll. The bow’s strung so that only someone with pure brute strength can use it.” 
 
    “From what Ingrid’s told me,” Lasgol explained, “it takes strength and technique. When you nock the arrow, you must move in a certain way and pull the string very hard at the same time. It has to be as tense as that, because it’s designed to release at very short distances. The shorter the distance, the tighter it needs to be for the arrow to penetrate.” 
 
    “One day she’ll release an arrow by accident,” Erika said sadly, “and then you’ll see...”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Anyone else, sure, but Ingrid? I doubt it very much.” 
 
    Master Ivar had put on a strange crossed belt, and from his back there poked six sticks each of which ended in a small target. It looked as though there were six little suns around him. In his hands he was carrying a long, robust-looking staff. 
 
    “Now that really is curious,” said Luca. 
 
    Erika was deeply interested.  “Let’s see what they do. It looks fun.” 
 
    “I don’t think anything Master Ivar does is fun,” Lasgol commented, “but anyway...” 
 
    Ingrid came up to the Elder with the bow in her hands. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Remember what we’ve been practicing. Follow your instincts, don’t over-think your movements.” 
 
    “All right, Master.” 
 
    Ivar measured the distance to her chest with the staff. “Keep this distance apart.” 
 
    They began the exercise. The Elder took a quick step forward and tried to hit Ingrid in the right leg. With an incredibly rapid movement, she slid to one side and released. Ivar’s staff failed to hit her on the leg, but her shot, on the other hand, hit the target by the Elder’s right leg. Like lightning, she nocked a new arrow, but Ivar gave her no chance to breathe and delivered a blow to her left leg this time. Instinctively she jumped to let the staff pass under her and released from mid-air. She hit the center of the target by the Elder’s left leg. 
 
    “Wow that’s incredible!”  Erika cried. 
 
    “It’s pure genius, that’s what it is!” Luca agreed. 
 
    Ivar moved sideways and feinted, then delivered a sharp blow with his staff at Ingrid’s right arm. She started to move but saw the trick and corrected herself. She leaned forward with striking flexibility, and the staff grazed her arm without hitting it. An arrow flew from her bow and hit the target by the Elder’s right arm. 
 
    “I’d say incredible, pure genius and fantastic!” Lasgol said. 
 
    Erika and Luca nodded, open-mouthed. 
 
    The exercise went on. Master Ivar attacked with his staff. Ingrid dodged the blows and released at the targets without letting the staff hit her and without missing a shot. She was a pure spectacle of coordination, agility and marksmanship. Master Ivar began to put more pressure on her, with faster movements and more complex attacks. Suddenly she missed a target. She had released when she was very much off her balance, as she was dodging an attack to her head. Ivar attacked again, even faster, and this time she could not avoid him. The Staff struck the bow hard and it fell to the ground, leaving her disarmed. 
 
    “Retreat movement,” he ordered. 
 
    Ingrid took two somersaults backwards over her head with impressive agility and moved away from the Elder. Ivar made as if to pursue, but it was already too late. By then she had turned and was running into the forest like a gazelle pursued by a wolf. 
 
    Luca was shaking his head. “Astonishing.” 
 
    “Spectacular,” Erika said. She was clapping. 
 
    “This evening at dinner,” Lasgol said, “we’ve got to ask Ingrid how she managed to do all that. It was amazing...” 
 
    “Leave it to me,” Luca replied. 
 
    The Archery Specialists’ practice might have seemed incredible, but those of Nature, which they were able to watch a few days later, left them speechless. They went to watch them more out of curiosity than anything else. Lasgol was genuinely interested in them, Luca less so and Erika not at all, as she had admitted. But even so, they went along to see them. 
 
    “Isn’t that...?” Erika said in surprise when they arrived at the training site. 
 
    “Sugesen,” Luca murmured. He was almost unable to recognize him, because he was covered in mud and weeds. 
 
    Lasgol was staring at him in utter surprise “He’s back at last.” 
 
    Sugesen had been missing from the Lair for a whole week, and all sorts of rumors were circulating about him. His partners in the specialty had not explained what was going on to anyone, which encouraged the whispering and the rumors. Apparently, Annika had asked them not to reveal anything, which of course made everyone even more curious. Some said that he had been in an accident and was being kept in the Cavern of Winter. As this was forbidden to anybody except the Elders, nobody could either confirm or deny the rumor. Others said he had left the Shelter because he was unable to cope with the specialty of Forest Survivor. 
 
    “He hasn’t quit,” Erika said. 
 
    “Apparently not,” Lasgol said. “I honestly didn’t think he had. Sugesen is intelligent and pretty tough.” 
 
    “True,” Luca agreed, “except that he tends to go around with Isgord occasionally, and that takes some of his credibility away. It looks as though he’s been taking part in some kind of endurance exercise.” 
 
    Annika went up to Sugesen and smiled at him. “You did it,” she congratulated him. 
 
    “It was pretty tough, but I did it,” Sugesen replied happily. He was barely recognizable under the layers of mud that covered his face and hair. 
 
    “A week without water, food, clothes or weapons in the high forests. Not many would be able to do it. In your case I knew you’d succeed. How are your feet?” 
 
    Sugesen looked down at them. “I had some trouble the first couple of days, but now they’ve gotten used to it. I did some emergency cures with medicinal plants.” 
 
    “That’s usually where most problems arise. Going barefoot in the forest isn’t easy.” 
 
    “I got used to it slowly, as you told me, Ma’am.” 
 
    Annika nodded. “Any wounds?” 
 
    “None that I couldn’t heal with the knowledge you’ve given me, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. How long have you gone without eating?” 
 
    “I’ve eaten every day, Ma’am. The forest offers its fruits to anyone who knows what to look for.” 
 
    “Well done.” 
 
    “But I’ve been hungry, I won’t deny it.” 
 
    “Hunger sharpens ingenuity.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true. I’ve been surprised by the traps I’ve created with my own hands.” 
 
    “You still have many more surprises ahead of you,” Annika assured him. 
 
    Sugesen smiled. “The most difficult thing wasn’t surviving – it was avoiding the bloodhound.” 
 
    “The Forest Survivor has to survive his environment, and the enemy. A soldier or an outlaw will have difficulty finding you, and it won’t be difficult for you to survive them. That’s certain. On the other hand, the enemy has trackers and dogs too, which you always need to remember.” 
 
    “I will. He gave me a few difficult moments hiding from him.” 
 
    “That’s necessary, because the goal of the exercise requires it. Now go and clean yourself up, have something hot to eat and get your strength back. Your body and mind will thank you for that.” 
 
    “I’m dying for a good meal.” 
 
    Annika smiled. “I’m sure you are. Off you go, enjoy yourself and rest. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    When Sugesen went past Erika, Lasgol and Luca, he waved at them. 
 
    Erika was shaking her head. “What incredibly tough training...”  
 
    “That’s for those who say that the specialty of Nature is for the weak,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You’ll never hear me say that,” Luca assured him. 
 
    At another end Lasgol noticed Gonars setting traps with the utmost care among a group of nearby trees. Traps being one of his own favorites, he could not resist going over to watch. He pointed it out to Erika and Luca, and they all moved closer to look, always keeping well away so as not to interfere with the training. 
 
    “I wonder what type of traps they are,” Luca said. 
 
    “No idea,” said Erika. “From here they all look the same to me.”  
 
    Lasgol was watching with his eyes half-closed. “If you look carefully, you’ll see they’re not the same.”  
 
    “Yes, they are different,” said Luca. 
 
    Erika shut her eyes tightly, trying to see better. “I don’t see the difference.” 
 
    “They’re marked, each one a different color. The one he’s setting now has a white mark. The one he’s just set had a red mark.” 
 
    “Curious,” Luca said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Ah, now I see,” said Erika. “The one he’s going to set now has a blue mark.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Gonars was taking his time with each trap. He searched for a good spot, placed his trap carefully and then covered it until it was invisible. When he picked the last trap, which was marked brown, he covered it with leaves and earth, taking extreme care not to set it off. 
 
    “Every time I see someone setting a trap, I’m afraid they’re going to trigger it without meaning to and lose an arm,” said Erika.  
 
    “Yeah, that might very well happen,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “And it could be more than an arm,” Luca added. 
 
    “I prefer bow, axe and knife,” said Erika. 
 
    “I like traps,” said Lasgol. “If you handle them carefully there ought to be no problem.” 
 
    “Ought to be...” said Luca. 
 
    Annika checked the area where Gonars had set the traps and examined it carefully. She was frowning, not fully convinced. 
 
    “The setting and hiding are less than excellent. You need to go on working on those aspects of it.” 
 
    “I will, Ma’am,” Gonars said. He sounded ashamed at not being up to what was expected of him. 
 
    “Let’s see whether you’ve constructed the traps properly. Did you follow my instructions?” 
 
    “Without straying in the least.” 
 
    “I hope so. Let’s see. Set off the first one.” 
 
    Gonars picked up several small rocks, went to stand at a safe distance and threw the first rock at where he had set one of the traps. Suddenly there was a metallic click and the trap was sprung. There was an explosion of fire, starting at the base of the trap with a high burst of flame. 
 
    “Wow!” Erika exclaimed. 
 
    Luca’s eyes were wide. “That trap would have incinerated anyone who’d stepped on it.” 
 
    “I told you, traps are great,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, really great,” said Erika, shaking her hands and looking horrified. 
 
    Annika watched the flame go out, revealing the burnt remains of the trap. “Good piece of work. A good charge, and well-made.” 
 
    “Thanks Ma’am,” Gonars said. He sounded much more cheerful. 
 
    “Next trap.” 
 
    Gonars threw another stone at the second trap he had set. There came another metallic click, followed by a powerful discharge, as if a bolt of lightning had struck the trap. 
 
    “I know what type of traps those are,” said Lasgol. “They’re elemental traps. That’s air, and the one before was fire.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Luca. 
 
    “I don’t like regular traps,” Erika said, “and I like these even less. I’m not going anywhere near one of them.” 
 
    “Not even to make them?” Lasgol asked her. 
 
    “In your dreams.” 
 
    Annika congratulated Gonars. The trap was to her liking. Gonars activated the other two: one of water, which created an explosion that froze everything up to a distance of a pace around, and one of earth, which when it exploded created a blinding, numbing cloud of earth. 
 
    Erika was shaking her head. “There’s absolutely no way I’m getting caught anywhere near one of those traps.”  
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I thought they were fantastic.” 
 
    “They weren’t bad at all,” Luca agreed. 
 
    Annika now went to where Frida and Elina were working. Frida was bent over a campfire, preparing a potion – or something like it – in an old pot. She was stirring it with a stick. A greenish smoke, which looked ominous, was rising from it. Elina was consulting a huge tome on Nature, reading the instructions aloud for Frida to follow. They looked like a pair of apprentice witches. 
 
    “How’s the preparation coming along?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Quite well... I think...” Frida said, not sounding very convinced. 
 
    “Sure?” 
 
    “Quite honestly, preparing it out here is rather complicated. Couldn’t we do it in the Cave of Summer?” 
 
    “We could, but that’s not the aim of this exercise. You need to learn to create the potions and preparations in the middle of the forest, because that’s where you’ll need them, not somewhere safe with all the materials and utensils at hand. That particular situation will be the least usual.” 
 
    “I understand, Ma’am.” 
 
    “You won’t even have that tome available,” she said to Elina, who was so absorbed that she did not even raise her gaze from the book. 
 
    “No?” she asked suddenly, looking displeased. 
 
    Annika shook her head. 
 
    “In that case –” 
 
    “The Expert Herbalist doesn’t need tomes. Her knowledge goes with her wherever she goes.” 
 
    Elina looked puzzled. 
 
    Annika tapped her temple twice with her finger. 
 
    “Oh...” Elina murmured. “All the knowledge?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    Elina sighed, sounding half-despairing. 
 
    “Nobody said it would be easy.” 
 
    “There are so many tomes... big ones...” 
 
    “And you have a good head and a good memory.” 
 
    Elina sighed. 
 
    “It’s turning blue!” Frida said suddenly as she stirred the preparation over the fire. 
 
    “Blue, at last!” Elina cried. 
 
    “Is that the color we want?” Frida asked. 
 
    “According to the tome, yes.” 
 
    The two of them looked at Annika. But the Elder did not say anything. She put her hands behind her back and watched the preparation. 
 
    “Well then, all we have to do is wait for it to cool.” 
 
    “The tome doesn’t say anything further.” 
 
    “You didn’t leave out any of the ingredients, did you?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Elina said, and put her head back in the tome. 
 
    Erika, Lasgol, and Luca were watching all this with great interest from some way away. The situation was a strange one, and they had realized this. 
 
    “What do you think they’re preparing?” Erika asked. 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” Luca said, “but they don’t look very sure of what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Annika isn’t helping them either,” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    “She must be making it difficult for them,” Erika concluded. 
 
    They waited until the preparation had cooled. Frida and Elina exchanged nervous glances. 
 
    “It’s time to try it,” Annika said. 
 
    There was a moment of tense silence. It did not look as though Elina and Frida were going to say anything. 
 
    “You have to trust your knowledge and skills,” Annika said to them. 
 
    “I’ll try it,” Frida said. “I’m the Healer Guard, and I’m the one who prepared the potion.” 
 
    Annika shook her head. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. It’s precisely because you’re the Healer Guard that you should never be the first to taste any potion that might be dangerous.” 
 
    “I don’t understand...” 
 
    “If anything happens to you, who’ll heal the others?” 
 
    “But it’s my responsibility...” 
 
    “Your responsibility is to stay alive to help the others. Not to die first and leave them without help.” 
 
    “The Elder’s right,” Elina said. “You can’t try it first. It has to be me. If anything happens to you, we lose the Healer.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Annika agreed. 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    Elina picked up the pot. She looked at the bluish beverage, sighed and took a long draft. 
 
    “D’you feel all right?” Frida asked her at once. 
 
    “I think so...” 
 
    Annika said nothing. 
 
    Suddenly Elina clapped her hands to her stomach and cried out in pain. She doubled up and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Elina!” Frida cried, and knelt beside her partner. 
 
    “The potion is incorrect,” said Annika. 
 
    Elina gave a muffled cry of pain 
 
    “What do I do now, Ma’am?” Frida asked. There was fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Prepare an antidote,” Annika replied calmly. 
 
    “What kind of antidote?” 
 
    “Which would be appropriate in this case?” 
 
    Frida thought for a moment. “The stomach cleanser.” 
 
    Annika nodded. “Good choice.” 
 
    Frida leapt to her feet and ran off to look for the ingredients. 
 
    Annika looked down at Elina, who was groaning with pain. “You’ll be fine. It’s not deadly, just very painful. Hold on until Frida prepares the antidote.” 
 
    Elina nodded, still clutching her stomach. 
 
    The Elder turned and moved away, and Erika, Lasgol and Luca exchanged looks of total surprise. 
 
    “We’ve got to help her,” Erika said. 
 
    Lasgol was about to step forward, but Luca held him back. Annika was looking back at them. She wagged her finger forbiddingly and left. 
 
    Lasgol was flabbergasted. The specialization of Nature was unusual as well as brutal. He was glad to be in Wildlife. Very glad indeed. 
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    Erika spent most of the day studying Elder Gisli’s Wildlife tomes. The more she studied, the more excited she was about everything she was learning. The Elder took her to the high forests and northern mountains and showed her what the books could not: the wild animals in their natural habitat and state. Sometimes they all went together, at others she and Gisli went on their own and he passed on specific points of knowledge to her, which she absorbed with great enjoyment. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe what we were studying today,” she told Lasgol when she came back to the Lair for dinner. She had left at dawn and been away for the whole day. 
 
    “I’ve no idea but judging by your expression I’m sure it was worth seeing.” 
 
    “It most certainly was worth seeing!” 
 
    Axe and Luca came over to listen. 
 
    “Okay, tell us!” Lasgol said. 
 
    “He took me to the mountains north of the valley. He showed me several birds of the area, and in particular one very special: the Norghanian White Eagle!” 
 
    Luca smiled. “It’s so regal.” 
 
    “More than that, it’s spectacular,” said Axe. 
 
    “I’ve seen one now and then,” Lasgol agreed, “and they take your breath away.”  
 
    “I didn’t know they were so big. Gisli told me they’re capable of lifting up an adult reindeer.” 
 
    “And young humans as well,” Luca added. 
 
    “That’s what the Master told me, and I was petrified. I didn’t know there were birds as powerful as that. From what he explained today, there are birds in Tremia that can seize an adult human and carry him away through the air. There’s a Green Condor in the mountains of the east that can do that, and in the southern deserts, beside the great river, there’s another kind of Firebird with feathers that make it look as if it were on fire, and it’s able to do that too. And there’s a rumor that in the Usik forests there are giant birds and the savages are their masters. It’s just a rumor, not proven, but the Elder accepts it as true.” 
 
    “Well, if he accepts it as true,” Axe said, “I believe him.”                                                                            
 
    Luca nodded. 
 
    Lasgol was left thinking that it would be great to be able to see one of those giant birds. Perhaps someday. Although he doubted whether he would ever have the chance to do so, or to meet anyone from those distant lands who could confirm it. The unfathomable forests of the Usik were a very long way away, and to reach them you first had to cross the Masig prairies. The Norghanians kept away from both peoples, whom they considered to be savages and with whom they had been involved in countless confrontations and skirmishes. 
 
    “There was a moment when the eagle spread its wings and we could see how big it was... I was spellbound.” 
 
    “The biggest ones are awesome,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “And it was completely white from head to tail!”  
 
    “Yes,” Luca said, “the Norghanian eagle is totally white. The eagles in other regions have white heads, but dark brown plumage.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought the Norghanian eagle would be like too,” Erika said. 
 
    “A Norghanian eagle is a lot more impressive,” said Lasgol. “My father told me about them. Our eagles are bigger, and the white plumage makes them spectacular.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” Erika agreed. “The only thing that didn’t convince me fully about this great raptor was the way it was hunting.” She was shaking her head. 
 
    “Why?” Axe asked in surprise. 
 
    “We saw it hunting a mountain goat.” 
 
    “Better a wild goat than the shepherd’s sheep,” said Luca. “It hunts those too.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Elder told me about that. It attacks everything, except the great cats. But it wasn’t that... it was the way...” 
 
    “Very bloody?” Axe asked. 
 
    “Worse than that. It took the goat unawares on a mountain ridge. It took it up into the air while the goat was bleating desperately. D’you know how it killed it?” 
 
    Lasgol and Luca, who knew the answer, exchanged a glance. 
 
    “No, how?” Axe asked. 
 
    “It dropped the goat from the heights, so it hit the rocks. It was awful to see it fall down the side of the mountain, bumping against the rocks.” 
 
    “Ugh...” Axe said. He was imagining it, and it showed in his face. 
 
    “Animals look for the most efficient way of getting their food,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Dropping it involved the least effort for the eagle,” Luca agreed. 
 
    “That’s what Master Gisli told me. It’s the law of survival in the animal kingdom. But even so, I can’t get it out of my head.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll pass,” Axe told her. He gave her a friendly pat on her back. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Now I have to have a quick dinner and get back to studying. There’s so much I still have to learn!” 
 
    “This girl’s going to go far,” Axe said when she had left. “I haven’t seen anybody study so much for a long time.” 
 
    “Well,” Luca said, “Frida spends the day buried in her tomes too.”  
 
    “True.” 
 
    “They’ll both go far,” Axe said confidently. 
 
    “They deserve it,” said Lasgol. He admired all the effort and tenacity that were required to spend the days studying. 
 
    They went on with their dinner, chatting animatedly about everything they were learning and how much they were enjoying their Wildlife specialization with Master Gisli. There were days when they spent most of their time traveling through forests and mountains to find a suitable spot for the lesson, which made things even more interesting. 
 
    Over the next four weeks Lasgol visited Ilsa and her three cubs daily. Gisli always went with him to make sure that the link between Lasgol and the panther developed appropriately. The amount of knowledge he was picking up by spending so much time with the Elder astonished him. And he was deeply grateful. Erika was jealous, because she had to spend days studying the tomes of knowledge about animals, while he was enjoying more direct and practical, hands-on learning with the Elder. Lasgol reminded her that she too was enjoying the privilege of spending time alone with Gisli and having private lessons tailored to her specialty. Her response was that she spent more time with books than with the Elder, and he had to agree with her. 
 
    As the days went by he had noticed that Ilsa now hissed at him less aggressively, even letting him play with the feisty cub when it turned on her. The other cubs did not trust him yet, although he was also making advances with them. The most amazing thing was that Ilsa had not attacked him – not a scratch, not a nip, nothing – and this perplexed him. He knew it was because he was following Gisli’s instructions with the utmost care, but still... Just in case, he always kept a distance from the panther, a respectful distance. 
 
    “The Snow Panther is a majestic animal,” Gisli would tell him as he watched Ilsa in her lair. They were sitting three paces away from the great cat and her three cubs. Ilsa watched them meanwhile with her jade-green eyes. 
 
    “It really is,” Lasgol agreed. “All the great cats are. They’re impressive. Their fur is beautiful... grey-white, with darker stripes and spots... I’m surprised by how soft and incredibly thick it is.” 
 
    “They need it to stay warm in winter on the mountains and to camouflage themselves amid snow and rocks. That’s why they’re such good predators. Some trappers hunt them for their fur. More than one of those ruthless thugs have got what they deserved. Snow Panthers may not be as big as a tiger or a lion, but they’re exceptionally strong and agile.” 
 
    “And aggressive...” 
 
    “Yes, they’re aggressive and territorial. That’s why it’s so difficult to whisper to them.” 
 
    “Talk to them?” 
 
    “It’s more than talking to them, it’s making them understand us. We call it ‘whispering’. And don’t confuse it with taming, because it’s not the same thing at all. We whisper to animals, we earn their trust and we establish a link of friendship and respect.” 
 
    “I understand, Master.” 
 
    “Good.” Gisli pointed to Ilsa’s legs. “Did you know that their paws, because they’re cushioned and wide, act as snow boots? They help them to walk easily over the white cloaks of snow.”  
 
    “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “They’re the kings and queens among the mountain hunters. Silent, strong, lethal. Their huge paws and long tail allow them to maintain their balance on steep mountain slopes where other predators would fall to their deaths.” 
 
    “Their four legs are big compared to the rest of the body, and their tails are very long and thick.” 
 
    “Did you know that they use it to keep warm in winter?” 
 
    “The tail?” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s so thick, long and furry, it’s like a blanket.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that...” 
 
    “They’re predators that can catch animals three times their size.” 
 
    “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “The most impressive thing is their leap. I’d say it’s one of the longest among all the cats.” 
 
    “That long?” 
 
    “It certainly is. It attacks its quarry when it’s unaware and falls on it with a great leap. That’s why it’s such a good hunter – the quarry doesn’t see or hear it until it’s upon it, and by then it’s too late.” 
 
    The rebellious cub came up to Lasgol. With a leap it fell on his leg and attacked it as if it were hunting. He felt the impact of its little teeth, but he bore the pain while the cub writhed and played with his boot. He smiled and stroked its head, and the cub clawed at him playfully. He let it attack his arm. 
 
    “It seems to like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it loves playing with my arms and legs...” 
 
    “When it grows strong and powerful, it’ll roam the mountains alone, hunting like a lethal predator.” 
 
    “Completely alone?” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “They’re solitary animals, independent. A male has a wide hunting territory, and other males won’t cross it to avoid risking a fight. They only get together in the mating season.” 
 
    “For some reason I had the idea that they went around in small groups.” 
 
    The Elder shook his head. “There are many things you’ll learn about the king feline of the mountains.” 
 
    “Isn’t the white tiger the king?” 
 
    “Not in the high mountains. The tiger doesn’t have the agility and grip of a Snow Panther. The Panther can hunt mountain goats on a steep hill, the tiger can’t.” 
 
    “And in the plains and lower mountains?” 
 
    “The White Tiger has the advantage there,” said Gisli, with a wink. 
 
    One of the things they always did was to take Ilsa some food so that she would not have to go hunting. That way they could spend more time with her. This also helped the panther to trust Lasgol a little more with every visit, since he posed no threat and brought her the food she needed for her cubs. Today they had brought her a buck Lasgol had caught; this, as Gisli had told him, was her favorite. While the family devoured the carcass, Gisli explained the technique for earning Ilsa’s trust so that she would accept him.  
 
    He watched the mother sharing the kill with her cubs, which must have been around four months old now, because they were no longer suckling. He was happy to be there, enjoying the scene. So far Ilsa was not rejecting him, which meant that he was doing the right things, and this pleased him immensely. 
 
    “And so that she comes to respect me?” he asked Gisli. 
 
    “That technique needs a little more time. I’ll explain that later.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “And so that she comes to trust me?” 
 
    “You’re in a hurry to learn, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, being here with them is amazing. It’s a real experience, and it gladdens my heart.” 
 
    “I understand you perfectly. Trust is the most complicated part. Not everybody manages it. You need to have an innate ability for it. We’ll see how you do when the time comes.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and was thoughtful. He had always felt that being a Beast Whisperer would be a very difficult specialty, a very exciting one and a unique experience. But the reality was surpassing all his expectations. When the cubs had finished eating, they rested, and he watched them with their mother. The picture of the family sleeping peacefully beside him filled him with peace and serenity. He smiled, feeling very happy. 
 
    For another four weeks he visited the family every day. Now that the cubs were a little older, Ilsa let him play with them. Or rather, she had no choice, since the cubs were hyperactive and it was becoming impossible to make them obey her. They played with one another all the time and jumped on Lasgol the moment their mother was distracted. Ilsa had stopped scolding them when they played with him. Ona, as he had decided to name the most active, mischievous and garrulous of them – she had turned out to be female – never missed an opportunity to attack him. Luckily it was in play, and their claws and fangs were not yet fully developed. Even so, more than once Lasgol went back to the Lair covered in scratches and bites. Astrid had told him several times that although she was not the jealous type, all those scratches on his face and arms were beginning to arouse her suspicions. 
 
    “Today we’re going to test the link,” Gisli told him when they were at Ilsa’s cave. 
 
    Lasgol was rather worried about this. He did not want to make any mistakes and lose all the progress he had achieved so far, but neither did he want Ilsa to attack him. That would be terrible. 
 
    “How?” he asked apprehensively. 
 
    “Today we’re going to go hunting with the family.” 
 
    So far they had not accompanied Ilsa when she went hunting, teaching her cubs as she did so. Gisli had explained to him that it was still too soon to take that particular step. Lasgol was glad to have reached this point; he only hoped everything would go well. 
 
    “Is it really time?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “Behave like one of them and don’t say a word.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Ilsa took her cubs outside, and they began to walk east in search of a quarry. Lasgol and Gisli followed them, but instead of going back to the Lair with the others as they usually did, they went after the family of cats. Ilsa stopped, looked at them and protested, as if asking them what they were doing. Gisli and Lasgol, crouching, stopped where they were. Gisli did not look at Ilsa, so Lasgol followed his example. The cubs watched them curiously, but stayed close to their mother. 
 
    The snow panther went on. The cubs stayed close to her, watching, learning, curious about what was happening at every step. They walked in imitation of their mother, who moved with the elegance and stealth of all great cats. There was no doubt that the cubs had their mother’s instincts, but now they were learning her technique and skill in moving across the terrain, avoiding enemies like humans, and making a kill that would feed them for several days. 
 
    Gisli and Lasgol followed at a crouch, making no noise. Ilsa reached a stream, and after inspecting it and sniffing the earth, she drank. The cubs did the same. While they drank, Ilsa glanced back at the two humans defiantly. Gisli and Lasgol went to the stream and drank unobtrusively. Ilsa did not seem very pleased, but she did not reject them. She went on sniffing her surroundings, and then Lasgol noticed that she was going into the forest after a small quarry: probably a squirrel or a wild rabbit. 
 
    With a single leap she climbed on to the low branch of a tree. The three cubs imitated their mother, and although they did not manage to reach the branch at the first attempt, they kept trying until they did. The first one to do so was the rebel, Ona, who climbed the tree-trunk by digging her claws into the bark. She reached her mother, and her two siblings followed. The agility the little ones were already beginning to show impressed Lasgol. 
 
    Gisli made a sign to him, and they hid under the tree from which Ilsa was looking out into the underbrush. They waited for a long while, but nothing seemed to be happening. Ilsa and the cubs were waiting, and it was as if the panther knew something they did not. Lasgol guessed that she was stalking some animal, and he was not mistaken. Suddenly she gave a great leap from the branch and fell on to a boar which had not been aware of the hunter’s presence. It shrieked and tried to turn and flee, but Ilsa dug her teeth into the animal’s neck. With the strength of her legs she brought it down on to its side and held it fast so that it could not escape. After a few moments of struggle, it was all over. 
 
    The cubs came down to see their mother finish the kill. 
 
    Gisli and Lasgol approached in their turn, with care. It was a complicated moment, because Ilsa had her catch and might misinterpret their approach. She looked at them and hissed in warning. Gisli squatted down so that she would not feel threatened, and Lasgol did the same. They kept still, wanting her to see that they had no intention of stealing her catch. There was a tense moment. Ilsa glared at them with her green eyes, at Lasgol in particular, and showed her fangs. Lasgol lowered his own gaze and did not move at all. They waited until she finally decided to take her catch away. 
 
    They followed her, a short distance behind. 
 
    “That went very well,” Gisli said. 
 
    “Has it, Master?” Lasgol was not sure what exactly had gone so very well. 
 
    “Yes. The last time I brought a pupil to Ilsa, she wouldn’t let him join the hunt.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “It’s a great step.” 
 
    Lasgol felt honored. “Does she respect me?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But we’ve taken a great step forward.” 
 
    Lasgol was deeply touched. “That’s wonderful!” 
 
    They accompanied the family back to their lair, but did not go in. 
 
    “We’ll go back now. We don’t want to spoil what we gained today.” 
 
    “All right, Master.” 
 
    “You’re doing very well. You have an innate skill.” 
 
    Lasgol was not sure what the Elder meant by this, but he decided to thank him and keep the compliment. For him, doing things well was not exactly the norm, so he was going to enjoy every little victory, such as this one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astrid and Lasgol had spent the later part of the day visiting Camu and were on their way back to the Lair to have something to eat and rest. They were enjoying themselves so much with their playful little friend that they had stayed out beyond the normal time, and their partners had already dined. Luckily Ingrid always saved them something if they were late, as the ‘weirdos’ liked to have dinner together and they had been late more than once. 
 
    A gentle breeze caressed Lasgol’s face. It smelt of the forest in summer, and the scents of the wild filled his mind. It was night by now, and the full moon was shining in a clear sky, which was not very usual in Norghana, where the sky was overcast most of the time. As he admired the full moon and then looked into the fierce eyes of Astrid beside him, he felt overawed. She smiled at him without a word, as if she had picked up what his heart was feeling. 
 
    Lasgol was happy, and he was grateful for the fact. It had not always been that way, very far from it. Many of his days and nights had been unhappy and very hard. Because of this he was deeply aware that he needed to treasure every moment of happiness. You never knew what the next day, or night, might bring, even one as beautiful as this and in such good company. 
 
    I need to make the most of every happy day and enjoy it, with Astrid, with Camu, with my friends, and give thanks to the Ice Gods for it. Who knows what’ll happen tomorrow, or whether we’ll live to tell the tale? 
 
    “You’re very thoughtful this evening,” Astrid commented. 
 
    “I was thinking about how lucky I am. And how happy I feel.” 
 
    She smiled. “I can see that in your eyes.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re a little bit of a witch.” 
 
    Astrid laughed. “Not at all, but I can read you like an open book.” 
 
    “Great, that way you save me having to tell you things.” 
 
    “I want you to tell me everything about yourself.” 
 
    “What for? You can already read it in my face.” 
 
    Astrid stopped, so Lasgol did the same and turned to her. 
 
    “Don’t you know anything about women?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No, quite honestly I don’t. Viggo says I don’t have a clue.” 
 
    Astrid laughed out loud. “Even if I can read everything about you on your face, I still want you to tell me, to share things with me.” 
 
    “Oh... sure. I will. And will you share with me?” 
 
    “There’d be too many things for a man’s little head. It would probably burst,” she said, and laughed. Lasgol shook his head, and they went on walking. Astrid kissed his cheek lovingly. He blushed and felt very happy indeed. 
 
    They stopped at a small lake near the Lair, to the northeast, which Lasgol liked a lot because of the blue color of the water and the calm he felt when he stared out at it. It was a haven of peace, and more than once it had helped him through bad times, particularly when he had lost Camu and was disconsolate. He stopped and looked at the water, which was absolutely still. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful place,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Especially at night, and with this moon.” 
 
    Astrid went up to the water and looked at her reflection in the surface. “It looks like a blue mirror, silver under the beams of the full moon. I can see myself perfectly.” 
 
    Lasgol bent down and stared at his own reflection on the watery surface. It was so still that it actually gave the impression that he was looking into a mirror. The reflection was silvery. He did not normally get much opportunity to look at himself, since mirrors were scarce among the Rangers, and he had the impression that he looked older, that his face seemed more mature. He was becoming a man, and his face showed it. Do I look more like my mother or my father? he wondered. He was not sure. I think I have my father’s eyes and my mother’s face... I think... He sighed. I’ll have to ask Martha and see what she thinks, because she knew them both well. It’s hard for me to tell. 
 
    “I look more grown-up,” Astrid said. “It must be because of all the training. They’re making us grow up faster than normal...”  
 
    “Me too. I think that now I look a bit like my mother...” He could not help remembering her. He would have loved to be able to spend more time with her. Whenever he remembered her, he felt a pang in his chest. The terrible scene of her death came to his mind, and it was an agony. He put his hand to his neck where his Ranger medallion hung, together with another one that held a special meaning for him: his mother’s pendant. She had given it to him at the final moment. It was a silver chain with a strange ice-blue jewel set in an engraved ring, also of silver. The jewel was the size of a plum. It did not look showy or valuable, but the color of the jewel, a blue which was both intense and cold, delighted the senses. Mother, I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you. I couldn’t save you. He tried to hold back the tears. Forgive me, I failed you. He could not hold back any longer, and the tears ran down his cheeks. Two drops fell on the jewel. 
 
    It flashed with an intense blue. 
 
    Lasgol blinked hard. It must have been a reflection of a moonbeam on the lake which had reached the jewel. Yes, that must be it, there’s no other light here, he thought as another tear fell on the jewel. 
 
    It flashed again. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised. This was not normal. “Did you see that?” he asked Astrid. 
 
    “Yes, blue flashes coming from your pendant.” Her eyes were half-closed and suspicious. 
 
    “I thought it was the light...” 
 
    “No, I swear it wasn’t a reflection. It came from your jewel.” 
 
    Lasgol threw his head back with a start, and the pendant slipped from his hand and bumped against his chest. As it did so there came a third flash, even more intense. 
 
    “By the Icy Gods!” Astrid cried. She reached for her weapons. 
 
    In amazement, Lasgol watched an image on the surface of the lake beginning to take shape. He was startled at this, unable to understand what was happening. The image on the water formed a circle, and inside this he could make out two figures. He could not see clearly who they were as the whole scene was misty, vague, blurred. 
 
    He gestured at it. “Be careful, it’s magic!”  
 
    She was crouching with two knives in her hands, ready to attack. “What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” He took a deep breath. He felt a tingle on the back of his neck and knew that somehow he had called up some kind of magic. And it was not his own. 
 
    “Be careful,” Astrid said. 
 
    “It comes from the pendant, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Could it be dangerous?”  
 
    Lasgol did not know, but he could not stop looking at the image, which as if it were within a large round mirror was taking shape over the lake. He considered stepping back until he was a safe distance from that strange phenomenon. 
 
    “The pendant belonged to my mother, and she asked me not to lose it. I can’t leave now that it’s become activated. I have to stay and see what happens, what this magic does.” 
 
    “And what if it’s evil magic?” 
 
    “We’ll have to find out.” He quelled his fears and focused his attention on the image over the lake, which by now was beginning to look less misty, more definite. He realized that he knew the two figures which were now becoming clear. It was Mayra and Dakon! 
 
    “Aren’t those... your parents?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded eagerly. He concentrated on picking up everything, not only with his eyes but with all his senses. The image finished forming and they stared at the scene. From his parents’ faces, which he could now see with absolute clarity, the scene was from years before. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous, I’ve got to leave,” Mayra was telling Dakon. Lasgol recognized the room: it was in his own house, in front of a low fire. 
 
    Dakon shook his head. “No, we’ll find a way.” 
 
    “If I don’t leave I’ll condemn you both,” Mayra said. Her face was anguished. 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “I know it. He’ll kill you.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “I am. You’ve got to believe me. You’ve got to trust me. That’s the best way out. For us, for the realm, I must be sure you’ll be safe, and look for some way of fighting against him.” 
 
    “I can’t lose you, my love,” Dakon said. He took her in his arms and stared into her eyes, with his own full of worry. 
 
    “You won’t lose me, we’ll see each other again. And we’ll be in touch, I promise.” 
 
    Dakon was shaking his head. “If you leave, I’ll lose you. Lasgol will lose you.” 
 
    “If I stay, you’re doomed. That much I know.” 
 
    “You have no proof that he’s what you say he is.” 
 
    “He’s a Shifter, he’s not your friend Uthar, and I know it. One day you’ll see it too, and then it’ll be too late for all of us. I must leave now. He suspects me.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it...” 
 
    “Do you love me? Do you trust me, my love?” 
 
    “With all my heart,” Dakon replied without the slightest trace of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Then you must help me do this.” 
 
    “What have you thought of?” 
 
    “We’ll fake my death.” 
 
    Dakon sighed. “Where will you go?” 
 
    “To the Frozen Continent. I have friends there.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” 
 
    “It would be more so if I were to stay. I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to Lasgol or to you, my love.” 
 
    There was a long silence, Lasgol could see the pain in his father’s eyes, the anguish at this separation and perhaps the loss forever of the woman he loved more than his own life. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure that Uthar is a Shifter?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Very well, then. I’ll support you, although I don’t believe it and it seems crazy to me. I love you and I’ll always support you, however difficult the situation may be.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” Mayra said, and kissed him passionately. 
 
    “When?” Dakon asked resignedly. 
 
    “In three days.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll get things ready.” 
 
    The image began to turn misty again. 
 
    “No, I want to see more!” Lasgol shouted. “Don’t go away!”  
 
    “Take it easy, it could be a trick,” Astrid said. 
 
    To his despair, the image blurred and after a while began to fade slowly before his eyes. He swore under his breath as it finally vanished. 
 
    “You saw it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw it too.” She went to the spot where the image had vanished. “There’s no trace left.” 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this magic? Of the jewel, of the images?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know what to say. D’you think what we saw really happened?” 
 
    “Yes, I think it really did. That’s the feeling I got, as if I’d been seeing a scene from the past between my parents, a real one.” 
 
    “Your mother gave you that pendant... it must have been for some reason.” 
 
    “I wish I knew what the reason was.” Feeling troubled and baffled, he tried to activate the jewel again. 
 
    “Are you trying to make it show another image?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t. I’m going to try with my Gift.” 
 
    He could not. Nothing worked. He was frustrated, confused, sad and at the same time happy to have seen his parents. 
 
    Astrid smiled at him and put her hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find out what secret is hidden in the jewel. Now we’d better go back.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be the most sensible thing.” 
 
    They went back to the Lair, and neither said a word on the way. 
 
    “Today you’re back later than usual,” Ingrid told them. “But I saved you some dinner.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lasgol replied, more seriously than he had intended. 
 
    They sat down to eat. He could not stop thinking about what had happened, and nor could Astrid. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Ingrid asked suspiciously. “You’re both very serious.”  
 
    Lasgol and Astrid glanced at one another. “We need to tell you about something that’s happened,” he said. 
 
    “Something bad?” 
 
    “No... well, I’m not sure... I hope it’s not bad.” 
 
    “I’m here for whatever you need, you know that.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I know. Thanks.” 
 
    “So tell me, what happened?” 
 
    Lasgol told her what had happened with his mother’s pendant. 
 
    “Hmmm... I don’t think it’s necessarily bad...” Ingrid said. She was nodding. 
 
    “What do you mean, it’s not bad?” a voice thundered behind them. “It’s bloody magic!” 
 
    They spun around and found Viggo listening to them. 
 
    “Viggo!” Ingrid said accusingly. 
 
    “I’ve told you a thousand times not to eavesdrop on me,” Lasgol said angrily. 
 
    “If I don’t eavesdrop, how am I going to know what you’re up to?” 
 
    “It’s wrong,” Astrid said. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal, I spy on everybody.” 
 
    “That sounds like a memory,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.” 
 
    “And how did that memory end up inside a pendant?” Viggo asked. “I’ll tell you how: through magic, the kind that gets us into trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, the pendant seems bewitched,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Or enchanted,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Who cares?” Viggo snapped. “They’re both magic, and that means they’re both bad.”   
 
    “In other words, it’s magic,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem evil,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to that conclusion,” Viggo said. “We don’t know what else it does.”  
 
    “So far it’s only showed me a scene with my parents, a memory.” 
 
    “And who’s to say it can’t trap you in one, so that you disappear.” 
 
    “I doubt it very much. I’ve never heard of any magic that did that.” 
 
    “The fact that you don’t know, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    “Are you going to go on studying the object?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol thought for a moment and nodded slowly. “I have to, it’s my parents...” 
 
    Astrid put her arm around his shoulder. “We understand.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t understand,” Viggo objected. “Better to leave magic alone. Suppose you lose your mind in the enchantment?”  
 
    “We could agree on a middle position,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “And that would be...?” 
 
    “That you only use it when one of us is with you to help you if things go wrong.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the three of them and nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Ingrid. “We agree.”  
 
    “You wait and see, we’re going to end up in another mess... and magic to top it all...” Viggo grumbled, and left. 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Astrid said. “Everything’ll be all right.”  
 
    Lasgol smiled at her. He hoped it would be. They would have to wait and see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aren, the Green Stalker – or Chameleon, as the specialization was better known – was preparing traps. The exercise consisted of setting traps (which were all-but-impossible to distinguish on the ground) as fast as he could, then vanishing into the vegetation as if he had never been there. 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol had been granted permission to watch the training. They were paying close attention to how Aren was doing it and had been very surprised. Both the traps and the trapper himself vanished as if they had never been there. Of course, he did not do it fast enough, and nor did he hide himself well enough, according to Engla, who was scolding him sternly. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ingrid in puzzlement. “Can you see them?” 
 
    “Neither him nor the trap, and that’s even though I know where they are, because I’ve been watching him.” 
 
    “Well, it looks as if as far as Engla’s concerned, he’s not doing it well enough.” 
 
    “I get the impression that nobody does things well enough for Engla.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “The Elders are very demanding.” 
 
    “In particular Engla and Ivar.” 
 
    “Yeah, Gisli is a lot nicer.” 
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
    “I’m very happy with the way Master Gisli teaches us.” 
 
    “I’m not going to criticize Master Ivar... his methods are rough, but they get results, I can tell you.” 
 
    They saw Jorgen, the Forest Assassin, practicing. Although in terms of literally seeing him they saw very little, because his skill at moving through the undergrowth unnoticed had improved so much that it was almost impossible to make him out. The most impressive thing of all was that while someone could stay as still as a statue and pass unnoticed among the vegetation, to manage it while in rapid movement was a real achievement. 
 
    “If he goes on improving,” Lasgol commented, “soon we won’t see him at all.”  
 
    “I find it’s a real struggle to see where he’s going, and that’s when I’m concentrating as hard as I can. It’s as if the forest had swallowed him up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you went in there, I bet he’d appear out of thin air and slit your throat.” 
 
    “That’s very true. Remind me not to go into a forest with a hidden Forest Assassin in it.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “That’ll never happen.” 
 
    “Oh, you just wait and see.  Unlikely things do happen.” 
 
    “Well, if they send me to capture a Forest Assassin, I swear I’m not going in.” 
 
    “So what would you do, then?” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. “I’d set the forest on fire and wait for him to come out.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded, smiling. “You and Egil are both pretty bright. That’s a very good idea.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Not so much being bright, more an idea born of desperation.” 
 
    “Sometimes those are the best ones,” Ingrid said, laughing. 
 
    Suddenly they saw Jorgen climbing a tree with enviable skill and speed. Lasgol himself had always been very good at climbing trees and anything high, and even so, he was surprised by Jorgen’s skill. Equally suddenly, he let himself fall from a branch, carrying a knife and an axe which looked lighter and thinner than the usual ones. The moment he landed, he launched two thrusts in the air and then rolled over. A moment later he climbed the tree very rapidly once again, then went on to repeat the drop and the attack. 
 
    “Remind me not to go under a tree with Jorgen in it,” Ingrid said admiringly. 
 
    “I need to improve my climbing skills.” 
 
    Engla went over to Jorgen and corrected both the way he was climbing the tree and the attacking movement. This woman never seemed to be satisfied. Jorgen listened closely and tried to carry out the corrections he had been given. 
 
    “Change of exercise,” she ordered. 
 
    Jorgen put his weapons away in his belt and took the short bow he carried on his back. He nocked an arrow, and after three steps he had vanished into the vegetation. Suddenly Engla threw an apple to the right of the spot where he had vanished. An arrow flew out of the vegetation and hit the apple before it touched the ground. 
 
    “Wow!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    “He split it in two...” Ingrid said, openmouthed. 
 
    “And I can’t see Jorgen.” 
 
    “Nor me.” 
 
    Engla threw a second apple into the forest, rather further. Another arrow flew out through the vegetation and impaled the apple on a tree. 
 
    “Impressive!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    “I still can’t see him.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “We really are going to have to set the forest on fire,” said Lasgol. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “We certainly are. I wouldn’t even dream of going into any forest with Jorgen hidden in it.” 
 
    Lasgol saw Engla walking across to where Astrid was preparing her weapons, and suddenly his stomach turned. Not because he had seen Astrid, who always made him feel better, but because he was afraid they were going to practice with poisons, and he feared for her. A single mistake in the composition of the poison or the antidote and she could end up maimed or dead. 
 
    Ingrid had seen the tension on his face. “Don’t worry, everything’ll be all right.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure...” 
 
    “Engla’s an expert Elder, and Astrid’s an exceptional pupil. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.” 
 
    Lasgol did not feel easy in the least, however much he tried to control his nerves. 
 
    “Show me your weapons and preparations,” Engla said to Astrid. 
 
    Astrid nodded respectfully and showed the Elder her three sets of weapons and the three phials with the preparations. 
 
    “Did you mix them in the exact proportions and order as shown in the tomes?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right, or else you’ll pay in your own flesh and blood.” 
 
    Lasgol was not at all happy about this. He took a step forward to stop the exercise, but Ingrid held him back firmly. 
 
    “You can’t interfere.” 
 
    “She’s going to hurt herself.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It’s her choice.” 
 
    “I can’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
    “If you try to step in, they’ll both hate you for it and never forgive you.” 
 
    Lasgol stared back at her blankly. “Both? Why?” 
 
    “Elder Engla, for interrupting her lesson. She won’t forgive you. It’s her class, her area of expertise. You can’t interrupt her lesson. And Astrid won’t forgive you for not trusting her ability to do the task properly. I wouldn’t do it. You mustn’t interfere. Let what must happen, happen. It’s not your prerogative to stand in her way.” 
 
    Lasgol realized that she was right. He cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Fine...” he muttered grudgingly. 
 
    Engla gestured to Astrid to take off her black leather gloves. Astrid obeyed, revealing her white hands. 
 
    “First phial. Let’s see its effects.”  
 
    Astrid nodded, and wiped the two curved knives clean with a special cloth soaked in a liquid. The purpose was to eliminate any trace of previous ingredients on the edge of the weapons. She took the first container from her belt, spread the ointment over the curved edges of the knives and then put the container away. With a swift movement she rubbed one dagger against the other. There was a flash, and an instant later the edges of the two knives were aflame. 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol, open-mouthed, stared at the elemental knives she had created. 
 
    Engla nodded in satisfaction. “Fire is lethal, the best companion for an Elemental Assassin. It can be used on almost all occasions. An exceptional ally. Let’s see if you’ve managed to get the right mix.”  
 
    The fire was intense on both edges of the knives, but it was not affecting Astrid’s hands, wrists or arms. The combination had been made with great precision.  
 
    “Very good. Second choice,” Engla said once she had checked that the fire was not hurting Astrid. 
 
    Astrid put out the fire on the edges and wiped them carefully with the cloth once again. She took the two long thin-edged knives, which were for direct thrusts or stabs, wiped them, took out an ointment and spread a bluish substance along the edges. Then she poured a few drops from another phial on to the blades. The preparation reacted to the substance on the blades, which flashed blue. An electric thread leapt from one blade to the other, immediately followed by several arcs which crackled with a noise which sent shivers down the spine. 
 
    “Good. Keep the knives in front of your face and cross them.” 
 
    When Astrid did so, the electrical arcs leapt from one blade to the other with a lethal blue flash. 
 
    Lasgol noticed that these too did not affect her hands or arms. 
 
    “Third preparation.”  
 
    Astrid picked another set of knives, the smallest, which were for throwing. She wiped them carefully, took out a phial and poured a whitish liquid on the edges, then stoppered the phial carefully again and put it back safely in her belt. On contact with the liquid, the blades began to give off an ominous whitish vapor. 
 
    “Be careful!” Engla warned her. 
 
    Astrid cried out in pain and dropped one of the knives on to the ground. At once the grass around the blade began to freeze. 
 
    “Quick, the antidote,” Engla said, “or you’ll lose your fingers.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide and his heart skipped a beat. Lose her fingers? Why? And then he realized that the elemental effect Astrid had created was that of water, and it was freezing everything it touched. If she had miscalculated and put too much... it would have reached her hand. 
 
    She dropped the other knife, took out something from her belt and pulled out the stopper with her teeth, since she could not use the frozen hand. When she poured the contents on it there was a reaction, and a blue vapor issued from her fingers. She clenched her jaw and muffled a cry of pain. 
 
    “For the sake of the Ice Gods, don’t let her lose them,” Lasgol prayed. 
 
    Engla took Astrid’s hand and examined her fingers. “They’ll be all right,” she said. “When we’ve finished here, go and see Annika so that she can heal them with one of her ointments. They’re excellent.” 
 
    Astrid nodded, obviously in pain, and Lasgol gasped in relief. 
 
    “What was your mistake?” Engla asked. 
 
    “The amount used is the right one for a normal knife, but not for a small throwing dagger.” 
 
    “Exactly. The amount was correct, but not for this type of knife.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I know it won’t. Your fingers will always remind you.” 
 
    Astrid looked down at them and made a grimace of pain. 
 
    “Remember when you use elemental knives, of Fire, Air, Earth and Water, you need to take the greatest care. The elemental effects can cause serious burns or paralyzing discharges, or they can leave the victim unconscious. That of Water, as you’ve experienced yourself, can freeze the limb it touches. But just as it can maim or kill an enemy, an accident can have the same effect on the Natural Assassin. Never be overconfident, always take the greatest care.” 
 
    “I’ll always remember,” Astrid said. 
 
    “I certainly hope so. And when you see Annika, ask her to give you a lesson in elemental compounds. Remember that any material which is learnt or used in the School of Nature will be used by the Natural Assassin to kill the enemy.” 
 
    “Will I be able to try?” 
 
    Engla smiled sourly and pointed to her injured fingers. “You’re not ready.” 
 
    “But I’d like to...” 
 
    “Later, when you’re ready. Your specialty allows for experimentation, the creation of new poisons and elemental effects for weapons, but it’s very dangerous. For now, you can only do it with my permission and under Annika’s supervision. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Very well, now go for your treatment.” 
 
    Astrid left, and Engla walked over to where Viggo was practicing with three different sets of movements: an attacking one, a blocking one and a third, for counterattacking. Lasgol knew that he had been practicing those sets day and night; Engla’s lesson in humility had sunk in deeply. When Ingrid pestered him, he kept his usual air of unconcern, but Lasgol knew for sure that it was not real and that he was spending every moment of the day and night practicing. He certainly did care, and deeply. 
 
    “What do you think of these sets?” Engla asked him. Her tone suggested that she was testing him. 
 
    Viggo stopped and considered his reply. 
 
    Ingrid was intrigued. “Let’s see what he says.” 
 
    “He’d better not say anything inappropriate,” Lasgol said, and Ingrid nodded. 
 
    “The more I practice, the more useful I find them,” Viggo said, and he did so honestly, without the least sarcasm. 
 
    “Which one do you like best?” 
 
    “The third one, counterattack, definitely.” 
 
    “I guessed you’d choose that one. Let’s see how much you’ve improved.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Viggo said. 
 
    Engla took out the dreaded blue phial from her belt and poured the substance on the edges of Viggo’s weapons, then her own. The blue sparks ran up and down the blades, making blue arcs leap from edge to edge. 
 
    “In position. Go.” 
 
    Viggo nodded and began the movements. Elder and pupil moved in unison, with a speed and synchronicity in their moves that were impressive. Engla attacked, and Viggo blocked and immediately counterattacked. Engla evaded or blocked the counterattack, so that sparks leapt at the contact of their weapons, with a very disturbing sound. They went through an entire set of movements, then stopped.  
 
    “That was really good,” Ingrid said, impressed. 
 
    “Viggo’s been practicing non-stop. He can do all the moves blindfolded.” 
 
    “Is he really making that much effort?” 
 
    “And more.” 
 
    Ingrid remained thoughtful. She had not been expecting that. 
 
    “We’ll repeat. This time I’ll go faster,” Engla warned him. 
 
    They started, and Engla was moving at a truly demonic speed. But Viggo was not lagging behind. The knives met and the sparks leapt from weapon to weapon. It was awesome, both because of the impressiveness of the discharges and the speed and fluidity with which they both attacked, blocked and counterattacked. Viggo went through half the set without being touched, but then the dreaded moment arrived. A belated blocking movement cost him a discharge in the leg he was using for support. He cried out in pain and sank to one knee, unable to control the trembling in his leg. 
 
    Engla waited for him to recover without uttering a word, and they went on. 
 
    The attacks, blocks, dodges and counterattacks filled the air with blue sparks while Elder and pupil carried out a dance of complicated steps and movements. Viggo received another discharge, this time in his right arm. But he did not let go of his weapon, even though his arm was shaking uncontrollably and there was an expression of pain on his face. In the last counterattack he was too slow, and Engla got him again, this time on his left side. He was left lying on the ground in convulsions, but did not let go of his weapons. 
 
    “That was a good exercise,” Engla told him. “I can see you’ve been practicing, You’ve improved substantially, and I like that. Keep up the good work. We’ll do it again in a week’s time.” 
 
    “Yes... Ma’am...” Viggo muttered from the ground. 
 
    And she left, leaving him lying there. 
 
    “That was awesome,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid said, sounding impressed, “it really was. He did very well, really well.” 
 
    “You could tell him that, it would cheer him up.” 
 
    “Praise him? Not on your life.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “You’re two of a kind.” 
 
    “He’s a halfwit and I’m not.” 
 
    “Well then, I’ll give him a bit of praise. He could do with some support.” 
 
    “I can’t stop you,” Ingrid said, and went on looking at Viggo trying to stand up. 
 
    Lasgol knew they could not go and help him, so they stayed watching him slowly getting to his feet. In fact he had performed incredibly; he had a natural ability for fighting with knives that was simply astonishing. Lasgol was glad for him. Maybe he would manage to graduate after all. Although seeing what the training was like, the Proficiency Test was likely to be tremendously difficult. Lasgol felt his stomach churning. Yes, those final tests were going to be terrible.
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    Astrid and Viggo were practicing fighting with Assassin knives in a clearing east of the Lair. They were repeating, over and over, the series of movements Engla had given them for the next training session. They had to memorize and interiorize them so that they would become almost instinctive. 
 
    “Eight,” Astrid said, calling out the move as she attacked with her right-hand knife. 
 
    Viggo blocked the marking knife, which was directed at his stomach, with an accurate defensive stroke. “Nine. These sets of exercises are really boring.” 
 
    “Ten. It’s what Engla’s told us to practice,” Astrid replied as she attacked with the other knife and launched a thrust toward his neck. 
 
    “Eleven. Well, it’s a bore,” said Viggo as he threw his head back to let her knife brush past in front of his nose. 
 
    She attacked with both knives at the same time, aiming for his chest. “Twelve. It seems to me as if we’re dancing.” 
 
    “Thirteen,” said Viggo. “An elaborate dance, with weapons. I think it’d make a real spectacle at a royal ball.” He crouched and delivered an upward thrust with his right forearm, which hit her wrists and knocked the blow aside. The knives went over his head. 
 
    Astrid twisted the knives around and struck with a downward two-handed thrust. “Fourteen.” 
 
    Viggo counterattacked with a swift stroke to her heart. “Fifteen. You’re dead. End of set.”  
 
    Astrid wiped the sweat off her brow with her arm. “Okay. Let’s change positions. Now you attack and I’ll defend.”  
 
    “Are you all right? You don’t look well.” He was looking at her with his head to one side. 
 
    “Yeah... I’m a little tired, that’s all.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I’ve seen you travel through half the North in the snow and the cold without flinching.” 
 
    “Maybe lunch didn’t agree with me,” she said, and got into position to repeat the exercise. 
 
    “We can stop for a bit if you want. We’ve been doing this all afternoon.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re just looking for an excuse to stop.”  
 
    “It’s just that it really makes me sleepy.” 
 
    “But it’s really helpful,” said another female voice. 
 
    They turned and saw Ingrid coming from the river. 
 
    “What makes it so helpful?” Viggo asked her. 
 
    “How do you think soldiers practice hand-to-hand fighting with the sword and axe?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “How should I know? Do I look like a soldier?” 
 
    “You look like what you are, a dumbass.” 
 
    “Don’t provoke me, bossy-boots...” 
 
    “The royal army trains its soldiers with sets of exercises like these – simpler, obviously – and they make the soldiers repeat them every day. On the other hand the Invincibles of the Ice have more complex sets, like the ones you’re doing, but for sword and shield. They practice day and night, and that’s why they’re so good.” 
 
    Viggo gave her a challenging stare. “And how do you know that?”  
 
    “Because of my aunt.” 
 
    “Oh... that’s true...” He was silent for a moment, seeming to remember what had happened to her. “Well, they might be helpful for the army, but we’re Specialist Rangers in Expertise, and this is really boring.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s useful. It’s already proven, and that’s why it’s used in the army and here. So go on repeating the moves until you’re doing them without thinking.” 
 
    “And why have you come to spoil our practice?”  
 
    “I came to watch you practicing and see if I can learn something new.” 
 
    Viggo could not resist this. “Oh, if you’re with me you’ll always learn something new. And exciting!” 
 
    Ingrid did not know what to say for a moment, then instantly she turned red with embarrassment and fury. “Don’t talk rubbish and get on with your practicing! You numskull!” 
 
    Viggo gave her a mischievous smile and bowed pompously. 
 
    “Shall we continue, Astrid?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never stop arguing. You’re really funny,” said the brunette, who was now sweating profusely. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right? You look terrible, and you’re sweating a lot.” 
 
    “I feel a little weak and I’m very hot. Maybe I’ve caught a cold. It’s nothing. Let’s go on.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “One,” he said, and attacked, swiftly sliding his right leg forward and delivering a stroke at Astrid’s stomach. 
 
    “Two,” she said, and deflected the movement with her left forearm. 
 
    “Three. You’re a little slow.” He attacked, moved his left foot forward and launched another stroke, this time with his left hand. The knife was aimed at her stomach. 
 
    “Four,” she said. She dodged the blow with her right forearm, but she was fractionally too late. 
 
    “Five. Get ready,” he said, and struck at the leg she was using for support. 
 
    “Six.” But to their surprise, she was unable to move her leg back in time and Viggo’s knife hit her thigh. 
 
    Viggo stopped his attack. “You’re very slow. There’s definitely something wrong with you.”  
 
    “It’s... nothing...” But she could not finish the sentence and fell to the ground. 
 
    Instantly he knelt beside her. “Astrid!” 
 
    Ingrid ran to his side. “What’s the matter with her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s been a bit odd the whole day.” 
 
    She put her hand on Astrid’s forehead. “She’s burning with fever.” 
 
    “It’ll just be a cold.” 
 
    “No... this is something more serious...”  
 
    “Why d’you say that?” 
 
    “She’s just fainted, and her pulse... is very weak.” 
 
    Viggo looked horrified. “We’d better take her to the Lair! Quick!” 
 
    Supporting Astrid by the arms, they carried her back to the Lair as fast as they could. As they arrived, they met Frida and Elina, who were coming back from a Nature class. Gonars and Sugesen were a few steps behind them. 
 
    “Where’s Elder Annika?” Ingrid asked urgently. 
 
    The two girls looked at each other blankly, and Frida pointed inside the Lair. “Inside, preparing a beverage. We’re bringing her the plants she sent us to search for.”  
 
    “What’s happened?” Elina asked. 
 
    “Astrid’s sick,” Ingrid said harshly, and they ran to the Lair. Astrid was unconscious by now and her feet were dragging. 
 
    “Elder Annika!” they called as they went into the Cave of the Runes. 
 
    They set off for the Cave of Autumn as fast as they could. Sigrid was coming out of the Cave of Winter, alarmed by their shouting.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Ingrid and Viggo turned to her, with Astrid hanging between them. 
 
    “Mother Specialist!” Ingrid said. “Something’s very wrong with Astrid!”  
 
    Sigrid ran to them. “An accident?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s happened to her. She’s sick. There hasn’t been an accident.” 
 
    “We were practicing and she fainted,” Viggo said. “And she’s one of the toughest people I know.” 
 
    Sigrid examined her eyes and took her temperature and pulse. “You did the right thing, bringing her here quickly,” she told them. 
 
    Annika appeared at the entrance of the Cave of Autumn wearing an apron and gloves for alchemy. Immediately she realized what was happening and signaled to them to hurry. 
 
    “Bring her down, I’ll have a look at her.”  
 
    They took her to the Specialization of Nature quadrant inside the cave, and Annika indicated a bed beside the wall. Carefully, Ingrid and Viggo laid Astrid on the bed. She was still unconscious, and her whole body was burning. 
 
    “Move over, please,” Annika said, and began to check Astrid quickly and thoroughly. 
 
    “Let her work,” Sigrid said. “Wait outside.”  
 
    Ingrid and Viggo looked at each other uneasily. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough. Go outside, please. Annika needs to work in peace.” 
 
    “All right,” Viggo said, and led Ingrid away. Outside, Frida and Elina, Gonars and Sugesen were waiting for them. 
 
    “What is it? How is she?” the two boys asked. 
 
    “We don’t know anything” Ingrid said. “Annika’s looking at her now.”  
 
    “Does anybody know where Lasgol is?” Viggo asked. “We have to tell him.” 
 
    “The Wildlife people have gone to the end of the valley to work with the wild beasts,” said Frida. 
 
    “They won’t be back until tonight,” Elina added. 
 
    “Damn...” Viggo growled. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to her,” Ingrid pointed out. “She’s with Annika. She’ll heal her.” 
 
    “She’s an excellent healer,” Frida assured him. 
 
    “And she knows more about healing medicines than anybody else in the whole North,” Elina said. 
 
    “Yeah... you’re right,” said Viggo. “Besides, it won’t amount to anything.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ingrid. 
 
    The evening went by, and night fell. Molak joined them outside the cave. They waited, seated on the ground, barely speaking, deeply worried. Sigrid came out of the cave and went back in with Ivar and Engla, which did not reassure anybody. They did not come back out. 
 
    When it was dark Elder Gisli came back, along with Lasgol, Luca, Erika and Axe. They were taken aback by what they saw. 
 
    “What’s the matter here?” Gisli asked. 
 
    “Astrid, sir,” Ingrid explained. “She’s been taken ill. She’s with the Mother Specialist and the other Elders.” 
 
    “We’ve been told to wait out here so that Elder Annika can work,” Viggo added. 
 
    “Astrid...” Lasgol muttered in shock, 
 
    “Stay here,” Gisli said to them. 
 
    “I have to see her,” Lasgol said, and made his way to the entrance. 
 
    Gisli held him by the shoulders. “If they’ve told you to wait outside, you have to wait here.” 
 
    “Master... I’ve got to see her... I’ve got to know she’s all right.” 
 
    “Wait here for a moment. I’ll go and see how she is and then come back.” 
 
    “Master...” 
 
    “I know. Hold on.” 
 
    Gisli went down to the cave of Autumn, and Lasgol turned to Ingrid and Viggo. “They haven’t told you how she is?” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. 
 
    “She’ll be all right, don’t worry,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She fainted while we were practicing,” Viggo explained. “She’s got a fever.” 
 
    “Fainted? Astrid?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. 
 
    “Then she’s really bad... she’s as tough as they come,” Lasgol said, deeply troubled. 
 
    A moment later Sigrid came to their side. Her face was serious. 
 
    Lasgol’s legs shook. “No, please. No...” he stammered. 
 
    The Mother Specialist spoke with no preamble. “Astrid’s condition is serious.” 
 
    Lasgol gasped. She was alive. “Serious? Why? What is it?” he asked desperately. 
 
    “She’s poisoned.” 
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    “Poisoned? What by?” Lasgol asked. He was in a state of shock.  
 
    “It seems she’s ingested Dementia Bell.” 
 
    Petrified, he was unable to react to Sigrid’s words. 
 
    “The poisonous mushroom?” Frida asked in surprise. 
 
    “It looks like it.” 
 
    Lasgol reacted. “Will she be all right?” he asked, although he was still stunned. It seemed to him that he was in a nightmare. 
 
    “We’re hoping so. Annika’s doing everything she can. She’s prepared an antidote and given it to her. It should help.” 
 
    “It should?” He did not like the sound of this at all. 
 
    “It’s a very poisonous mushroom, and there are no guarantees in cases like this. But we’ll do everything in our power to help her.” 
 
    He was overwhelmed by the situation, unable to believe they were talking about Astrid, that she might die. He was trapped in a horrible nightmare. It was impossible! Not Astrid! 
 
    “Did she ingest a large quantity?” Ingrid asked. “If I remember Annika’s explanation correctly, it produces prolonged madness.” 
 
    “And death,” Sigrid added. “If it’s consumed in a large enough quantity, or it’s a concentrated preparation, the subject may suffer a prolonged period of dementia lasting months, and there’s no guarantee that they’ll recover.” 
 
    Lasgol’s heart skipped a beat. He could not lose Astrid. His stomach clamped. “She’s not going to die... she can’t die...” he said, completely distraught. 
 
    Sigrid sighed. “The amount ingested is troubling. She might survive, but we’ll have to see whether she develops dementia. Whatever the case, it’s too soon to tell. We’ll have to wait until Annika treats her, and that’ll take time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Viggo said suddenly, with his arms folded.  
 
    Sigrid turned to look at him. “What doesn’t?” 
 
    “Astrid would never consume Dementia Bell.” 
 
    “Mistakes and accidents do happen. It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last.”  
 
    “Perhaps with other people... but Astrid doesn’t make that kind of mistake.”  
 
    “We’re all human and make mistakes.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “Not like this one. Not Astrid.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, the first thing is to get her better,” Sigrid said. “There’ll be time to investigate what’s happened once she recovers. Go back to your tasks, because you’re only getting in the way here.” 
 
    “I need to see her,” Lasgol pleaded in a broken voice. 
 
    Sigrid shook her head. “I’ll let you know when she’s better, and then you can see her. Now we must let Annika deal with her. She’s in the best of hands, I can assure you.” 
 
    Lasgol insisted. He needed to see her, to know that she was still alive, fighting. “Just for a moment, please, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “You want her to get well, don’t you? Then you must let her be treated without interfering in the process.” 
 
    He wanted to protest, but Sigrid’s firm gesture told him that she would not accept any more pleas or requests. She turned and went into the Cave of Summer, and the others withdrew. Ingrid and Viggo stayed with Lasgol. 
 
    Ingrid put her hand on his shoulder. “Come on,” she said gently. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and did not move. “I need to see her.” 
 
    “Well then, see her,” Viggo said. 
 
    The look in Ingrid’s eyes said: what the hell are you doing? 
 
    “You heard Sigrid. She won’t let me go in.” 
 
    “Well then, you can sneak in and see her, even if it’s from a distance.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at him hesitantly. 
 
    “They’re in the Nature quadrant. We can look from one of the others.” 
 
    “We can?” Ingrid repeated. “You’re not going in.” 
 
    “How are we going to look if the area’s got a high reinforced wall around it?” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “I know how. Trust me.” 
 
    “Don’t go with him,” Ingrid said in a voice of authority. “You’ll get into trouble. Sigrid told us not to go in.” 
 
    Viggo turned to Lasgol. “Don’t pay attention to Blondie here. Come on, I’ll help you.” He beckoned him to follow. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “All right.” 
 
    “You’re hopeless,” Ingrid protested with her hands on her hips. 
 
    Viggo crouched down and approached the entrance stealthily, with Lasgol following. Ingrid was left grumbling, with folded arms. 
 
    Viggo went down the stairs and then into the Cave with the absolute stealth and agility of a shadow. Lasgol was doing what he could to follow his example, but he was aware that his footsteps and movements were loud in comparison with those of his friend, however carefully he tried to keep them silent. The cave was lit by oil lamps, which Viggo avoided, seeking the shadows to move through. 
 
    The place was divided into four large workspaces. A long corridor crossed the cave from the entrance stairs to the wall of rock at the opposite end. Four doors in the corridor gave access to the areas belonging to each specialty. The Nature area was at the far end, on the right. Hundreds of thoughts assailed Lasgol’s mind as they made their way carefully along the corridor. Was Astrid still alive? Would she manage to recover or would she lose her mind? Would she recognize him? Would she attack him? Would the dementia make her take her own life? Or kill someone else? And other even more horrendous thoughts. 
 
    Viggo gestured sharply at him. He had lagged, trapped in the nightmare of his thoughts. Anxiety was clutching at his chest so tightly that he could barely breathe. There was a pain in his heart, a sharp pang that grew with every step. He swallowed hard repeatedly to try to lessen it. 
 
    They heard Sigrid’s voice at the far end, talking to Annika. They were inside the Nature area. Viggo went towards the Expertise area, which was immediately below, on the right. They went in to find the area deserted, as they had expected. Lasgol looked closely at the high wooden wall which separated this area from that of Nature. 
 
    Viggo went up to the wall and put his ear against it to listen, making a sign to Lasgol to do the same. Lasgol obeyed. 
 
    “This incident is deeply disconcerting,” they heard Sigrid say. The sound reached them from a distance, muffled. 
 
    “It certainly is,” said Engla. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Annika said 
 
    “How can it be your fault?” Engla asked. “She’s my pupil, she’s my responsibility. The fault is entirely mine.” 
 
    “But I showed her the mushroom the first day I presented my specialty. I shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    Gisli backed her up. “It’s important that they should be familiar with the poisonous mushrooms. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “And it’s not your fault either, Engla,” Ivar added. “It’s an accident. They do happen, you all know that.” 
 
    “Yes, but this one’s rather strange,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Why?” Annika asked. “It’s not the first time a pupil’s got poisoned, stabbed himself or set half the cave on fire.” 
 
    Viggo bent down and touched the wall a couple of hand-spans above the floor until he found something. He signaled to Lasgol to get down and look, and when Lasgol did so he found a hole in the wall. He put his right eye to it and was able to see the five Elders, between two sets of shelves on the other side. But they were blocking Astrid’s head, so that he could only see the lower half of her body where it was lying on the bed. 
 
    “That’s true,” Sigrid admitted. “But even so, I don’t know why, I don’t feel easy about it.”  
 
    “Do you think there’s been foul play in all this?” Engla asked. 
 
    “Do you have this mushroom here?” Ivar wanted to know. 
 
    “Yes, in the glass jar, on the shelf, but it’s well-marked and with a red stopper. They all know they mustn’t open the phials and jars with red stoppers.” Annika pointed out several more jars marked in the same way. 
 
    “Then what probably happened is that her curiosity got the better of her,” Ivar said. 
 
    “Or else she found it where you showed it to her,” Gisli said. 
 
    “We won’t know for sure until she wakes up,” Engla said. She had moved away from the group to go to the head of the bed where Astrid was lying. 
 
    “I’m going to prepare a fortifying potion,” said Annika, and went to get the ingredients she needed, moving away from the group in the process. 
 
    At last Lasgol was able to see Astrid. She was unconscious, her face profoundly white, her eyes marked by terrible purple circles. All the bad omens came back into his mind. Anguish squeezed his heart to the point of bursting. Please don’t die. Don’t leave me. I need you. I want to be with you. We have so much to experience, so much love to share, a future to make... He felt air was not reaching his lungs and had to force himself to breathe deeply. Then he realized that Astrid’s chest was moving, with rhythmic movements, up and down: she was breathing! She’s alive! There’s hope! Please get well, recover. Fight, the way you know how to, with that indomitable spirit of yours. Fight, my love. 
 
    “We need to carry on with the teaching,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “Yes, that’ll be the best thing,” Engla agreed, “because they’re all affected by what’s happened.” 
 
    “Do you need anything?” Gisli asked Annika. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll make a list for you. I have everything I need here, but we’d better be prepared in case of complications.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” said Ivar. 
 
    “Good, let’s go.” 
 
    Ivar and Gisli left by the door into the corridor. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo, who put his finger to his lips. The two Elder Specialists came out and went toward the stairs on their way out of the cave. Both friends stayed there still, in absolute silence. Then Viggo gestured to Lasgol that they ought to be on their way, but Lasgol did not want to. He looked through the hole again to see Annika giving Astrid a potion, with Engla watching them. Her face was very serious. 
 
    “Come on...” Viggo whispered in his ear. 
 
    Engla turned as if she had heard the whisper. But she could not have, since they were on the other side of the wall and she was several paces away. Or could she have? She went up to the wall, and Lasgol knew it was the moment to leave. He looked at Astrid for one last time. Fight, with all your being. Fight and come back to me. I’m waiting for you. 
 
    They left the area, then very carefully and in silence, went up the stairs. The Elders were nowhere to be seen. They made their way to the Cave of Spring, where all the pupils were waiting for them. 
 
    “Any news? Is she better?” Ingrid asked at once. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “She’s still unconscious. Annika’s treating her.” 
 
    Everybody had come to find out what news there was. All except Isgord, Aren and Jorgen, who were talking in a corner and watching what went on from a distance. 
 
    “She’s in good hands,” Molak said. “If anybody can treat a case of poisoning skillfully, it’s Annika.”  
 
    “She’ll get well and recover, just like that,” Luca assured Lasgol. “She’s very strong, you just wait and see.”  
 
    “Everything’ll be all right,” Erika said, and gave him a hug to encourage him. 
 
    “Thanks. Yes, she’ll get over it” – and tears appeared in Lasgol’s eyes. 
 
    “All right,” Ingrid said, “get back to your work, there’s nothing else to see here.” 
 
    The ‘weirdos’ stayed with Lasgol. The others withdrew and let him breathe. Ingrid patted the bunk beside them.  
 
    “Sit down and rest,” she said. 
 
    He sat down, lost in thought. 
 
    Molak was shaking his head. “How could this have happened?” 
 
    “It’s very odd,” Luca said. “Astrid knew this mushroom was poisonous. I remember we joked about making an omelet with it and giving it to the ‘best’ group.” 
 
    “Really?” Ingrid asked, looking around abruptly. 
 
    “Yeah, now I feel terrible about the joke, but we talked about it after Annika showed it to us in the forest.” 
 
    “If Astrid knew about the mushroom, and we know how smart she is,” Ingrid wondered, “how come she poisoned herself?”  
 
    “Yeah, I was just thinking the same thing,” said Erika. “She isn’t even in Nature, so I don’t think she’d have taken it by mistake from one of Annika’s jars.” 
 
    Ingrid shook her head and folded her arms. “This is really strange. Astrid would never make a mistake like that, not with something so dangerous.”  
 
    “It must have been an accident,” said Molak. “There must be a logical explanation. Let’s not think negatively.” 
 
    “Captain Fantastic,” Viggo put in, “always so credulous, straightforward and honorable, incapable of seeing the truth for what it is.” 
 
    “It’s not the moment...” Ingrid began. 
 
    “Somebody poisoned her,” Viggo said bluntly, with complete conviction. 
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    They all looked at Viggo, surprised by the conviction in his voice.  
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” Ingrid said accusingly. 
 
    He was unwavering. “I’m just saying what happened. The fact that you’re so goody-goody and dimwitted to see it for what it is, isn’t my fault.”  
 
    “That’s a rather hasty judgment, don’t you think?” Luca objected. 
 
    “It’s not hasty at all.” 
 
    “There are all sorts of things that might have happened,” Molak argued. “We don’t have the facts. We shouldn’t jump to negative conclusions like that.” 
 
    “I’ll jump to any conclusions I want.” 
 
    “You’ve got no evidence,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “I’ve got logic, knowledge and a sixth sense for these things. Astrid would never poison herself by accident, she’s too smart and too careful. Besides, she knew about the mushroom, as Luca said, and knew how dangerous it is. And my instinct tells me that there’s foul play here. Which means she was poisoned deliberately.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t sound so convinced about that,” Erika said. She pointed unobtrusively at Lasgol. 
 
    “He knows it already, and if not, then he soon will.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I already know,” Lasgol said suddenly. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done,” Erika said, looking disgusted. 
 
    “The sooner he reacts, the better. We’ll run less risk.” 
 
    Ingrid was looking frustrated. “Risk? What are you talking about?”  
 
    Viggo tapped his temple with his finger a couple times. “Use your heads. Astrid’s been poisoned. Someone here tried to kill her and didn’t succeed. Therefore, she’s still in danger. And if she’s in danger, so are we.” 
 
    There followed a long moment of silence as they all considered his words. 
 
    Lasgol stood up. “He’s right, you know.” 
 
    Molak held out his hands, palms outwards, in a calming gesture. “Stop right there, let’s not get involved in crazy theories.”  
 
    “Let’s calm down and think about this carefully,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Erika did not sound entirely convinced. “It sounds a bit hasty, that conclusion...”  
 
    “I’m with Erika in this,” Luca said. “I agree, I think it’s very strange that Astrid could have poisoned herself by accident, but anybody can make a mistake, even the most intelligent and well-prepared. Who knows what could have happened? Perhaps it was a mistake. I’d rather think it was that than the alternative.” 
 
    “Whether you prefer accident to poisoning won’t change the truth about what happened,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    “But you don’t know what happened,” Molak argued. “You’re assuming that there was an attack against her life. That’s too much to assume.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go with ‘accident’, for now?” Erika said. “Until we find more evidence...” 
 
    “Because that’s not what happened,” Lasgol said with conviction. He was seeing it more and more clearly. It was strange in the extreme that Astrid should have poisoned herself. It made no sense. He still had a trace of doubt that it might just have been an extremely strange accident, but the more he thought about it – and he could not stop thinking about it – the more remote that possibility became. 
 
    “Lasgol.” Ingrid said, “don’t come to any hasty conclusions... don’t listen to this dumbass.” 
 
    “Let’s wait and see what Sigrid and the Elder Specialists think,” said Molak. 
 
    “So says Mr. Straight. We’ve got to find out who did it. The bigwigs will think it was an accident.” 
 
    “All the more reason to think that ourselves,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “No. They’ll think that because they don’t want an incident on their watch. It would put them in a bad situation with Gondabar. I don’t suppose they’ll even investigate it.” 
 
    “You’re always thinking crookedly,” Ingrid said accusingly. 
 
    “The Elders wouldn’t do that,” Molak said confidently. “If there’s a motive to look into, they’ll do it, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “You’re always sure about a lot of things that aren’t true.” 
 
    “If you believe she was poisoned,” Luca asked, “who did it? Why?”  
 
    “Those are better questions.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Ingrid protested. 
 
    “If the attack was on Astrid,” Viggo mused, “then we need to find a motive. Any attack, any murder, has a motive – many possible ones, but at least one. If we find the motive, we’ll find the murderer.” 
 
    Molak put his hands to his face. “Let’s not go there...” 
 
    “I want to hear what Viggo has to say,” Lasgol interrupted. 
 
    “But Lasgol,” Ingrid said, “it won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” he told her curtly. He did not want to be rude to her, but he knew her well and was aware that she would not back off unless he was firm with her. 
 
    “I agree, I don’t think it’ll be good for you either,” Erika said. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but I want to hear what Viggo has to say. Give him a chance to speak.” 
 
    “Motive, opportunity: those are the keys for a murder. That’s something I learned in my youth... we need to find them out to establish what happened. That way we’ll find the culprit.” 
 
    “But who’d want to kill Astrid?” Luca asked. “I can’t see it...” 
 
    “Me, for instance,” said Viggo. 
 
    They all stared at him, shocked. 
 
    “Don’t talk nonsense,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “It’s not nonsense. Think about it. In fact, I’ve already asked for her head twice. Let me remind you that you wouldn’t let me kill her...” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Molak asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Things of the past.” 
 
    Molak sounded shocked. “Did he seriously want to kill her? Tell me it’s not true.” 
 
    “It wasn’t serious,” Ingrid said, trying to make light of it. She glared at Viggo to warn him to be careful with what he was saying. 
 
    “She’s my rival for the best in the School of Expertise,” Viggo went on. “I might be jealous of her. She’s my best friend’s girlfriend... she drives him away from me, she turns him against me, and I don’t have many friends... or a very forgiving character... She’s getting in my way. My existence would be improved if she weren’t around...” 
 
    “Okay, we understand...” Ingrid said with a twisted smile. 
 
    “Well, there’s someone here who has a motive for killing her, and we need to find that person.” 
 
    “Who do you suggest?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I have several theories and several possible culprits, but that’s a conversation for the intimate circle... for the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    “No way,” said Molak. “If you’re going to do something, I want to know what it is.”  
 
    “What for? To go and sneak to the Elders? You’d better not.” 
 
    Molak jabbed his finger at him. “You and I are going to have a bad falling-out.”  
 
    “I’ve always known that. I can hardly wait for the day.” 
 
    Ingrid got in between the two of them. “No fighting. Don’t forget what Sigrid told us. One fight and we’re out.” 
 
    “We’re asking you to leave us by ourselves,” Lasgol said to the non-Panthers. “It’s nothing personal, it’s a matter of years of trust.” 
 
    “I understand,” Erika said. “You barely know me.”  
 
    Luca looked down. “I hope you’ll tell me later.” 
 
    “We will, don’t worry” 
 
    “Off you go,” Ingrid said to Molak. 
 
    He was very serious and rather shocked. “I don’t like this at all.”  
 
    “I know. But now you’d better leave us.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t do that. You and I are together.” He was looking into her eyes, troubled and offended. 
 
    “Please... don’t make it more difficult for me...” 
 
    He looked at her for a moment, shook his head and left. She turned on Viggo furiously.  
 
    “You must be very pleased.”  
 
    He smiled from ear to ear. “Very.” 
 
    “You’re going to get my fist between your teeth.” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it, just to have seen you two love-birds quarrelling.” 
 
    Ingrid was furious, her face red as a tomato. She was about to raise her fist when Lasgol stopped her. 
 
    “We’ve got more important things to discuss.” 
 
    Ingrid glared at Viggo, who was smiling, and let her fist fall. “Explain yourself and stop smiling at me.”  
 
    “I think this matter might have a second aspect.” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” Lasgol asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “That maybe she wasn’t the target.” 
 
    Ingrid was nodding; now she understood. “The target might have been Lasgol.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Lasgol looked puzzled, “If it’s me, then why haven’t I been attacked?” 
 
    “There are two possibilities. Either they tried and failed, meaning that the poison was for you and Astrid took it by mistake, or else she was targeted to hurt you.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I’m getting to understand it less and less.” 
 
    Viggo sighed. “I’ll explain. Maybe Astrid wasn’t the target, you were. That much is clear?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “In that case they tried to poison you, but Astrid took the poison in your stead by accident.” 
 
    “That makes more sense,” said Ingrid, who seemed to be beginning to change her mind. 
 
    “I can see that,” said Lasgol. “But I’ve no idea when it might have been...” 
 
    “Don’t you always have breakfast and lunch together?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “Did you have breakfast and lunch with her today?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Yeah... I helped her make breakfast and she helped me cook lunch.” 
 
    “Well, it could have happened at either of those times.” 
 
    “But in that case, I’d be poisoned too.” 
 
    “Not if they only poisoned your food and she ate it by mistake,” said Viggo. 
 
    “We prepared the food in the kitchen...” 
 
    “Then anybody here might have done it,” Viggo said, and swept his gaze across the cave. 
 
    “If that’s the case, and I’m not saying it is, we ought to take into account what Nilsa warned us about.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I was wanting to get to,” said Viggo. 
 
    “D’you think it was the plotters at the Royal Library who tried to kill me?” 
 
    “I’d say it looks very much that way. There’s motive and opportunity. In fact, several motives, and the chance – well, if you spend a lot of time with a murderer, it makes sense for him to want to kill you.” He shrugged. 
 
    Ingrid was nodding. “It could be, yes...” 
 
    “It has to be one of the veterans,” Lasgol said. “The more I think about it, the more sense it makes.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Yeah, I think so too. I had my eye on Jensen, who was already carrying out that kind of mission for the King.” 
 
    “It can’t be Jensen,” Ingrid objected. “We’ve already talked about that. He was expelled, he didn’t pass the Harmony Test.” 
 
    “True,” said Viggo, “but we don’t know whether he’s left the Shelter for good.” 
 
    “D’you think he’s still around?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “If that’s his mission, I’d say he’ll try to complete it. He won’t go back to Norghania without trying to.”  
 
    “The conspirators wouldn’t accept that,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “Another possibility which is very likely is that it wasn’t Jensen but one of that lot.” Viggo nodded towards the group made up of Isgord, Aren and Jorgen. 
 
    “Yes,” Ingrid said, “Aren and Jorgen have experience, they came chosen by the King and they belong to Expertise. It could perfectly well be them, in fact my bet’s on those two. I’ve been watching them since we got Nilsa’s warning.” She was staring at them with half-closed eyes, as though measuring them. 
 
    “And of course, the third one could also be –” Viggo added. 
 
    “That cretin Isgord?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Nobody hates Lasgol more than he does. And in his case both hypotheses fit. He might have done it by mistake, or on purpose to kill Astrid and hurt Lasgol. That fits in with his character.” 
 
    The three followed Isgord with their eyes as he went to the center of the cave for water. 
 
    “You’re right,” Lasgol agreed. “Nobody has more reasons than Isgord.” 
 
    “We have no evidence that points to any of them,” said Ingrid. 
 
    But Lasgol was not listening to her, he was making his way straight to the center of the cave. 
 
    For Isgord. 
 
    With his fists clenched. 
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    “Lasgol, don’t!” Ingrid shouted at him.  
 
    Lasgol turned a deaf ear to his friend’s cries. There was only one thing in his mind: that Isgord should pay for what he had done. 
 
    Ingrid and Viggo ran after him. 
 
    His gaze fixed on Isgord, Lasgol rushed past Erika, Luca and Molak, who were talking about what had happened. He passed Sugesen, who greeted him, but he did not even notice. He went past Frida and Elina, who were chatting with Gonars, and nearly ran into them. 
 
    Isgord saw him coming, and his eyes gleamed with hatred. He raised his chin in the air and waited for Lasgol, arrogance in his stance. 
 
    “What do you want, Traitor?” 
 
    Lasgol went to stand directly in front of him, with only a finger’s breadth of separation between their noses. “Was it you?” he asked icily. 
 
    “Was what me?” 
 
    “You know perfectly well,” Lasgol said, still glaring into his eyes. He could feel a cold fury: calm, yet on the brink of exploding. 
 
    Isgord gave him a mocking grin. “Whatever you may think I’ve done, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Astrid.” 
 
    Isgord’s expression changed. His eyes lit up. “Astrid... I see now... you think I had something to do… with her poisoning...” 
 
    “Was it you?” Lasgol repeated, his gaze and tone icy. He felt like cutting his enemy’s throat there and then. 
 
    Isgord grinned maliciously. “So that’s what it is. No, it wasn’t me. But I’m sorry I didn’t think of it myself.” 
 
    Lasgol lost the calm he had been trying to keep and clenched his fist ready to lash out. 
 
    “If you hit me, you’ll be expelled. You know that. Sigrid will throw you out.” 
 
    “Lasgol, don’t!” Ingrid shouted behind him. 
 
    Lasgol was trying to restrain himself. He knew that if he were expelled, he would no longer be able to see Astrid. He tried hard to control himself, but the hatred he felt at that moment, his anxiety over Astrid’s fate, his need to find the culprit, were stronger. 
 
    His arm shot forward. 
 
    A finger’s distance from Isgord’s nose, Viggo brought Lasgol down with a prodigious leap. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Sigrid bellowed from the stairs. 
 
    Isgord pointed to Lasgol where he was lying on the ground. “He tried to hit me.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Viggo said. “I tripped and fell on top of him. Scaredy-cat Isgord thought we were attacking him.” 
 
    “That’s a lie!” Isgord yelled furiously. 
 
    “Were you hit?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “No... but Lasgol...” 
 
    “If you haven’t been hit, then nothing’s happened,” said Sigrid, closing the subject. “Go back to your tasks at once.” 
 
    Isgord gave Lasgol a glare of hatred. “You’ll pay for this with your life,” he muttered, and walked away. 
 
    Viggo helped Lasgol to get up. 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve seen you lose your temper,” Ingrid told Lasgol. She sounded very surprised. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. He felt very bad. He should not have lost it; he could have ended up expelled. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” said Viggo with an apologetic smile. He patted Lasgol on the shoulder a couple of times. 
 
    “It won’t happen again...” Lasgol said with his head bowed. 
 
    “It had better not, unless you want to be expelled,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Molak came over, looking very serious. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Ingrid said. “Take Lasgol to the forest and help him practice with the bow.” 
 
    “I don’t want to practice now,” Lasgol protested. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do here now except lose your temper again, and I don’t want that to happen. Being outside, thinking about other things, will do you good. If there’s any news I’ll run to tell you. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Lasgol was not at all convinced. He wanted to stay and wait for news of Astrid’s progress. He saw that everybody was looking at him. The ‘weirdos’ group, which was his own, together with the group made up of the weak ones and the one made up of the best – and from this last one, Isgord was glaring at him with death in his eyes. He was going to provoke him. He would look for the right moment to do this, and then it was possible that Lasgol would lose his composure and hit him. And he would be out. No, that simply must not happen. 
 
    He gave way. “Fine, I’ll go with Molak.”  
 
    Molak nodded. “Okay then, let’s go. I’ll teach you a couple of tricks I think will help you with those shots of yours that go too high.” And they both went to collect their weapons. 
 
    “Good idea,” Viggo said to Ingrid. 
 
    “Well played,” she replied, jabbing her thumb back to where he had tackled Lasgol. 
 
    Viggo smiled. “You know me, I like to be noticed.”  
 
    She smiled back. “You can say that again.” 
 
    A couple of days went by, and Astrid’s state did not improve. Lasgol spent most of his time sitting outside the Cave of Autumn, waiting for news. Each time Sigrid sent him away to Instruction. That afternoon Annika came out to speak to him. 
 
    “Is there any improvement?” he asked at once. 
 
    She shook her head. “She’s resting. I’m looking after her day and night, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she wake up?” 
 
    “She’s in a healing sleep. I don’t want her to wake up.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her, taken aback. “But... if she’s going to get better, she has to wake up... right?” 
 
    “Not in this case. It’s best if she goes on sleeping.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Annika nodded. “Let’s go outside. A little light will do us good.” She beckoned to him. They left the Lair and turned toward the stream. The day was not very cold, and the murmuring of the water over the stones and the song of the birds reached them on a gentle breeze. 
 
    Annika took a deep breath and let it out at length. She did this three times, as if she were making herself relax. 
 
    “Mother Nature is so beautiful and wise...” she said as she looked up at the sun between the clouds. 
 
    “Ma’am, why doesn’t Astrid wake up?” Lasgol insisted. 
 
    “Because it’s not convenient for her to do that right now. I’m going to keep her in a healing sleep until the worst is past and we can risk waking her up.” 
 
    “Risk? Why is it a risk to wake her up?” 
 
    “Because of the type of poison in her blood. It affects the mind. It might cause her to lose her sanity, and we can’t risk that happening. That’s why in this case the best thing is for her not to wake up until her body has gotten rid of all trace of the poison.” 
 
    “Oh... I see... if she wakes up now she could be... maimed...” 
 
    “Yes, her mind might be affected, and it would be permanent.” 
 
    “Then let’s not wake her.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re doing. We must give her system time to fight and eliminate the toxins. Once it’s done that, there’ll be less risk when we finally wake her.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    “I calculate about three weeks...” 
 
    “That long?” 
 
    “I don’t want to take any risks. The healing potions I’m giving her should help her fight the poisoning. In a week she should have recovered, but I’m going to give her two more weeks so that I can be sure we’re not waking her up before time. I’d rather be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “And isn’t it dangerous for her to sleep for so long? 
 
    “There is a risk, yes... that she won’t wake up when we want her to.” 
 
    Lasgol felt as if his heart were being squeezed tightly as he visualized them trying to wake her and Astrid never waking again. He could not lose her. 
 
    He breathed out helplessly. “She’s got to wake up.” 
 
    Annika smiled sweetly. “She will. Have faith.” 
 
    The gesture did not calm his nerves. “Will she... be well? Her mind, I mean?” 
 
    “You can never tell in a case as difficult as this. Let’s hope so. I’d like to promise you, but I can’t. There have been cases where the patient has fully recovered. Others where they’ve died. And others, the majority, where they’ve lost their minds. Dementia won. I don’t want to lie to you. You must be prepared for all the possibilities. Any of those three scenarios might happen...” 
 
    The Elder’s words were like a freezing knife in his heart. He felt he could not breathe. Astrid would have to recover, completely. It simply could not be otherwise. 
 
    “She has to get better...” 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can for her. You know that, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Thank you, I know.” 
 
    With overwhelming anxiety in his soul, Lasgol went back to instruction. All he could do was wait. The process of training would distract him from thinking all the time about what might happen. 
 
    A week later another event distracted his attention. It was Milton, who had returned with a message. Lasgol called Ingrid and Viggo, and they all went to the pond. Milton was waiting for them, as garrulous as usual. Viggo tried to get the message, although he knew the owl would not let him. And so it happened. Viggo swore at Milton, who did not seem to take any notice at all. 
 
    “You take it,” Viggo told Lasgol after Milton had pecked his hand. 
 
    Lasgol smiled and approached the bird slowly. He whispered words of affection, and Milton allowed him to retrieve the message without any trouble. He stroked the beautiful feathers, and Milton appreciated the petting with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “He’s just plain twisted,” Viggo complained. 
 
    “It’s because you don’t treat him properly,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Well, if you think I’m going to start whispering sweet words to all the plants and animals I come across...” 
 
    “… You’d find things a lot easier,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “Rubbish,” said Viggo, and folded his arms in a huff. 
 
    “Who’s it from?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “It’s from Egil. I can’t read it, it’s in the language of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “Can you use your ring?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Lasgol said, and put it on. 
 
    “I don’t much care for this enchanted ring of your mother’s,” Viggo complained. 
 
    “But it’s really fascinating, it allows me to understand and speak the language of the Frozen Continent when I have it on.” 
 
    “Yeah, fascinating, you just wait and see when it does something else we don’t expect and it turns out to be a problem. You and Egil and everything that’s fascinating have me dancing with joy...” 
 
    “Nothing needs to happen. It’s never done anything else.” 
 
    “You just wait and see.” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “What does the wise guy say?” 
 
    Lasgol began to read, and as he did so his mind translated the language through the magic of the ring. “Dear friends, greetings from the Camp. I trust this missive finds you all in perfect condition, physical as well as mental.” 
 
    “How pompous the bookworm is. Can’t he say things in a normal way?” 
 
    “This is his normal way,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo grunted. “Go on.” 
 
    “My responsibilities as camp librarian have increased unexpectedly during these past few weeks. This is because Librarian Bolmason has fallen ill and Dolbarar has asked me to substitute for him in his tasks, which are many.” 
 
    “The strange thing is that he’s still alive,” said Viggo. “He must be over a hundred and twenty-five.”  
 
    Ingrid arched one eyebrow. “Don’t exaggerate. Bolmason was old, but not that old.” 
 
    “He’ll soon be replacing him permanently.” 
 
    “Don’t be a bird of ill omen. He’ll get better and go back to his post.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure...” 
 
    Lasgol went on reading: “My new responsibilities have allowed me access to the forbidden hall in the basement, the one the other Rangers have no access to. I’ve found that this hall is used by Dolbarar, the Four Master Rangers and some guests with special privileges. I’ve established that these guests with special privileges are scholars of the magical arts, and even Magi, who pass through the Camp from time to time. I’ve also found out that Dolbarar, Eyra and Haakon spend quite a lot of time in it, studying forbidden books of magic. Hence I’ve deduced that our leaders are studying the arcane arts, and you may wonder what their aim may be, seeing that they don’t possess the Gift. My deductions suggest the understanding and enlightening of their minds so that when the time comes, they may be able to confront a range of situations of a magical nature.” 
 
    “He’s a real enlightened one,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “It makes sense for them to study magic so that they can confront it, or situations where it’s involved,” Lasgol said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Ingrid said. “My aunt always said that to defeat a dangerous enemy, you have to get to know them well first. Find out their weak spot and then attack it, fast and furiously.” 
 
    “I’d have liked your aunt,” said Viggo. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have liked you,” 
 
    Viggo gave her a huge winning smile and batted his eyelashes repeatedly. “How can you say that? I’m a real charmer.” 
 
    “You’re a pain in the neck.” 
 
    “You always remind me about that,” he replied, still batting his eyelashes and smiling. 
 
    “Go on reading, Lasgol, before I lose my patience.” 
 
    “My relationship with Dolbarar has progressed favorably. He now places a great deal of trust in me and involves me in tasks that require responsibility. It appears that his sight isn’t what it used to be and he needs help with some jobs, although he denies it. He’s put me in charge of organizing the mail which is sent all over the realm from the Camp, which has put me in a very advantageous position. I now have access to all the mail that comes into and leaves the Camp.” 
 
    “This really is fascinating,” Viggo said. “Now he can find out everything that happens.” 
 
    “A strategic advantage that’s very important for Egil,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “And for us,” Viggo added. 
 
    Lasgol went on reading: “I need to be very careful when I’m dealing with the letters and messages. If I’m found intercepting them, I’ll hang from a tree. But the opportunity is too important to be allowed to pass, even with the danger it entails. I must take this opportunity while I can. Don’t worry, I’ll be very cautious.” 
 
    “I’m a bit worried about this,” Lasgol commented. “If he gets caught...” 
 
    “He’ll hang and he knows it,” Viggo said. 
 
    “It’s a risk he’s ready to take,” Ingrid pointed out. “We need to accept it.”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I’m not happy about it... he’s taking more and more risks.” 
 
    “He knows how to look after himself, he’s very smart,” Ingrid reassured him. “Don’t worry.”  
 
    “What else does he say?” 
 
    “The reason for this message is to warn you that from what I’ve been able to decipher of the messages between the Camp and the Capital, King Thoran is preparing an offensive against my brother’s troops in the West. He wants to do it now, before the Zangrians decide to attack him from the rear. Neither is he at all at ease about the situation in the north of the realm, where the Rangers have reported movement from the Wild Ones of the Ice. It appears that they’re returning to their old settlements in our realm. Dolbarar has sent several Rangers to the other side of the great northern mountains to keep them under surveillance. Also, more Rangers have been sent to the border with Zangria. Gerd will soon have company. My brother Arnold and the Western League are getting ready to fight and will be prepared when the time comes. I’m helping him as much as I can with information and advice. Nilsa told me about the conversation she overheard at the Royal Library. Very bad business, I’m afraid. It troubles me. If I find any clue as to who might be behind this, I’ll let you know at once. So far I haven’t been able to find anything out, but I’ll be on the alert. Lasgol, be very, very careful. All of you, look after yourselves. Difficult times are on their way again for all of us. Say hello to Camu for me. You have no idea how much I miss him; he’s an amazing creature. I love you all. Take care. Danger is on the prowl once again. Your friend and loyal partner. Egil.” 
 
    “I miss him a lot too,” Lasgol said sadly. 
 
    “Me too,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “So do I, but don’t you dare tell the bookworm that.” 
 
    “The situation’s getting more complicated,” Lasgol murmured. 
 
    “We knew it’d happen,” Ingrid pointed out. “The kingdom’s divided, and neither part will stop until the whole realm is under its control.” 
 
    “That’s the thing about festering conflicts,” Viggo said, “they don’t sort themselves out by themselves.”  
 
    “I wish we could stop the war,” said Lasgol. “Just thinking about all the bloodshed and loss of lives to come turns my stomach.” 
 
    “I don’t think we could stop any war,” Ingrid said. “This one included.” 
 
    “Thoran or Arnold will reign over the whole of Norghana,” Viggo said, “and for that to happen, bloodshed is inevitable.” 
 
    “Couldn’t they come to an agreement?” Lasgol asked. And no sooner had he said it than he knew it was a childish wish that could never come true. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “There’s no possible agreement when the crown of a kingdom’s in dispute.”  
 
    “There must be a winner and a loser,” Ingrid said, “or the kingdom will go on being divided and at war until that happens. Neither of them will yield his right to the throne. Not when it’s so close for both, and there’s already been bloodshed. Arnold is the heir by blood, and now, with the kingdom divided, he has a chance he’ll never get again. Thoran found himself with the crown when his cousin died – or when he killed him – and he won’t let the opportunity slip for anything in the world. No, they’ll both seize the chance, and only one’ll come out alive.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, saddened. He knew she was right, even though he would have given anything for it not to be so and for Norghana to be at peace again, with no more death and suffering for its people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The weeks went by with agonizing slowness for Lasgol. He tried to keep busy learning everything he could, to keep his mind occupied and avoid thinking about Astrid all the time. She was still asleep while her body fought against the poison, with the help of Annika’s medicines. He went to visit her every day, before and after training. Annika let him spend a short while with her, and he would tell her what his day had been like, how things were at the Shelter and other trivial details, such as the weather and the temperature, which were beginning to worsen with giant steps. He did this in a positive voice, cheerfully, in the hope that she could hear him and that his words would comfort her. Unfortunately, he had no way of knowing whether they had any effect on her or not. He wanted to think they did and went on visiting her every day. 
 
    Annika had decided to extend the healing process for another whole week to avoid running any risk, and he found the waiting an agony. The group tried to cheer him up, assuring him that everything was going to be all right, that Astrid would be well soon and that there would be no after-effects. He was grateful for their words; he knew they meant well, but he was not so sure that everything would come out well. He was afraid, as if an icy fear had got in between the bones of his spine and he could not get rid of it. He had shivering fits and was unable to sleep. He had terrible nightmares in which he always ended by losing Astrid in some horrible way. He woke up in terror, with anxiety clutching at his heart so tightly that he thought it might burst. 
 
    Viggo woke him up one morning. “Easy... wake up...” he whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” Lasgol called out. His eyes were like saucers and he felt as though he had been stabbed in the heart with an icy knife. 
 
    “Easy, man, nothing’s wrong. You were having another nightmare. You were screaming. I had to wake you.” 
 
    “Oh... is it time to get up already?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “The sun’s just come out. But I think you ought to get dressed.” 
 
    “Why?” Lasgol felt rather fuddled and lost. 
 
    Viggo nodded toward the cave entrance, where Annika was watching them from above. The Elder made a signal to Lasgol to follow her. 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s Astrid...” 
 
    “I think so... it’s been weeks since Annika came here. She just gives her lessons and comes back to look after Astrid, according to what the Nature pupils tell me.” 
 
    Lasgol was suddenly nervous. What did this mean? Was something wrong with Astrid? Fearing the worst, he dressed as fast as he could and ran to meet Annika. Everyone in the cave looked at him in surprise as he crossed the hall at a run. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Come with me,” Annika said, and turned to go back into the Cave of Autumn. Lasgol went after her with his heart in his mouth. 
 
    Once in the cave, Annika led him to the Nature quadrant, where she had been treating Astrid. Lasgol no longer doubted this was about her. He hoped with all his heart that it would not be bad news. 
 
    “You have a visitor,” Annika said. Lasgol could not see who she was talking to because she was blocking his view. 
 
    Then she moved to one side and he saw Astrid, propped up in the bed where she had been lying for weeks. She turned her head toward him and winked at him. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” she asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Astrid!” he cried and ran to hug her. 
 
    “Be gentle with her,” Annika warned him, “she’s weak.”  
 
    Lasgol held back his joys and worries as best he could. “Astrid! You’re awake!” 
 
    “I seem to have been taking a long nap,” she said without breaking Lasgol’s hug. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked and drew his head back to look into her eyes. 
 
    She looked back into his own. “I think so...” 
 
    “You know who I am, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I know who you are.” 
 
    “Say my name.” 
 
    “Idiot?” 
 
    “Seriously, Astrid. What’s my name?” 
 
    Astrid looked at him blankly. “Lasgol Eklund, son of Dakon and Mayra, of the village of Skad.” 
 
    He nodded. “And you know where we are?” 
 
    “In the Lair, at the Shelter. Why these questions, Lasgol?” 
 
    “I need to know whether your mind is okay,” he replied, and glanced aside at Annika. 
 
    “I have to do some more tests, but it looks as though body and mind have both healed without harmful side-effects.” 
 
    “That’s awesome!” he cried, and hugged Astrid again joyfully. 
 
    “Gently... don’t shake her, or I’ll send you out.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, it’s the excitement.” 
 
    “Why are you behaving so weirdly?” 
 
    “D’you know what happened to you?” 
 
    “Well... no... I just woke up here...” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Annika again. 
 
    “This isn’t the time for explanations. Her mind is still fragile. There’ll be time for that later on.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “It’s weird... the last thing I remember... is the evening of the bonfire, when we were learning the Ode to the Legendary Rangers... and then waking up here. Didn’t I go to sleep? Did something happen to me at the bonfire? How did I get here?” 
 
    “The night of the bonfire...” Lasgol was thoughtful. That was the night before she had been poisoned. He looked at Annika, who shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll all come back,” he told her, making light of it, and smiled at her. 
 
    Sigrid came into the hall and smiled at Astrid in her turn. “How are you, my dear? Do you feel well?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist. A little fuzzy and my memory... I don’t remember things... there are gaps...” 
 
    “Before the night of the bonfire?” Lasgol asked her. 
 
    “Yeah... I remember certain afternoons, but... I can’t seem to remember the mornings... What’s the matter with me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now,” Sigrid told her. “What’s important is that you’re well. Annika will make sure you recover completely.” 
 
    “But... what happened to me?” 
 
    “Everything in good time,” Sigrid reassured her. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” she asked, beginning to look frightened. “I’ve been here for quite a while, haven’t I?” 
 
    “We’ll explain everything. But this isn’t the moment.” 
 
    “You need to rest and let your mind recover,” Annika told her. 
 
    “Lasgol, say goodbye,” Sigrid ordered. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He longed to stay with Astrid. She was awake at last, and she seemed to be fine. He was afraid that if he left her, he would lose her again. 
 
    “She’ll be well, I promise,” Annika reassured him. 
 
    He had to give in. “All right...” He looked into Astrid’s eyes. “I’ll be back as soon as they let me. Get well.” 
 
    She nodded and seemed to relax. They hugged, and he left her with Annika and Sigrid. 
 
    When he went back to the Cave of Spring, Ingrid, Viggo, Molak, Erika and Luca ran to ask him for the news. 
 
    “How is she?” Ingrid asked without wasting a moment. 
 
    “She seems to be okay…” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” Erika cried. 
 
    “Fully recovered?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Almost... she has memory gaps.” 
 
    “She doesn’t remember what happened?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “I’m afraid not...” 
 
    “Wow, that’s going to make it harder to be clear about the facts,” said Molak. 
 
    “But, she’s fine, right?” Luca asked. 
 
    “To me she seemed to be. They’re going to keep treating her, just in case.” 
 
    “And the dementia?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Don’t be insensitive,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    “I’m being me.” 
 
    “Well, exactly.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice anything.” 
 
    “She’ll be all right,” Erika said. “Astrid has a strong mind.”  
 
    “And body,” said Luca. 
 
    “I hope so...” 
 
    “When will they let us see her?” Ingrid asked, and Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    “They won’t allow visitors until they’re sure she’s completely well,” Molak pointed out.” 
 
    “All we can do is wait,” said Luca. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “She’ll soon be back with us, don’t worry,” said Ingrid. 
 
    A moment later the Nature pupils came to hear what was going on, and they all began to comment on the situation. Even those of the ‘best’ group joined in the conversation: all except Isgord, who by now never even came near the ‘weirdos’. 
 
    Lasgol moved away and unobtrusively left the Lair. He needed to breathe fresh air. He went to the river and bent down, put his hands in the water and then rubbed his face. He felt the coolness of it and took a deep breath to fill his lungs. He gasped and threw water on his face again, and the coolness comforted him, reminding him how wonderful it was to be alive, how unbelievable to have someone like Astrid in his life. He felt joyful. He had gotten her back, after all his fears. He gave thanks to the Ice Gods. 
 
    “She’s all right...” he told himself and breathed deeply. “Thank goodness she’s all right...” He felt he could breathe again, and that all the anxiety which had been clutching at his heart like an iron claw had vanished. He filled his lungs with the cool air, and at the same time his heart was filled with joy and hope. She was all right. They were together again. 
 
    The following days went by with everyone conscious of what happened to Astrid. Lasgol was allowed to go on with his visits, and he could see that apart from those lost memories of particular days at the Shelter, there were no apparent after-effects. Annika was monitoring her improvement closely in case anything negative came up, particularly as far as her mind was concerned. 
 
    At last Sigrid allowed the other pupils to visit her, and they filed in one by one to greet the patient. The only one who did not come to ask about her was Isgord, which surprised nobody as they did not get along well. In fact Lasgol was pleased, because it spared Astrid a difficult moment. There was no doubt that she would have hated a hypocritical visit from Isgord. 
 
    The first day that Astrid went back to the Cave of Spring, she received an ovation from her fellow pupils which she was deeply grateful for. But the joy and the greetings did not last long, because Sigrid summoned them all straight away to the Pearl. Lasgol had an odd feeling when he saw the Mother Specialist’s face. Something was afoot, and he did not have the impression that it was anything pleasant. 
 
    At the Pearl they joined Sigrid and the Four Elder Specialists, who were waiting for them there. Their faces were grave. Whatever might be going on, it seemed ominous. Seeing the look in Sigrid’s eyes, Lasgol had the feeling that they were going to be confronted by her anger. 
 
    “Welcome to you all. Stand in a semicircle in front of us.” 
 
    Lasgol joined his friends, the ‘weirdos’ at the far left. Isgord and his buddies, the ‘best’, went to stand in the middle. The ‘losers’ group went to stand at the other end. 
 
    “We find ourselves confronted with an unfortunate and very serious situation.” 
 
    Lasgol stiffened. He was right; this gathering was not for anything good. Viggo elbowed him lightly in warning. He looked back at him and nodded briefly. Ingrid was looking at Sigrid, frowning. Beside her, Astrid was looking at her out of the corner of her eye. She was very serious. 
 
    “After analyzing the facts and speaking with Astrid, we have reached the conclusion that her poisoning was not accidental.” 
 
    There was a shocked murmur all along the line. There had been a great deal of speculation about the incident, but hearing it from Sigrid’s mouth was confirming their worst theories. 
 
    “We have looked into the affair, and the conclusion is that Astrid ingested a considerable amount of Dementia Bell in a diluted form.” 
 
    The murmuring grew again. Mostly the murmurs were of surprise, some in confirmation of what they had already suspected: among them Viggo, who had suspected it from the start. 
 
    Annika now spoke. “I’ve analyzed the contents of her stomach and I’ve reached that conclusion.” 
 
    “Astrid was deliberately poisoned,” Sigrid confirmed. 
 
    At this proclamation, cries of horror broke out. 
 
    Astrid glanced aside at Lasgol. They had already spoken of this possibility when he had explained to her what had happened and its possible ramifications. Astrid did not understand why anyone should want to kill her. She had no enemies, as far as she knew. Nor did she believe it could have been to punish Lasgol. Except by accident, perhaps, as they shared most of their meals. 
 
    “This incident is both atrocious and unthinkable,” Sigrid went on. “It’s something I can’t allow to happen in my Shelter, under my leadership. Therefore I need to resolve the situation by finding the culprit and punishing him or her. This incident should never have occurred. And it won’t happen again. I’ll make sure of that if it’s the last thing I do. You have my word on that. This is a dishonor, an unacceptable stain for the Ranger Specialists. Before all and above all, we are honorable, still more so with our own people.” It seemed that with every word she uttered, her rage was growing stronger. 
 
    Everybody began to feel nervous, as was obvious from the troubled faces and the bodies which could not keep still. 
 
    “Astrid, step forward, please,” said Sigrid. 
 
    Astrid threw her head back a little; she had not been expecting this. She took a step forward and looked at Sigrid. 
 
    “First, I want to apologize to Astrid publicly, because she almost died, or worse... under my tutelage, my responsibility as leader and Mother Specialist. It’s a mistake for which I will never forgive myself. It is my duty to look after every single one of you while you’re in training here. I’ve failed you, Astrid.” 
 
    “There’s no need –” Astrid began. 
 
    “Yes, there is. My mistake, my responsibility. I accept it and apologize for it.” 
 
    Astrid was moved. She gave the trace of a bow. “Apology accepted, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sigrid said and returned the bow. 
 
    Astrid was about to go back to her place, but Sigrid raised her hand to keep her back. 
 
    “Stand here, by my side.” 
 
    Astrid looked at her in puzzlement, but did as she was told. 
 
    Lasgol did not know what was going on, but was beginning to feel more restless every moment. What was Sigrid up to? What was she going to do? 
 
    Gisli cleared his throat. “I’ve tracked around the Lair for days, thoroughly, every inch of it, and I’ve found no trace of anybody who might have come from outside.” 
 
    “Which leaves only all of you as possible culprits,” Engla said accusingly, and pointed her finger at them. 
 
    Lasgol understood what was happening. They were going to try to unmask the culprit. And it was one of them. Suddenly they all started to look at one another suspiciously. 
 
    “The person guilty of poisoning her is one of you,” said Sigrid. “That much I know. And I’m going to find out who it is. I’ll give the culprit one chance. If he or she steps up and confesses, I’ll be benevolent. If not, if I find myself forced to find that culprit by my own means, I’ll have no mercy. He or she will hang from a tree.” 
 
    Sigrid’s words left their mark among the pupils, who began to mutter among themselves, protesting their innocence. Isgord was silent, looking ahead and behaving as though he had nothing to hide. 
 
    “That one’s guilty,” Viggo whispered to Lasgol. “I’m telling you.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded toward Jorgen and Aren. “Or either of his two friends.” 
 
    “It could also be Bjorn of Archery,” said Molak. 
 
    Ingrid looked at him in surprise. “You think so?” 
 
    “It might be anyone here, except our group.” 
 
    “It was poison that was used,” said Luca. “Which suggests Nature: Sugesen or Gonars.”  
 
    “And why not Frida or Elina?” Erika said. “Why not a girl?”  
 
    “It could have been anyone,” Lasgol repeated. By now he did not trust anybody. 
 
    Sigrid struck the ground with her staff. “Silence, everybody. The moment has come to find out who it was. This is the last chance for the culprit to come forward.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence while she waited for someone to step forward. 
 
    Nobody did. 
 
    “Very well.” Her tone was glacial, her gaze lethal. “We’ll do it my way.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what was going to happen next, but he feared it would be nothing good. 
 
    “Now begins the Test of Truth,” Sigrid announced. 
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    “Annika, please,” Sigrid called.  
 
    The Elder Specialist of Nature came forward and stood beside her. From the folds of her cloak she took out a crystal phial with a lilac potion inside. 
 
    “This is a Strengthened Potion of Herb of Truth,” she said as she showed it to them all. “You already know its effects. I’ve strengthened it, so you may experience certain secondary effects, such as dizziness or vomiting.” 
 
    Lasgol remembered his own experience with the potion. Now he understood what Sigrid was intending to do. If the potion had been strengthened, it meant that it was even more powerful than the one she had given him. 
 
    “You are to take the potion one by one,” Sigrid told them. 
 
    Irate protests and angry cries were heard. 
 
    “You’re to take it. I won’t repeat that again.” 
 
    Ivar took a step forward and with a swift movement nocked his bow. He aimed at the group, at every individual in it, one by one. 
 
    “Anybody who refuses will get an arrow,” he said in a voice which was so cutting that nobody doubted his intentions. 
 
    “Exceptional situations call for exceptional measures,” Sigrid pointed out. 
 
    “Now begin to take the potion,” Ivar said. He aimed his bow at Sugesen, who was at the opposite end from Lasgol. 
 
    Sugesen, whiter than snow, went up to Annika, who poured a dose into a wooden measuring cup. He downed it in a single gulp and went back to his place with an expression of disgust; the potion must taste of toads. 
 
    “Next,” Ivar ordered. 
 
    One by one they went past. When Isgord’s turn came, he hesitated. 
 
    Ivar aimed at his heart. “I’m not going to say it again.”  
 
    Isgord clenched his jaw, but he had no choice in the matter and had to obey. The Elder might not launch an arrow, or do it with intent to kill, but not taking the potion would be tantamount to admitting his own guilt. So he walked forward and with a sneer on his face for Sigrid and all the Elders, drank the potion. When it was the turn of Lasgol and his friends, they all drank without hesitation. 
 
    “Good. Now sit down on the ground,” Sigrid said. “We’re going to wait for the potion to work.” 
 
    They sat down in silence, and nobody spoke. Lasgol, Ingrid, and Viggo exchanged nervous glances. Not because they were being accused of anything, but because of all the secrets they were keeping and which now, under the effect of the potion, they might reveal against their will: secrets that would take them to the gallows along with the poisoner. 
 
    Lasgol began to feel the effects of the potion. As he had expected, it was stronger than the one Sigrid had given him. He felt dizzy, even nauseous. The others did not look well either. Viggo gagged a couple of times, so they too were feeling the effects. Astrid, who was still beside Sigrid, was looking uneasily at them. At least she was not running the risk of admitting anything incriminating, which made him feel a lot easier. Things were going to get very complicated very soon. 
 
    “Good. Now the time has come to tell the truth. In the same order you took the potion, pass in front of me.” 
 
    Ivar pointed his bow at Sugesen, who got up with difficulty. He went up to Sigrid, staggering somewhat. Suddenly Engla unsheathed her black knives and crossed them against his neck before he could even blink. His eyes opened wide. 
 
    “In case you try anything stupid,” she warned him. 
 
    He froze, stiff as a pole of wood. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you two simple questions. Answer truthfully and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah... of course...” he mumbled. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked him, and Lasgol saw a silver flash leave her staff. The staff was bewitched and she was probably using its magic, so that the effect of the potion would be even greater. Lasgol wondered where she might have gotten that staff. She did not have the Gift herself, and it was strange for someone who did not have it to be using a magical object. 
 
    “Sugesen.” 
 
    “Good. Second question. Did you poison Astrid?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Sigrid stared at him, then looked at Annika, who nodded. 
 
    “All right. You can go back.” 
 
    Engla took away the knives, and Sugesen went back to his place. 
 
    Gonars, Frida and Elina went next. All three were innocent. Lasgol was not surprised, because they were the least under suspicion. Next came Aren. Lasgol and his friends watched him carefully as he was one of their suspects, but he came out innocent. Then came the turn of Jorgen, also among the most suspect. He too came out innocent. Ingrid and Lasgol exchanged glances: it was not them. Next came Bjorn of Archery: also innocent. Molak shrugged. And then came Isgord’s turn. 
 
    “I told you it was Isgord,” Viggo whispered. 
 
    He went up to Sigrid arrogantly and haughtily, as usual, and looked at Astrid with absolute contempt in his gaze. Astrid made to hit him, but Sigrid stopped her. 
 
    Engla put the knives against his neck. “Be careful, braggart,” she warned him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “Isgord,” he said in a tone of utter arrogance, as though he were the king of the place. 
 
    “Did you poison Astrid?” 
 
    There was a long silence. All of Lasgol’s group was waiting for the answer which was hanging by a thread. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They were stunned. 
 
    Sigrid and Annika looked at one another for a moment. There was doubt in Sigrid’s eyes, but Annika nodded; she accepted the answer. 
 
    Isgord went back to his place and gave Lasgol a glance full of disdain and mockery, letting him know he had won. Lasgol’s group stared back, unable to believe he was not guilty. 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head.” It can’t be,” he said in disbelief. 
 
    “He must have cheated somehow,” Lasgol said, although he could not think how. 
 
    “Where there’s a poison, there’s an antidote,” Viggo said thoughtfully. 
 
    “What d’you mean?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “That he might have foreseen this and taken something to counter the effects of the potion. 
 
    “That would mean foreseeing a lot,” said Molak. 
 
    “And it would need a lot of knowledge of Nature,” Erika said. “A potion like this would be very, very difficult to prepare.” 
 
    “Very true,” Luca agreed. “Isgord doesn’t have that knowledge.” 
 
    “Isgord might be a despicable individual,” Ingrid said, “but he’s not in the least stupid.” She was looking thoughtful. 
 
    Next to pass the test was Luca: innocent. He was followed by Ingrid, Molak, Erika and Viggo. As they had expected, they were all innocent. Finally, it was Lasgol’s turn. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Sigrid asked him. 
 
    “Lasgol,” he replied, and was able to feel the effect of the potion in his mind. He decided that there was no need to risk answering more questions against his will, so he called upon his Gift. He used his inner energy and invoked his Evil Search skill. A green flash, only visible to those who also had the Gift, ran through his body. He focused on his mind’s aura. He could now call upon his skills without having to close his eyes and concentrate too hard. They came to him more naturally, almost spontaneously, as a result of how much he was practicing them. He began to glimpse a purple shadow in the upper part of his aura and focused on it. He was well aware that this was the external magic of the potion, strengthened by the staff which was interfering with his mind. He had located the effect now, and he had to eradicate it. He invoked his Ranger’s Healing skill, and there was a second green flash which acted on the external magic. After a moment the purple spot began to weaken with the energy of his healing spell, until it vanished and he felt himself free from the effects of the potion. Now he could answer calmly. 
 
    “Did you poison Astrid?” Sigrid asked him.  
 
    Her cold, gaze was wary, which surprised Lasgol, who had not expected to be a suspect. He thought about this and understood why she suspected him: because he was Astrid’s boyfriend and in situations like this, the other half of the couple was always a suspect. He understood this and accepted it. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he replied and looked at Sigrid. In her eyes he saw that she believed him. There was no doubt about it. Astrid winked at him. 
 
    “You can go back,” Sigrid told him after she had consulted with Annika, and he went back to his friends. 
 
    Sigrid and Annika began to talk among themselves, while Ivar and Engla watched the group sternly. If anybody dared to do anything stupid, they would pay for it. 
 
    “I still think it was Isgord,” said Viggo. 
 
    “D’you think he could fool Sigrid and Annika?” Luca asked. “I find that pretty hard to imagine.” 
 
    “So do I,” Erika said. “He’s very good with weapons and he’s got a powerful physique. But he’s not skilled in poisons, least of all healing potions or antidotes.” 
 
    “Someone intelligent can find a way,” said Molak. 
 
    “What troubles me is that we’re facing someone very intelligent and well-prepared,” Lasgol said. “Someone who’s capable of passing this test is very dangerous.” 
 
    “And is here among us,” Molak added. “That troubles me even more.” 
 
    “Couldn’t it have been that strange dwarf who hangs around here?” Luca suggested. “I don’t think any of us would be capable of a thing like that.” 
 
    “If they’ve discounted him it’s because they know him and they know it wasn’t him,” Molak said. 
 
    “Maybe they discounted him too easily,” said Erika. “I think the same, that he’s more likely to be behind the attempt than anybody here.” 
 
    “Sigrid and Annika are very shrewd and wise,” Lasgol pointed out. “They wouldn’t have crossed him off the list without a good reason.”  
 
    “One we don’t know,” said Luca. 
 
    “If it’s not the dwarf,” Erika said, “and it has to be one of us, I think it has to be someone from Nature.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “We can’t suspect them just because they’re good with poisons and antidotes,” said Molak, 
 
    “We can distrust anyone for whatever reason,” Viggo pointed out. “In fact, that’s what I think we ought to do. That way we’ll live longer.” 
 
    “It can’t have been Sugesen and Gonars,” said Luca. “We know them from the Camp. If they’d wanted to try something they’d have done it there. It would have been a lot easier for them.”  
 
    “That leaves us with Frida and Elina,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol was not convinced. He liked the two girls very much; they were intelligent and nice. 
 
    “We haven’t cleared anything up,” Molak said, “and now we’re suspecting two people who could perfectly well be innocent.” He did not sound at all convinced. 
 
    Sigrid and Annika finished talking, and the leader of the Shelter turned to them. 
 
    “This test was necessary, I hope you understand that. It’s nothing personal, but we have a murderer among us and I need to find him at all costs. The result has not been what I expected. We haven’t found the culprit. All the same, I know it’s one of you, and I’m going to find that person. We’ll be watching you day and night. The moment the culprit makes a mistake, we’ll fall on him. I give you my word, I’m going to find out who it is. Now you may go.” 
 
    Lasgol and his friends exchanged a few comments, then started to go back. Astrid left, chatting with Ingrid and Erika. Lasgol lagged behind and turned toward the leader of the Shelter. There was a doubt in his mind which he needed to clarify. 
 
    “Mother Specialist...” 
 
    “Yes, Lasgol, what is it?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you give Isgord the Truth Test?” 
 
    “When I judged him over your attack?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    Sigrid sighed. “For two reasons. In the first place, it would have been no use in a trial, as his mind would have been disturbed. Potions ought not to be, and must not be, used in trials. Or in situations which are crucial, since they’re not totally reliable, as you’ve just seen. They might indicate something wrong. They have their advantages and disadvantages. On most occasions they work well, which is why I use them in certain situations, but they must be thought out very carefully. Today I did it because the situation is very serious, and any path that gets us closer to the truth needs to be explored.” 
 
    “Right...” 
 
    “The second and most important reason is that I already knew it was him. I knew he was guilty.” 
 
    Lasgol was taken aback. “But –” he managed to mutter. 
 
    “I saw it in his eyes. Experience and the Path of the Specialist have taught me to get a glimpse into people’s true nature. I am rarely wrong. Some say I can read a person’s soul if I so wish. In Isgord’s there are fathomless depths of pain and rage which make him commit harmful acts. One day he’s going to pay very dearly for that soul of his, which is rotting away little by little because he doesn’t want to renounce the path of evil and does nothing to heal it.” 
 
    “So why not put him on trial?” 
 
    “There was no evidence. Without evidence you can’t judge anyone – even knowing their soul and their motives.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. “I understand...” 
 
    “But I have my eye on him, as have the Elder Specialists. There won’t be any more incidents with you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “If I’d found the culprit today I wouldn’t have been able to judge him either, because of his or her mind being disturbed by magic, but it would have allowed me to search for evidence and then try that person on the basis of that.” 
 
    “I understand...” 
 
    “I will find the culprit, I can assure you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “I know. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol focused on his training and tried not to be obsessed with what was happening. He went on visiting Ilsa and her cubs every day. Now he hunted with them, as if he were simply another cub. Gisli did not usually go with him, because he also had to instruct Erika, Luca and Axe. Today, however, he was going with him. It was always more interesting when the Elder did this, but when he went by himself he enjoyed being with the cubs so much that the time seemed to fly past. It amazed him to see Ilsa greeting Elder Gisli as if she were his kitten, a huge kitten capable of killing a man in the blink of an eye. The Elder would stroke her, and she would reply by rubbing herself against his body in a display of affection. 
 
    That day they were in the mountains, following the trail of a female mountain goat they were hunting. Gisli was using the hunt to teach Lasgol to improve his skills as a tracker. Following a trail in an area as steep and rocky as that, where there was practically nothing to hold on to, was a complicated business. Mountain goats, on the other hand, were able to roam the area at ease. Their balance was outstanding, and they could go up almost vertical rock-faces. 
 
    Lasgol was getting instruction in both specialties, Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker, which made him doubly happy. If it had been his own choice, he would have stayed with Elder Gisli for another whole year, but unfortunately, he knew that this was not possible. He needed to graduate as a Specialist and serve as a Ranger. The idea of failing, of not attaining the specialty, came into his mind, but he shook off the idea at once and stayed positive. He would manage it. He had to learn everything Gisli taught him and work as hard as possible. 
 
    “To whisper to a beast, you need first to gain its acceptance, then its respect, then last but not least, its trust.” At the sight of his pupil’s awed expression, Gisli repeated this to Lasgol as if it were a dogma. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Lasgol had gained the acceptance of Ilsa and her cubs and was beginning to earn their respect. Or at least so he thought, though he was not completely sure about this, since the cats had their own ideas and humans did not impress them too much. 
 
    “Today we’re going to work on respect,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol was enthusiastic and nervous at the same time. He did not want to fail and he knew that Ilsa might turn on him if he did not do things well. She was a big cat, and as such she was aggressive, territorial and full of strong character. 
 
    They were going after the mountain goat in single file. Ilsa went first, moving with the stealth and grace of a great, lethal cat. The three cubs followed her, imitating everything their mother did. Ona came last and would look back now and then to see whether Lasgol and Gisli were following them. Ona’s two brothers were males, and they had decided to call them Igor and Hari. Gisli had suggested the names and Lasgol found them perfect. Somehow giving names to those beautiful wild animals felt strange. They did not belong to him, and so he felt he had no right to give them names. But Gisli had explained to him that humans, unlike animals, needed to give names to things to recognize them, to call them and also to become familiar with them. Animals did not need them. So that giving them names was only so that both would feel more linked to the family, and so that the cats would come when they were called. It did not mean any kind of possession. This left Lasgol feeling easier. 
 
    The mountain goat went on climbing up through a very steep, rocky, snow-covered area. The icy wind blew in hissing gusts at that height. Lasgol was beginning to have trouble keeping his balance and his grip. Ilsa and her cubs on the other hand seemed to be having none at all. After rounding a rock, he skidded on the snow which covered the spot where he had put his support foot and almost fell. Luckily he was able to seize a hold with one hand and stay upright. 
 
    “Be very careful,” Gisli warned him. “This area is very dangerous.”  
 
    He was looking concerned. If Lasgol fell, the Elder would find it very hard to grab hold of him and they could both fall. Lasgol looked down and swallowed. They were very high up, and it was more than sixty feet to the rocky ground beneath. If he fell, he would break all the bones in his body. 
 
    Ilsa stopped and stared at them. She did not look happy. She had not liked them making a noise, because the quarry might hear them and escape. Ona looked at Lasgol and opened her mouth in a fierce but soundless gesture. Igor and Hari did not even look at him. It was obvious that they were demanding silence for the hunt. Lasgol sighed; he was not going to gain the family’s respect this way. 
 
    They went on with the chase into the distance, now in complete silence. Lasgol knew that with every footstep, every hold, he was staking his life. There was more snow the higher they went, and the rocks were shapeless and harder to negotiate. Seeing how easily Ilsa and the cubs climbed, he wished he could turn himself into a snow panther. Unfortunately, since he was not a shifter, this was utterly beyond his reach. He looked back and found that even the Elder was having trouble climbing, and this made him distinctly uneasy. 
 
    Suddenly Ilsa stopped and crouched, concealing herself behind a group of boulders partially covered in snow. The cubs followed her example. Lasgol realized that her fur blended with the grey and white around her, so that her pelt was perfectly adapted to that environment. He could barely see her himself, nor could her prey. Gisli gestured to him to flatten himself on the ground, and he did so at once. He watched carefully and saw that the goat had stopped to graze not far from them. 
 
    Ilsa looked at them, and Lasgol knew it was the moment of the hunt. 
 
    Gisli touched his shoulder and he turned his head. With two fingers he indicated Lasgol’s bow. Lasgol nodded and very carefully took the bow he carried slung at his back. The Elder signaled him to nock an arrow and aim at the she-goat. The order surprised him. Shouldn’t they let Ilsa be the one to get the prey? As there was no time for explanations and a Ranger always had to follow orders, he did what Gisli had indicated. He nocked an arrow and got ready to release, but did not raise his head to aim for fear the goat would see him and escape. 
 
    Ilsa began to move with the stealth and skill of the great cats. She was a natural hunter, silent and lethal. She moved very slowly, and only when she was certain that her prey was not looking, measuring each step with extreme caution. Even her long tail was raised tautly to avoid brushing against the snow. The cubs waited in hiding, knowing what their mother was about to do. Lasgol realized that the panther was approaching the goat from behind with the wind in her face, so that it could not smell her. All it could do was hear her because as she was behind it, camouflaged among rocks and snow, it could not see her. 
 
    Lasgol got ready. The moment was coming closer. With the cold and the altitude, the wind blew sharply and he had to half-close his eyes. He was also troubled by the whistling of the wind, which prevented him from hearing either Ilsa or the goat. He was looking through an opening between two high boulders, but did not have a good view. He prepared to release in case it was necessary, but watching Ilsa closing in on her prey from behind like a ghost of the snow, without the goat being aware of it, he did not think it would be necessary for him to step in. 
 
    He was not mistaken. 
 
    Suddenly Ilsa gave a tremendous leap. Supporting herself on her powerful hind legs and tail, she leapt an unthinkable distance and pounced on the goat, which had never at any moment been aware that it was in the slightest danger. The panther went for the throat and killed it in the blink of an eye, so that it never even had time to react. It all happened incredibly fast, in an absolute silence which was only broken by the goat’s bleat of fear a split second before it died. 
 
    “The snow panther is a majestic predator,” Gisli whispered in his ear, “and in the snowy mountains she has no rival.”  
 
    “That was amazing.” 
 
    “Learn from her. There’s nobody better at following a trail and preparing an attack than her.” 
 
    The three cubs began to approach their mother, who had the catch in her jaws and would not let it go. Lasgol marveled at how stealthy and lethal panthers were, particularly in this terrain. When the three cubs reached maturity and took over those domains to hunt on their own, they would be equally silent and lethal, because their mother was teaching them well. They still had some time left, as they needed to grow a lot more before they could leave the company of their mother and hunt alone. He wondered what Ona would be like when she grew up. Very like her mother, he had no doubt. 
 
    He watched the three cubs coming up to their mother. Ona was last. Suddenly a huge pair of horns appeared behind a rock. Lasgol sensed danger and turned toward it. 
 
    It was a male mountain goat: a big specimen, strong, with long, pointed horns that looked very dangerous. It was coming in response to the goat’s bleat. It charged against the panthers. 
 
    Ilsa dropped her catch. In a different situation the panther would avoid combat with a male like this. The danger of being pierced by one of those horns, or ripped open, was not worth it, but she had to protect her cubs. Ona and her brothers were not yet aware of the attack and were moving slowly and calmly toward their mother. 
 
    Lasgol reacted by pure instinct. He aimed at the big male and released. The arrow hit it near the heart, but did not manage to kill it. Even though it was mortally wounded, it continued its charge and went for Ona, who was the nearest target. Ilsa leapt to protect her cub. It was another prodigious leap, but it fell short of the male goat’s line of attack. It was on the point of killing Ona, who turned her head at that moment and realized the danger. She growled and held herself stiffly in a defensive stance. 
 
    Gisli was nocking his bow, but as he did not have it ready, he would not manage to release in time. Lasgol was already nocking a second arrow. The male was going to attack Ona, then charge on at her brothers. Lasgol felt that in a single moment more it would all turn into an immense tragedy, and his heart skipped a beat. There was only one solution, and he did not hesitate. He aimed at the male goat’s heart and called upon his True Shot skill. There came the green flash of magic in action, and he released. When the big male goat was two steps away from Ona, the arrow pierced its heart and it died instantly. It fell to the ground, and its momentum carried it on to crash into Ona and her brothers, who leapt away to avoid it. 
 
    Nobody was hurt. 
 
    Lasgol gasped in relief. 
 
    Gisli slapped him on the back. “Great shot!” 
 
    Ilsa checked that her cubs were all right. She licked them, and they huddled around her without taking their eyes off the dead male goat. 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Gisli said, kneeling beside the dead male. “I thought we were going to have a tragedy on our hands. That specimen is magnificent.”  
 
    Lasgol knelt beside the Elder and looked at it. He thanked the Ice Gods for his Gift. If not for it, Ona and one of her brothers would now be dead. He gasped once again in relief. Then he felt something brushing against his leg. It was Ona, who was rubbing herself against him lovingly. He stroked her head and chest. 
 
    “That was scary, eh?” he said in a whisper. 
 
    She looked at him and gave a gentle growl, more like that of a cat than that of a snow panther. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll look after you,” he said, and went on petting her. 
 
    Suddenly Ilsa came up to him and looked steadily into his eyes. When he saw the big cat’s head on the same level as his own, two fingerbreadths away, he felt uneasy. He had just seen what Ilsa’s powerful jaws were capable of, not to mention her claws. Why was she staring at him? Just for safety, he stopped stroking Ona in case her mother did not approve. She had been on the point of losing her cub, and it was logical for her to be reluctant to let a human touch her. He began to feel nervous. 
 
    “Easy, boy...” Gisli said, almost inaudibly. 
 
    Lasgol tried to keep calm, but it was not easy with the jaws of a huge snow panther in front of his face. He could feel her hot breath, which did not help to make him feel any better. Suddenly the panther moved forward a little more and rubbed her head against his own. For a moment he did not know what to do, so he instinctively did the same and began to rub his own head against hers. It was a moment that was both unreal and wonderful. 
 
    “Very good,” Gisli said encouragingly. “Keep going.” 
 
    Lasgol let Ilsa rub against his body and braced himself against her shoves, which were strong enough to upset his balance. He had the impression that it was not so much that she wanted to push him over, rather that she was misjudging her own strength. Ona joined her mother, and both rubbed themselves against him. 
 
    “They’re showing their gratitude,” Gisli said. 
 
    “They are?” Lasgol replied in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, that’s how they show their appreciation.” 
 
    Suddenly Ilsa put her paws on his shoulders and gave him something like a hug. He put his arms around her body and they stayed like that, holding one another. Ilsa gave a long, gentle whistle. 
 
    “And that means you’ve reached the second stage.” 
 
    Lasgol was amazed by what was happening. “The what, Master?” 
 
    “You’ve earned their respect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was happy with his Wildlife training and the progress he was making with Ilsa and her family. A few days later, during a break, he went with Astrid to the lake of blue water where he had had that strange experience with his mother’s pendant. What with everything to do with Astrid’s poisoning and the intense training and practice, he had not had time to test the pendant beyond a couple of isolated moments, both without luck. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I have to, for my parents.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m with you,” 
 
    “Thanks, you’re the best.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, but I love you and I’ll always help you. In everything.” 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw dropped. He was surprised by the sudden admission. “I... love you too...”  
 
    “I just had to tell you. I don’t do that often enough.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Being so close to dying makes you realize all sorts of things. How much you appreciate life..., how much you love certain people... how much I love you.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll pass. I’ve been thinking about what happened, about how lucky I am not to have died and to be left without any after-effects.” 
 
    “You still have that memory loss?” 
 
    “Yup, but I’m determined to get it back and find out who poisoned me and why.” 
 
    “You can count on me.” 
 
    “I know I can always count on you, and it really means a lot to me. Ingrid and Viggo told me you were insane with worry.” 
 
    “I almost lost you...” 
 
    “And me you.” 
 
    “But we’re alive and together, despite everything.” 
 
    Astrid threw herself on Lasgol and kissed him, hard and passionately. He was left breathless. 
 
    “… today... you’re... very emotional,” he muttered when she let go of him. 
 
    “Make sure nothing happens to you while you’re experimenting with the pendant.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “If you feel anything strange, dangerous... tell me right away.” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry.” 
 
    He made to turn to the lake, but she pulled him back to her and kissed him again as if she might be going to lose him forever. 
 
    “… everything’ll be... all right...” he promised her and crouched down beside the lake. He did not know what was happening to her, but nor could he say he disliked it. In fact, he was delighted. Even if she was behaving strangely, he decided not to worry about understanding what was going on inside her. He would enjoy it and keep an eye on her to make sure she did not behave too strangely. Traumatic experiences, Egil had explained to him, left deep marks on people, and he was well aware of this. He himself had several because of what had happened first to his father, then to his mother. And that was why he was kneeling beside the lake now with his mother’s pendant in his hand. 
 
    He sighed and tried to concentrate on it. The silver chain was thick and heavy, but it did not appear to be arcane. All the same, the strange icy blue jewel, set in a large engraved ring which was also silver, was definitely magical. 
 
    “I’m going to try and summon the jewel.” 
 
    “Go ahead, I’m ready.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to activate the spell, first by rubbing the jewel with his hand, then against his chest. It remained inert. He breathed on it and rubbed it again: nothing. He longed to see his parents. He wanted to know more about them, about their lives, about what had happened to them, about everything he had never had the chance to enjoy with them. But as before, he could not succeed in activating it. He decided to use his Gift and sent his inner energy into the jewel by way of his hand, but there was nothing. No reaction.  
 
    This did not surprise him. Probably only a powerful sorcerer or enchanter could interact with the power and the spells contained in the jewel. He found it very frustrating not to be able to activate it; it was a gift from his mother, for him, for his use. And on top of that, since he had the Talent, his inability to summon it was even more humiliating. 
 
    He breathed out heavily. 
 
    “No luck?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Did you try with your Gift?” 
 
    “Yes, but that didn’t work either.” 
 
    “Hmm... what did you do that was special that other time when it did activate? I thought that was because of your Talent.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t because of that.” 
 
    “I don’t remember you doing anything special, but I wasn’t paying too much attention when the pendant awoke.” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything... I had it in my hand... I was thinking about my mother...” 
 
    “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Tears...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just remembered, I was overwhelmed... and a couple of tears fell on the jewel.” 
 
    “That might be it. The jewel might be linked to your family in some way. It might have recognized your tears.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Try it, and we’ll see.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like crying.” 
 
    “You want me to punch you in the eye?” 
 
    Lasgol raised his hands, smiling. “Wait.” 
 
    Astrid smiled mischievously and clenched one fist. He put his finger in his eye and rubbed it until he had moistened it. Immediately he put the moist finger on the jewel. 
 
    There was a blue flash. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “You see? I was right.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” 
 
    “No, but quite honestly I don’t see how you’d get by without me.” 
 
    He smiled. “I wouldn’t. Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, I’d rather have punched you in the eye.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    There was a second flash, rather brighter. He remembered that the pendant had slipped from his hand and struck his chest, so he let it fall in the same way. There came a third flash, even more intense. In front of him, over the surface of the lake, an image began to take shape. As it had the time before, it formed a blurred circle and remained fuzzy. Little by little it grew more definite, and the mists began to clear. Inside the circle, which looked like a mirror hanging over the surface of the water, there appeared three figures. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry, I don’t feel anything strange. I don’t think it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “Let me see...” 
 
    Three men became clearer in the image. One was dressed as a captain of the King’s Guard, the other as a Specialist Ranger and the third as the First Ranger... it was his father! 
 
    “My father...” 
 
    “And those two are... Sven and Gatik, but when they were much younger.” 
 
    “Judging by the way my father looks, this happened years ago.” 
 
    The scene was unfolding on a fortress turret, one summer morning under a brilliant sun. Below, they could make out a great walled city of black rock. It was Norghania, the capital of the kingdom, and the three men were in the royal castle. 
 
    “Magnificent views, eh?” Dakon said to Sven and Gatik. 
 
    Gatik was staring out at the horizon. “Impressive, sir.” 
 
    “A magnificent city,” Sven commented. He too was looking out into the distance, protecting his eyes with his hand as he did so. 
 
    “You must be wondering why I’ve summoned you to this place.” 
 
    “There is no need for the King’s First Ranger to explain,” Gatik said in a tone of great respect, and bowed slightly to Dakon. 
 
    Dakon returned the bow. “It was Uthar who entrusted me with welcoming you and acting as your tutor until you take full possession of your new responsibilities.” 
 
    “My duty is to serve the King,” Sven said solemnly, “and his wishes are my orders.”  
 
    “The first thing I want you to understand is that your new position entails considerable responsibility. This wonderful city around us, this royal castle where we stand, these lands you are contemplating in the distance, are now your responsibility. To serve the King faithfully, to protect him from all evil, to defend him against all enemies and to defend this castle, this city and its adjacent lands, will be your duty and responsibility.” 
 
    “We’ll serve the King loyally,” Gatik said. 
 
    “We’ll die for him,” Sven added. 
 
    Dakon gave a slight smile, and in his eyes there gleamed the pride a tutor feels about promising pupils he knows will go far in life. 
 
    “Gatik, Gondabar has informed me that you’ve successfully completed your training as Royal Ranger. You are now to become one of that group of chosen ones. Your mission as from this very moment will be to protect the king, serving him as the Ranger you are, always following the teachings of the Path of the Ranger and the Path of the Specialist.” 
 
    “That’s been my wish ever since I was a child. It’s a great honor.” 
 
    Dakon nodded. “The first days will be strange, since serving the king at court is very different from being a Specialist Ranger.” 
 
    “I understand that, sir.” 
 
    “You must get used to the royal castle and the city, since you’ll be spending most of your time in them. It’s not a Ranger’s natural habitat, and it’ll take you some time to get used to it. The same thing happened to me. I feel more at home among forests and mountains, but I’ve spent years serving Uthar among fortifications and stone walls. You’ll get used to it in time.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll do whatever I can to make that happen as soon as possible.” 
 
    “The period of acclimatization to this new environment depends on each individual. Some take to it quickly, others need more time.” 
 
    “It’ll be immediate,” Gatik said with complete confidence. 
 
    Dakon smiled. “I was expecting no other answer. Which elite specialty did you achieve at the Shelter?” 
 
    Gatik’s chest swelled proudly. “Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    “Well, well. It’s been years since we’ve had an Archer of the Wind. It’s the most difficult specialization, and the one most valued among the Archers.” 
 
    “It’s the one I always dreamed of.” 
 
    “You must be exceptional with those bows,” Dakon said. He pointed to the three bows Gatik carried at his back. One was a mid-range compound bow, another a short one and the third a tiny one, all of them very elaborate. 
 
    “I’ve practiced a lot, sir.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have. I chose to be Mage Hunter of the Archery Specialization.” He indicated the bow slung at his back. It was exceptional, a gift from the King himself to his friend, made by the best craftsman in all Norghana. “I chose this specialization above all others to protect the King from magi, sorcerers and other enemies who possess the Gift. In my eyes they’re the most dangerous enemies, since magic can wreak havoc on the bravest and best-prepared of soldiers.” 
 
    “My lord is the First Ranger,” Gatik said, “the best among all the Rangers, an example to follow.” 
 
    “Perhaps one day you’ll get to be that in your turn.” 
 
    Gatik gasped. “That would be a dream come true.” 
 
    “Work at it. I won’t be First Ranger forever.” 
 
    “Sir, I’d never –” 
 
    “I know. But a Ranger’s life is full of dangers, and one never knows.” 
 
    Gatik bowed his head in respect. “Sir, you can count on my bow and my arm by your side, now and always.”  
 
    “Thank you, Gatik. I’m relying on them.” 
 
    “My lord,” Gatik replied respectfully. 
 
    “Sven, the King has informed me that he’s promoted you to be Captain of the Royal Guard.” 
 
    “It’s a great honor, sir.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be rather bigger. In general, the men of the Royal Guard are massive and strong.” 
 
    “I’m not that. My skill is in my arm.” 
 
    “In that case you must be exceptional with that sword.” Dakon pointed to the weapon hanging at Sven’s waist. 
 
    “I have no rival in Norghania.” 
 
    “You say that very confidently.” 
 
    “I’ve won the King’s annual tournament for three consecutive years.” 
 
    “Then you’re exceptional indeed. The best swordsmen in Norghania compete in the tournament, including the Invincibles of the Snow, and they have some formidable swordsmen.” 
 
    “So they do, sir. But nobody has defeated me.” 
 
    Dakon nodded. “I’m going to give you the same advice as for Gatik. Work hard every day, and one day you’ll be Commander of the Royal Guard.” 
 
    “That would be a dream come true. I’ll give it everything I have.” 
 
    “I know you will. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Dakon watched them for a long moment, as if assessing their worth. 
 
    “Yes, I believe both of you will go far. Always remember that you owe yourselves to the Kingdom of Norghana above all other things. Protect it against all enemies, both internal and external.” 
 
    “And so we will,” they both said. 
 
    “For Norghana!” Dakon shouted. 
 
    “For Norghana!” they both shouted in reply. 
 
    The image began to fade slowly. 
 
    “No!” Lasgol cried out. “I want to see more!”  
 
    The jewel did not heed his wish. The image slowly faded into a blurred mist, which finally vanished. 
 
    “Let me see more!” Lasgol pleaded. He was still staring at the jewel. 
 
    “Try to activate it again,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    He forced tears in his right eye and moistened the jewel once again, but this time it did not come to life. The blue flashes he wanted to see did not appear. 
 
    “It doesn’t work...” 
 
    “Maybe you have to let it rest for a while before you can try again.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. This pendant has a strange magic.” 
 
    “Why do you think it showed you this scene with your father?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t the slightest idea why it shows me these particular memories and not others.” 
 
    “D’you think they have some meaning? That they’re important in some way?” 
 
    “It seemed to be the moment when my father first met Sven and Gatik. I don’t know what relevance that might have now.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was their swearing-in. Now we know your father was right. Both went a long way. Gatik as far as First Ranger, and Sven Commander of the Royal Guard.” 
 
    “And he was also right when he said that... he wouldn’t always be there...” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lasgol.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said without thinking, and was left puzzling over the images and their meaning. Why did the jewel show him those images? Why not others? Why not all? He would have to find out, because it was clear that they had some meaning, and he felt it was an important one. 
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    Days after that strange vision, one grey afternoon after Wildlife instruction, Lasgol was resting by a stream in the high part of the Shelter, with Astrid beside him. They were going to practice fighting in the high forest before nightfall, to try and improve his ability at camouflage. This was something he wanted to turn into a skill, but in order to do so, he first had to improve his technique. There was nobody better than Astrid to help him. She was exceptional at everything to do with Expertise. 
 
    “I’m not that good at camouflaging myself,” he said sadly. 
 
    She gave him an encouraging smile. Don’t worry, you’ll get there. I’ll help you.”  
 
    He laughed. “If you can manage to make me vanish like Camu, that’d be fantastic.” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody could vanish like Camu, but I’ll do my best to teach you to blend into your surroundings so that you’re very hard to see.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’d like to develop a skill like Camu’s. I won’t be able to vanish completely, but if I can manage to improve my camouflage it would be really useful.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage to develop the skill.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Thanks for the trust. It’s not quite so obvious to me, but I’ll try.” 
 
    “By the way, where is that mischievous little creature?” 
 
    “He told me he was going to explore, and that he’d be back soon.” 
 
    “Explore?” 
 
    “Yup, now he likes to explore and discover new places. Don’t ask me why.” 
 
    “Won’t he be running a risk?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Anyway, I’ve told him to stay near enough to send a message, just in case. So, he won’t go too far away.” 
 
    “Fine. I feel a bit easier.” 
 
    “The little one has stolen your heart, huh?” 
 
    “You’ve both stolen my heart,” she said with a mischievous smile. “What a pair of charmers.” She laughed.  
 
    Lasgol laughed too. “Yeah, the greatest charmers in the realm, Camu and me.” 
 
    They laughed, and he felt happy. When Astrid laughed, his soul was joyful. 
 
    She pointed to the shrubs beside a nearby oak. “Shall we get on with it?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Tell me what I need to do to improve.” 
 
    “Okay. It’ll be a lot,” she added with a touch of irony. 
 
    He nodded with a smile. 
 
    They practiced for some time. Lasgol listened to Astrid with the same attention he gave the Elders; he was trying to absorb all her knowledge, to understand it and internalize it. But all of a sudden he felt a sense of alarm, and stiffened. 
 
    “Uh-oh...” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but there’s something wrong.” 
 
    She looked around, but they were completely alone. “I can’t see anyone.” 
 
    Lasgol felt the same sense of alarm once again. He had already felt it once before, at the time of the attempt on the King’s life. Oh no... Feeling nervous, he looked up, searching for an archer, but could not see nobody. The feeling of alarm came into his mind again, and this time he recognized it. 
 
    “It’s Camu. Something’s happening.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “He’s sending me a feeling of alarm.” 
 
    “Where is he? Does he need help?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, and the message reached him more clearly. A distorted image appeared in his mind. He concentrated and opened his mind to Camu’s. The image became clearer; it showed a small man dressed in black approaching a rocky wall. He was wrapped in a plain black cloak. 
 
    Lasgol recognized him. “That’s weird... I’d swear it’s that stranger... Enduald...” 
 
    “The person of restricted height? What’s he doing?” She was looking around, but without picking anything up. 
 
    “He’s not here. I think he’s a bit further north, on the Hill of Foam.” 
 
    “And what’s he doing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but for some reason Camu’s followed him.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “The only thing I can think is that he’s detected magic in the stranger and followed him. You know how magic affects him.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “If he’s followed him, he must have detected magic.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure. He’s growing more mischievous and restless. He might have seen him while he was exploring and felt curious.” 
 
    “That could be true as well. But it’s probably something to do with magic.” 
 
    “In that case we’d better be careful. That Enduald gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Lasgol concentrated even harder. Camu was sending him broken images, but he could feel them as though he were there beside the strange individual. Suddenly Enduald murmured a few words and placed his hand on the stone wall, which was white as sea foam. And to Lasgol’s enormous surprise, an opening became visible in the rock. It was a cave! His jaw dropped. 
 
    “A secret cave!” 
 
    Astrid spun around. “What?”  
 
    “We’ll have to go and investigate.” 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s move in case Camu gets himself into trouble.” 
 
    It did not take them long to reach the place the image had shown, but the cave had vanished. Now it was a smooth stone wall once again. 
 
    Astrid touched the wall. “Are you sure it was here?” 
 
    “Sure. Look at that mark.” He pointed to a black mark on the white wall. “It’s unmistakable. In fact, it seems to be there... as if it was marking the spot...” 
 
    “It looks to me like any old mark. But it could be something put there to identify it, yeah.” 
 
    Suddenly Camu appeared beside them and gave a little cry of joy. 
 
    “Camu!” Astrid cried. She was delighted to see the little one. 
 
    Lasgol bent down and stroked Camu, who flexed his legs and wagged his tail. 
 
    Are you all right, Camu? 
 
    Yes, well. 
 
    Why did you follow Enduald? 
 
    Feel magic. 
 
    You should have warned me and waited for me. 
 
    Camu tilted his head. Warn. Wait. 
 
    Yes. But I mean before you decided to follow him. 
 
    Follow fun. 
 
    Follow dangerous, Lasgol said, and wagged his finger in warning. 
 
    Camu gave a shriek of protest. 
 
    “Thank goodness you’re okay,” said Astrid. She stroked his head. 
 
    Camu took a few steps toward the wall below the black mark and stiffened. He pointed to the wall with his tail. 
 
    “What are you doing, Camu?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Camu flashed golden, then touched the wall with the tip of his tail. The entrance to the cave became visible. 
 
    “Wow...” Astrid said. She put her hand to her weapons, and Lasgol did the same. 
 
    “Are we going in there?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “There’s something strange going on here. I want to find out what it is.” 
 
    “It might be dangerous. There’s magic mixed up in it...” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful. Wherever you go, I’m coming with you.” 
 
    He looked into the brunette’s eyes. He saw in them that there would be no way of dissuading her, so he did not even try. 
 
    “All right,” he said, and smiled at her. 
 
    He went into the cave cautiously, with Astrid following him like a shadow and Camu behind them. He knew it was a bad idea, but he had to find out what was going on here; it might be connected in some way with him or Camu, even if only distantly and circumstantially. Or perhaps this man was the one Nilsa had told them about: the one who had been sent to kill him. He doubted this, as Enduald knew Sigrid and the Elders and therefore must be trustworthy. Whatever the case, it was better to make sure, since by now he was coming to believe that he could not trust anybody, except the Panthers and Astrid. Nobody else. The dwarf’s behavior was very odd, and the fact that he was using magic was even more suspicious.  
 
    He stopped and stared into the gloom. He could not make anything out, so he went forward very carefully to avoid being spotted. 
 
    They went down a narrow passage, more tunnel than cave. He wondered whether it was natural or whether man had played a part in it: probably both. Camu leapt on to his back. He was really heavy now, and it was a hard job carrying him. Lasgol felt his neck being licked, shivered under the caress and smiled.  
 
    He stopped for a moment. You’ve found magic, haven’t you? he asked him, using his Gift. Camu began to dance on his back, which Lasgol interpreted as meaning that he was happy about finding it. He went on, wondering whether Camu’s happiness at discovering magic was something innate in him, or a skill like those he himself had developed. Probably it was innate in the little creature. He must have been born with that skill, since nobody had taught it to him. 
 
    The passage opened into an enormous cave, which was completely natural. Before entering it, Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his Owl Hearing skill. He could not manage it at the first attempt, so he tried again, and this time it worked. He felt part of his inner energy being consumed, and a green flash surrounded his head. An auditory wave of power spread throughout the cave as far as the walls. Nothing. Not a sound. The place seemed deserted. Lasgol made up his mind, looked back at Astrid behind him and nodded. She nodded back, and they went in. 
 
    The walls of the cave were whitish, and those to the north were covered with moss. Through an opening in the ceiling there came two beams of light which illuminated the place faintly. He moved carefully over an irregular floor of rock, covered here and there with vegetation. In the eastern wall was the opening of a new tunnel. He peered in and saw that it went down into the depths, to a lower chamber. Camu stiffened and pointed inside the tunnel. Did he go down there? Lasgol messaged. That gives us a bit of time to check the place. You stay here and watch. If he comes back, warn me.  
 
    I warn. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid went on exploring. Beside the north wall they found a long oak table with two seats, which puzzled them. They went closer to inspect it and were taken aback. It was some kind of craft workshop, but he did not know what it was used for, since he did not recognize the tools on the table. He looked inquiringly at Astrid, who shrugged and shook her head. 
 
    This was very strange. What was this workshop doing, hidden away there? Who was that dark character? What was he up to? All these questions were in Lasgol’s mind when he found two large sacks and several wooden crates on one side of the table, in the shadows. The first was tied with a rope, and the knot was easy to untie. He opened the sack, and when he put his hand inside, he felt something rough. He took it out and put it on the table. 
 
    It was the cloak of a Ranger Specialist! 
 
    The two of them looked at one another, surprised and puzzled. 
 
    He put his hand in the sack again and found more cloaks. What was this man doing with all those cloaks? What did he want them for? He felt very uneasy. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of this. Something’s going on here. I smell a trap, treason. The only reason for having all these cloaks hidden here would be...to pass themselves off as Specialists!” 
 
    She put a finger to her lips. “Shhh!” 
 
    He lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper. “It smells of treason.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    He turned to open one of the crates. These were more difficult to open, but he forced one of them with his knife. His jaw dropped. 
 
    Specialist Medallions! 
 
    He had no doubt now. The man was planning treason. What exactly? Who was he doing it for? Was he going to betray the Rangers? Who to? 
 
    Astrid was studying one of the medallions in her hand. “They’re authentic,” she whispered. 
 
    “This looks very bad.” 
 
    Suddenly Camu sent Lasgol a warning message. In his mind there appeared a blurred image of the dwarf coming up from the lower chamber, and it looked as though he was not alone. The image was not very clear, so that he could not make out who it was with him, but he could not stay to see. They had to get out of there. 
 
    Let’s go! he said to Camu, but his friend did not move. 
 
    Come on!  
 
    But Camu did not seem to want to leave. 
 
    We’re leaving now! 
 
    At last Camu obeyed. 
 
    Lasgol made an exasperated noise, then jabbed his finger at the tunnel. “Let’s go. There are two people on their way.” 
 
    They ran as fast as they could toward the tunnel they had entered by, and when they came out the cave sealed itself behind them. They went on running until they were lost in the forest. A little later a figure of restricted height, wrapped in black, appeared on his way out of the cave. Behind him came a Specialist Ranger wearing his hood and face scarf. A moment later both vanished into the woods. 
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    At dawn the next day, Lasgol and Astrid were explaining what had happened to Ingrid and Viggo as they got ready to face the day. They were a little way away, beside the last bunk bed, speaking in low voices so that nobody would hear them. 
 
    “I knew the dwarf was the murderer,” Viggo said with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Person of restricted height,” Ingrid corrected him. “And that doesn’t make him the murderer.” 
 
    “It proves he has the Gift, and that he’s preparing some kind of treachery.” 
 
    “That’s true, but that doesn’t mean it has anything to do with Lasgol or us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    “If Lasgol’s involved,” Viggo argued, “it has something to do with him. It’s always like that, it’s happened more than once already.”  
 
    “He’s got something there,” Lasgol had to admit. 
 
    “I’m not disputing the fact that there’s something strange going on here and that it smells of treachery,” Ingrid said. “But before we accuse anybody of murder, we need to be sure.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s true.”  
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on Lasgol,” Astrid said. “You keep your eyes open in case Enduald tries something.” 
 
    “Done,” Ingrid replied. 
 
    “Suppose we prepare an accident for him?” Viggo suggested. “Just to make sure. That way we eliminate the risk completely.” He spread his hands wide in an innocent gesture. 
 
    “No accidents until we’re sure,” Ingrid told him. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “My system is better. Once the runt’s dead, the risk’s out of the way.”  
 
    “I can see your point of view,” Astrid said, “and don’t think it hasn’t got its appeal. But we can’t go around killing everybody we find suspicious.” 
 
    Lasgol gave Astrid a look of surprise and reproach. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked. “His point of view’s quite valid.” 
 
    “What on earth are they teaching you in Expertise?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    Viggo smiled broadly. “To deal with problems.”  
 
    “That’s exactly it,” Astrid said. She and her partner smiled. 
 
    Lasgol looked at them in horror. “You leave me speechless.” 
 
    “It’s for your own good,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    Astrid ruffled Lasgol’s hair. “I’ll be your shadow, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about what you’re turning into.” 
 
    “We’re turning into assassins,” Viggo said. “What did you expect?”  
 
    Lasgol was about to reply when he heard someone calling his name. Elder Specialist Gisli, who was in the middle of the Cave of Spring, was signaling to him. He hurried to his side. 
 
    “Come with me, you’ve been summoned.” Gisli said and set off. 
 
    Lasgol said goodbye to his friends with a look of puzzlement and followed the Elder. It did not take him long to guess where they were heading: the Pearl. This made him nervous, as he knew that every time they went there, strange things happened, and not necessarily good ones. He tried to relax as they went up the hill. Perhaps this time things would go well and nothing strange would happen in front of that arcane spherical object. But as soon as they arrived, something told him that it was not going to be so. 
 
    “We were expecting you,” Sigrid said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Lasgol knew at once that the Mother Specialist was up to something. Today she was not the kind old lady but the sinister leader. 
 
    “These pupils sleep more than dormice,” Ivar said unhappily. 
 
    With him was Engla. A little further away, Annika was staring at him intently. They were definitely up to something. 
 
    “Today we’re going to go on with the experiments,” Sigrid announced, as if this were the most normal thing in the world. 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach turned. “Now? Here?” he asked. It was daytime, and there was no bonfire ready. Perhaps it would be some other kind of experiment. 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “Yes, now. That’s why we’ve met. But no, it won’t be here.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her blankly. “Where, then?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    Sigrid closed her eyes and put her hand on the smooth white surface of the Pearl. “This place emanates power.” 
 
    “Yes, I can feel it.”  
 
    In some way he felt the energy, the power, which the Pearl emanated, even though he did not understand it. He could feel it, like a presence around him that gave him gooseflesh and made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. He had felt it that first day, and, although his friends and colleagues were unable to feel it, he was sure that the white marble sphere was imbued with some form of magic, and a powerful one at that. Unfortunately he lacked the knowledge, the experience or the power to look into it or come to any further conclusion, which frustrated and saddened him. And yet it seemed that Sigrid had either the knowledge, the experience or the power which allowed her to understand it, which left him thoughtful. The Mother Specialist kept her secrets, and they were powerful ones. 
 
    “But there’s one other place where magic is powerful, and that’s where we’re going to do it this time.” 
 
    “Which place is that?” 
 
    “The Cave of the Frozen Dragon.” 
 
    For some reason he had already guessed that it would be there. Probably his subconscious mind had already warned him that it was a place which had magic, even if now he did not remember it fully. 
 
    “It’ll take us quite a while to get there and back...” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” Sigrid said.  
 
    She pointed to the east, and he saw her own mount and four more coursers beside it. “You’ll ride with me,” she told him. 
 
    “Yes... Mother Specialist,” he said, with all kinds of doubts assaulting his mind. What did they intend to do? Why were they going to that particular place? And he had to ride with Sigrid, which he found very odd. He thought of refusing. He could do it. After all, they wanted to experiment with him, and that was not something anyone would agree to lightly. They had not even asked him; they had simply assumed that he would not refuse. He thought about Camu, then glanced at Sigrid and saw her sinister smile and knew he would do nothing of the kind. If he refused, his privileges with Camu might disappear and he ran the risk that they would send him to the capital, to the king. He would end up being examined by his Ice Magi, and he could not allow that to happen. 
 
    “Coming?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    He realized that they were all staring at him. He had been lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    “Do I have a choice? 
 
    “We all have choices. Remember that this is a favor you’re doing me, and for that I’m repaying you with another...” 
 
    Lasgol understood the veiled threat perfectly. “I know, I understand that.” 
 
    “As long as we both keep to our part of the deal, there shouldn’t be any problem between us.” 
 
    It was perfectly clear to him that if he refused, they would take Camu away, and he would rather die than allow that to happen. Sigrid’s motive for forcing him to accept had to be a strong one. He would have to be alert and try to find out what it was. The fact that the Mother Specialist was making him do this did not entirely make sense. Maybe if he knew what that motive was, he could turn the situation around. 
 
    The journey to the great cave which gave entrance to the Shelter went by in no time at all. Lasgol enjoyed the ride. He held on to Sigrid’s waist, following her instructions. He did this gently, because of the fragility of the Mother Specialist’s body. As they rode through the beautiful landscapes of the Shelter, he noticed that Autumn had already arrived and was changing the colors of the landscape. The green was beginning to disappear, and yellow and ochre were beginning to tint everything the eye could see. It was a beautiful sight, with the autumn colors covering forests, fields, mountains and fords. He liked autumn. It made him more sensitive, and prepared him for the arrival of the harsh Norghanian winter, which arrived on to the scene when it was least expected with its icy winds and storms, which would cover all that beautiful landscape with snow and ice. 
 
    When they arrived, they left the horses in a grove of trees close to the rock wall. They were carrying thick clothing in the saddlebags, and now they put it on. Lasgol was given a heavy coat, boots and winter gloves. 
 
    “Bundle up. You’ll need it in there.” 
 
    He remembered how cold it had been inside and nodded. As soon as he put on the coat, he felt his body temperature rising. 
 
    Sigrid took the lead when they climbed the stairs to the great cave. She led them to the foot of the frozen dragon. Here she spread her arms and closed her eyes, feeling its emanation.  
 
    “This is a place of great power,” she said. 
 
    Lasgol too could feel it, though it was weakened by the cold in there. Even with the warm clothes they were wearing, they would not be able to stay there for long. He knew that cold well; he had experienced it when he had been searching for Camu’s trail in that gigantic cavern. 
 
    Engla turned to Sigrid. “Are you sure you want to do this experiment?” she asked and judging by her tone of voice and the expression on her face, she was not in favor of going on. 
 
    “I think this is a serious mistake,” Ivar said. He too did not look very happy about it. 
 
    “We can’t pass up this opportunity to study a unique case which might never occur again,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Annika agreed. “He’s an exceptional anomaly, and we need to know what caused it.”  
 
    “To what end?” Engla asked defiantly. 
 
    “Improving the Path of the Specialist,” Sigrid said. “Lasgol is the key to understanding how our training and the creation of the specialists can be improved.”  
 
    “What you’re really looking for is the creation of Superior Specialists,” Engla said accusingly. 
 
    When he heard this, Lasgol paid close attention. He was beginning to get a hint of the reasons why Sigrid was putting pressure on him with these experiments. 
 
    “It would be an incredibly important development for the Rangers, and also for Norghana, which would benefit greatly from it.” 
 
    “I still think it’s very dangerous. We shouldn’t be taking this risk. Single specialization is the way. A single elite specialization per pupil is the safest and most efficient thing.” 
 
    “That’s what our ancestors created,” said Annika, “but it’s in our hands to change it, develop it and improve it.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Gisli said. “A Ranger with several elite specialties would be a wonder. He could face the dangers out there without any difficulty. He’d be almost unstoppable in open terrain.” 
 
    “The King would be delighted to have a Ranger like that in his service,” Sigrid pointed out. 
 
    Ivar was shaking his head. “It’s been attempted before, and you know that... as well as how badly the matter ended,”  
 
    “We’ll be more careful,” Gisli said. 
 
    Lasgol was deeply unhappy about the turn the conversation was taking. What was it that had happened before? How badly had it ended? Was it going to happen to him too? 
 
    “Lasgol’s potential is undeniable,” Annika said. 
 
    “Let me remind you all that one candidate came through.” 
 
    “The candidate was on the point of death,” Engla pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but the candidate didn’t die.” 
 
    Engla shook her head. “I repeat my refusal. I don’t want him to die or end up with his mind affected.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Ivar agreed. “The way to follow is that of the Path of the Specialist, exactly as we know it.” 
 
    “Your reluctance is duly noted,” Sigrid told them. “But it’s three against two, so we’ll continue. Of course, that is if Lasgol grants us permission.” All eyes turned to him. 
 
    Lasgol did not like this at all. He knew the experiment involved a risk he was very clear about that. But if he refused, Camu would be in danger, and he could not let that happen. So after thinking for a moment and summoning up his courage, he said: “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Sigrid, and her eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    Annika took out a container from the Ranger’s belt she wore under her heavy winter coat. It contained a blue ointment, which she applied to Lasgol’s forehead and the back of his neck. This completely unsettled him. What were they going to do to him? 
 
    “Go to the foot of the frozen dragon,” Sigrid said. 
 
    The moment he came close, he felt the power that emanated from it. He felt it reaching his forehead and the nape of his neck, as if attracted by the ointment Annika had applied. He focused, closing his eyes, and searched for his inner energy. He found it in the form of a quiet pool in his chest, which is how he visualized it in his mind. Suddenly he realized that something was wrong. He found that the external power of the ice dragon was feeding that inner well, as if it were rain falling on his pool and adding to it. He did not like this one little bit. His own power and that external one were mixing in his inner pool, and he began to feel very nervous. 
 
    He felt the power invading him. “I... I don’t like this...” he muttered. 
 
    They were using magic, in a way he would never have believed possible. They were attracting it with that bluish ointment. The ice of the dragon was emitting it, and now his body was receiving it. This was very dangerous, above all because there was no mage here to control the magic in case things went wrong. He was the only one there with the Gift, and he had no idea how to control that arcane power that was affecting him. Nor did he know what consequences it would have. 
 
    “This... isn’t safe...” he stammered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be controlling the experiment,” Sigrid said.  
 
    She showed him her staff. When she struck the ground with it there was a flash, and the flow of power from the dragon to Lasgol was interrupted. He understood; Sigrid did not have the Gift herself, but the staff was enchanted and had power of its own. It could cut the flow of power from the dragon to his person. Even so, he was not at all convinced that this was safe. Engla and Ivar’s objections were beginning to make a lot of sense. 
 
    Annika came to him and took a potion from her Ranger’s belt. 
 
    “This is to prepare your mind and assist the experiment.” 
 
    Lasgol watched her pour it into a glass. The color of the liquid was purple, and this was a bad sign. In general the purple preparations were hallucinogenic, or else poisonous. He tried to remember any purple potion they had learnt to prepare that was beneficial for the human system, and he could not. Not one. 
 
    “I hope it’ll help me with the cold,” Lasgol joked, not sounding very convinced. 
 
    Annika smiled. “It will.”  
 
    He drank and immediately began to feel strange. This potion was stronger than the ones he had had before, a great deal more. He began to feel hazy, his vision blurred and he could barely keep his balance. 
 
    Annika held him up. “Easy, let it take effect.” 
 
    He relaxed and let the potion spread through his head. The fuzziness slowly passed, leaving a haze in his mind, an enveloping mist. 
 
    “You’ll feel all right in a moment,” Annika assured him. She put her hand on the back of his neck and started to massage it. 
 
    And it was true that he began to feel better, so that after a moment he was himself again. The fog had a pleasant effect on his mind. Or the massage; he was not sure which of the two, probably the combination of both. 
 
    Annika took out a second potion and poured it into the glass. This one was blue-black. It was not a good sign either. 
 
    “It’s time to enhance the effect of the potion,” Annika said. “Drink it.” 
 
    Judging by Engla and Ivar’s worried expressions, he knew the dangerous part was coming now, and he could still pull back. But he took a deep breath and made his decision: he would go on. He would not put Camu at risk. 
 
    He nodded, took the glass Annika was offering him, and drank. 
 
    Sigrid, Annika, Engla, Ivar and Gisli kept their eyes fixed on him while the potion began to take effect. Then something exploded in his mind and a terrible pain made him put his hands to his head. 
 
    Annika went on massaging the back of his neck and his forehead. “Relax, it’ll soon pass.” 
 
    For a long moment a sharp pain in his mind prevented him from thinking, as though one dagger were stabbing his forehead and another the back of his neck. The intensity of the pain began to fade, and a few moments later it was gone. 
 
    “I’m... I’m feeling better...” 
 
    Sigrid smiled, and Annika stepped back from him. 
 
    He felt better, much better. Suddenly he felt nimbler, stronger, with enhanced reflexes. It was as though he had invoked several of his skills, except that he had done nothing of the sort. He closed his eyes, and as he concentrated, he noticed that the power of the ice dragon was once again entering his body through his forehead and the back of his neck. He realized that Sigrid was not stopping it. She wanted it to do this. It was part of the experiment. 
 
    “Don’t resist, let the potions and the power of this place work on your mind and prepare you for the test.” 
 
    Lasgol thought that perhaps he might stop the external flow by using his power. But that was precisely what Sigrid was asking him not to do. He thought about it and decided not to interfere. He would go on with the experiment, even if he did not like the idea in the least. 
 
    “It’s your turn,” Sigrid said to the four Elder Specialists. 
 
    Annika rubbed the ointment on their foreheads and the backs of their necks, then did the same with herself. She, Engla, Ivar and Gisli came to stand around Lasgol in a circle, holding hands. They closed their eyes and Lasgol, in the middle of the circle, did the same. He concentrated, then opened them again, and saw something truly extraordinary. He saw the arcane power of the ice dragon entering the minds of the Elders, just as it had with his own. Blue energy went from the dragon to them, and to himself. The particles formed sinuous arcs. He noticed something else: now the influx was also flowing from the minds of the Elders to his own. 
 
    “Let the test begin,” Sigrid said in a ceremonial voice. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed and gave himself into the hands of the Ice Gods. 
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    Lasgol felt his mind being sent somewhere else, as if it had been carried away into the air and he was unable to hold it back. He now found himself in a frozen landscape, with the snow reaching to his knees. The ground was a white blanket stretching as far as a forest ahead which seemed frozen in ice and frost. It was cold, so that steam came out of his mouth when he breathed, but for some strange reason he could not feel that cold. 
 
    Suddenly six Rangers came out of the forest, all wearing the mottled cloaks of Ranger Specialists. They were carrying bows of different kinds: long, compound, elaborate, short, and a couple of tiny ones. When they approached Lasgol he did not feel afraid, because they did not seem to want to harm him. They surrounded him in a circle and showed him their Specialist Medallions, which he recognized: Mage Hunter, Natural Marksman, Infallible Marksman, Forest Sniper, Elemental Archer and Archer of the Wind. All these belonged to the Specialty of Archery and represented its elite specialties. 
 
    He had no idea what their intentions were. Was this some sort of test? They stared at him with deep, intense eyes, but said nothing. Before he could ask them what they wanted, the six of them asked in unison: 
 
    “Are you worthy of the Archers?” 
 
    Lasgol found the question strange. Everything was strange, and he did not know what to say. They placed the palms of their right hands on his body: on his chest, on his back and on his head. He felt even stranger. The six Specialists closed their eyes and concentrated. Suddenly he felt a sharp pain throughout his body, as if he had reacted to the Rangers’ touch, as if he were refusing them. The pain was beginning to grow more intense. Was it his body rejecting them, or was it his mind? He tried to move, to draw back from them, but he could not. His body would not obey him; it was as though he was frozen where he was, except that he could feel a great pain rising through his body as far as his head. 
 
    He tried to shout at them to stop, but no sound came out of his mouth. The pain intensified, and now it was inside his head, as if he were suffering from a terrible migraine. He tried to reject it, shutting his eyes tightly, fighting against the pain. For a moment he thought that he would not be able to reject it, but he did not give up, he kept fighting, trying to expel it from his mind. It was growing sharper all the time. But when he was about to give up, he made one final effort, refusing to succumb, and at last his mind rejected the pain. 
 
    The six Elite Specialists drew back their hands. 
 
    “He is worthy of the Archers,” they said together, and left. 
 
    Lasgol was now able to move. He put his head in his hands. The pain had vanished completely, without leaving any after-effects. 
 
    Suddenly five more specialists appeared from the forest. With them were animals: a polar bear, a white wolf, a hawk and a snow panther. He knew at once that they belonged to the Specialty of Wildlife. They came up to him and surrounded him as the Archers had done, then showed him their Medallions: Beast Whisperer, Tireless Tracker, Tireless Explorer, Man Hunter and Beast Master. 
 
    “Are you worthy of Wildlife?” 
 
    He wanted to be worthy of the specialization of Wildlife; it was the one he had chosen, the one he most enjoyed. Yes, he wanted to be worthy. They laid the palms of their right hands on his body, on his chest, his back and his head, and the pain began. He shut his eyes and fought with all his strength against it. He was trying not to let it reach his mind, where it turned sharper and more painful. He failed. But he fought, seeking to reject the pain with his whole being. This was his true specialty, he must reject the pain, he must be worthy. He would be! Surprisingly, the pain stopped much more quickly this time. 
 
    The Specialists drew back their hands. “He is worthy of Wildlife,” they said in unison, and then left. 
 
    He was beginning to understand what was happening. They were testing him, but it was not really him they were testing, it was his mind. They were doing it to see whether he could stand up to it and be worthy of joining the elite specialties. That was why they were all laying their hands on him, and that was why there was that terrible pain. This worried him. It was very intense, and it was affecting his mind. Suppose something happened to him? Suppose they damaged his mind? Something of the kind must have happened before, when the Elders had been experimenting. He began to feel seriously worried. He had survived two specialties, but he was beginning to feel that his head was ‘touched’, that he would not be able to bear much more punishment. 
 
    Now eight Elite Specialists appeared out of the forest, walking toward him through the snow. He knew at once who they were. They were carrying potions, ointments, traps, elemental arrows, maps, bags of ingredients: they were from Nature. It was the specialty he liked next best. But there were eight of them, which was too many. He wanted to run away, because his mind would not stand up to another test. But his body did not move. It was as though he were petrified in ice. 
 
    They surrounded him and showed him their Medallions: Healer Guard, Furtive Poisoner, Alchemist of the Forest, Elemental Fletcher, Forest Survivor, Expert Herbalist, Forest Trapper and Green Cartographer. 
 
    “Are you worthy of Nature?” 
 
    Lasgol prepared himself for the pain, shut his eyes tightly and clenched his jaw. He felt the hands on his body, and an instant later the agony began. He tried to reject it with all his might, but he felt eight points of intense pain spreading through his body, seeking to gain access to his mind and torture it. It was Nature, his second favorite, the one he had the second most affinity with, so the suffering would be less than it would be with Archery, and he was right. All the same, he had not reckoned on the fact that he was getting weaker and more tired all the time.  His mind was worn out, and if it failed completely the pain would destroy him. And what would happen then he had no way of telling. Madness and dementia came to his mind. He focused on expelling the pain, because what he had to do was to save his mind. He could not let the experiment end with him suffering irreversible madness. He had to save himself in whatever way he could. He fought with all his being, fought back the pain, throwing it out of his mind and body. And he succeeded. 
 
    “You are worthy of Nature,” the Specialists said, and left. 
 
    Lasgol gasped. Steam formed in front of his face. He was mentally exhausted. His head was on the point of bursting, he was half-stunned and his ears were ringing. He could barely think. Unfortunately he knew that the test was not yet over. There was still the last specialty to come. 
 
    Nor was he mistaken. From the forest came five further Specialists. A couple were dressed in black, the others in camouflage green-brown. They carried daggers with poisoned blades; they were the Specialists of Expertise. 
 
    They surrounded him and showed him their Medallions: Stealthy Spy, Natural Assassin, Forest Assassin, Assassin of Nature, Chameleon Stalker. 
 
    “Are you worthy of Expertise?” 
 
    Lasgol knew that he was not, but he could not refuse the test. He did not know how to say no to them. They touched him, and the pain began. He tried to endure it, to reject it, but his mind was too battered to be able to endure more. Pain exploded in his mind, and he knew that this time he would not be able to reject it. It was the specialty he felt least affinity with, and the terrible pain he was now feeling confirmed it. He fought, he refused to give up, but he could not get the pain out of his mind. He was going to go mad. He would not recognize Astrid, Viggo, Ingrid, Camu... he would lose them all. And as he thought of those he loved, his mind found the last trace of energy to fight back with. He fought, holding on to those he loved, and succeeded. He rejected the pain. 
 
    “He is worthy of Expertise,” the Specialists said, drawing back their hands, and vanished. 
 
    He was left standing, exhausted, unable to think, his mind broken from the pain. It was lucky that he could not move, or else he would have collapsed. The frozen landscape began to disappear before his eyes, which he could barely keep open. 
 
    “That was unbelievable,” Sigrid said to him. 
 
    “It was extremely dangerous,” Engla pointed out. 
 
    “But a total success,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “He’s alive, by a miracle,” said Ivar. 
 
    Annika was examining him and checking his heartbeat and pulse. 
 
    “How is he?” Sigrid asked. 
 
    “He’ll recover,” said Annika. 
 
    “He’s strong,” Gisli added. 
 
    “Drink this potion,” Annika said to Lasgol. “It’ll help you recover.” 
 
    Lasgol was so exhausted, and his mind was so unresponsive, that he could not even decide whether it would be wise to take another potion, but he did so. A moment later he was feeling much better, as if suddenly an enormous quantity of energy had been injected into his mind and body. 
 
    “This is a very powerful cordial,” Annika pointed out. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “It would revive an ox.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I feel much better.” 
 
    “A very few chosen ones in the past have managed to be worthy of all the Elite specialties in a School,” Gisli explained to him. “Nobody has ever been worthy of more than two complete specialties.”  
 
    “What you have achieved is sensational,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “He was on the brink of losing his mind,” Ivar pointed out. 
 
    “Or dying,” Engla added. 
 
    “It’s dangerous, I don’t deny that,” Sigrid admitted, “but the results are astonishing. We have an anomaly here before us which is genuinely special and wonderful. It confirms what I thought: it’s possible. At last we have proof. We can now create specialists who are far more complete. We’ll be able to have Superior Specialists. I’m beside myself with joy.” The smile she gave them was a very strange one. 
 
    “Not all of them are like him,” Engla pointed out. “It won’t be easy to create Superior Specialists just like that.” 
 
    “Very true. But there’ll be more with skills like his. And now we know it’s possible. We’ve proven it. We know what Lasgol is capable of. If he wants, he can become a specialist in all the elite specializations. In all of them.” 
 
    Gisli turned to Lasgol. “Congratulations,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a specialist in all of them,” Lasgol said. He had no desire even to dream of it. It was enough to think about everything he would have to learn and practice. He would need another five years at the Shelter. 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “After how hard it’s been for him, even more so,” Ivar added. 
 
    “I’m happy to be a specialist in one elite specialty. That’s all I want.” 
 
    “You have too much potential to waste it on just one,” Sigrid pointed out. 
 
    “This may not be the right moment for this discussion,” Annika said. “He’s weak.” 
 
    “You’re right. We’ll come back to it,” Sigrid said, and her smile made it obvious that she was not going to give up her ambition. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” Ivar said. “We’ve been here for too long.”  
 
    They set off toward the entrance. 
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    They went back to the Lair at a gallop. Nobody spoke either during the journey or when they arrived. 
 
    “Go and join your friends,” Sigrid said. “We need to take some time to think about the incredible event we’ve just been witnesses to. We’ll talk about your ‘condition’ another time.”  
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was dying to see his friends, so he went directly to them. They were dining, and he went over and gave each of them a hug. 
 
    “What’s this bug that’s just stung you?” Viggo said in surprise. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Astrid asked him, and touched his cheek. 
 
    He sat down, exhausted despite the potion Annika had given him. Astrid sat down at his side, and Ingrid, Molak, Viggo, Luca and Erika joined them to find out what was happening. 
 
    “Well...” he began. 
 
    “You’re in trouble again,” Viggo said immediately. 
 
    “Why would it have to be that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Have you seen that look of terror on his face?” 
 
    Erika waved a hand at his eyes. “And he’s dead tired.” 
 
    “What happened with the Elders?” Astrid asked him. She was looking more and more concerned. 
 
    Lasgol sighed and wondered whether to tell them. But after what he had been through, he decided that he would. His friends needed to know, even if they regarded him as an oddity after that. Well, they regarded him as one in any case. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about the experiment...” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes flashed fire. “What experiment?” 
 
     “Everything went well... but I think it’ll be better if you know about it, just in case it’s your turn next.” 
 
    “Go ahead, we’re listening,” Ingrid said. She sounded intrigued. 
 
    Lasgol then told them what had happened in the experiment. When he had finished, they were all thoughtful for a long moment. 
 
    “You got all the elite specialties?” Viggo asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Man, you’re weird, really weird. This could only happen to you.” 
 
    “Don’t bug him,” said Ingrid. “He’s had a rough time.”  
 
    “So be careful. It looks as though the experiment has left other people in a pretty bad state...” 
 
    “Dead?” Luca asked. 
 
    “They didn’t exactly say.” 
 
    “There are rumors about this experiment,” Molak said. 
 
    “Are there?” Ingrid’s expression said why on earth haven’t you told me? 
 
    “There’s talk among the Rangers. I’d heard something here and there. Nobody knows what happened, but it wasn’t anything good.” 
 
    “Thank goodness nothing happened to you,” Astrid said to Lasgol, and he smiled at her when he saw the worry in her eyes. 
 
    “That means they’re wanting to create Superior Specialists,” said Viggo. “It makes sense. I’d want to do it too.” 
 
    “Putting other people’s lives at risk?” Erika asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Without risk, there’s no progress.”  
 
    “It would be good if the kingdom had some well-prepared Rangers like that,” Molak said, “with three or four elite specialties. They’d be very useful, and also very hard to stop.”  
 
    Ingrid nodded in agreement. “That’s right.  I’d like to have all the Archery ones myself.”  
 
    “I’d like all the Wildlife ones,” said Luca. 
 
    “Weren’t you listening?” Erika interrupted. “It’s very dangerous. You could go out of your mind, or even die!”  
 
    “Imagine me with all the Expertise ones,” Viggo said with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “You’d be unbearable,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Just like you are now,” Molak put in. 
 
    “How charming Captain Fantastic is. He even has a sense of humor.” 
 
    Molak shrugged. “You shouldn’t have handed it to me on a tray.”  
 
    “I just wanted to warn you all... in case they do more experiments... so that you think about it before you accept.” 
 
    “Not like you, then?” said Viggo. 
 
    “I... I had my own reasons...” 
 
    “We all have them,” said Molak. 
 
    Ingrid looked aside at Viggo. “Some more valid than others,” she said, and he smiled. 
 
    “Don’t get into any more trouble,” he said to Lasgol. “It’s always the same. If something strange happens, if there’s magic involved, if there’s a mystery and somehow Lasgol’s involved, it always affects him, and if it affects him it affects all of us. And we always end up in deep trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I’m not exaggerating. You know perfectly well what an odd fish he is, and he’s always amid some sort of arcane, mysterious tangle. And in my humble opinion, it’s no coincidence.” 
 
    “Why is it then?” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “Because he’s weird.” 
 
    “You mean special,” she corrected him. 
 
    “Call it what you like, weird or special, it comes to the same thing.” 
 
    There was silence while all of them considered what Viggo had said. 
 
    “We’d better go and have something to eat,” Ingrid said suddenly. 
 
    “Good idea,” Molak agreed. 
 
    “I’m going to take my medicine,” Erika said, and went away holding her side. 
 
    Luca gave him a wink before he left. “I don’t think you’re weird, but you must be special.”  
 
    Astrid and Lasgol were left alone. 
 
    “I didn’t want to tell you in front of everyone else,” she said, “but I think Viggo’s right.”  
 
    He had not expected this. “You really think so?” 
 
    She nodded and took his hand. “You’re always getting involved in situations that are really strange and complicated.” 
 
    “I’ve been unlucky...” 
 
    “I think it’s more than that.” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever wondered why these things happen to you and not to other people?” 
 
    He looked at her in puzzlement. “No, not really in that way. Yeah, I have felt I’ve been unlucky, that bad things happened to me more than to others, but I always thought it was just chance. Or bad luck, really.” 
 
    “And suppose it wasn’t just luck, either good or bad?” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “Suppose you really are special and these things are happening for some reason, because of who you are... a chosen one?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never seen myself that way, and I don’t think it’s that at all. I’m not someone special.” 
 
    “You’re very special, Lasgol. The point is that you don’t realize it.” 
 
    “I’m just like everyone else, like Viggo or Luca, I’m no different from them.” 
 
    “You are, very much so.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re saying that because you love me and you see me with different eyes.” But he did not want to go on with the conversation. It was making him nervous. 
 
    “Yes, I love you, and I look at you in a different way, but what I see is someone special, and I’m not the only one.” 
 
    “Viggo – well, you know what he’s like...” 
 
    “Ingrid realizes it too, even if she pretends not to. Probably to avoid making you feel bad, or strange. And you heard Luca.” 
 
    “And you do want to make me feel bad and strange?” 
 
    “I want you to realize that you really are special, and that the things that happen to you are not just chance, there’s something behind them, they’re not coincidences and odd separate incidents with no connection between them.” 
 
    “Aren’t you making too much out of nothing?” 
 
    “It really is something, blockhead,” Astrid said. She gave him a couple of taps on the forehead with her palm. “And you’d better see it yourself before it’s too late.” 
 
    “What is it, then?” 
 
    “Call it fate, or whatever you like, but you’ve been chosen for great things, and I know it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “I’m a simple Norghanian who’s had bad luck in life and who’s finding that now things are beginning to get better. I have great friends, I have you by my side, I have a purpose: to be a Ranger Specialist, nothing more than that. That’s all. I’m not special.” 
 
    “For me you are, very special,” she said, and holding his cheeks she kissed him so intensely that he was left breathless. 
 
    “Think about everything I’ve told you,” she said, and then left. 
 
    Lasgol was flabbergasted. He had always thought he was nothing special, far from it. He did not even feel worthy of the Gift the Ice Gods had blessed him with. He breathed out noisily in frustration, feeling he did not want to spend any more time puzzling over it all. He lay down on his bunk and tried to rest for a moment, but could not manage to. He began to think about fate, about his life, and began to feel too nervous to relax. 
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    That afternoon Lasgol was practicing setting traps in one of the low woods, where there was little undergrowth and it was harder to hide them. He was doing it the way he had been taught at the Camp. He wanted to get better, to perfect his technique so that they would be practically impossible for humans or animals to see them. Only then would success be assured. 
 
    He loved being a trapper. When he was younger, in his village, he had earned his living through his traps in the forests around Skad. By then he could already boast of being reasonably good. Later, at the Camp, he had learned to make different traps, even elemental ones, and to camouflage them well, as the Rangers did when they needed to capture bandits or wild animals. Unfortunately, not as well as he would have liked, which was why he went on practicing. 
 
    Not far away, Ingrid was practicing with her bow. As his friends had promised him, one of them would be going with him wherever he went to guarantee his protection. Autumn was upon them, and the weather had already turned cold. The wind was blowing harder and beginning to turn icy. He heard Ingrid curse because it had blown her shot off course. Lasgol knew that she preferred to practice somewhere more sheltered than this. This made him even more grateful for the gesture his friends had made. He always felt safer when one of them was close at hand, even if they were doing different things. He knew that a whistle or a shout would bring Ingrid to his side in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “We’re going to set a trap here,” he told Camu, who was with him that particular day. The little creature had climbed a tree and was chasing a squirrel.  
 
    Trap? 
 
    The mental message reached him clear and strong. They were now communicating better and better. It must have been because Camu was still growing, and this must be affecting his skills, which were growing at the same time. 
 
    Lasgol showed him one of the traps he had made. Yes, like this one. 
 
    Traps bad, Camu protested. 
 
    Lasgol remembered that he had fallen into one of Gisli’s traps. 
 
    Traps are good too. They help me. 
 
    Camu stared at him from the branch he had climbed up to, as if he were some medium-sized predator stalking a quarry. 
 
    Traps bad, he repeated, shaking his head. 
 
    This surprised Lasgol. Had he really shaken his head, or had it simply been a spontaneous movement? He had never seen the little creature shake his head or nod before. If he could really do it, and understood what it meant for humans, it would be a ‘fantastic’ advance, as Egil would say. He went on looking at him for a moment, but Camu decided that chasing the squirrel was more interesting than chatting with Lasgol. 
 
    “Go on playing, I have a lot to do,” he said with a smile.  
 
    In fact he loved to see Camu happy, free, playing in the natural world. He remembered how he had suffered all the time his little friend had been missing. Now every day, one way or another, he made sure that he was all right. He still had nightmares in which Camu disappeared and he could not find him, no matter how hard he searched for him. Anxiety about losing him again made the nightmares particularly dreadful, so that he would wake up drenched in sweat and deeply anxious. The worst thing of all was that the horrible feeling did not go away even when he had woken up and realized it was a nightmare. He felt he had to make sure that Camu was all right, and to do that, he had to wait until he saw him. The anxiety would stay with him the whole day until he saw him at last and was sure that nothing had happened to him. 
 
    He focused on the trap he was holding. It was quite a large and solid one, so that hiding it was not going to be easy, particularly with such sparse undergrowth in the area. He had seen fox tracks and wanted to test his trap with one, because the fox was one of the cleverest animals, and one of the most difficult to catch because of its wariness and its reflexes. He did not want to harm the fox or its skin, he just wanted to test his skill with an animal that was very hard to catch. If he managed to trap it, he would let the fox go without a scratch. Although the poor thing would surely have the fright of its life. But perhaps that would teach it not to fall into a real trap in the future. 
 
    He put the trap beside a tree and set it, then began to hide it very carefully in the way he had been taught. He had to make it look as if instead of a trap, there were only bushes there, which was not at all an easy thing to do. What he was attempting was something from the Specialization of Nature, and of course there was no need for him to excel at that. But he was attracted by the elite specialty of Forest Trapper and wanted to emulate it. Unfortunately, he could not train with them, so he had decided to do so on his own. Viggo had told him he was crazy, because surely two elite Wildlife specializations were enough for anybody. In fact, Viggo was right, but Lasgol wanted to get better at it. It was something he always tried to do, whichever discipline might be involved. With some of them he was luckier than with others. 
 
    “But not with Archery,” he said, and chuckled to himself. 
 
    He became aware that Camu was watching him from another tree. Go on playing. 
 
    Squirrel fast. 
 
    I’m not surprised. You’re not going to catch it. 
 
    I catch. 
 
    I don’t think so, it’s faster than you are. 
 
    I bigger. 
 
    Being bigger doesn’t give you any advantage up in the trees. 
 
    Camu stared at him for a moment and leaned his head to one side and then the other, as he did when he was thinking or deciding something. 
 
    I hold better. 
 
    That’s true, with those palms of yours that stick to everything, but I’ve never seen a squirrel fall off a tree... 
 
    Camu looked at the squirrel, which looked back at him. Then he looked at Lasgol. 
 
    I catch. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. When something got into Camu’s head, he was as stubborn as a mule. However much he himself might explain that he was never going to catch a squirrel in the trees, Camu would pay no attention. He was like that. He would have to wait until his friend learned by himself and gave up. 
 
    He went on hiding his trap. He did it calmly, using all the knowledge he had to make sure it was well hidden. He placed the bait, which was essential to attract the quarry, very carefully, so that it would be concealed in the center of the trap. When he was satisfied, he took two steps back and looked at it from different positions and viewpoints. 
 
    It’s perfect, he thought with satisfaction. Or as perfect as I can make it.  
 
    Carefully he erased all his tracks with a branch so that it would look as though nobody had been there, least of all a trapper or a hunter. When he was satisfied that the trap was ready, he moved back and climbed a tree. He loved this part. From that height he turned to the second and more complicated part of the experiment, which required infinite patience: that of waiting for the quarry to come. Luckily Camu was playing with two squirrels now and would not interfere with his experiment. He waited for a long while. 
 
    And the fox appeared. 
 
    He smiled. He had known it was close by. It looked to him like a vixen. Her den must not be very far away. She approached very slowly, sniffing and looking in several directions. She suspected something, but she could not see Lasgol in the crown of the tree, hidden behind the trunk and the leaves. He was still as a statue, and absolutely silent. 
 
    The vixen took two steps toward the trap and sniffed the air again, all around. She could smell the bait, but she was making sure there was no other scent, such as that of a predator or a human. Lasgol felt the breeze on his face; it was coming from the east, so he was safe. The vixen would not catch his scent unless the wind changed, and even so, as he was high up, his scent would float above the animal without its noticing. 
 
    Come on, he thought. The bait’s right there, delicious.  
 
    But the vixen, distrustful, came a little closer and looked all around. She began to track the ground, searching for a trail. 
 
    Very smart. 
 
    Lasgol had already foreseen this. The vixen went up to the trap until all that was left was for her to take the final step. She sniffed again and stared at the bait, moved one paw, and then stopped. 
 
    Would she take that step or go away? 
 
    She thought. 
 
    She moved away. 
 
    Ohhh, Lasgol thought sadly. She’s detected the trap. I have to get better at this  
 
    He climbed down the tree very fast, as he liked to do. In this way he kept his body fit and in shape. He had done it like this ever since he was small and it had helped him a lot, not just in Skad, but with the Rangers. He went over to the trap and got ready to take it apart. He had failed, and it was pointless to go on trying in that same spot. 
 
    He whistled to Ingrid, a short whistle of warning. 
 
    She looked back at him, and he gestured to tell her that he was going to set the trap somewhere else. 
 
    Ingrid nodded and picked up her quiver, ready to follow him. Lasgol gathered up his trap and set off west to another spot where he had seen fox tracks. 
 
    We’re off, Camu. 
 
    I play with squirrels. 
 
    Fine, I’ll be a hundred paces west. 
 
    I find. 
 
    Very well, have fun with your friends. He moved away, smiling. 
 
    He reached the spot where he had found fox tracks and searched for the best place to set the trap. He had failed, and it had not been his first failure; he had been trying for weeks without success. But he was not going to give up. He would manage to make the trap work, and if it did not, he would try again in a couple of days. It was not simply pig-headedness; he wanted to get better, and you only improved with practice. All the Rangers knew that, so he would practice. 
 
    Ingrid was fifty paces or so away from him, and he indicated to her he was stopping at this new position. She nodded and looked for more targets. She was giving him space, but not too much, just in case. Lasgol watched her release against three trees at dazzling speed with her short bow. Three magnificent, very swift shots. 
 
    My, she’s good with a bow... well, she’s good at everything. 
 
    He set the trap with extreme caution and covered it very carefully, putting the bait in place last of all. He looked at the trap from different angles, and it was nearly perfect. It was barely distinguishable. But you can just make it out. He put more leaves over the trap, trying not to make it look deliberate. That’s better. Now you almost can’t see it. Almost... He took a closer look, crouched down by the trap and spread a few more leaves over it. For a moment he was lost in thought, with his hands over the trap. 
 
    What I’d give to be able to hide it completely. He sighed and closed his eyes. I wish it were invisible, he thought as forcefully as he could, as he had done on innumerable occasions. Then he felt a tingling on the back of his neck. Magic? he thought, a little startled, then realized that it was not coming from outside, that the tingling was being caused by his Gift. Uh-oh. What’s happening? 
 
     Suddenly he visualized his small pool of inner energy in his mind, as he did when he called upon his power. But he had not called upon it – or had he? What was going on? 
 
    He took a deep breath and let out the air. He wished with all his being that the trap would become invisible. And suddenly there came a green flash which ran through his arms and hands and spread as far as the trap on the ground. He was surprised but not frightened; he knew it was he himself, invoking a skill. But which one? This was something new. 
 
    He looked at the trap, and now it was no longer there. Neither the trap, nor the leaves and branches he had covered it with. Only the bait was visible. He shook his head: it was impossible, there was no way it could have vanished. He touched the ground, and in fact it had not. The trap was still there, it was just that he could not see it. And if he could not see it himself, then nor, probably, could the fox. Have I developed a new skill? Unintentionally? If that was true, it would be fantastic, as Egil would say. He felt extraordinarily happy. 
 
    There was only one thing he could do, which was to try it out. He wiped off all traces of his prints and climbed up a nearby ash. Hidden in the crown of the tree, he waited patiently, full of excitement, for the quarry to come close. It took a long time, but in the end a fox appeared. From its size he guessed that it was a male. As the vixen had done, the fox approached very cautiously and distrustfully. When it reached the trap, it began to sniff at the bait, then looked in all directions and finally back at the bait, as if making sure there was nothing there. Lasgol thought it had seen the trap, and that was why it was looking so closely. 
 
    And it took the final step toward the bait. 
 
    There was a click and the trap closed fast on the fox, trapping it inside. 
 
    Yes! Lasgol said to himself and clenched his fist in a sign of victory. 
 
    The frightened animal tried to escape, but there was no way it could, because the trap was in the form of a hollow spherical grille shut with a hook. He hurried to free the poor animal. 
 
    “Be more careful next time,” he told it as he freed it, and the fox ran off in zigzagging leaps, swift as lightning. Lasgol smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    Magic, came Camu’s message, and Lasgol saw the little animal in a tree in front of him. 
 
    It’s mine. Did you feel it? 
 
    Feel all magic. 
 
    Easy, little one, it’s mine, it’s okay. 
 
    Camu nodded and ran off to play with the squirrels. 
 
    Did he really nod? And have I developed a new skill? 
 
    “I think I did,” he said with great satisfaction. “It’s been a ‘fantastic’ day,” he added, and thought of Egil. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol spent the whole fall season visiting Ilsa and her family. He went to see them every day, even if it was just for a moment at dusk, because he did not want to lose the link that joined them and the trust which had cost him so much effort to earn. When he was with the panthers, he always followed every one of the instructions Elder Gisli had repeated to him countless times. They were engraved in his memory: how he always needed to behave with the panthers and how to deal with each situation, as well as how to whisper to them and let them know his wishes or respond to their gestures. Now he was able to tell when they were hungry, tired, happy or angry, and used different techniques Gisli had taught him in each case. In fact the relationship was going very well, and he was deeply happy. How many humans in the whole of Tremia could say they were friends with a family of snow panthers? Very, very few. 
 
    Every day that he went to see them was a gift. But it was becoming more complicated as time went on, because he also had to attend the training in tracking that Gisli obliged him to do. His days were getting longer and harder all the time. He had jobs to do at the Lair every day too: hunting, fishing, fetching water, cleaning, and so on. Then he had physical training, followed by Tireless Tracker instruction, and finally his training as Beast Whisperer. He came to dinner so exhausted that he could not even talk to Astrid or his friends. Luckily, they realized this, and understood. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re a weirdo,” Viggo would tease him with a malicious smile. 
 
    “You mean when you’re exceptional,” Astrid would defend him, with an affectionate gaze. 
 
    “Weirdo. He’s the only one with two Elite Specialties. If I were you, I’d give up one of them.” 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Ingrid would say. “It’s an honor and a privilege to be able to train in two Specialties at the same time.” 
 
    “And exhausting...” Lasgol mumbled. 
 
    Molak came up to him to give him an encouraging pat on the back. “Cheer up, you’ll manage. I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea how many leagues we cover in the forests and the mountains,” said Erika. 
 
    “You too?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “We certainly do,” she said, pretending to look horrified. “Elder Gisli takes me to study animals in their environment, and we walk and walk...”  
 
    “He does something like that with me too,” said Luca. “He sets trails for me to follow, and they’re never-ending. Quite honestly, I don’t know when he does it. I guess he must go out at night. I don’t even know whether he sleeps at all. But the one who’s getting the worst of it is Axe.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Because his specialty’s Tireless Explorer. Gisli makes him explore day and night. I’m not exaggerating. Day and night. Look, he’s nowhere to be seen now.” 
 
    When the others looked around, they found that it was true. Axe was not there. 
 
    “I’d already noticed that he’s often absent,” said Molak. “Even for physical exercise and daily tasks.” 
 
    “He’s got Sigrid’s permission,” Luca explained. “Gisli has him exploring, and he prepares ambushes for him. He told me a couple of days ago that he almost had a heart attack in one of them, and in another he almost lost a leg in a trap.” 
 
    “He must be having a great time” Viggo said acidly. 
 
    Luca shook his head. “You can say that again.”  
 
    “We all train very hard,” said Lasgol. “So don’t worry about me.”  
 
    “We don’t,” Viggo said, looking amused. 
 
    Lasgol did his best to look amused in his turn. “You’re such a good friend.” 
 
    They all laughed and went on dining. 
 
    In fact, Lasgol was beginning to feel really exhausted, but he was not prepared to give in. He would draw strength from his weakness and keep going, as he always did. With the coming of autumn, the weather worsened, and cold and snow returned to the Shelter, which did not make things any easier. The training was growing tougher by the day, not to mention more difficult. When he had negative thoughts, he focused on the task at hand and wiped everything else from his mind. This made it easier for him to concentrate and carry out whatever he had to do. The Proficiency Test was approaching with giant steps, and he knew he was not ready for it yet. 
 
    Autumn was a season which he usually enjoyed. He felt rather melancholy at the sight of the ochre shades which the forests were taking on. He had to admit that this had been an autumn he would never forget. Not only because of how hard it had been, but because of everything he had learnt and experienced. What he most valued was the time he had spent with Ilsa and her cubs. 
 
    He was now used to accompanying the family on their hunting expeditions, and always carried his bow ready in case of a mishap, or to help catch the quarry if it managed to elude Ilsa. The few times he had finished off a quarry that was trying to escape, she had thanked him by coming to him and rubbing against his leg to make him stroke her. Once, when he had killed one before she could do so herself, she had been angry. He learnt that she was the one directing the hunt, and that he must not intervene, unless there was some danger or unless the quarry got away. Once he had learned that, they never had another misunderstanding. 
 
    Spending time with the family filled him with joy. Many times, they simply went down to the river to drink or lay down to rest on a hill to look out at the landscape. At other times they slept peacefully under a great tree. Panthers had no natural enemies in the mountains, other than humans. The bears left them alone, because they were far nimbler and faster. Other times they climbed trees to wait for some small quarry, and he did the same. 
 
    In fact he felt part of the family. He could now shoot accurately from the tops of the trees. But what he certainly enjoyed most was playing and romping on the ground. He would fight the three cubs, which were big enough now to pose a problem for a human. He enjoyed himself immensely, especially with Ona, who was the one he trusted most and who always sought him out to play with. Her two brothers were a little larger and older than she was, and they wanted to prove to Lasgol that they were strong and powerful. Some days he ended up in some pain from the effort he had to make in those affectionate fights they had on the ground. 
 
    Something else that made Ona different from her brothers, Igor and Hari, was when it came to hunting. She was a lot better at it, particularly with smaller and faster animals such as hares or fallow deer. Her two brothers were clumsier, though stronger, and dared to attack larger prey. Now all three of them hunted. Ilsa allowed them to lead the chase and take charge. One experience Lasgol had shared with them had surprised him, and this was when Igor and Hari went after an unusually imposing boar. It had turned on them, and Hari had ended up wounded by one of its tusks. Ilsa had scolded them both harshly. She was not at all happy that they had gone after such a large and dangerous animal when they were not yet fully grown. Ona, with better judgment, had stayed back. 
 
    Lasgol had taken charge of treating Hari, and fortunately there had been no complications. In a few days he was fully recovered. Ilsa thanked him for the healing by licking his hair again and again. It was a gesture that surprised him very much, since she had never done this before. When he told Elder Gisli, he told him that he was making real progress. That gesture was one of affection and respect. Ilsa now considered him a member of her family. Soon they would be ready for the final test he would have to pass with Ilsa and her family. 
 
    And the moment came. Gisli and Lasgol went to see Ilsa and the cubs on the last day of autumn. It was snowing lightly, with large snowflakes swaying gently, since there was barely any wind, beginning to cover the ground with a white blanket. Lasgol looked up at the sky, which was overcast but not currently threatening a storm. 
 
    Gisli stopped on a hilltop to look up at the sky. “We’ve got two or three good days ahead of us.” 
 
    “By ‘good’, I take it you mean without a storm,” Lasgol said. He had stretched out his hand to let the snowflakes fall on it. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “What do you mean? Today’s going to be a fine day.” 
 
    Lasgol was not so sure about this, but he smiled, and they went on. 
 
    The family was not far from the cave. Gisli signaled Lasgol to track, so he got down to work, and it was not long before they found a trail a little to the north above a steep ridge. The snow was falling on the panthers, but they did not seem to notice as their fur was thick and they were well-equipped to survive the harsh winter of the north. Seeing the four of them resting peacefully amid rocks and snow, with their lethal cat gazes and their beautiful fur glittering with its covering of crystal flakes, was a real spectacle. The scene touched Lasgol’s heart. 
 
    When they went closer, Ona saw them and came straight to Lasgol, who squatted to welcome her and put his arms around her with a broad smile. Her brothers got up a little more slowly and came to them: Igor to Gisli and Hari to Lasgol. They both hugged the panthers, stroked them and whispered affectionate words to them. The panthers returned the affection with grunts and rubbed themselves against the two humans.  
 
    Ilsa was the last to come forward. She did so slowly, letting her cubs play with Lasgol and Gisli. Finally she greeted Gisli, and they hugged. Then the great snow panther went over to Lasgol and hugged him too. For him these moments were something to be treasured. His heart melted within him, and he felt a great joy. 
 
    “The time has come for the test of trust,” said Gisli. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his Master with doubt in his eyes. He did not want anything to change in his relationship with the panthers. Better not to push any situation that might be counterproductive. If Ilsa got angry with him it would break his heart, and he would go back to the Lair deeply disheartened. 
 
    “Do we have to?” 
 
    “Yes, my young pupil, it’s time. Autumn’s coming to an end.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “All right,” he said, but he sounded unconvinced. 
 
    Gisli crouched down in front of Ilsa and stroked her. Very slowly, from his Specialist’s belt, he took out a thin cord, uncoiled it and showed it to her. The panther gave a long, deep growl. Lasgol recognized the sound; it was a protest, threatening. She did not like that cord, or what it represented. This made him nervous, which was precisely what he did not want to happen. When they heard it, Ona, Igor, and Hari were left staring at their mother. They did not know what was happening, but they knew that something had upset her. 
 
    Gisli spoke to her in an almost inaudible whisper. “The moment has come. You know you can trust me.” 
 
    Ilsa stared at him with her fierce cat-eyes. She gave another complaining grunt, but this time less deep and threatening. 
 
    He pointed to Lasgol. “Everything’s going to be all right.” 
 
    She looked at Lasgol and protested again, but this time it sounded more like a whimper and she no longer looked so threatening. Lasgol did not know what was happening, but he was feeling more and more uneasy. The cubs too seemed nervous. 
 
    “Take the cord,” Gisli said. 
 
    He hesitated. “Master?” 
 
    “Follow my instructions. Take the cord.” He had not raised his voice, which he kept deliberately neutral. 
 
    Lasgol took the cord with one hand. 
 
    “Now you must choose.” 
 
    “Choose what, Master?” 
 
    “Which of the three cubs you choose as your familiar animal.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide. This was something he had not been expecting, and least of all at that particular moment. 
 
    “Do I have to...?” 
 
    “If you want to be a Beast Whisperer, you must have a familiar animal. Otherwise you won’t fulfill the requirement for the Elite Specialty.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You can renounce if you don’t wish to have a familiar animal. It’s happened once or twice. But it would be a shame, because you have great potential.” 
 
    “But I already have a familiar animal.” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “The creature from the Frozen Continent can’t count as a familiar. It has to be one you adopt during your training here with me. It can’t come from outside, because it won’t have followed the process of creating the link, as taught by the Path of the Specialist.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. He looked at the three cubs. He wanted to be a Beast Whisperer, he wanted it with his heart and soul, but he did not want to separate one of them from their mother. He felt it would be a terrible thing for Ilsa. 
 
    “But... what about her?” 
 
    “The cubs will soon be hunting on their own, then later they’ll leave her side once they’re grown-up. She knows. It’s the law of nature.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He felt bad. “Can’t we do it when they’re all grown-up? When they’ve already left her side?” 
 
    “No. If they grow up into adults, they won’t be able to be your familiar, because they’ll have their own life. And as I told you, we don’t tame them.” 
 
    “Right...” 
 
    “The choice is yours. I understand your doubts, but trust me. The cub you choose will be very happy with you, that I know for sure. Otherwise their lives are very lonely.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about it and made his decision. He would follow the Elder’s advice. He was going to choose, even though he had known from the start, because she had stolen his heart from that very first day. Ona gave a leap and started playing with the cord which dangled from his hand. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “It looks as though she’s choosing you.”  
 
    Lasgol smiled in turn. 
 
    “Yes, and that makes me very happy.” 
 
    “Put the cord around her neck and tie a knot.” 
 
    Lasgol obeyed, while Ona went on playing peacefully. 
 
    Gisli turned to Ilsa and whispered: “With your permission, Lasgol will take her.” 
 
    She looked at Ona and chirped affectionately at her, and she chirped back. 
 
    Gisli stood up. “Now. Let’s see how Ona reacts.” 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet, and they started walking. He was looking at the cord to see if he would have to pull Ona, but there was no need. She followed him confidently. When they reached the edge of the ridge, he stopped. Ona looked back at her mother and brothers, then turned to Lasgol and chirped inquiringly. He thought about using his Gift and calling upon his Animal Communication skill, but it would be a risky thing to do. He did not know how Ona would react, and the last thing he wanted to do was to frighten her, particularly at this critical moment. He rejected the idea. 
 
    He crouched down beside her and whispered: “Do you want to come with me? I promise we’ll come and visit them soon.” 
 
    Ona turned to look at her family again. They were not moving from where they were, and she seemed to understand what was happening. She looked at Lasgol and purred happily. 
 
    “She’s a champion,” he said to Gisli. 
 
    The Elder smiled, “Yup, she has the spirit of an adventurer.” 
 
    “Let’s go, Ona,” Lasgol said, and they set off. 
 
    Ona took her place by his side and went on with him as though he were her older brother. The family was lost to sight on the upland as they went on down the mountain. 
 
    As they walked, Gisli, who had been watching Ona’s behavior, said: “With this you’ve passed the third stage, which is that of trust.” 
 
    Lasgol stopped. “I have?” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “Otherwise Ilsa wouldn’t have let you take Ona. She trusts you.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ona, who was watching a squirrel in the distance. He felt honored, very honored that Ilsa should trust him with her cub. Suddenly a strong feeling of responsibility came over him, and his expression changed. 
 
    Gisli noticed this. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Lasgol was still looking at Ona. “Yes... it’s just that... it’s quite a responsibility.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And so it will be for your whole life.” 
 
    “Oh...” He looked troubled. He had not properly considered the implications of it. 
 
    “But first you have to become a Beast Whisperer. Then she’ll be your responsibility. If you don’t succeed... then I’ll take her back to her mother.” 
 
    “I understand...” 
 
    They went on down. Ona was completely at ease and happy, in search of new adventures, while Lasgol was growing more and more worried about his own future and hers with every step. 
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    The arrival at the Lair with Ona was a real spectacle. Lasgol was leading her by his side on the cord as if she were a huge kitten, curious about everything she could see around her. Erika, Luca and Axe watched with their mouths open in wonder, and above all in envy. 
 
    “Wow... what wouldn’t I give to have a familiar animal,” said Erika. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Luca said. 
 
    Axe was not saying a word. He was staring at Ona with eyes wide as saucers. 
 
    Frida was coming out of the Cavern of Runes, carrying an enormous tome which she nearly dropped in amazement. “Is that a snow panther?” 
 
    Elina had come out behind her. “It most certainly is,” she said. 
 
    At the same time Gonars and Sugesen reached for their weapons at the sight of the panther. 
 
    “Take it easy, all of you,” Gisli told them. “We don’t want to startle our new friend.” 
 
    “Are you sure she’s a friend?” Gonars asked with a look of terror on his face. 
 
    “She’s just a cub,” Lasgol said as he stroked Ona’s side. She looked up at him and chirped happily. 
 
    “I’d say she looks big enough to create an awkward situation,” said Sugesen. 
 
    “Don’t bother her and she won’t do anything to you,” Gisli reassured them. 
 
    “Can we pet her?” Erika asked. 
 
    “No. Only her Whisperer can go near her. You must keep away. She’s a great cat, don’t you forget.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “And in the future?” Luca asked. 
 
    “Even more so. Once she’s fully grown, only her Whisperer will be able to go near her. Anybody else who tries to will run the risk of being killed.” 
 
    “Oh, well...” Axe muttered regretfully. 
 
    Gisli turned to Lasgol. “Now then, let’s take her to the Wildlife quadrant in the Cave of Autumn.” 
 
    As they went into the Cave, they met Ingrid, Viggo and Astrid. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s your panther,” said Viggo. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “As if we didn’t have enough already with that creat—” 
 
    Ingrid elbowed him in the ribs. “Every Whisperer has to have a familiar,” she pointed out. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” said Astrid. She moved forward to touch her, but Lasgol raised his hand and she stopped.  
 
    “I’m the only one who can pet her,” he said firmly. “Nobody else ought to come near her.”  
 
    “Hey, that sounds perfect to me,” said Viggo. “Less chance of an accident.” 
 
    Ingrid was eying the panther through half-closed eyes. “She’s a wild animal, so it’s natural that nobody ought to come near her.”  
 
    Astrid was looking at Lasgol. “A great cat, no less. You must be very proud.” 
 
    “She’s very good with me,” Lasgol assured them. “Yes, I’m really proud.” 
 
    “She’s not yours yet,” Gisli reminded him. “This is part of your training, but there’s no guarantee that you’ll keep her.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “Hey, that wouldn’t be entirely a bad thing,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Yes, it would, because that would mean Lasgol wouldn’t be graduating as a Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    “He’s still got Tireless Tracker left. Me, I think you ought to concentrate on that Specialty. It suits you better, it’s really you.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Lasgol,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol stroked Ona again. “It’d be a shame to part with her...” 
 
    Astrid smiled at him encouragingly. “You won’t need to part with her. You’ll make both Specialties, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Gisli said curtly, and led Lasgol away. 
 
    They went into the Cave of Autumn with the eyes of Astrid, Ingrid and Viggo fixed on their retreating backs, and Lasgol followed the Elder to the Wildlife quadrant. There came a menacing roar, and he tensed suddenly. Then they went in, and Snowflake came to greet them. 
 
    “Hello Champ,” Gisli greeted him, and stroked his head. The great white tiger looked at Ona, who was frightened and moved behind Lasgol. 
 
    Gisli introduced her to Snowflake. “This is Ona.” 
 
    The great tiger took a couple of slow steps, in the manner of the great predators, and came closer to her. 
 
    “He won’t do anything to her, will he?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    Gisli went up to Ona and Lasgol. “Ona, friend,” he told Snowflake, petting the panther at the same time. The great tiger stared back at him. 
 
    Lasgol wondered whether to use his Animal Communication skill to communicate with Snowflake and persuade him that Ona was a friend. 
 
    “Ona, friend!” Gisli repeated more forcefully and turned to pet Ona’s head again. 
 
    Snowflake growled and circled around Ona, who was watching him nervously all the time. 
 
    “Ona, friend!” Gisli repeated a third time, even more loudly. He petted the panther once more. 
 
    Snowflake growled and lay down at Gisli’s feet like a gigantic kitten. 
 
    “He accepts her.”  
 
    Lasgol breathed out in relief. For a moment he had feared that Snowflake would attack her. 
 
    “And the others?” he asked, with a wave toward the other animals in the quadrant. He could see a wolf, a fox and a bear cub, along with other, smaller, animals. 
 
    “Snowflake’s the one who’s in charge here. If he accepts her, nobody’ll harm her.” 
 
    Lasgol relaxed rather more. 
 
    “To make you feel better about it, you can sleep here all this week. By doing that, you’ll strengthen your link.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll do that.” 
 
    “She’s your responsibility now. Don’t fail her.” 
 
    “I won’t, Master.” 
 
    Lasgol did not even go to dinner. Not wishing to leave Ona with the other animals, he stayed with her, whispering words of encouragement and stroking her to calm her. Gisli brought her some meat, and after gulping it down she was more relaxed. She and Lasgol lay down in a corner and rested. The other animals did not bother them at all, because Gisli had taught them well. Each one had its own small space there, and they lived together like siblings of different species. This amazed Lasgol, who dreamt that he was in a different world in which animals of every species, including a human like himself, understood and respected one another. He had happy dreams in which he ran and played with Ona while Snowflake and other animals joined them in harmony to enjoy the beautiful natural world around them. 
 
    The following morning, he went with Ona to the pond of the blue ducks. It was some way away, but it was a good place for hunting as well as a safe one, and the panther was sure to like it. Ingrid was with him, as Astrid and Viggo had ‘special’ exercises with Engla. They called them that, but Lasgol knew that what they were being taught was different ways of killing someone by surprise, in silence, and in a single moment. He did not like it, but there was nothing he could do about it; it was their choice. 
 
    Elder Gisli had told him that he would join him there later to start working on different Beast Whispering techniques with Ona. He was keeping her on her tether, as for the moment he was not completely sure that if she were let loose, she would come to him when he called. She was a wild cat, after all. Ingrid followed them at a distance so as not to scare the panther, carrying her bow with an arrow ready nocked to defend Lasgol in case it was necessary. 
 
    The snow was falling softly from the sky, covering everything in white. It was not too cold and there was no storm threatening, so Lasgol was enjoying the beautiful landscape. He felt very happy to have Ona with him. The panther was enjoying the new scenery, taking notice of every movement she picked up. She would stare intensely, keeping very still, moving her ears, trying to catch any sound. The snowflakes crystallized on her mottled grey and white fur, tinting it white. 
 
    “Do you know what a beautiful cat you are?” Lasgol whispered to her. 
 
    She looked back at him and moved her head. 
 
    “We’re going to have to work on communicating with each other.” 
 
    The panther saw a bird take flight, and at once her attention was focused on it. She stared fixedly at it with her ears turning one way and then the other, ignoring Lasgol. 
 
    He smiled. “We’re going to have to work pretty hard.” 
 
    He knew he could use his Gift to communicate with Ona just as he did with Camu, but he preferred not to do so for the moment, at least until he had completed his training with Elder Gisli. Suddenly he realized that he would have to introduce Camu and Ona to each other. Would they get along, or would they hate each other? Suddenly uneasy, he broke out into a cold sweat. If they failed to get along, it would be a disaster. Somehow, they must. But suppose they didn’t? They were both wild animals, and both had restless natures... they would either get along or hate each other; there would be no middle way. He hoped with all his heart that they would become friends. 
 
    “You’ll get on well with Camu, won’t you?” 
 
    Ona turned to him and gave him a look with her turquoise-blue cat’s eyes. The more he looked at her, the more feminine and beautiful he found her. In her gaze he could see the nobility of her heart, and the deadliness of her instincts. 
 
    “I’m sure you will. You’re good and obedient.” 
 
    The panther came closer to him and rubbed against his leg. 
 
    He stroked her side. “Yes, you’re very good. But Camu isn’t either good or obedient.” 
 
    He untied the cord, hoping he was not making a mistake. “Off you go,” he said. “Have some fun.”  
 
    He trusted her to come back when he called. That was what he expected would happen. Ona transmitted honesty to him, and he felt he could trust her. 
 
    Very slowly, the panther went to one side of the pond and stared at the water, with the snowflakes falling on it. She was tense, her gaze intent. He went over to see what she was looking at so fixedly. Under the water he saw the answer: several mid-sized fish. 
 
    When he looked back, he saw Ingrid practicing with her bow. She was releasing against a tree fifty paces away, rolling over on the snowy ground, getting down on to one knee and releasing again with impressive agility and coordination. She did not miss a single time. He smiled; his friends were turning into genuinely deadly weapons. They would leave the Shelter as lethal Specialists. 
 
    He went over to Ona, who was sitting on her haunches, staring fixedly, flicking her long tail.  Elder Gisli had explained to him that this meant she was restless. The rest of her body was absolutely motionless. 
 
    “Are you going to catch some fish?” 
 
    Ona went on staring. 
 
    Seeing the pond so quiet and the snowflakes melting into the water, he remembered the strange visions he had had, and reached for his mother’s jewel, which hung around his neck. He touched it as though making sure it was there, that he had not lost it. He felt it, and it relaxed him. Losing that jewel which was able to bring him images of his parents’ lives, of their memory, would mean a great sorrow to him. He felt the need to see them again, to learn more about their lives, their experiences, their secrets... 
 
    He thought of trying the trick he had learnt and which had worked for him the last time. There was no guarantee that the jewel would be activated, since he had already tried several times over the last few weeks without any luck. The pendant seemed to manifest itself of its own free will, which frustrated him greatly. If Egil were here with him, perhaps he would have been able to help him understand how to make it work the way he wanted it to. Or maybe that was simply impossible. You could never get everything you wanted with magic; there were always limitations and prices to be paid. 
 
    He put his finger in his eye and rubbed until a tear appeared, then dropped it on to the jewel and waited hopefully. Nothing happened. He protested under his breath. He moved to put the pendant away, and there was a blue flash. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Ona started. She stiffened and stared at him, with her ears flattened back against her head. 
 
    “Sorry... it’s the excitement.” 
 
    There was another blue flash, and Ona was not happy about this. She growled threateningly. 
 
    “Easy, girl... everything’s all right...” He made a soothing gesture with his hand to calm her. 
 
    The third flash came, and Ona took up an attacking position, growling more loudly as she did so. 
 
    And an image began to take shape over the water of the lake. Lasgol began to feel nervous. What would the vision show him? What relevance would it have, if any? Would it be his father or his mother? He calmed down a little and tried to soothe Ona with gentle words. 
 
    The image began to clarify, and he could make out two figures. At first he did not recognize them, but then the scene sharpened until he could see it clearly. It was his father! But much younger, perhaps his own current age. The image went on growing clearer, and he realized where the figures were. It was the Cave of the Dragon. When he realized this, a shiver ran down his spine. What was his father doing there? Who was the other person? If they were there, at that age... then they must have been training to be Specialists, just as he was himself. 
 
    “Are you ready?” asked a figure who was dressed like Sigrid, but whom he did not recognize. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist,” they both replied. Lasgol guessed that the woman, who was in her eighties, must have been the previous Mother Specialist, Sigrid’s predecessor. 
 
    “I’d like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for volunteering for this experiment.”  
 
    When he heard the word experiment, Lasgol had a sense of something ominous. 
 
    “It’s an honor,” Dakon said. 
 
    Lasgol was afraid for his father. Did this mean that he too had been subjected to the same experiments as he had himself? Or other ones like it? Full of questions, he concentrated on watching what was unfolding. 
 
    “Elders, please,” said the Mother Specialist. 
 
    Behind Dakon and his partner the four Elders appeared, except that they were not the ones Lasgol was expecting but their predecessors. They were all very old: three men and one woman, with lined faces and snow-white hair. 
 
    “Today we’re looking for a development in the Path of the Specialist which will enable us to create new and better Specialists. If we succeed in doing this, it will represent an advance beyond anything seen since the founding of the Rangers. Do you give your consent to this experiment? It involves a risk, I’m not going to lie to you.” 
 
    “We do,” the young ranger said. He looked aside at Dakon, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Good. So it will be noted. Elder Ranger of Nature, the potions, please.” 
 
    The woman, who was also in her eighties, stepped forward and gave them two phials of a reddish liquid. It was different from the one Lasgol had taken. Dakon and his partner drank, and after only a moment they had to be held up, as their legs were buckling under them. Lasgol swallowed hard. This potion seemed far more powerful than the one he had drunk himself. He had a growing feeling that something was not going right. For a long moment they waited, until both young men were able to stand on their own. 
 
    “Ogulson, come forward,” called the Mother Specialist. 
 
    A man appeared in the image. Lasgol knew at once who he was, or rather what he was. He was wearing a long white robe, and over it one of the same color patterned in silver. His long, snow-white hair fell to his shoulders. He must have been in his sixties: an Ice Mage. 
 
    “The time has come,” the Mother Specialist announced. “The volunteers are ready, and so are we.” The four Elders nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Ogulson said, and moved to stand beside the frozen dragon. “I am now going to seek ancestral power,” he announced. 
 
    He closed his eyes, raised his staff and began to cast a spell, a long one. Lasgol could see his lips moving. Suddenly a beam of power, like a bolt of lightning, issued from the dragon and shot to the tip of the staff. Above it a sphere of energy took shape. Ogulson was obtaining energy from the dragon and storing it for the experiment. 
 
    Lasgol began to feel decidedly nervous. Ona, who was now at his side, noticed this and chirped in protest. 
 
    The Ice Mage was now pointing at Dakon. All at once a beam of silver light issued from the sphere above the staff, forming an arc that struck Dakon’s chest. Lasgol’s eyes opened wide in terror. His father’s body arched in pain, but he held on. The arc of energy remained where it had struck. A second arc came out of the sphere and hit his partner, leaving both as if they had been struck by lightning. 
 
    “Ready, Elders?” asked Ogulson. 
 
    “We are,” said all four. 
 
    Ogulson now created four thinner arcs and sent them from the sphere to the four Elders. They were struck in the chest, and from there the arcs leapt to the chests of the volunteers as Lasgol watched, paralyzed by anguish. 
 
    The Ice Mage closed his eyes and conjured again. More energy passed from the frozen dragon to the sphere, and from there to the four Elders and on to the two volunteers. Lasgol could see from their faces and their bodies, which were arched backwards as though they were about to break, that they were in great pain. They would not hold out for much longer. 
 
    “Let the test begin,” the Mother Specialist said. 
 
    Ogulson conjured. Suddenly the colors of the energy which was passing from the four Elders to Dakon and his partner changed. That of the Elder of Wildlife turned brown; that of the Elder of Nature, green; that of the Elder of Archery, silver; and that of the Elder of Expertise, blackish. Lasgol guessed that it must be something like what he had experienced himself when the four Elders had been judging him to find out whether he was worthy. But for some reason he knew that what he was watching now was far more dangerous. This seemed a hundred times more intense than his own experience.  
 
    The Ice Mage conjured once again, and the arches of energy issuing from the four Elders disappeared. Lasgol was glad to see that they now no longer reached Dakon and his partner. Ogulson conjured one last time, and the two energy beams which reached from the sphere to the two partners vanished. Immediately they both collapsed. 
 
    The Mother Specialist bent over Dakon, while the Elder of Nature did the same over his partner. 
 
    “How are they?” Ogulson asked. He had just finished consuming the sphere of energy. 
 
    “He’s dead,” said the Elder of Nature. “He wasn’t able to bear it.”  
 
    Lasgol felt as though his heart had leapt out of his chest. 
 
    “This one’s alive, but I don’t know whether he’ll make it. We’re losing him.” 
 
    “Father!” Lasgol cried. Ona started in shock. 
 
    “It was very risky,” Ogulson said. “I told you it would be.”  
 
    “We know,” the Mother Specialist replied. 
 
    “Did they manage it, though?” the Ice Mage asked. 
 
    “Dakon managed to,” the Elder of Nature said. “He passed the test.” 
 
    “In that case,” Ogulson said, “you’d better save him.”  
 
    “Let’s get him out of here. This temperature’s going to kill him.” 
 
    The image began to fade as they carried Dakon away, unconscious and taking his last breath of life. 
 
    “Father!” Lasgol shouted in despair. 
 
    The image faded until it had vanished completely. He was left sitting on the shore, trying to understand what he had just seen. His father had passed the test, but his partner had died. These were the ones Sigrid and the Elders had referred to when they had talked about someone in the past having made it, but that things had gone terribly wrong. And now he began to understand. This was why Sigrid had insisted on using him, because she knew he was Dakon’s son. His father had managed it, and so he himself was the ideal candidate. But why had the pendant shown him that vision? Why at that moment? Was there some connection? Was it all coincidence? No, he did not think so. He did not believe in coincidences. Not when they involved himself. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Ingrid called out. She was running toward him. 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “I heard you scream. Are you sure everything’s okay?” She was aiming around her with her bow in case there was some danger. 
 
    “Yeah... I’ll tell you later. It’s the pendant...” 
 
    “Your mother’s? 
 
    “Yeah, I had a vision.” 
 
    “You’d better tell us during dinner. You’ll have plenty to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, and besides, I need to go over what I’ve been through.” 
 
    What was clear to him was that he had not liked that vision in the least, nor what it meant for him. 
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    The following day, in the middle of a winter storm, they had a visitor who was always popular with them.  
 
    “Milton!” Lasgol cried when he recognized him perched on a rock beside the river in front of the Lair. 
 
    The owl hooted when he saw him. Snow was falling on his white plumage. 
 
    “Bringing us news?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Milton raised one leg, as he had been trained to do, and Lasgol saw the message tied to it. “Good boy,” he said, and stroked his head gently. 
 
    Milton appreciated the attention and spread his wings. 
 
    Lasgol looked up at the sky, where the clouds were so black that it looked as though the end of days was on its way. “You’d better find some shelter. There’s a bad storm on its way.” 
 
    Milton hooted again and flew to a nearby tree, where he took shelter among its higher branches. 
 
    “I’ll call when I need you,” Lasgol said, and as he spoke, a familiar voice sounded from behind him.  
 
    “What are you doing out here, you idiot? Come inside, there’s the kind of storm on its way that no-one’s going to forget in a hurry.” 
 
    Lasgol turned around and saw Erika at the entrance to the Lair, waving at him to come back. He was suddenly aware that he was freezing and covered in snow. He ran to the Cave before the storm broke, hoping that Milton would be all right. He was a clever owl, and surely nothing would happen to him. Besides, he was used to the terrible weather of the north. He himself was more likely to perish in a winter storm than Milton. In any case, he thought he ought to take some meat to him from dinner: unobtrusively, of course. 
 
    “Hi, Erika!” 
 
    “What the heck were you doing? You’re going to freeze!” 
 
    “Nothing, just watching the storm.” 
 
    She smiled broadly. “My, you really are weird,” she said. 
 
    “You’re talking like Viggo.” 
 
    She laughed. “Don’t say that, I’ll have a stroke!”  
 
    Lasgol laughed too. “No, maybe not yet, but before the end of the year, I can assure you you’ll be speaking like him. It’s very easy to pick up.” 
 
    Erika put her hands to her head in mock horror. “I’m going to ask the ‘losers’ group to adopt me, so I can escape from the ‘weirdos.’”  
 
    “Quite a sensible idea,” Lasgol said with a smile. “But if you’re choosing groups, wouldn’t it be better to go with the ‘best’?”  
 
    Erika’s eyes opened wide, and she shook her head. “No way! With that bunch of spoiled, arrogant idiots? Never!” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Then you’d better stay with the ‘weirdos’. It’s good for us to have someone new, with a different outlook.” 
 
    “Okay, but on condition that if you see the ‘Viggo disease’ affecting me too badly, you’ll throw me out of the group.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lasgol said. “I’ll be watching you closely. If I detect any signs, I’ll throw you out myself.”  
 
    They both laughed at this. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “It’s dinner-time, and I’m starving.”  
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    They dined with the rest of the group amid laughter and camaraderie. As usual, Viggo tore every subject to pieces, and in exchange Ingrid challenged him at the slightest opportunity. 
 
    Lasgol did not mention Milton’s message until they had finished dinner. Unobtrusively, he whispered to Ingrid to join him at the entrance of the Lair and to pass on the message, then got up and left. He saw the ‘losers’ chatting animatedly about winter storms and how to shelter from them. In the ‘best’ group, Isgord was talking and gesticulating. Lasgol guessed he was trying to stand out, as always, and ignored them. He went up the stairs and toward the entrance to the Lair. 
 
    He whistled and opened the door. Outside, the storm was in full blast. Thunder and lightning filled a dark, threatening sky. The wind was roaring strongly, shaking the forest trees. The cold which came in from outside was intense. He sat down on the ground a few paces inside the Cavern of Runes to shelter. 
 
    “It’s a nasty night,” came a voice. 
 
     He turned and saw Ingrid coming in. She sat down beside him. 
 
    “Hi there, Ingrid.” 
 
    “News?” 
 
    “Yup, from Egil.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s good.” 
 
    Viggo sat down with them. “Enjoying the stormy views?”  
 
    “It really is a horrible night,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “A Norghanian winter night,” Ingrid corrected him. 
 
    “And what a night,” Viggo said. “They say only Norghanians love a storm.”  
 
    For a moment the three friends looked out at the storm as it grew in strength outside. Luckily the cavern protected them from the cold and wind. Lasgol looked over his shoulder and saw that they were alone. 
 
    “We’ve got news from Egil,” he announced. 
 
    “Is it in the language of the Wild People of the Ice?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Then do your thing.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the ring and began to read. In his mind, under the spell of the ring, the words began to make sense. 
 
    “Dear friends and partners, I’m sending you this letter to let you know that I’m fine, and to share with you important news which I believe it’s fundamental that you should be informed of so that you can take whatever actions are pertinent and necessary, given the present state of events. 
 
    “Always the same! My, he’s twisted. Why not write like everybody else, simple and direct?” 
 
    “It’s Egil,” Ingrid pointed out. “What do you expect?”  
 
    Viggo snorted. 
 
    The war has once again reached a complicated, and at the same time crucial, point. Thanks to the fact that I have access to all the Camp mail – and don’t worry, I’m very careful to avoid being discovered – I’ve been able to intercept valuable information and transmit it to my brother. Using it, he and the Western League have managed to delay Thoran’s great offensive. They’ve set obstacles in the way of the advance of the Eastern troops by cutting roads, destroying bridges, blocking passes, carrying out guerrilla attacks on his supply lines, and all kinds of other subversive maneuvers to delay them. They’ve been successful and have delayed the Western attack as much as they can.” 
 
    “Good strategy,” Viggo said. “I like it.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “Yeah, wearing the enemy down. And gaining time. That’s often something you need, to get your defenses ready.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the final confrontation was inevitable, despite Arnold’s efforts to delay it. There have been two major battles. The first was on the plains of Osmark, where the Western forces managed to stop Thoran’s army. The result was indecisive. Thoran, driven by haste because autumn was nearing its end and winter close at hand, advanced without having all his army with him, and my brother took advantage of the situation. The West came very close to defeating Thoran, but he withdrew to wait for the remainder of his men.” 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “Haste is always a bad thing.”  
 
    “Pity they didn’t manage to finish Thoran off,” said Viggo. 
 
    “The second battle was on Isborg Hill only a few weeks ago. In this battle Thoran defeated the Western forces, and my brother had to retreat.” 
 
    “Oh... bad news for the West,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Bad news for the whole of Norghana,” Ingrid corrected him. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. It was very bad news. He went on reading: 
 
    “I’m continuing to provide my brother and his people with information, as much of it as I’ve gathered. I’ve also advised him on several strategies to follow. I’ve done all I could for his cause, for the cause of the West. Unfortunately, Thoran’s forces are more numerous, and he has reinforcements in the form of mercenaries bought with the gold of the royal treasury, which represents a considerable advantage in the battlefield. My brother was forced to retreat to Estocos, the capital of the Duchy of Vigons-Olafstone. This was something we had already foreseen. The strategy consisted of delaying Thoran’s advance as much as possible, and that has been achieved. Now, with winter upon us, they won’t be able to besiege the city. They’ll have to withdraw.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to?” Ingrid repeated. 
 
    Viggo gestured outside. “Too cold.”  
 
    “We’re Norghanian,” Lasgol pointed out, “and we might like the cold for a few days, but months on end of siege... no. Thoran would lose a lot of soldiers to cold and sickness.” 
 
    “And plenty of others would desert,” Viggo added. “He’d lose all his mercenaries. They won’t be able to put up with the cold, and they won’t stay to die in a winter siege.”  
 
    “Egil explained to me what a complicated business besieging a city in winter in the north would be. Cold, lack of supplies, problems involved in taking the walls, low morale among the troops...” 
 
    “Yeah... go on with the letter,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “My brother is holding up for the moment. Come spring, Thoran will certainly besiege him, so I’m getting my plans ready to help him. I’m going to use all the means I can to prevent Thoran from defeating him and taking over the West. Arnold is the true and legitimate King, and he must win and reign in Norghana.” 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. “I hope he does... but he’s going to find it pretty hard.”  
 
    “You don’t think he’ll manage it?” 
 
    “By this stage, he has no choice. All that’s left for him to do is make a desperate last-ditch stand and hope for a miracle.” 
 
    “A miracle that won’t come,” Ingrid added. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” Lasgol said. “Egil will find some way of helping his brother, to regain the crown for his family.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “It’s a noble aim, but one that’ll lead him to his death, like his brother.” He said this with such conviction that both Ingrid and Lasgol felt their blood run cold. 
 
    “Viggo...” Ingrid said reproachfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s the truth, that’s what’ll happen. You can deny it all you want, but that’s how it always ends. The powerful and the ruthless win, never mind whether the cause is just or not, the strongest wins. In this case, Thoran.” 
 
    “As long as Egil’s helping his brother, they have a chance,” said Lasgol. He was unwilling to believe that everything was lost for the West. 
 
    “A very remote possibility.” 
 
    “But a possibility all the same.” 
 
    Viggo nodded, accepting this. 
 
    “Then I won’t give up hope.” 
 
    Ingrid put her hand on Lasgol’s shoulder. “Courage.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Lasgol heaved a deep sigh and went on reading: 
 
    “As soon as I have more news of the war, I’ll let you know. Take care, I love you all. Your friend, Egil.” 
 
    “Everything’s going to be all right...” Lasgol said, more to himself than to the others. 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
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    Gisli came to the hill where Lasgol was waiting for him with Ona, as the Elder had told him to, and without wasting any time they started training. It was cold that mid-morning. The wind was blowing from the north-east, and it cut the skin like blades of ice. Lasgol was covered from head to foot with protective winter gear, but even so, he could feel the icy weather. Luckily the storm had just passed, and for the moment it did not seem that it was going to come again. Ona, beside him, did not seem to feel the harshness of the Norghanian winter. She was flicking her thick tail restlessly, but thanks to her fur and her conditioning to the mountain climate, she was comfortable. Lasgol wished he were half-snow panther so that he would feel the cold less himself. 
 
    He had spent days ‘whispering’ to Ona, which was how the Elder referred to making her understand what he was trying to transmit to her. He was teaching her small, simple, distinctive commands, always in the same way and in the same order so as not to confuse her. Teaching a great cat was a hard task which required extreme patience. Luckily, Lasgol possessed it. It did not matter to him how many days went by without Ona making any significant progress, and nor did he grow frustrated if she did not understand him or paid no attention to him. He was very much aware that his new friend was a great cat, and a wild one, and understanding each other was going to be a complicated business. Elder Gisli showed even more patience than he did himself, which was something to be admired. He never faltered, even though it seemed that everything Lasgol was trying went wrong. 
 
    Gisli’s techniques were complex, and he hung on every word he spoke as if it were a masterclass. This was exactly what these lessons really were, and he was coming to realize it. He was beginning to see they were making some slight progress, but what he did not know was whether it was happening fast enough. He thought not, but Gisli had not said anything about it, so he was hoping that all the time they were spending with Ona was truly necessary. It would break his heart if Elder Gisli were to tell him that their progress was too slow, if he never managed to become a Beast Whisperer after all. He wanted this with all his heart and soul, and still more the longer he spent with Ona, who was a beautiful animal with a spirit that was both good and noble. 
 
    “Most wild animals are noble,” Gisli explained to him. “It’s unusual for one to turn against you, though it has been known to happen. It’s usually because of mistreatment. An animal should never be mistreated. Remember that.” 
 
    “Of course, master.” 
 
    He nodded toward Ona. “If you’re honorable and loyal to her, she’ll be the same to you. Trust is a path that leads in two directions.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Respect your familiar, defend her to the death, because she’ll become your family, your sister. In the same way, she’ll defend you from all harm.” 
 
    “She’ll defend me?” 
 
    “Yes. As a mother defends her cub. It’s her animal instinct. But for that, we need to teach her. It’ll take some time, but don’t worry, we’ll get there. The link between the two of you is a strong one. And the stronger it is, the easier it’ll be for you to teach her and for her to obey.” 
 
    “I understand, Master.” 
 
    “Now let’s go on. Tell her to come over here.” 
 
    Ona was lying on the snow, protected against the cold by her thick fur. They had been practicing with her so that she would accept certain simple commands, and although it was not so complicated with dogs, it was very much more so with cats. In particular with wild great cats like Ona. 
 
    Lasgol gave three short whistles: a cat-like one, unlike the one he used with hawks and bloodhounds. For each trained animal he had a different call. 
 
    He patted his thigh three times with two fingers, as the Elder had taught him. “Ona, here.” 
 
    Ona looked at him and moved her ears, but did not get up. 
 
    “The sound needs to be more penetrating, more urgent,” Gisli explained. 
 
    Lasgol had seen the Elder teaching Ona the command, and when he had done so the panther had obeyed in a matter of days. But of course, Gisli had a level of experience and skill with animals that was simply amazing. 
 
    Lasgol tried again. He whistled three times. 
 
    “Ona, here,” he repeated, this time more sharply and more urgently. 
 
    Ona looked at him, and this time she got up. Slowly, she came to him with feline sinuosity. 
 
    Lasgol went on tapping his thigh with two fingers. 
 
    Ona came to his leg and rubbed herself against him. 
 
    “Very good! Great progress,” Gisli said warmly. 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” Lasgol stroked Ona’s neck and she began to purr, with a fiercer sound this time. 
 
    “Now send her to those trees,” Gisli said. He waved toward the beginning of the forest east of their position.  
 
    Lasgol nodded and whistled quickly three times. “Ona, there!” He pointed to the trees. In the same way he had called her, he now tapped two fingers against his palm. 
 
    Ona watched the signal, but did not move. 
 
    “Keep going, you’re doing it well,” Gisli encouraged him. 
 
    Lasgol repeated the signal several times, tapping two fingers against the palm of his hand and then pointing to the trees with them. 
 
    “Insist.” 
 
    “Ona, there,” he repeated, this time more penetratingly and urgently. 
 
    And suddenly Ona ran to the trees. Lasgol’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “That was very well done,” Gisli congratulated him. “You have an innate gift for this. Very few manage this much progress in so little time.” 
 
    Ona reached the trees, inspected their surroundings and gave a questioning call. 
 
    “Make her come back. She’s wondering why you’ve sent her there. Cats are curious, but at the same time they don’t like being ordered to do things for nothing. It annoys them. They’re temperamental. Make sure that if you order her to do something there’s always a reason for it, and that the command’s always clear. That way she’ll know that what she does is meaningful.” 
 
    Lasgol tapped his right thigh with two fingers, three times. He gave three whistles.  
 
    “Ona, here.” 
 
    The snow panther looked at him and flicked her long tail. A moment later she was running to him. 
 
    “It’ll get easier all the time and come more naturally. Don’t forget to reward her when she does her job well.” 
 
    Lasgol waited for Ona to reach his side, and from his Ranger belt he took out a strip of dried meat and gave it to her. She gulped it down in two bites. 
 
    “Let’s see how she does with the ‘fetch’ order,” Gisli said. 
 
    From his belt Lasgol took a ball of wool and resin they had been using for training. Ona loved to go after it when it was thrown for her. She liked the game, but bringing it back afterwards was another matter entirely. She would stay with the ball and play with it in the snow. 
 
    Lasgol drew her attention by whistling. “Ona, fetch.”  
 
    He tapped the ball three times with two fingers. Ona looked at him when she heard the sound. Then he threw it some distance away, and she shot after it. Her speed and agility as she ran over the snow were impressive. Her cushioned paws were acclimatized to the environment and prevented her from sinking too deeply into the snow. 
 
    Unfortunately, once again she kept the ball and began to play with it like a kitten. Lasgol was reminded that really she was no more than a big kitten, even if she was growing more formidable all the time, already beginning to look like an adult panther. Luckily it would be another year before she was fully grown. 
 
    “Keep trying.” 
 
    “Ona, fetch,” Lasgol repeated. 
 
    The panther looked at him. It seemed she was going to do what he wanted, but instead she decided to go on playing with the ball. 
 
    Lasgol repeated the order, more sharply and urgently. He began to tap his thigh with two fingers. 
 
    Ona stared at him. 
 
    Lasgol went on tapping. 
 
    And to his surprise, Ona picked up the ball in her mouth, bounced up to him and dropped the ball at his feet. 
 
    “She fetched it...” 
 
    “Excellent work.” 
 
    Lasgol petted her. “Good girl, Ona.” He gave her another strip of dried meat. 
 
    They repeated the exercise several times and Ona fetched the ball every time, which left him surprised and very pleased. 
 
    “Change the ball for your short axe and throw it hard,” Gisli said. 
 
    He did so and repeated the order. He tapped his fingers on the axe and threw it. Ona ran after it, and it fell in the snow a fair distance away. Ona went up to the weapon, but seemed to hesitate, staring at it and then sniffing it. 
 
    “Ona, fetch.” Lasgol tapped his thigh three times. 
 
    Ona looked at him and understood. She picked up the axe by the handle, brought it back and dropped it at his feet. 
 
    Lasgol was delighted. He rewarded her with another strip of dried meat, which the panther gulped in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Gisli smiled. “We’ll go on practicing.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the day teaching Ona a series of simple commands which would be very useful to Lasgol in the future. The more they practiced, the greater their mutual understanding became. Ona treated the commands as though they were a game, which made the teaching much easier. If she had understood them as orders, they would have had problems. Making a wild mountain cat obey was a thorny business. 
 
    When night began to fall, Lasgol assumed they were going to retire for the night, but he was wrong. The Elder had another surprise in store for him. 
 
    “Now we’re going to practice tracking.” 
 
    Lasgol looked up at the sky, which was darkening quickly. “Now, Master?” 
 
    “You didn’t think we were just going to do Beast Whispering, did you?” 
 
    “Um... no...” 
 
    “It’s time for Tireless Tracker.” 
 
    “It’s getting dark...” 
 
    “A Tireless Tracker follows a trail by day or by night. Today we’ll do it by night. You’ve still got plenty to learn and to get better at.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. What about Ona?” 
 
    “She’s coming with us. From now on, wherever you go, she goes. You’ll be inseparable. Besides, snow panthers are excellent mountain trackers. She’ll help you in this discipline.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic.” 
 
    “We’ll teach her the command ‘track’.” 
 
    The three of them spent the night tracking around the nearby forest and mountain. As they came back, the sun was rising. Lasgol was exhausted, but filled with delight. He had had a great time and had learned an enormous amount. Gisli told him they would be repeating this night-time exercise frequently, so he needed to be ready. Lasgol knew that it would be very hard to train day and night with barely any rest. 
 
    At the entrance to the Lair three silhouettes were waiting for him. Astrid, Viggo and Ingrid were watching him with worried expressions. They had been waiting for him all night when they had seen he had not come back. 
 
    “All’s well,” he reassured them when he reached their side. 
 
    Astrid nodded, and the three of them went back inside. 
 
    Lasgol took his leave of the Elder, then led Ona to the Cave of Autumn. He was given no chance to sleep for more than a short while before his training began again. Exhausted, his muscles aching but his heart full of joy, he took his place in the new day’s first training session. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, just after dinner, Lasgol was chatting with Erika and Luca in the Cavern of Runes. He was telling them how he had fared in Wildlife Instruction that day, before going on to see Ona in the Cave of Autumn, where she was resting. Suddenly he saw a figure crossing the river outside the cavern and was surprised. 
 
    Luca had seen him too. “And who’s that?” 
 
    “That’s the stranger you see hanging around the Lair,” said Erika. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Lasgol wondered, more to himself than to his friends. 
 
    Luca narrowed his eyes. “He’s carrying a bag over his shoulder. He’s heading north, to the woods.” 
 
    “Well, it’s night,” Erika said, “it’s snowing, and there’s a storm threatening. Not the best time to go into the woods.”  
 
    Luca agreed. “Yeah, very strange.”  
 
    “He’s a strange, grumpy individual,” Erika went on. “One day I bumped into him and excused myself, but he just grunted and then went on his way. Very rude.” She looked offended. 
 
    Luca scratched his chin. “I wonder what he’s doing here.”  
 
    Lasgol watched Enduald disappear into the distance and suspected that he was up to something. Going into the woods at night, with a storm on its way, was not normal. Something was going on, and this was a good opportunity to find out what it was. He decided to solve the mystery involving Enduald once and for all. It had been nagging at him for some time, and he wanted to find out what treachery the man was planning and whether it had anything to do with him or Camu. He considered the risks. He could get into trouble over this, so he decided to follow him alone, without involving any of his friends. He did not want to put anybody else in danger.  
 
    He said goodnight to Luca and Erika and went to fetch his winter cloak from the Cave of Spring, where Viggo and Astrid were talking about the best way to position long knives when attacking someone by surprise. Ingrid and Molak were laughing as they checked elemental arrows for next day’s lesson. They all had their backs to him, so he took his cloak and weapons unobtrusively and went back out. He felt guilty about not telling his friends where he was going, and he knew Astrid would be angry, but he felt that they had already risked enough for him. He would sort this out this by himself. Perhaps it was not the best idea, but it was the way he felt. He set off in pursuit of Enduald. 
 
    It did not take him long to find his characteristic trail in the snow. His footprints were small and shallow, like those a twelve-year-old would leave. All the same, Lasgol was not confident; there was something about the dwarf he did not like, something arcane. And the arcane always involved great danger. 
 
    He followed him at a distance so that Enduald would not notice that he was being tracked. The snow was falling heavily, and he could hear thunder in the distance. The weather was going to get worse before dawn. Lasgol huddled in his hooded winter cloak, arranged his Ranger medallion around his neck, and felt fine: he was a Norghanian Ranger, in the middle of a storm, pursuing a traitor to the realm. What more could he ask for? It was with this sort of thing in mind that he had joined the Rangers, and it was to be able to confront this kind of situation that he was training as a Specialist. Then he realized that he was not that yet, and he began to feel a trace of doubt. Maybe he was not yet ready to confront what he was about to find, but all the same, he felt encouraged. 
 
    Enduald was not trying to hide his trail through the forest, so it made it easier for Lasgol to follow him. The snow and the cold began to affect his body, but he kept going. Then, suddenly, at the way out of the forest, the trail vanished. 
 
    “It can’t be,” he said under his breath. 
 
    In front of him was an area of flat land, completely covered with snow. There was no mark of any kind on it. He shook his head and retraced his steps to see if this was some maneuver to throw him off the track, but there was no sign of any such thing. The trail had vanished completely. 
 
    Lasgol gave a snort of frustration. There could only be one explanation: Enduald had used magic to wipe out his trail. How could he have done it? And if he could do this, what else was he able to do? What powers did he have? He readied his bow and narrowed his eyes, looking for any sign of danger. The icy wind hit his face like a frozen slap. He used his Gift and summoned up his Animal Presence skill. There was a green flash, and the tracking wave left his body. He was able to pick up several animals sheltering from the storm, but not Enduald. He felt easier now; the man he was pursuing was not here. He had used his magic so that nobody could follow him. Luckily, I don’t need to find his trail. I know where he’s going. 
 
    Without stopping to puzzle over it any further, he made his way northeastward, to Enduald’s cave. He crossed two forests and a gully rapidly so as not to freeze to death in the storm, which was growing stronger all the time. The last stretch in front of the rocky wall which hid the cave was bare, which meant that he would have to bear the full force of the storm. 
 
    He hurried to cross the field, barely able to see. He used his Gift and called upon his skills of Hawk’s Sight and Improved Agility to manage the slippery terrain better and deal with the limited vision which was all the weather conditions were allowing him. What with rain, snow and wind, he could barely see, and running on that terrain in such poor visibility hardly seemed a good idea. 
 
    Ten meters or so from the entrance to the cave, he stopped. He could not see it, but he remembered the spot and knew it was there. Better not to run any risk. He called upon his Animal Presence skill again, because amid the storm he could not make out very much and he did not want any surprises. He could find no human presence, and this made him feel easier; his quarry must already be inside the cave. The entrance turned out to be shut, but he could make out the mark on the wall, so he had no doubt that it was really there. 
 
    How do I open it? I don’t have Camu with me. He knew it was a door that responded to magic, but how? A gust of wind nearly thrust him to one side. The wind was blowing more strongly, more bitingly, every moment. An idea occurred to him, and there was nothing to be lost by trying it. He pulled off his right-hand glove with his teeth, and immediately he felt a biting cold. He placed his hand over the black mark on the wall and concentrated. If the door could be opened with magic, then perhaps he too could open it, since he had the Gift.  
 
    He concentrated, seeking his inner energy. He found it in his chest, in the form of a calm blue lake. He was aware that none of his skills would be any use in this situation, as each of them had a specific function and none of them had anything to do with opening the hidden entrance to a magical cave. Even so, he tried, not invoking any specific skill, but trying to sense what the opening mechanism could be. Something happened, and his energy met another within the mark on the wall. 
 
    He looked up at the sky, and the storm slashed at his face with an icy claw. I don’t have much time left. I’ve got to hurry. If he failed to seek cover soon, he would freeze to death. He had no idea how to interact with the energy in the mark on the wall; it must be some type of rune, and from what he knew about runes, they were activated both by magic and by some specific form of answer. This rune was really a key which would open a door. So he deduced that he needed to act as though he were trying to open a door, and he himself were the key. 
 
    He concentrated and sent his energy to the rune, making both energies meet. He had no idea how to interact with a rune of power. He was not a mage, and from what Egil had explained to him, the mages were the only ones with the knowledge to deal with runes and other objects of power. The cold meanwhile was creeping through his winter cloak and making him shiver. He began to feel that perhaps what he was trying to do was beyond his ability. 
 
    As he was failing, he thought of going to fetch Camu. His little friend had already opened this door once before, when they had both gone in to investigate. But in that storm he would never reach his cave; it was too far. In any case, he had no desire to put Camu in danger unnecessarily. He would carry out this mission alone. He would fail or succeed by his own means, without putting any of his friends at risk.  
 
    He tried again. Sometime before, in an attempt to heal Astrid from her poisoning, he had used Natural Healing. At the time the goal in his mind had been to heal, to eliminate the poison, but in this situation the goal was different. He sent his energy, this time with the aim of activating the power of the rune so that it would open the door. 
 
    Nothing happened. He was freezing on the spot and consuming a great deal of his inner energy, and he did not have much of that left. He breathed out heavily and tried again. The energy of the rune shone with a blue radiance, surrounding the mark on the rock wall. Now he sent his green energy and placed it on top of the blue, fixing it with his mind over the rune, trying to make his own energy act on it. Then suddenly something happened at last. There came a blue flash, and he heard the sound of rock scraping on rock. 
 
    He opened his eyes. The door to the cave was open in front of him. 
 
    I did it! I don’t know how, but I did it! 
 
    He followed the tunnel which led into the cave, and at once he felt his body regaining some heat now that he had left the storm behind. He stopped for a moment, pleased to be inside the shelter of the cave and out of the storm’s reach. 
 
    He recovered a little and went on walking. The darkness in the cave was complete. He was walking blindly, so he called upon Hawk’s Sight and Owl’s Hearing to help himself. He did not want to run any risk, so there was a fire arrow nocked in his bow in case the situation turned difficult. There was some light at the end of the tunnel, and he went towards it. 
 
    It was coming from the cavern where he had found the strange workshop. He did not go in, but stayed hidden and invoked his Animal Presence skill to find out whether Enduald was there. He could find no sign of him. Carefully, he went into the cavern, which proved to be deserted. He went over to the crates and sacks and checked that they contained cloaks and medallions of the Specialists. They were still there. Whatever treachery the man was planning, he had not carried it out yet. 
 
    I’ve got to make sure he fails. He searched for some other clue in the workshop, but could find nothing that shed any light on the mystery. He wondered where Enduald might be, then remembered there was another tunnel which went down to another chamber he had not investigated. He took a deep breath and went into it. 
 
    Suddenly he heard two voices, and he stopped and listened. He could not understand what they were saying, because all that reached him was a whisper. The skill he had called upon enabled him to tell that there were two different voices. Learning that Enduald was not alone and that he would have to face two adversaries was troubling him. Things were getting more complicated, but after coming this far he was not going to turn around and go back. 
 
    He walked on with absolute stealth toward the light from the end of the tunnel, which sloped downwards. The whispers now reached him more clearly, so that he could catch some words: 
 
    “And is everything ready?” 
 
    “Of course… do you doubt… my skill…?” 
 
    “No… storms… blems…” 
 
    “It’ll… ready… date…” 
 
    Lasgol knew they were talking about the date for the betrayal. It sounded as if everything was ready. It was time to act and put an end to the conspiracy. In a swift movement of his head, he glanced into the cavern and then hid in the tunnel again. They had not seen him. He had identified Enduald, who was speaking with a hooded figure. Down here was another workshop, with three large tables and a smith’s fire. He had also caught a glimpse of wood, metal and other materials. This must be where the cloaks and fake medallions were made. Enduald was holding a staff in his hand; Lasgol had not been able to take in the details, but it was a Mage’s staff rather than a normal one. The hooded figure was carrying a bow over his shoulder, and Lasgol had been able to see that he was carrying weapons at his waist. 
 
    I need to act now, catch them by surprise. If he came out into the cave he would have to deal with a mage and an assassin. Bad combination, especially with them not more than ten paces away. He remembered that with a mage one had to shoot first and ask questions afterwards – or else stay two hundred paces away, which in this situation was obviously not possible. He checked how much inner energy he had left; it was not much, but it ought to be enough. If he failed in his attack, there would be no second chance, because he would have run out of energy and would lose the factor of surprise. 
 
    He changed his arrow and concentrated, then called upon his True Shot skill. In a swift move he raced out of the tunnel at the entrance to the cavern. Enduald and the stranger saw his shadow against the light of the entrance and turned their heads, but it was too late for them, as the arrow had already left Lasgol’s bow. There was no need for him to aim. He knew where they were, and the True Shot was all he needed. 
 
    Enduald began to move his staff toward Lasgol and the stranger reached for the weapons at his waist. The arrow hit Enduald in the center of his chest with a hollow sound, and the gaseous vapor spread over the two men. Lasgol had changed the fire arrow for one of Summer Slumber. He nocked a new arrow, but there was no need. Enduald and the stranger fell to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    He felt an enormous relief. Muffling a gasp of satisfaction, he moved forward carefully. The staff on the ground was an intense blue, encrusted with gold and elaborate ornamentation. There was no doubt that it belonged to a mage. He was glad he had brought him down before he had been able to cast a spell on him, because he might have ended up in flames – or something worse. The stranger’s face was covered by his Ranger’s scarf, so that he could not see who it was. 
 
    He went up to them to tie their hands. 
 
    “What on earth have you done?” came a voice behind him. 
 
    Lasgol turned like lightning. Sigrid was standing at the cavern entrance. 
 
    “Don’t aim that bow at me,” she said, and there was deep anger in her voice. 
 
    “Mother Specialist...” 
 
    Sigrid pointed her staff at him. “Lower your bow.” 
 
    Lasgol hesitated. What was she doing here? How had she come in without him hearing her arrive?  
 
    “Lower your bow. I’m not going to say it again.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to do. The situation was unexpected, and very dangerous. He was reluctant to lower his weapon. 
 
    “If you’re going to shoot me, do so,” Sigrid said. She spread her arms wide, offering her torso to him. 
 
    “No... Mother Specialist...” 
 
    “Then lower that bow right now.” 
 
    Lasgol had to do it. He could not shoot her, although there was something very strange in this whole confusing situation. He lowered his bow. 
 
    “That’s better. You haven’t killed them, have you?” She was hurrying to help the two fallen men. 
 
    “No... I used an arrow with a Summer Slumber head.” 
 
    “Very clever. Thank goodness. If you’d got as far as killing them...” 
 
    “But they’re traitors, they’re planning treason,” Lasgol tried to explain as he saw her trying to revive them. 
 
    She glared at him furiously. “Traitors? What nonsense is this?” 
 
    “The capes... the medallions... Enduald is a mage... they’re preparing some treason.” 
 
    “By all the frozen gods!” she cried. “How can you be so gifted and come to such mistaken conclusions! It’s not treason. It’s the Enchantment Ritual of the Elite Specialists.” 
 
    “The... what?” 
 
    “By all the Winter Storms!” Sigrid said, and waved at the mage. “This is Enduald Gulbrandsen.” 
 
    Lasgol recognized the surname. Who else had the same surname? And then he realized. 
 
    “He’s the Mother Specialist’s brother?” 
 
    “Of course he’s my brother!” 
 
    Lasgol was petrified. “But he’s a mage...” 
 
    “He’s an Enchanter. My staff is a gift from him. He was the one who imbued it with power.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “And I think you know this one too,” Sigrid said. She uncovered Loke’s face. 
 
    “Oh no!” Lasgol cried as he recognized the Masig Specialist. 
 
    “Oh yes! You almost killed my brother and the young man I consider my own son.” 
 
    He did not know what to say or do. All he wanted was for the earth to swallow him up. Unfortunately for him, it did nothing of the sort. 
 
    “I... I’m so sorry... I thought...” 
 
    “And you’re going to be doing a lot more of that. You’re going to be punished massively for this.” 
 
    “So... the cloaks? The medallions?” 
 
    “My brother Enduald enchants them before he hands them out to the Specialists who’ve graduated in an Elite Specialty. It’s a complex process which involves crafting the objects and then imbuing them with power through very complex enchantments. Enduald is a crosspatch, but he’s one of the very best enchanters of objects. As you well know, each Specialist is given his own cloak and medallion when they graduate. What they don’t know is that those things have been enchanted. The cloak allows them to blend better into the environment, and also to bear extreme temperatures more easily: cold as well as very hot. Both enchantments are of the ‘protector’ kind. Their purpose is to ensure that the Specialist lives longer. The medallion has had two other enchantments added to it: one gives whoever wears it rather more vigor, and the other enables him or her to move more quickly. They’re not very powerful, the benefit isn’t very great, but on the other hand they’re long-lasting.” 
 
    “I... I didn’t know any of this...” 
 
    “The idea is that nobody should know, hence this cave and the secrecy about who Enduald is and what he does here. Those enchanted objects will give our specialists something of an advantage, but they mustn’t know this, because anyone who knows he has an advantage will make the mistake of thinking it’ll always get him out of trouble. And let me assure you, that’s not true.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re going to keep everything you’ve seen here secret and never give away what I’ve told you.” 
 
    “Of course not, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “And now give me a hand with them.” 
 
    There was not much they could do except wait for the effect to pass and the victims to wake up. When they did, Lasgol had to bear Enduald’s fury. Luckily Loke took it better and made light of the incident. Sigrid and Enduald did nothing of the kind; they let him know the terrible mistake he had made and assured him that he would pay dearly for it. 
 
    He got back to the Lair in the small hours of the morning, freezing and very downcast. He climbed into bed, but then when he thought things could not get any worse he heard a voice: 
 
    “Where on earth did you go? What were you thinking of, going out on your own? Are you completely out of your mind?” 
 
    Lasgol recognized rage in Astrid’s voice, and knew he was about to get an even worse scolding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn he escaped her rage as best he could and went to the river to wash. Luca was there and smiled at him when he saw him. 
 
    “Norghanian style?” he said and dipped his head in the river. 
 
    “Norghanian style,” Lasgol agreed, and did the same. The water was ice-cold. He felt as though his mind was freezing. 
 
    Luca shook his head to get rid of that sensation, and Lasgol did the same. Even his ideas had frozen. 
 
    “For a Norghanian, there’s no better way to wake up,” Luca said. 
 
    “Especially in winter,” Lasgol replied with a laugh, and Luca laughed with him. 
 
    The longer he spent with Luca, the more he liked him. Of all his teammates he was certainly the most honest and well-balanced. He could always be trusted. He had a direct, clear way of thinking, with nothing hidden behind it, and he always did the right thing. He had solid values and was not guided by personal gain but by the desire to do the right thing in every situation. In a way he was Viggo’s opposite. In addition he was kind, and it was possible to talk about any subject with him. Lasgol was sorry to have distanced himself from him over their mutual interest in Astrid. 
 
    “I think you’re in trouble,” Luca said, while they went on with their morning wash in the icy river water. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Luca smiled. “I know. I heard Astrid giving you a talking-to when you came in.” 
 
    “You ought to find another bunk bed, further away.” 
 
    “Or you ought to be more careful...” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Luca and saw no sarcasm in his gaze. He meant it, he was being serious. 
 
    “You’re right. Sometimes you try to do something you think is the best for everyone, and you find out you’re mistaken...” 
 
    “If that’s why you did it, then you’ve got nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But remember, it’s not going to get Astrid off your back.” He nodded behind him. 
 
    Lasgol looked over his shoulder and saw Astrid coming over to them, her stride firm and her eyes flashing. 
 
    “Good luck,” Luca said. He got up, smiled and left. 
 
    Astrid came up to Lasgol. “However much I think about it, I just can’t believe you did what you did last night!” she said, coming straight to the point. There was fury in her voice. She was deeply hurt. 
 
    “Good morning,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Don’t good morning me! What were you thinking?” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “About not putting all of you at risk on my account.” 
 
    “D’you know how worried I was? I almost had a fit!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Astrid. I didn’t mean to worry you...” 
 
    “And it’s not just me! Ingrid and Viggo were really worried too!” 
 
    “I did what I thought was best for everyone.” 
 
    “Not telling us anything and going off to face danger on your own certainly isn’t the best thing to do. I can’t believe you did this to me!” 
 
    Seeing how furious and hurt she was, he felt terrible for her and for his friends. 
 
    “I didn’t want to put you in danger. I’m really grateful for the fact that you’re all concerned about me. But at the end of the day I have to solve my problems by myself.” 
 
    “We worry because we love you.” 
 
    “I know and I’m really grateful. But my problems are mine and I need to deal with them by myself, without putting you all in danger.” 
 
    “You’re not putting us in danger. It’s our choice to help you. It’s our prerogative.” 
 
    Lasgol looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I never want anything to happen to you. Or the others. Not because of me. I’d never forgive myself. I’d rather run the risk on my own, however much there is.” 
 
    “Lasgol...” 
 
    “I won’t be the man I aspire to be if I don’t solve my problems on my own. You understand?” 
 
    “I do understand.” 
 
    “I have to be a man who’s capable of facing his own destiny, fighting his own battles. I have to be. I can’t always hide behind my friends, behind you. I can’t. I have to face up to whatever life throws at me, and I’ll fight for myself or else I’ll never feel like a full-grown man.” 
 
    “But suppose the problem’s too big and you can’t solve it by yourself?” 
 
    Lasgol thought about this. 
 
    “Then I’ll come to you all.” 
 
    Astrid was a little calmer now. She crouched beside him and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “I thought something bad had happened to you. I had a terrible time...” 
 
    “I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Astrid hugged him tightly, and he held on to her with all his being. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t ever do anything like that again.” 
 
    Lasgol hesitated. He was not sure he would not do it again. 
 
    “Astrid...” 
 
    “At least promise me we’ll talk it over beforehand.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “All right... that I can promise.” He gave her a trace of a smile. 
 
    “No solitary adventures without us talking about them first. Deal?” She offered him her hand. 
 
    He thought for a moment and then agreed. 
 
    “Deal,” he said, and clasped her hand. 
 
    They hugged each other tightly. 
 
    “Ahem...” they heard behind them. They turned to find that Viggo and Ingrid had joined them. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol looked at each other and smiled. “Everything’s fine,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Viggo gave him a dark smile. “Yeah, sure. You got what was coming to you, big time.” 
 
    “That too,” Lasgol said, and laughed. 
 
    “So, what trouble did you get into this time?”  
 
    Lasgol looked around to make sure they were alone. 
 
    “Sigrid told me to keep it secret.  But I can’t hide it from you. I trust you.” 
 
    “This is going to be good,” Viggo said. He rubbed his hands. 
 
    Lasgol told them what he had found out about Enduald, his kinship with Sigrid and the business of the Specialists’ cloaks and medallions being enchanted. 
 
    “Her brother?” Ingrid asked in amazement. “But... he’s a dwarf...” 
 
    “It can happen,” Astrid assured her. 
 
    “They don’t even have to be children of the same father to be siblings,” said Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “True.” 
 
    “Enchantments in the cloaks and medallions... that’s fantastic,” said Astrid. 
 
    “Well, I hate magic as much as anybody else,” Viggo said, “but this time I’m not going to say I’m unhappy about it. It won’t be me that turns up his nose at any enchantments that’ll help us out there, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Every day that goes by, stranger things happen,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “D’you mean Enduald?” Astrid asked her. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “No, I mean that now it turns out this character here likes magic.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I liked it, I said I like the fact that it gives me an advantage, which is a very different thing.” 
 
    “Pooh,” Ingrid snorted. “And the worst thing of all is that I have the feeling there are even stranger things to come.” 
 
    Viggo gave her a broad smile. “Oh, you can bet on that. If I go on with you all, I’ll end up sitting astride the Ice Dragon. You mark my words.”  
 
    Astrid and Lasgol laughed. Ingrid smiled and went away, shaking her head. 
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    Lasgol and Ona were training under Gisli’s watchful eye amid the snow at the foot of a bare, rocky mountain. It was snowing lightly, which was not entirely a bad thing because it meant the temperature was not particularly low. A storm was approaching from the north, but it would be early morning before it reached them.  
 
    Ona was growing calmer and more receptive with him all the time. Now, when he whispered, she paid attention at once, which at first had seemed impossible to manage. Big cats had their own ideas, and only paid attention if they felt like it. But gradually this was changing, and Lasgol was proud that he had made progress. And not only proud of that, but proud of the link that had formed between the two of them. It was as if Ona knew him better now and trusted him completely. She obeyed his commands without protest, so that they were like older brother and little sister. It was genuinely gratifying, and he felt blessed by the Ice Gods. 
 
    As they went on, Gisli showed him two advanced techniques for teaching familiars. Lasgol listened to every single one of the Elder’s explanations with the greatest interest. He felt deeply lucky to be able to learn so much from somebody as expert as Gisli, and all he wanted was to rise to the challenge and not disappoint him when the time came, at the Proficiency Test. And that moment was approaching with giant steps. Everyone at the Lair was very nervous, and increasingly so with every day that went by. The rumors about the tests were ominous, and even Ingrid was a little restless. They were all practicing to the limits of their strength now, knowing that they were running out of time. Once the test arrived it would be all or nothing, and they were well aware of this. There would be no second chance. The options were passing the test and becoming an Elite Specialist, an honor – or not passing, and having to leave the Shelter with a massive failure to bear on their backs. 
 
    “Today we’re going to take another big step,” Gisli announced. 
 
    Immediately Lasgol began to feel nervous. 
 
    “A big step?” 
 
    “Yes. Today we’re going to start practicing attack and defense with Ona. Familiars protect their Whisperers from the enemy, and they have to be taught to do that. It’s important that they learn not only how to do it, but also when.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “The techniques I’m going to teach you, and which we’ll be practicing, are complex and they’ll take time, but once Ona learns them, she’ll be a formidable ally to have at your side. Especially in a year from now, when she’s a fully-grown adult. She’ll be able to kill prey three times her size, so she’ll be able to bring down a Wild One of the Ice and even a Semi-Giant. Panthers have an amazing ability to leap.” 
 
    “Yes, her haunches are getting stronger every day.” 
 
    “Bringing down a quarry will be one of the commands we’re going to teach her.” 
 
    “Very well, Master. I’ll be the quarry.” 
 
    Gisli shook his head. “She’s your familiar. She has to obey you, not attack you.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “I’ll be ‘it’.” 
 
    “But, Master, that wouldn’t be right. Suppose something goes wrong?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m tougher than I look.” 
 
    Lasgol was not entirely convinced. Gisli must be fairly elderly. His body was very well-looked-after and fit, but the impact of a wild animal... 
 
    “Master...” 
 
    “You’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    Lasgol resigned himself. “All right,” he said, trusting that nothing bad would happen to the Elder. 
 
    “Good. Call her.” 
 
    Lasgol whistled to Ona, who was lying on the snow. “Ona, here,” he said, and tapped his thigh with two fingers. 
 
    Ona got to her feet and obeyed at once. 
 
    “The command is ‘Ona, bring down’. Repeat the command the way I’ve taught you, so that she knows it’s a new one. Then you carry out the action so that she knows what she’s supposed to do. Take your time. It’ll be difficult.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He squatted down in front of Ona so that his eyes were level with hers. He put his hands beside them so that she could only look at him, then gave five shrill whistles. It was the signal to let her know he was going to ask her to do something new. She stayed perfectly still. Previously she had tended to twitch, particularly at the beginning, as if indicating that she had had enough of learning any more new things. But lately she had stopped protesting and now even stayed still as a statue, which amazed him. You could almost have said that she was eager to learn new things. 
 
    Ona chirped. It was her way of saying she was ready. Lasgol gave the order: 
 
    “Ona, bring down.” 
 
    She chirped again. 
 
    “Ona, bring down,” Lasgol repeated, this time more slowly and sharply. 
 
    The panther gave another chirp. 
 
    “Ona, bring down,” he said for the third time, this time still more sharply and urgently. 
 
    Ona chirped again, as though in acceptance. 
 
    “Now you have to show her the action, and she has to understand that it’s not a game. So you must really charge at me.” 
 
    “Master... I don’t think...” 
 
    “Do what I tell you to do.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Give the order and bring me down.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “Ona, bring down,” he said, then leapt to his feet and raced towards the Elder. Two steps from him, he jumped and brought him down. They both rolled over to break their fall. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m okay,” Gisli said. He stood up and went back to the spot where he had been standing before. “We’ll repeat that.” 
 
    Lasgol went back to Ona. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Lasgol gave the order, and once again raced to jump and bring Gisli down. 
 
    “Once again.”  
 
    Lasgol obeyed the order. 
 
    Gisli went back to his position. “Now it’s Ona’s turn.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Master?” 
 
    “Yes. Go ahead.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Ona and gave the order. “Ona, bring down.” He pointed to Gisli. 
 
    The panther looked at Lasgol, then at Gisli, and shot off. With a prodigious leap, she brought down the Elder, who was sent rolling ten paces across the ground by the impact. 
 
    Lasgol began to go to his aid. “Master!” 
 
    The Elder raised his hand. “Stop!” 
 
    Lasgol stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “You’d just confuse her. Don’t help me. She followed the order, so reward her.” 
 
    Lasgol went over to Ona and stroked her head, then gave her a strip of salted meat, and Gisli went back to his initial position. 
 
    “Master... no...” 
 
    “We need to repeat it until she does it instinctively.” 
 
    “That was quite a knock...” 
 
    “I’m ready for it, don’t be too worried about me.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and obeyed. They repeated the command twice more, and on both occasions Ona brought Gisli down. Lasgol did not try to help him, but he could see that this last time she had hurt him. The Elder did not complain, but he found it hard to get back on his feet. 
 
    “She’s learnt it,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol seriously doubted whether the Elder would be able to withstand another charge. When Ona was fully grown, he had not the slightest doubt that she would be able to bring down an ox.  
 
    “Now we’re going to teach her to attack. We’ll be using an advanced technique. It’s complicated, and you need to bear in mind that once she’s learned, you have to be very careful not to give the command without a very good reason. A snow panther’s attack can be deadly, and even if it’s not, it can still leave after-effects. So you shouldn’t use it unless it’s a matter of great danger, or real need.” 
 
    The implications of this left Lasgol thoughtful. “I’ll do that, Master.” 
 
    “Ona is your familiar, your responsibility. She’ll only heed your commands, but you’ll need to be careful with them. Don’t put her in danger, and make sure that if you want her to attack, it’s because it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “I understand, Master.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What’s the command for this?” 
 
    Gisli smiled. “Not yet, my pupil. The most natural and least traumatic way to teach her to attack is to do so in a familiar environment and situation.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Gisli pointed to the forest to the south. “We’re going to go hunting in the forest.” 
 
    “Hunting?” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, because during the hunt we’ll be able to teach her to attack with a command, and for her that’ll be natural. But when she attacks, she’ll always go for the kill. That’s what you have to remember.” 
 
    Lasgol began to realize the responsibility involved, and the consequences. 
 
    In the forest Gisli explained the lesson while they tracked to find some good-sized quarry. They took advantage of this to get Ona to do the same, and so the hunt began. It was not long before they found the trail of an elk. Judging by the size and depth of the tracks in the snow, it must be an enormous one. Ona followed the trail, and Lasgol became aware of the lethal instinct in her. When they came to a stream, they saw the elk standing a hundred paces away. Ona stiffened. The moment had come. 
 
    “The command is ‘Ona, attack’. Teach her that.” 
 
    Lasgol crouched down in front of Ona and followed the same procedure as with the previous commands. He whistled five times, very low, so as not to frighten the elk, but loudly enough for Ona to understand the command clearly. 
 
    Lasgol pointed to the quarry with two fingers. “Ona, attack.” 
 
    Ona did not need three repeats. She understood the first time, and began to move toward the elk, going around it stealthily, with her lethal, feline eyes fixed on it. 
 
    Lasgol watched her getting into position, approaching from behind and taking the direction of the wind into account so that the elk would not smell her coming. Her mother had taught her very well. Ten paces away, she stopped and hunched down on the snow among the snow-covered underbrush. Lasgol knew where she was, but he could not actually see her. 
 
    All of a sudden, she raced toward the elk at dazzling speed. The snow flew to either side with every step she took. She gave an impressive leap. The elk did not even know what had hit it when she brought it down with her forepaws. Before the elk could swivel around, Ona’s powerful jaws sank into its neck, while at the same time she held it down on the ground with her powerful haunches. It was all over very quickly. 
 
    “She’s a great hunter,” Gisli said. He was clearly impressed. 
 
    “That elk was a good size.” 
 
    “And she had no trouble.” 
 
    Lasgol watched the scene, in awe of Ona’s skill and strength. It had been an impressive spectacle. A great cat in her habitat, hunting a sizeable quarry. 
 
    “Now call her back.” 
 
    Lasgol whistled loudly. “Ona, here.” he ordered, and tapped his thigh twice. 
 
    The panther looked back at him, unconvinced by the command. She was looking the other way, as if it had nothing to do with her. 
 
    “It’s natural,” Gisli pointed out. “She doesn’t want to leave her catch. Her instinct and what her mother taught her tell her to stay with it and not leave it. Insist.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and whistled again. “Ona, here,” he repeated, and tapped his right thigh. 
 
    The panther still did not look at him, as if she did not want to let him know that she understood the order. 
 
    “Insist, more forcefully.” 
 
    Lasgol called Ona again. This time he made the call sound shrill, urgent and a little annoyed. 
 
    At last Ona decided to give him her attention. She looked at him for a moment, protested with a guttural sound, and finally came to him. 
 
    Lasgol rewarded her with a caress and some salted meat. 
 
    “Now we go on teaching her. We’re going to repeat the hunt a few more times until she learns to connect the order with what she’s supposed to do.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “On we go. We’ll choose another quarry.” 
 
    For two weeks they repeated the same exercises. The three of them went into forests and mountains in search of prey. They practiced with different ones until Ona knew when she was supposed to attack and when she was supposed to withdraw, regardless of whether the quarry had fallen or not. It was not easy to dominate the instincts of a great cat, but as the days went by they were both making progress. By the end of the second week he had it under control. 
 
    “What now, Master?” Lasgol asked when Gisli gave him the go-ahead. 
 
    “Now we teach her to defend you, and at that point we’ll bring Ona’s training to an end. There are more techniques that I’m going to explain so you can start teaching them to her, but there’s no time for her to learn them all now. The Proficiency Test is in a few days, and the year of training will come to an end. But remember, you’ll be able to teach her new commands, even ones you’ve created by yourself. That’s the wonderful thing about having a familiar. Your affective link will grow and you’ll both learn from one another. You’ll look after each other and protect each other until one of you dies.” 
 
    “Dies? No...” 
 
    “Life’s hard. It’s full of dangers, and the life of a Norghanian Ranger even more so. You might die in any mission. So might she.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t forgive myself if she died.” 
 
    “If you do everything in your power and it still happens, don’t feel guilty. It won’t be your hand that’s killed her but that of your enemy.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I understand you. She’s a real feline beauty. But if it were to happen, you can come back here and we’ll find you another familiar.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at him in confusion. “Another familiar?” 
 
    “Once you become a Beast Whisperer – if you make it, of course – you have a right to have a familiar. If yours dies, you can come here and look for another.” 
 
    “Oh... I don’t want another one. I want Ona.” 
 
    “I understand you, but you do have that option.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He looked into Ona’s honest turquoise eyes and her beautiful cat-face and knew that he would never want another familiar. 
 
    “Thanks, Master.” 
 
    “Now we’d better go on practicing. I still have a few things left to teach you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    These last days were proving to be very intense, and everybody was extremely nervous. The Mother Specialist had announced that the Proficiency Test would take place in a week. She had warned them in advance that the test would be a hard one, that only those who were genuinely prepared and had the talent and skills required would pass. This had caused everyone to throw themselves into their studies, faced with a test that would decide whether they became Elite Specialists or left the Shelter empty-handed, with the burden of a monumental failure to bear. 
 
    Lasgol was nervous and could not hide the fact. He did not want to fail on any account. Not because of the failure itself, which he could overcome, but because if he did it would mean losing Ona, and that would break his heart. He saw her walking on the snow in front of him, making her way with her characteristic cat-like grace. 
 
    “Sure you want to go that far?” Viggo asked unenthusiastically behind him. 
 
    “Yup, but you needn’t come with me. I can go by myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, and then have to put up with Astrid and Ingrid going on about not protecting you? I’d rather cut my tongue out.” 
 
    Lasgol stopped and turned. Viggo was following his footsteps in the snow. His hooded cloak was covered with crystal snowflakes. The storm had not moved on yet, and it was snowing heavily. 
 
    “You could stay here. There’s only the last bit left.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s my turn to babysit, and I’ll do it. I’ll come with you to the end.” He indicated Ona. “But make sure that beauty doesn’t jump at my throat.”  
 
    “She won’t attack. Unless I tell her to.” 
 
    Viggo looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “If you don’t stop arguing, I just might.” 
 
    “That’s all I needed! As if I didn’t have enough with Ingrid, Astrid and Captain Fantastic, now you’re turning against me too!” 
 
    “Nobody’s against you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “It’s just that sometimes you’re a bit of a pain.” 
 
    “It’s all part of my charm and charisma.” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly that. Let’s go. I’m dying to see Camu.” 
 
    “Dunno why you want to see that creature. Leave him with his adopted family!” 
 
    “Because I miss him a lot. I’ve spent so much time training, I’ve barely been able to spend any with him.” 
 
    “And you want him to meet your new friend.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Viggo gave him a twisted smile. “It’s going to be interesting to see how they get along. If they do.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, shook his head and went on walking. The last part of the way was proving difficult. It was snowing more heavily all the time, and the icy wind was beginning to lash them as they climbed the steep slopes that would lead them to the cave at the foot of the mountain. As they climbed, they had to pay careful attention to their footing. One slip and they would roll downhill over the snow and hit the trees below them. 
 
    “Remind me to look for some new friends,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Who’d want you as a friend besides us?” 
 
    “True. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He knew Viggo said all those things to liven the journey up a little. He himself never took any of what his friend said seriously. He knew him too well for that. Viggo had turned into a kind of rebellious, grumbling brother with a great heart who would give his life for him, and he knew it. People like that were very hard to find, as he knew perfectly well, and he valued him greatly. 
 
    He pointed to the cave entrance. “Here we are.” 
 
    “Thank goodness. I can’t feel my hands or my toes.” 
 
    “We can take shelter inside.” 
 
    “Inside? That’s where Snowflake’s mate is!” 
 
    “Easy, man, she won’t do anything to you.” 
 
    “I’ve already got enough on my hands with the creature and your panther. I don’t need to see a white tiger.” 
 
    “Stop talking and come in, or else you’ll freeze to death.” 
 
    Viggo muttered under his breath, but followed Lasgol to the cave and went in. When Lasgol called Ona to his side the panther followed him in and sniffed, then protested with a whimper. 
 
    “She doesn’t like it either.” 
 
    “It’s because she can smell the tigers.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “Calm down. They won’t come up here.” 
 
    Lasgol lit a torch which Gisli had left there. Snowflake’s mate and her cubs were in a deeper cave. He handed the torch to Viggo. 
 
    “Here, warm up a little. Keep it high. I’m going to call Camu.” 
 
    Viggo made a comic face. “Don’t worry. I’m not moving from the entrance just in case I have to run for my life.”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He used his Gift and called upon his Animal Communication skill. Luckily the cave was not very deep, and his mental messages could reach Camu from inside it. But for that he needed to locate the aura of the little creature’s mind, so he now called upon his Aura Presence skill. After a moment he sensed it and communicated with him. 
 
     Camu, I’ve come to see you. 
 
    There was a moment when nothing happened. Lasgol imagined that Camu would be trying to locate his mind just as he had done himself. 
 
    Lasgol! The message came together with a feeling of immense happiness. A few moments later. Camu appeared at a run. He gave two huge bounces and leapt on to him. Overjoyed, Lasgol hugged him tightly. 
 
    Ona, taken aback, crouched ready to attack, while Camu began to lick Lasgol’s cheeks. 
 
     “Ona, stay.” 
 
    The panther was not altogether convinced. She was mistaking Camu’s affection for an attack. 
 
    “Ona, stay,” Lasgol repeated. 
 
    She did as she was told. But she stayed two paces away, watching with her ears flattened back on her head, which was not a good sign. 
 
    Happy! Camu transmitted. 
 
    And so am I, very happy to see you too. 
 
    He hugged Camu as if he had lost him all over again, and his little friend went on licking his face and wagging his long tail very excitedly. 
 
    You take too long, he complained. 
 
    I’ve been very busy with my training... 
 
    I with you. 
 
    Soon. I’m almost finished. One more week and we’ll be able to be together the way we were before. 
 
    Soon. Yes. 
 
    Soon, I promise. Lasgol said and petted him all over from head to tail. 
 
    Camu, very happy about the news, began to flex his legs on Lasgol’s body in his dance of happiness. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “And now he’s dancing...”  
 
    Viggo! 
 
    Yes, it’s Viggo, Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “No, you fiend, not to me!” 
 
    Camu had leapt on to Viggo’s torso and legs and clung there, licking his face. 
 
    “Stop, you fiend!” Viggo protested. He had turned his head to avoid the licking of that blue tongue, but Lasgol noticed that he did not make any effort to get him off. Deep down, Viggo was really very fond of Camu, no matter how much he tried to hide it. 
 
    Camu slobbered all over his face and then leapt down to the ground. Viggo cursed the Ice Gods. 
 
    Very happy, Camu transmitted to Lasgol, who smiled. 
 
    I’m very glad. I have a surprise for you. 
 
    Surprise? 
 
    A new friend. 
 
    Friend! Camu said, sounding very excited. 
 
    This is Ona. She’s a friend. She’ll be with us. He pointed at Ona, who was still staring at Camu, looking as though she was ready to launch herself into an attack. 
 
    Camu looked back at her for a moment. 
 
    No tiger. 
 
    No, she’s a snow panther. 
 
    Camu put his head to one side and watched Ona with interest. Ona, feeling herself being watched, gave a low growl. 
 
    “Ona, easy.” 
 
    She’s nervous, he explained to Camu. 
 
    Camu approached Ona, doing his little dance, flexing his legs and wagging his tail as if it were a game. Ona watched him in puzzlement. She was uneasy, but seeing him dance his way over to her, she began to watch him with interest instead of distrust. Instead of coming straight to her, he went around her, still doing his eccentric dance. 
 
    “If he’s not careful, the panther’s going to lash out...” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “One lash and you’ll see.” 
 
    “They’ll get along.” 
 
    “Well, you’re very optimistic.” 
 
    Ona’s ears stiffened. Camu circled her again, then began to move away. Ona watched him for a moment, then to Viggo and Lasgol’s surprise, she began to follow him. Curiosity got the better of her. She had never seen a creature like this before. He turned around and began to walk toward her. Instead of putting herself on the defensive, she watched him. Camu went past her, dancing. She came alongside him and tried to imitate him. She did not succeed and was left lying on the ground. Camu stopped, came back and went to stand beside her, then licked her forehead. She got up, looked at his huge eyes and everlasting smile and licked his forehead in return. 
 
    “What on earth...?” Viggo said. His mouth was open in amazement. 
 
    “I told you they’d get along,” Lasgol said delightedly. 
 
    Camu bounced playfully to one side, and at once Ona imitated him with a still bigger bounce. Camu leapt to the other side even more energetically, and Ona leapt higher still. Then they both began to chase each other through the cave, running and bouncing. 
 
    “They’re playing,” Viggo said. “It’s amazing.”  
 
    “They’re a pair of cubs. It’s perfectly normal for them to play.” 
 
    “But one’s a weird creature and the other’s a bloody snow panther!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “Which makes it even more special.”  
 
    They watched Camu and Ona playing enthusiastically. Lasgol felt so happy that he could not stop smiling. He had found a playmate for Camu, and he knew this would make his little friend very happy. And Ona would be happier too with the company of the mischievous Camu. 
 
    Watching them play for a long while, Lasgol knew they would become great friends. He bent to give thanks to the Ice Gods for allowing him to have these two wonderful companions. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Viggo asked him. 
 
    “I’m thanking the Ice Gods for those two.” 
 
    Ona had jumped on Camu as if they were fighting, and they were rolling on the ground in an embrace that looked very friendly. 
 
    “Don’t thank the Gods for anything. If you have them it’s because of you, not the Gods.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about this and nodded. 
 
    By now the storm had passed, and they decided to go back before a new one took its place over the great valley. At this time of year one storm was followed by another almost continually. 
 
    Camu, we’ve got to leave. 
 
    No. 
 
    Sorry, but we really do. 
 
    Play. Friend. 
 
    Yes, Ona’s your friend, but just now we can’t stay to play.  
 
    Ona yes. 
 
    No, Ona can’t either. She has to come with me. 
 
    Camu clung to Ona, and Lasgol’s heart melted. 
 
    I promise you we’ll be back very soon and you’ll be able to play with Ona. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    Yes, soon, I promise. 
 
    Camu jumped on to Lasgol’s chest in two bounces, and he hugged his little friend. He stroked his head. 
 
     Be good. 
 
    Me good.  
 
    Yeah, well, as if I didn’t know you. Say goodbye to Viggo. 
 
    Camu leapt off Lasgol and on to Viggo’s chest. 
 
    “You monster! Don’t lick my face!” 
 
    It was in vain. He licked it all, and Lasgol laughed. 
 
    “Let’s get going!” Viggo protested, and they set off back to the Lair.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the day before the Proficiency Test, and Lasgol was so nervous that he did not know what to do with himself. Nor was he the only one. The Elders had given them the day off so that they would be rested and ready for the great test. Everyone was relaxing in a different way: Ingrid and Molak were talking about strategies as they prepared their bows and arrows; Erika and Luca were wondering what their lives would be like once they had gained their Elite Specialty; Erika was trying to persuade Luca to let her go with him on his Man Hunter missions; Luca was telling her she would have enough on her plate with her own; Viggo and Astrid were preparing their Assassin’s knives as they discussed what form the test might take and the best way of facing up to possible enemies. 
 
    In fact, nobody knew what the test was going to be like. Lasgol decided to go out for a stroll with Ona and try to feel a little calmer. It was snowing lightly, but there was no storm on the way, so it would be a pleasant winter walk. The cold was sure to calm his body and mind. 
 
    “Where d’you think you’re going?” came a voice behind him as he was leaving the Lair. 
 
    He did not need to turn around to know who it was. “Out for a walk.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “No, with you.” He turned to her with a broad smile. 
 
    Astrid looked at him and smiled. “You’d better.” 
 
    They went on toward the forest, with Ona leading the way. 
 
    “She’s a beauty,” Astrid commented. 
 
    “She certainly is.” 
 
    “So graceful and beautiful.” 
 
    “Just like you.” 
 
    “I’m jealous.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “She’ll always be with you.” 
 
    “Oh... I hadn’t thought of that.” Then he realized what she was really hinting at. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Whereas I won’t,” she said, spelling it out clearly. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ll go our separate ways once we finish here.” 
 
    “Yeah... unfortunately.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll go on seeing each other between missions.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll do everything possible so that we can be together whenever we can. Promise me that.” 
 
    Lasgol stopped and turned to her. He looked into her eyes. “I promise. Always. Nothing’ll stop me finding you.” 
 
    “When two people are made for each other, distance, time or situations don’t matter, nothing can separate us.” 
 
    “Nothing and no-one will ever separate us.” 
 
    Astrid threw her arms around his neck and kissed him with passion and a love deep as the ocean. 
 
    “Are... are you all right?” Lasgol asked. He was still holding her. 
 
    “I don’t ever want us to separate.” 
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    “It’ll be difficult. We’re not going to see each other very often.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to make it work.” 
 
    “You really think that?” 
 
    “I don’t only believe it, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” she said, and kissed him again. 
 
    Lasgol held her close, as though making sure he would never lose her. A shiver ran down his spine, and he had a sense of something ominous. 
 
    “Shall we go on?” 
 
    “Yes, sorry.” 
 
    They went on walking, and Lasgol tried to shake off that dreadful feeling from his mind, but was unable to. 
 
    Ona led them to a lagoon, and he went up to it to look at the water. He took out his mother’s pendant. 
 
    “D’you mind if I try?”  
 
    “Not at all. Go ahead.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I tried. The last few times it didn’t respond. I still don’t know how to make it show me images when I want it to.” 
 
    “It might not work that way.” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” 
 
    “That maybe it becomes activated when something happens, not because you want it to.” 
 
    “Maybe...” 
 
    “Let’s see, try it now.” 
 
    Lasgol moistened his eye, then rubbed the jewel. He waited anxiously. For a moment nothing happened, then suddenly it activated itself and emitted a blue flash. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s me who activates it,” Astrid said with a mocking smile. 
 
    Lasgol smiled back at her. There were two more flashes, which frightened Ona. The panther was finding it hard to get used to the magic of the jewel. 
 
    An image began to take shape over the lagoon. 
 
    Lasgol recognized one of the people in the image at once; it was his mother. He could not see her face, since she was dressed as Darthor, but he knew it was her all the same. She was with someone whom he also recognized as soon as the image became completely clear: it was Asrael. Judging by the frozen desert landscape around them, the glacial tundra and the immense blue glacier they were heading to, he knew they were in the Frozen Continent. What were they doing there? When had this scene taken place? Asrael looked the same, so it could not have been very long before. On the other hand, it was difficult to tell the passage of the years in an Arcane of the Glaciers, and particularly so in the case of Asrael, who seemed immune to the passage of time. 
 
    He went on watching, intrigued. Astrid joined him by the lakeside and watched what was happening with great interest. Lasgol felt uneasy because he was seeing his mother, or at least a memory of her. Suddenly he realized he would never see her again, and his feelings overwhelmed him. When Mayra and Asrael reached the glacier, Asrael went up to a vertical wall of blue ice and began to conjure, with his eyes closed. Mayra meanwhile waited at his side. 
 
    Lasgol did not have to wait long to find out what the Shaman was doing. In front of him a section of the vertical wall of ice opened from side to side, revealing an open passage. Asrael and Mayra went into the glacier and sheltered there from the icy wind. They were now inside an icy cavern of enormous size. 
 
    “Wait here, my lord,” Asrael said to Mayra. “I’ll go and fetch her.”  
 
    “Do you think she’ll see me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Her wishes are always a mystery to me.” 
 
    Mayra nodded. “Try, please. It’s very important to me.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    He vanished through one of the many doors of ice carved into the walls of the cavern. All of them were of blue ice, and enormous. It was some time before he came back. Mayra meanwhile waited patiently, neither moving nor making any gesture. 
 
    “Did you have any luck?” she asked him when at last he came back. 
 
    “Today we’ve been fortunate.” 
 
    “She’ll see me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Asrael led her along a colossal tunnel whose walls were of blue ice. An entire army could have marched through that frozen landscape. They reached a fork, and Asrael turned left. Lasgol could not even imagine how cold it was there, but the vapor coming out of his mother’s helmet told him it was extremely cold. They came to a cave, gigantically deep and high. Icy stalactites hung from the ceiling and the floor resembled a frozen lake, so white it was almost blue, and perfectly smooth. In the middle of the great cave a lonely figure was waiting. 
 
    Asrael knelt before the figure, and Mayra did the same. This must be someone very important if his mother was kneeling before it. The image now allowed him to see who this person was... but it was not a person, it was a being he had never seen before, and he was petrified by it. It was tall and thin, with the bluish skin of the inhabitants of the Frozen Continent, and it resembled a human being. The blue skin of its face was marked by countless white freckles. It had no eyelashes, and its eyes were closed. On its head, arms and legs, which were uncovered, could be seen a series of white crests, like the teeth of an icy saw. Lasgol guessed that they must cover its whole body. The being wore a simple short coat of polar bear skin which reached to its thighs. In one hand it held a staff which appeared to be made of blue ice, as if it had been carved from the walls of the cave itself. At the tip of the staff a blue jewel flashed. Lasgol sensed that this being possessed the Gift and was very powerful. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me,” Mayra said in a voice of great respect. 
 
    The being opened its eyes, and Lasgol muffled an exclamation. They were enormous, twice as big as a normal eye, and completely round. The huge iris was silver and shone with intense brilliance. It looked as though the being had two enormous flashing diamonds instead of eyes. It was impossible for him to keep his gaze fixed on them. 
 
    “You are welcome to my home,” said the being in a voice as cold as its appearance. 
 
    “It’s an honor.” 
 
    “Anyone who helps my people has my favor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Izotza, Lady of the Glaciers.” 
 
    “I see you are wearing the gifts I gave you.” 
 
    Mayra showed her the ring on her right hand. “The Ring of the Frozen Languages has served me very well. Thanks to it, I’ve been able to communicate with all the leaders of the peoples of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “And you have managed to unite them under your flag.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady. They’ve listened to me and decided to follow my leadership.” 
 
    “That is a great achievement, and worthy of my recognition.” 
 
    “My lady could do it herself. They would all follow you.” 
 
    “No, I cannot leave this cave. I am a prisoner of my own longevity. My power is great, but I cannot take it outside. I have lived too many years already, more than I should have, many more. If I left my dwelling, it would be my last walk of all. The magic that keeps me alive comes from the glacier. Outside, I would be consumed and turned into crystal dust, which the north wind would scatter to the infinite.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You are wearing my pendant, the Marker of Experiences.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    “May I try it?” 
 
    “Of course, my lady.” 
 
    Mayra handed the pendant to Izotza, who put it around her neck and closed her eyes. Suddenly a powerfully intense blue flash issued from the pendant, followed by two more. For a long moment she kept her eyes closed. She opened them at last and gave the pendant back to Mayra. 
 
    “My lady,” Mayra said respectfully. 
 
    “I have been able to re-live all your experiences since you first wore the pendant. It is a delight to be able to feel what is happening in the outside world, because that is no longer possible for me. It is a privilege, and it has made me feel young again, as if I were walking in your footsteps and living through your experiences. It has filled me with joy and satisfaction.” 
 
    “Whatever the Lady of the Glaciers needs.” 
 
    “It has been a long time since I heard anyone address me like that. It is a very, very long time since I bore that title. But I am glad it is still remembered.” 
 
    “Our Lady is the Matron of our people,” Asrael said with deep respect. 
 
    “It’s an honor,” said Mayra. 
 
    “One day indeed I was. Not any more. Time forgives no-one. Not even me. I have outlived the millennium, and the moment for my last sleep is nigh. I feel it coming closer all the time.” 
 
    “No, my lady,” said Mayra. “It would be a great misfortune to lose you.”  
 
    “Who will lead us in the bad times?” Asrael asked. 
 
    “The one I trust. Her.” She pointed her staff at Mayra. 
 
    Mayra bowed respectfully. “With my life.” 
 
    “My people suffer. They are fighting for their survival. You must lead them to victory.” 
 
    “So I will, to my last breath,” Mayra assured her. 
 
    Izotza nodded. “Asrael, you will help her.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    “I am very proud of your progress,” she said to Mayra. “Defend my people, and you will have me by your side.” 
 
    “On my honor.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’ve come to ask you for a favor...” 
 
    “Go ahead. I will listen to your petition.” 
 
    “My son... I want to protect him... his future is going to be complicated and uncertain. Many dangers are lying in wait for him, and I fear there will be many more of them very soon. I want to protect him from enemies and treason. If he’s killed because of me... then I would die too. He’s the son of Dakon and Mayra, and his life will always be marked by that fact. Even though he’s innocent of the decisions his parents made, he’ll pay for them.” 
 
    “I understand. That is a complicated request.” 
 
    “The Matron is powerful, her ice magic unrivaled. Couldn’t you make a protective pendant?” 
 
    “I could, yes... but I think I can give you something even better, even more powerful.” 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    Izotza closed her eyes and cast a spell. It was a long one, in a strange and unintelligible arcane language. All of a sudden, the floor beside her cracked and a pedestal of ice emerged. On it was an object. 
 
    Lasgol recognized it. It was Camu’s egg! 
 
    “This is my gift, defender of my people. My gratitude to you. Protect my people, and this creature will protect your son. It is a very special creature, a magical one, a child of the glaciers.” 
 
    “You honor me, my lady,” Mayra said. She went to the pedestal and picked up the egg. 
 
    “May it serve your son as you serve my people.” 
 
    Mayra bowed deeply, and the image began to fade. 
 
    “No!” Lasgol cried. “I want to see more! Please, show me more!” 
 
    But the image faded, until it had vanished altogether. 
 
    “Noooooo!” 
 
    Astrid put her hand on his shoulder. “There’ll be more images,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “It’s so frustrating not to be able to see more...” 
 
    “I know. Don’t take it to heart. There’ll be more images to come.” 
 
    “They’re memories that belong to whoever owns the medallion. I understand that now.” 
 
    “I got the impression that the Lady of the Glaciers created it so that she could experience what she can’t experience for herself.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my impression too. Just as she created the ring to help my mother with the languages of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “The pendant and the ring are linked. Now you know that.” 
 
    “Yes, and so is Camu. All three come from Izotza.” 
 
    “She knows what kind of creature Camu is.” 
 
    “My mother got them for me... to protect me... to help me,” Lasgol said thoughtfully. His eyes were moist. “I didn’t know...” 
 
    “She loved you very much.” 
 
    He nodded. “That comforts me. Later she gave the egg to my father, who managed to send it to me before he died.” 
 
    “Now you know why you have Camu, and where he’s from.” 
 
    “But we still don’t know what kind of creature he is, beyond the fact that he’s a magical creature from the Frozen Continent and that he’ll protect me from my enemies...” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Now we know a lot more than we did before, and in time we’ll find out the rest.” 
 
    “I hope so...” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Astrid hugged him tightly, for comfort and support. 
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    With dawn came the day that was so much expected and feared, the day of the Proficiency Test. The Mother Specialist assembled them all beside the Pearl, above the Lair. With her were the four Elder Specialists, all dressed for the occasion. 
 
    “Welcome!” Sigrid greeted them, staff in hand, with a twisted smile which boded ill. 
 
    Lasgol and all his fellow pupils were very nervous, even though they were trying to hide the fact as best they could. They were risking everything, and they were deeply aware of it. 
 
    “This test is a tradition and marks the end of the Path of the Specialist. I hope every single one of you will pass it, although generally this is not the case. There are always some who fail.” 
 
    Nervous murmurs began to break out among the pupils. 
 
    The Mother Specialist made a gesture to quieten them and went on: “Those who pass the Test will graduate as Specialist Rangers with an Elite Specialization. This is an achievement and an honor to be deeply proud of.” 
 
    Lasgol longed with all his heart to succeed. When he glanced at his friends, he saw determination in their faces as well as doubt in their eyes. 
 
    “The Test will last for three days and three nights. During that time, we’ll be evaluating each of you in your Elite Specialty. The four Elder Specialists will take part in the Test, and there will also be a guest or two.” 
 
    At the sound of this, murmurs of surprise broke out again. Lasgol exchanged blank looks with his friends. This was something nobody had been expecting. 
 
    Sigrid tapped the ground with her enchanted staff. Several silver flashes issued from it, and everybody fell silent instantly. 
 
    “I wish you the best of luck. Remember everything you’ve learnt and make good use of that knowledge. There are no second chances.” She gave them a malicious smile, as if she knew that it was something which more than one of them would need, and it would not be granted. 
 
    Now the four Elder Specialists called his or her own pupils, who went to join them. The instructions they received were simple: one test each. They would all attend every test. Those who passed would graduate, those who failed would not. The problem was that the tone of voice in which they said this, including Gisli, was decidedly abrupt. 
 
    “We’ll assemble in front of the Lair,” Sigrid went on. “Go and fetch your gear.” 
 
    Astrid, Ingrid, Erika, Molak, Luca, Viggo and Lasgol were waiting for the arrival of Sigrid and the Elder Specialists. It was obvious that their spirits were low. Not even Viggo was bothering to pretend. 
 
    Seeing her friends’ faces, Ingrid did her best to inspire them. “Come on, guys! We’re going to make it!”  
 
    Molak backed her up. “We’re ready. We’re going to pass.”  
 
    “I have the feeling this is going to be as easy as falling off a log,” Viggo said, so sarcastically that they all looked at him. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” Luca said, “but I’m with Molak. We’ve put in a lot of work, and we’re ready.” 
 
    “I’m excited,” said Erika. “I want to do the test straight away and see what happens. All this expectation is killing me.” 
 
    Astrid looked at Lasgol. “However hard it is, remember everything we’ve been through and how hard we’ve worked. We’ll come out on top.”  
 
    Feeling encouraged by this, Lasgol smiled. “We’re the ‘weirdos’, and we’re going to nail it.” 
 
    “For the ‘weirdos’!” Erika shouted. 
 
    “For the ‘weirdos’!” they all shouted together. 
 
    The first tests to be announced were those of Archery. Everybody assembled beside the eastern plain on a small bare hill with a view for a league all around. In front of them was a huge open space covered in snow. A forest on one side and a stream on the other bordered it. It was snowing lightly, but there was no sign of a storm, and the cold was not very intense. Lasgol suspected that Sigrid and the Elder Rangers had chosen the day and the order of the tests with great care, as well as taking the adverse weather into account. 
 
    The first to be called was Molak. He walked determinedly up to Sigrid in his Sniper gear. He was dressed completely in white, with a reversible, hooded winter cloak. On his back was slung the sniper bow and a quiver of special long-distance arrows. Beside the bow he was also carrying a small white backpack. He had no second bow with him. Those of his Elite Specialty did not carry these, but only hand weapons: the axe and knife at his belt. 
 
    Lasgol very much wanted Molak to pass. He was a good partner and leader, a fantastic archer, and most importantly, honorable and honest: a good person who would make a magnificent Specialist. He was sorry for Viggo, but the fact was that Molak was the perfect Captain Fantastic and deserved to graduate with honors. As for Ingrid’s choice... well, that was Ingrid’s choice and nobody else’s. 
 
    The four Elder Specialists stole away unobtrusively, and Molak was left alone with Sigrid. 
 
    “The test is simple, and at the same time complicated,” she said. The brightness in her eyes hinted that he was going to have serious problems. “I’ll be your target.” She showed him a wooden shield which covered most of her body, with a bull’s-eye drawn on it. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    She pointed to a spot in the distance. “I’ll be at the end of the plain. What you have to do is to get as close as you can without being spotted, bring me down and escape alive. Is that clear?” 
 
    Molak nodded. 
 
    “When I reach the spot, the test will begin. Study the position, decide your strategy, and good luck. When the test is over, go back to the Lair.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist. I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Ready, Forest Sniper?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    The test began. Molak crouched down to study the terrain and the position Sigrid was taking. As he was doing so, Ivar appeared with a long bow and took up his position a hundred paces in front of Sigrid, protecting her. 
 
    Lasgol realized that the test was becoming more complicated by the moment, and he had the feeling it was going to get even worse. 
 
    “Come on, you’ll make it!” Ingrid called encouragingly. 
 
    Molak glanced at her for a moment and then set off, crouching, down the hidden side of the hill. 
 
    The others stayed watching in silence from the hilltop, intrigued and nervous, not just on Molak’s account but on their own.  
 
    By the riverside Gisli appeared, armed with a compound bow and accompanied by a bloodhound. Molak saw him from where he was hiding behind some rocks. He was blocking his way, and if he released at Gisli, Ivar would find him out and he would fail the test. He was being forced to make his way to the forest, the most complicated location for a good shot, and he would only have one of those. If he missed, Gisli and Ivar would be on top of him and there would be no second attempt. And in any case, a Sniper had to finish off his target with a single accurate shot. 
 
    They saw him walk into the forest and go on until he came to a distance which would allow him an effective shot. He was staying close to the edge of the forest as he went, not going in too deeply. He was eight hundred paces away by now, moving stealthily at a crouch. After only a few moments the falling snow covered his footprints. It was now snowing more heavily, which would hinder him. After six hundred paces, he began to move very carefully. At five hundred and seventy-five paces he stopped completely and flattened himself on to the snow. 
 
    Lasgol wondered why he had stopped, since he was still too far away. A shot from more than five hundred paces in these conditions, in the middle of a forest, was unthinkable. And then he saw why. Five hundred paces into the forest Engla was keeping watch, with her daggers at the ready. Molak could not move forward, or he would be seen. 
 
    “He’s not thinking of releasing from there, is he?” Luca said. 
 
    “He’s got no choice,” said Astrid, who was watching beside Lasgol. “They’re not going to let him get any closer.” 
 
    “Even in his dreams he wouldn’t hit the target from that position and that distance,” Isgord said. 
 
    “He’ll do it,” said Ingrid. “And you’d better shut up and get ready. You’re up next.” She sounded very annoyed. 
 
    Isgord was about to reply, but said nothing. He made a contemptuous gesture and left. 
 
    “He’ll manage it,” Lasgol said hopefully. 
 
    Viggo and Lasgol exchanged a glance. Lasgol saw in his friend’s eyes that Molak only had a remote chance, but as long as there was one, he knew that he would try it with all the skill at his command. 
 
    A long moment went by. Engla and Gisli were patrolling, following a pattern. Molak seemed to be studying that pattern, looking for the appropriate moment for his shot. They saw him pull out his winter camouflage blanket from his backpack. Then, very slowly, with the blanket on his back, he crawled to a new position, searching for the best angle. Suddenly Engla came very close to where he was – too close – but because of the heavy snow and his camouflage she failed to see him. She turned and went on with her patrol. 
 
    “Phew...” Ingrid whistled. She was on the point of having a fit. 
 
    “I’m going to faint,” said Erika. 
 
    “Relax, trust him,” said Luca, but not very convincingly. 
 
    Lasgol too was very nervous. Viggo was watching without saying a word, which was unusual for him. Lasgol was grateful for this. It was not the moment for arguments. 
 
    Molak began to prepare his bow and the arrow he would use for the shot. Each movement was long-drawn-out, to avoid being seen or heard. It seemed to take him an eternity. And then, in a lightning move, he stood up, covered himself with the blanket and stood there, still as a statue. 
 
    Ingrid was unable to control her nerves. “Engla’s going to see him!” 
 
    But she did not. Molak was playing his role amazingly well. He waited for the right moment, then in another swift movement took out his bow from under the blanket and aimed. 
 
    “He’s going to release,” said Luca. 
 
    “No, not yet,” said Ingrid. “He has to make sure of the shot, and his escape.” 
 
    Molak waited another eternity with the shot ready, aiming and waiting for the exact moment. He had to measure the shot, the snow, the movements of both Gisli and Engla. And to make things more difficult, Sigrid moved. 
 
    “Keep still!” Ingrid cried. 
 
    “That shot’s practically impossible,” Luca muttered. 
 
    “He’ll make it!” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    Lasgol knew there were too many factors to measure and calculate in order to find the right moment for the shot, and Molak’s arms would not be able to hold the tension of the loaded bow forever. 
 
    And then, suddenly, when nobody was expecting it, he released. The arrow left the bow at the exact moment Gisli and Engla were turning in their patrols and failed to see it. Molak dropped the blanket, turned and ran off. 
 
    Ivar saw him, aimed and released. 
 
    Molak’s arrow flew in an arc. Sigrid stopped in her initial position. The arrow struck her in the shield, almost dead center. 
 
    Molak, who was running like a gazelle, felt Ivar’s arrow fall ten paces short behind him. He came out of the forest and went on running. 
 
    Ingrid was beside herself with joy. “He did it!” 
 
    “That was an amazing shot,” Luca said. 
 
    “An impossible shot,” Erika corrected him. 
 
    Lasgol’s mouth was still agape. The shot had been something from another world. 
 
    Sigrid was looking at the arrow in the shield. “Test completed!” she announced 
 
    Everybody cheered, and the pupils began to feel far easier. There was hope. The test had been a phenomenally difficult one, but Molak seemed to have succeeded in it, even though they would not know for sure until Sigrid and the Elder Specialists evaluated it as a group and made their final decision. 
 
    The next to be called was Isgord. 
 
    “If he made it,” he announced, “I’m not going to put up with second place.” 
 
    He straightened up, raised his chin and went to meet Sigrid. He was dressed in his winter clothes and carrying two bows slung across his back: a short one and a compound. 
 
    “One day he’ll poison himself with his own venom,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “I hope he misses, by all the icebergs in the Northern Sea!” Ingrid shouted furiously. 
 
    Lasgol too wanted Isgord to miss. Especially because he had a stake in it: his own life, probably. 
 
    “The test is simple,” Sigrid told him. “You go into the forest by the west and come out by the east.” 
 
    Isgord arched one eyebrow. “In and out. It sounds easy.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he replied cockily. 
 
    “Ready, Infallible Marksman?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He went into the forest, then immediately took his short bow and nocked an arrow. It was snowing less than it had been a moment before, but enough to be a nuisance. He began to walk, looking first straight ahead, then to the right and finally to the left. Suddenly, to his right, from behind a tree, there appeared a round shield. Isgord, almost instinctively, aimed at dazzling speed and released. The arrow hit the bull’s-eye. He nocked another one quickly, and to his left another shield appeared. He aimed and released without stopping: another hit. He went on walking while he nocked another arrow. Behind a tree on his left there appeared a nocked bow. He aimed in the blink of an eye and released. The arrow hit the bow, deflecting the shot, and the enemy arrow flew high. Another bow appeared to the right. Isgord, without flinching, repeated the shot and once again hit the target. 
 
    Viggo was shaking his head. “You have to admit that he may be a cretin, but he’s also very good.” 
 
    Luca nodded. “It’s not at all easy to hit a bow while you’re walking.”  
 
    “Even less so at that speed,” said Erika. 
 
    “He’s despicable,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Despicable and dangerous,” Viggo added. 
 
    Isgord went on. Suddenly, in front of him, Engla appeared wielding two daggers. Without thinking twice, he aimed at her chest and released. The arrow was about to bury itself in her, but she crossed her daggers at dazzling speed and deflected it. Isgord was already nocking another. Engla gave a leap and vanished behind a clump of snow-covered bushes. Isgord aimed at the bush, but then something moved on his right. He spun like a cyclone and saw Gisli with shield and spear at the ready. He aimed at his head and released before Gisli could attack him. The shield stopped the arrow, but the defensive move caused Gisli’s spear to veer off course to the right. Isgord hurled his body to one side and nocked again, while Gisli took cover behind a tree. 
 
    He went on moving, searching for some way out of the ambush. Suddenly Engla appeared to his right with an enormous leap. Isgord raised his bow as though by reflex and released against her in the blink of an eye. The shot buried itself in a small shield she was wearing on her right forearm. With her right hand she threw a small dagger at him, rolled aside and disappeared behind the trees. Isgord hurled his body to one side, and the dagger brushed his ear. He nocked again at once and looked left and right. The coast was clear. He went on quickly but warily. Engla appeared before him and rolled across the ground. Isgord aimed at the ground, calculated the trajectory of the Elder’s movement and released. The arrow hit her shield, and she disappeared again. Two daggers hurtled toward his chest. In an exceptionally nimble movement, he turned to show his profile, and the two daggers brushed his chin. 
 
    He went on walking, and suddenly saw Ivar in the distance. He realized that he was too far away to reach him with his short bow, so that he had to change weapons. He was just beginning the movement when Ivar released, and he saw the arrow heading straight for his chest. 
 
    “He’s got him!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    Isgord finished his changeover the moment the arrow was about to hit him. He blocked it with his short bow, then dropped it. He took the compound bow and aimed at Ivar, but Ivar was no longer there. 
 
    “I can’t believe it, he got out of it!” 
 
    “Or rather, he coped with that pretty well,” Viggo corrected her. 
 
    Isgord went on walking. By now he was almost out of the forest. Ivar appeared behind a clump of bushes, and Isgord released at once. His arrow flew toward the Elder, who crouched with cat-like agility and the arrow passed close to his head. Isgord nocked again and went on walking to the end of the forest. Ivar appeared beside a tree and released, but Isgord saw him and released at the same moment. The arrows crossed. Isgord somersaulted, and the arrow failed to touch him. Ivar took shelter behind a tree, and the arrow grazed his arm. 
 
    Isgord came out of the forest with an arrow ready in his bow. 
 
    “Test completed!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Isgord stared at her. He lowered his bow, puffed out his chest like a peacock and went back to the Lair. 
 
    “Hell!” Ingrid cried furiously. 
 
    “Just as I said, he’s a cretin through and through, but he’s really good,” Viggo said judiciously. 
 
    Lasgol knew that this outcome was bad news as far as he himself was concerned. 
 
    And then came Ingrid’s turn. 
 
    “You’ll make it!” Astrid said encouragingly. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. She looked at Viggo, who gave her a look of confidence and strength. His eyes shone, and she nodded. “I’ll do it!” 
 
    Lasgol gave her an encouraging slap on the shoulder. 
 
    She went down to meet Sigrid and confront her personal fate. She was wearing the gear of an Archer of the Wind: two bows slung on her back, one short and the other tiny, both of them special, borrowed from Elder Ivar. Ingrid called the tiny one Punisher, and Viggo was always teasing her about it. Ingrid looked after those two bows as if they were her own children. 
 
    Sigrid greeted her courteously, but her expression was serious. 
 
    “The test is simple but difficult, like the Path of the Specialist. Particularly for you, because you’ve chosen the most complicated of the Elite Specializations of Archery.” 
 
    “I understand, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Remember everything you’ve learnt. Concentrate. Show us your skills. Once you’ve finished, go back to the Lair.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Ready, Archer of the Wind?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Sigrid made a sign to Ingrid, who turned around to see Ivar waiting for her, armed with a sword and a Norghanian round shield with a target painted on it. 
 
    “She’s going to have to fight hand-to-hand with the Elder,” said Astrid, sounding worried. 
 
    “When it’s one-to-one, a single mistake and it’s over,” Luca pointed out. 
 
    “And against Master Ivar,” Erika added uneasily. 
 
    Lasgol was very worried about Ingrid. Then he remembered all the times when they had triumphed thanks to her, and he relaxed. If anybody could do it, it was her. 
 
    Ivar nodded to her, and she did the same. It was going to be close combat. Calmly, she left the short bow on the ground and nocked Punisher with a short arrow. She flexed her legs. 
 
    Ivar attacked, like lightning. He moved forward with a thrust at her stomach. Ingrid moved aside swiftly and fluidly. The sword met only empty air. She released, and the arrow hit the center of the shield. Ivar spun around and launched a stroke at her face. She stepped back as if she were floating over the snow, then nocked again, released in one fluid movement and hit the center of the shield. The Elder attacked with a deceptive feint, his sword seeking her right thigh. She moved to the left and threw her body back in anticipation of his next move, which was a slash at her neck. The sword brushed her chin. She released and hit dead center again. 
 
    “Ingrid’s amazing!” Luca said enthusiastically. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “She certainly is.” He was watching the fight admiringly. 
 
    “Her fluidity and balance are impressive,” said Astrid. 
 
    “And she doesn’t miss a single shot,” Lasgol added. 
 
    “And at such close quarters,” Erika said in amazement. 
 
    Ingrid somersaulted to one side and put some distance between herself and her rival. She needed to be three paces away to be able to use Punisher and avoid the Elder reaching her. Ivar attacked, putting more pressure on her, with faster moves and more complex attacks. But she seemed untouchable. She moved as if she were gliding over the snow, always an instant before she was hit, and distanced herself so that she could counterattack. All her shots hit the target. 
 
    And then, when it looked as though she was going to make it, the test took a turn for the worse. 
 
    “Uh-oh, now things are getting complicated,” Astrid said. She pointed to Engla and Gisli, who were approaching. They were armed. 
 
    “Oh no...” Lasgol felt that Ingrid had no options left, but then he remembered that she never gave up. 
 
    “Go, Ingrid!” Viggo shouted at her at the top of his voice, with a shout that could have been heard across the whole valley. 
 
    Both new Elders were carrying swords and shields identical to Elder Ivar’s. The three now surrounded her, so that she had no escape-route. They closed in slowly until they were only four paces from her. She watched them with her weapon at the ready, turning on the spot. Gisli was the first to attack. He charged straight at Ingrid, who released and at the same time stepped sideways in a dazzling move. Gisli went past her like an enraged bear, and her arrow hit the center of his shield. Ivar seized his opportunity and attacked with a stab to her back. But she glimpsed it out of the corner of her eye and rolled as far as the position Gisli had vacated. She finished the movement and nocked her bow, then turned to find Ivar on top of her. She released and rolled over her head twice to the right without losing her bow. Ivar was too far away, but she nocked, released, and hit him again. She rolled over once more, because Engla was coming down on her with a tremendous leap. 
 
    “She won’t be able to deal with all three of them,” Luca pointed out. 
 
    “Trust her,” Astrid said. 
 
    Lasgol felt that it was getting more complicated all the time, but he did not give up hope. 
 
    Engla, Gisli and Ivar attacked more quickly and aggressively. Ingrid held her ground and counterattacked with dazzling moves, but evading the attacks of the three Elders was too much for anyone. She was beginning to be very tired, and her movements were slowing down. The snow was falling more heavily now. 
 
    “Last round!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    Ingrid was in the middle, one knee down, bow at the ready, trying to fill her lungs with air and give a moment’s respite to her legs and arms, which were killing her. The three Elders surrounded her, so that she looked like a wounded panther attacked by three old wolves intent on finishing her. 
 
    “Keep your spirits up, Ingrid!” Lasgol shouted to her. 
 
    Gisli attacked with a swift movement, launching a sword-thrust to her chest. She rolled to the right, put one knee on the ground, released, and hit him in the follow-through of his attack. Before she could nock again, Ivar came at her with a two-handed stroke to her head. She rolled to the left twice, got to her feet and charged. Ivar’s sword was coming straight at her face and she had neither the time nor the strength to move. She whipped her head to one side and the sword went past her, brushing her temple as it did so. She kicked at the shield and rolled backwards with the same impulse, finished the movement and released. She hit Ivar. 
 
    “One more!” Viggo shouted at her. 
 
    Engla somersaulted forward so that Ingrid could not release, and ended the movement with a tremendous leap, so that she fell on Ingrid from the sky. Unable to move, she fell backwards, but as she fell, she released. Her arrow hit Engla’s shield at the same moment as she fell on top of her. 
 
    “Test completed!” Sigrid announced. 
 
    “Did she make it?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Viggo said. He sounded worried. 
 
    Engla got up and checked her shield, then helped Ingrid get up. After that Ingrid went slowly back to the Lair. She was exhausted. Her friends shouted and cheered as she went. They could not tell whether she had passed or not, but she had done incredibly well. 
 
    The next one to be called was Bjorn, Elemental Archer. And with him died the joy and the good feelings that enveloped the group. He did not pass the test, and had to withdraw to the Lair knowing that he was beaten. 
 
    And once again, fear clutched at everybody’s heart. 
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    After Archery came the Nature Tests, which were truly unusual. Nobody expected them to be that, and there were some surprised and puzzled faces. The tests for this Specialty would last three whole days, which left everybody open-mouthed. What had seemed the least difficult specialty of all was turning out to be the hardest and most demanding. 
 
    Sigrid sent Sugesen to the northern woods, with only a Ranger’s blanket and knife. He had to survive naked for three days in the forest without leaving it and wait to be summoned back. This was the Forest Survivor test. When Lasgol looked up, he saw that the sky was threatening a winter storm. Sugesen would have to find shelter somehow or else freeze to death. He felt terrible for him. He asked the Ice Gods to have mercy on him and to avoid sending a particularly violent storm. But the Gods, as usual, were not listening. Sugesen left in the midst of the storm, and everyone wanted to see him come back alive. 
 
    Nor was Gonars much luckier. The test for Forest Trapper was almost as complicated as Sugesen’s. He had to go into the forest at the end of the valley and then, using the special types of traps he knew how to prepare, hunt for three days and nights and come back with his catch. Not only the quantity but the quality of the catch would be assessed. Sigrid recommended that he should capture a great predator without wounding it. Panther or bear would be the most highly valued. If he failed to capture them without a scratch, he would not pass. Gonars left with all his traps slung over his back, but with no bow. Lasgol, who would have loved to be a trapper, wished him all the luck in the world. He was going to need it. 
 
    Nor was the Expert Herbalist Test for Elina any simpler. Sigrid gave her till nightfall of the third day to search for a long list of plants and roots. All of these were very difficult to locate, but Sigrid guaranteed that she could find them in the valley of the Shelter, even though she did not specify which direction to choose, and the valley was huge. Elina sighed, and her expression was despairing. The problem was that the whole landscape was covered in snow. It was going to be hellish finding what was required, and even more so with the approaching storm, which might last several days. Lasgol was aware that he himself would not be able to manage it, but Elina, who was both smart and studious, would know where to search. 
 
    Sigrid now called Frida, and what she did left everybody astonished. She gave her a potion, which Frida swallowed without thinking. When she had finished, Sigrid told her it was a poison. She had three days to find the ingredients and prepare the antidote, or else she would die, or be injured for life. Lasgol was horrified by the test for Healer Guard, but Sigrid’s logic was that in real life many lives would depend on Frida being able to find the ingredients needed for healing potions and antidotes. Hence this test was only a small sample of what she would have to face. Except for the fact that it was not other people’s lives which were at stake but her own. Frida accepted it, and with a backpack containing several tomes on Nature, she set off toward the north in the snow. 
 
    They had to wait until nightfall for the Expertise test. Engla announced that it would consist of night tests, since this would be when these Specialists would mainly operate. So they waited for the first night to come with great impatience. The weather was getting worse, and the snow and the cold were beginning to make their effect felt harshly in flesh and bone. They were not allowed to go back to the Shelter and had to wait under cover of the oak-wood to the east, where the wind was not so strong. Spirits were low, and although Astrid and Erika tried to raise them, Viggo, Luca, Lasgol and the others were not particularly cheerful, quite apart from being nervous and restless. 
 
    At midnight Sigrid called Astrid for her test. She took a deep breath, gathered together her gear and got herself ready. She looked at Lasgol and breathed out tensely. 
 
    He tried to encourage her, although he could feel a knot in his stomach, thinking about the fate she was about to meet. 
 
    “Easy as falling off a log,” Viggo said to her. His expression said that for her, the test would be exactly that. 
 
    Astrid smiled at both, grateful for the encouragement, and left. Sigrid greeted her with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “The tests for the Specialty of Expertise are always complicated, and that of Assassin of Nature in particular. Only the best-prepared can pass it.” 
 
    “I will, Mother Specialist,” Astrid said with conviction. 
 
    “I certainly hope so, my young pupil. I wish you luck. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Astrid nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Go into the forest, follow the lit-up path and locate the three targets. Neutralize them. They’ll be tough ones.” 
 
    Astrid nodded again. “Understood.” 
 
    “Ready, Assassin of Nature?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Very slowly, Astrid approached the path that crossed the forest. As Sigrid had said, it was only faintly lit, enough to make out the path in the black night, but not much more than that. She was armed with her three sets of knives – although they were marking ones, not the lethal ones – and her Assassin of Nature’s belt, where she carried all her compounds already mixed. 
 
    Instead of going along the path, she hid on the left within the trees and followed it from inside the forest. She went on, taking care not to meet any unwanted surprises. The snow was falling heavily now, and the wind whipped the trees with an icy touch. Instead of the usual black attire for this type of mission, she had opted for white, which would help her blend into the snow-covered vegetation. Engla had let them choose their equipment according to preference, and she and Viggo had chosen the winter version: white with brown spots, including gloves and scarf. Crouching among the underbrush, covered in snow, she was like a winter ghost moving stealthily, unseen. 
 
    Suddenly she saw a light that was brighter and more dancing. Twenty paces or so away, sheltering in the forest, someone was resting beside a pleasant fire. She stopped and crouched behind a tree to observe. The figure had its back to her, warming itself by the fire. There was nobody else around. First target. She took a step, making sure she made no sound. She let the wind, which was blowing from the east, whip her face. The target was to the north. If she approached from the southwest, the wind ought not to give her away. She began her approach very carefully from that angle. The crucial part was to avoid being spotted as she came closer. 
 
    She stepped forward a few paces with extreme caution, making sure the wind did not change suddenly and reveal her. She was crouching ten paces away from the figure when something struck her as strange. Why did it have its back to her? It would have been more intelligent to sit facing the path to see who was coming from there, from the east, and to some extent those approaching from either north or south. Yet the figure was facing north, ignoring the other directions. 
 
    She took another step and stopped. It was too easy; there was something fishy going on here. She dropped to the ground and was about to begin crawling like a snake when something caught her eye: something sticking out in the snow ahead of her. She unsheathed her long knives and dug one into the snow until it touched whatever it was. She heard a metallic sound as it made contact. 
 
    “Hell!” she muttered under her breath. “It’s a trap.” 
 
    She looked around. At first, she could not see anything. She moved a little to the west and stopped when a small snow-covered mound caught her attention. Very carefully she put her knife in to check, and once again it touched metal. 
 
    “Another trap!” 
 
    Now she understood why the target was sitting peacefully looking toward the north. It had set traps behind it, inviting the unwary to come close and fall into them. She realized that she needed to change her plan. She could not start deactivating the traps, because the risk of triggering one at night, in the snow and with that icy wind, was too great. She decided to go around and attack from the front, as the back was sown with traps. 
 
    She crawled warily, going some way around in order to avoid all the possible traps, and began to approach from the north, coming down to the south toward the target. Ten paces away she stopped. The figure was staring at the fire, with a short sword on one side and a torch in its hand. It was drinking from a bottle of what was sure to be strong liquor.  
 
    She would have to close in fast and perform a distracting maneuver, as though she had not yet been spotted, if she went on whoever it was would see her sooner or later. She searched in the belt for a flask which contained a special compound and waited patiently for the right moment. The figure took a swig from the bottle. It was the moment. From the ground she threw the flask in an arc. It fell into the fire and shattered with the sound of broken glass. The figure stood up. From the flask came a misty cloud, which turned into a thick fog and enveloped it. 
 
    Astrid launched herself into the attack. With a formidable leap and a somersault, she covered the distance that separated her from her target in the blink of an eye. She crossed the mist, appeared in front of the seated figure and launched a double thrust with her knives. But to her immense surprise, the figure was no longer there. 
 
    “Were you looking for me?” came a voice to her right. 
 
    She turned. “Gisli...” 
 
    “In the flesh,” he replied, and poured the liquor all along the blade of the sword. Then he set it on fire with the torch he was holding in his other hand. 
 
    When she saw the two weapons on fire, Astrid knew what she had to do. She held her two daggers in one hand and took out a container with the other. She poured a whitish liquid on to the blades of her curved knives, carefully replaced the top on the container and put it back in her belt. On contact with the liquid, the blades began to emit an icy, whitish vapor. Gisli saw this and attacked, delivering a stroke to her head with the flaming sword, but she ducked. The Elder attacked with the torch. Astrid turned a somersault to get out of his reach, and showed him her daggers of ice. 
 
    “Smart move,” Gisli admitted. He was approaching her, but indirectly. 
 
    Gisli was going to be a seriously tough opponent. She was in trouble. She did not think she could defeat him, but she had to try. The sword sought her stomach, but she saw it coming and blocked it with a dagger. As fire met ice there was a flare, and the sword went out. Gisli used the torch as a club, aiming for Astrid’s forward foot, but she blocked it with her other dagger, and once again, as the two elements made contact, there was a reaction. Astrid began a sequence of attack movements that were precise, combined and coordinated. Gisli recognized this and blocked all of them with his sword and torch. But with each blocking movement, the fire on his weapons began to fade a little more. 
 
    He leapt to get out of her reach and saw the fire in his sword and torch dwindle and fade. 
 
    “Well done,” he said, and threw his weapons to the ground. “I do better with these.” He took out a Ranger’s knife and short axe. 
 
    Astrid realized that she would have to fight the Elder with short-range weapons, so she decided to change her strategy. She put away her curved knives and took out the long ones used for stabbing. From her belt she took an ointment and smeared the blades while she moved away carefully from him. She took out a phial and poured a brown liquid on to the blades. Gisli tried to stop her with a quick attack, but she managed to make the knives react a moment before his attack reached her. She dodged him by stepping aside with great speed and agility. 
 
    Gisli attacked with a combination of knife-stabs, followed by a circular swing with his axe. Astrid blocked both attacks with her two knives. When she did so, there were two small bursts of smoke and dust which got into Gisli’s eyes and blinded him. She had created an elemental compound of Earth for her daggers. Gisli, blinded, retreated, trying to wipe his eyes as he did so. Astrid saw her chance and was ruthless. With a prodigious leap she fell on him and marked him in the stomach with both knives. 
 
    “Very well done,” the Elder told her. “You overpowered me.  Go on.”  
 
    Astrid let out her breath sharply. Filled with renewed confidence, she went on with the test. It was not long before she saw her second target. Coming around a bend in the path, she saw a figure in the distance standing by the path, and immediately hid. Behind the target an oil lamp hung from a tree, lighting up the immediate area. In its hands the figure held a compound bow. From the way the bow was being held, she knew who it was: Elder Ivar. She could not get to three hundred paces from him or he would get her. There was no-one better with a bow. How was she going to get to him? Not from the path, that was for sure. She thought about how to do it and came to a decision: she would follow a straight line from behind to the tree where the lamp was hanging, since with Ivar positioned as he was, it was blocking his vision. 
 
    She began that long detour. It took her a long while, but patience was the virtue of the Assassin of Nature; Engla had taught her that and Astrid had interiorized it like a dogma. There was no haste on her part. She crawled across the snow in complete silence, as if she were an albino snake. One sound, not matter how small, and she would be lost. She was up against an Elder who knew every sound in the forest, and what was worse, where Ivar set his sight, he put his arrow, as she knew very well. She came closer with the utmost care and very, very slowly. 
 
    Ivar looked in every direction every now and then, never following the same pattern or order, which was giving her no chance to prepare a planned attack. But the tree at his back was blocking his view, so this was what she would make use of. She moved on, ever more slowly and stealthily, like a spirit of the winter forest looking for a soul to steal away. When she reached the tree, she straightened up very slowly with her back to it. Ivar was on the other side. 
 
    Very slowly, she took out the two knives with their long thin blades for stabbing. She smeared a blue ointment on the blades, then from a phial she poured a few drops on them. The substance from the phial reacted with the ointment on the blades, and the knives sparkled with a blue brilliance. An electric arc leapt from one blade to the other, and at once more arcs formed with a crackling noise. 
 
    Ivar heard the sound. With a swift move he turned and circled the tree to the right to get free of it. Astrid had already anticipated this move, and instantly crouched. His bow appeared to her left. She had only a single moment before he released, and rolled over her head in a dazzling move. Ivar had to adjust the shot to the attacking movement and was unable to release. Astrid finished her move, and with her two knives crossed she struck the bow and arrow. The resulting electrical discharge flickered up Ivar’s hand as far as his arm and struck his head with a blue arc. 
 
    “Ouch!” he cried, and released. 
 
    The arrow went too high. He stepped back, stunned, shook his head and tried to nock another arrow. Astrid attacked immediately and launched two thrusts at his legs. He avoided the first, but for the second he was too slow and the knife caught him in the thigh. Another discharge shot up his leg. He tried to shake it off unsuccessfully and raised his bow above his head. 
 
    “You’ve overpowered me. Go on.” 
 
    Astrid, still crouching, looked at him doubtfully. The Elder nodded. She gave him a respectful nod and went on her way. She had done it. Now there was only her last target left. She found it at the end of the path, where the forest came to an end. And as soon as she made out the target she knew who it was: Engla, her Teacher. She breathed out in frustration. This was going to be extremely difficult. 
 
    Engla was waiting for her, armed with two curved knives. She had not activated any element in them. She was in the middle of the path so that she could see to both east and west. There was no way of approaching her from the north, from behind, because the forest ended there, which meant that she would not be able to take her by surprise. Engla was challenging her to a duel: a one-to-one combat. Astrid knew that she could never beat her in that kind of fight, and walked on slowly down the path. As she went, she was thinking out her strategy. 
 
    “Pupil,” Engla greeted her from the distance with a nod. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Astrid replied. She reached behind her back. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve come this far.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am, it hasn’t been easy,” Astrid said as she walked on, and with a whiplash movement of her right hand she hurled the throwing knife. 
 
    Engla, with a lightning move, deflected the knife at the level of her face. 
 
    “Good try.” 
 
    Astrid went on walking toward her. 
 
    “Not good enough,” she said, and hurled with her left hand. 
 
    Once again Engla deflected the knife, but this time she almost failed. 
 
    “Great throw.” 
 
    Astrid took out her curved knives. She stopped and swiftly poured some substance on them. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” the Elder said. 
 
    Astrid launched herself into the attack. Engla received her in a defensive stance. The two exchanged attacks, blocks and counterattacks with dazzling speed and coordination. The knives flew, and the metallic sound of their exchanges filled the clearing. Several times sparks leapt from the blades as they brushed against one another fast and hard. For each attack there came a defense, followed by a counterattack and a fresh defense. Both were expert fighters with knives, but as Astrid feared, Engla was better, and gradually she began to take the advantage. Her own defense was beginning to come a moment too late, and she knew she was going to lose. It was just a matter of time, so she decided to risk it all in a suicide attack. It was her only option. She would never get through Engla’s defenses, and her own were leaking. 
 
    Engla delivered a stroke to her heart, and her opportunity came. She deflected it, but instead of counterattacking, which is what Engla was expecting, she somersaulted backwards to get out of the Elder’s reach. Engla hesitated, and the movement was not typical of her. Astrid did another somersault back, 
 
    “Are you running away?” Engla asked her. She sounded annoyed. 
 
    Astrid stopped and looked at the Elder. She took a deep breath and attacked with a couple of somersaults forward. Engla, surprised, tried to block the unorthodox attack. Astrid came out of the somersault two handbreadths from her opponent’s face. She launched a stroke which the Elder blocked, then with her other knife she attacked Engla’s foot. She hit it squarely, but in doing so she left her back uncovered and Engla stabbed her with her two knives. 
 
    “You’re dead,” she said. 
 
    “I know. But, Ma’am...” She pointed to the mark on Engla’s foot, “so are you.” 
 
    “It’s not a deadly wound. The ones I gave you were.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Ma’am. It is.” Astrid showed her the blades of her knives, where a green substance shone. 
 
    Engla understood. “Poison...” 
 
    “Winter Death,” Astrid explained. 
 
    “Well done!” 
 
    They came out of the forest, and when they reached Sigrid, Engla spoke to her. 
 
    “Test completed!” Sigrid announced 
 
    “Did she make it?” Lasgol asked nervously. 
 
    Luca shook his head. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “I hope she did.” 
 
    Astrid went back to the Lair, leaving her friends without an answer. 
 
    Sigrid and Engla declared the tests of Expertise over for that night. Sigrid made them spend that night and the following day outside. Viggo was very unhappy about it and did not stop complaining. 
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    On the second night the tests continued. The first to be called was Jorgen. The Forest Assassin Test was similar to Astrid’s, with the difference that Jorgen had to go into the forest first and prepare three ambushes for the Elders at different points along the path which crossed it. He used traps and decoys to trick them. With extreme skill, he surprised Gisli with some very well-hidden traps, Ivar with a decoy and a trap that left the Elder stunned and blinded. On the other hand, he could not surprise Engla. He did not get her to fall into the traps, and in the fight that followed the ambush he lost. 
 
    The next one called by Sigrid was Aren. The Chameleon Stalker went into the forest and vanished into it. His skill at camouflaging himself was impressive, as though he had turned into a genuine human chameleon. Like Jorgen, he was able to stalk, wait for the right moment and surprise both Gisli and Ivar. He managed to mark both of them: the first with his short bow and from very close, the latter by dropping from a tree on top of him with knives. Unfortunately, he was not able to overcome Engla. The Elder spotted him stalking, and after dodging the arrow that was meant to hit her side, she launched her attack. Aren lost the knife fight which followed. 
 
    With these two tests the day was brought to an end, and everybody else had to spend another day outside. Luckily supplies and blankets were fetched for them from the Lair, but it was impossible to rest properly in that hostile weather, which of course would affect their tests. Viggo cursed the Ice Gods for his bad luck in being the last one in Expertise. 
 
    On the third night his turn came at last. When Sigrid called him, he shook the cold from his body as best he could and followed her. 
 
    Lasgol was very nervous on his behalf. Luca and Erika encouraged him, but he acted as the person he was, as if as far as he was concerned the test was completely unimportant – which meant he really did care, and care deeply. 
 
    “Show them what you’re worth!” Lasgol called encouragingly after him. 
 
    Viggo looked back at him and smiled. “I will, don’t worry.” And that cold, lethal look they had seen before appeared in his eyes. 
 
    Sigrid welcomed him with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “The Expertise Specialty Tests are always complicated. That of Natural Assassin is even more so. Only those with an innate skill will be able to pass.” 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “We’ll see, that’s true. Good luck.” 
 
    “I don’t need any luck, I’ve got myself, and that’s enough.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “You’re going to have to overcome three obstacles and come out of the forest unbeaten. Ready, Natural Assassin?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Viggo stepped on to the path and set off with his eyes wide open and all his senses alert. It was snowing heavily and the wind was strong and icy, coming from the west, which made the test more difficult. Also, the fact that he had barely rested for two nights and spent three days outdoors in the middle of a winter storm was weighing heavily on him. At the first obstacle, two figures armed with Ranger’s long knives and short axes were waiting in the middle of the path. Viggo smiled. He preferred this type of direct confrontation, without detours or camouflage: a direct fight. That was his forte, in any case. He had practiced a lot, and he trusted three things: his body, what he had learnt and his innate skills. With all those, whether he won or lost, he would give it everything he had. 
 
    He approached the two figures in the snow who pushed back their hoods and revealed their faces. 
 
    “Gisli... and Loke... an Elder and an experienced Specialist. You’re not exactly making this easy for me.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to beat us?” Gisli asked. 
 
    “I am,” Viggo said confidently. 
 
    “I see you’re very sure of yourself,” Loke said. 
 
    “I’m very good.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that now,” said Gisli. 
 
    Viggo drew his two curved marking knives and took up his position. Gisli and Loke presented their weapons and nodded by way of salute. Viggo nodded back and launched into the attack. With a prodigious leap he fell on Loke and delivered two cuts to his neck, which the Masig blocked skillfully. Gisli attacked with his knife, trying to reach his back, but he moved with unusual speed to avoid being hit and then used his knives to counterattack Gisli at the level of his torso. The Elder, surprised by his speed, had to block and retreat two steps back. Loke attacked Viggo’s side, but he turned like lightning, blocked the attack and launched a kick at Loke’s stomach which left him breathless. 
 
    Gisli was pleasantly surprised, “That kick isn’t taught here,” he said. 
 
    “It’s from my personal repertoire. You learn a lot in the slums when you’ve got to survive on your own.” 
 
    Before Loke could recover, Viggo hurled himself at Gisli and attacked with a combination of thrusts and feints, at dazzling speed. Gisli had a hard time blocking and deflecting the attacks and was on the brink of being marked, but managed to recover. Loke, recovered by now, attacked Viggo from behind, but he turned around and counterattacked. Gisli joined Loke and both of them attacked together, sure that he could not cope with two attackers simultaneously. 
 
    They were wrong. 
 
    Viggo was blocking right and left with a speed, coordination and mastery in the use of the knives that rivaled Engla herself. They piled pressure on him even more, and then something happened which neither Gisli nor Loke had been expecting. The more they pressed him as they tried to reach him, the better he defended himself and counterattacked. It was as though he could read every attack and counter it in an instant. He let the axe-blows pass by shifting his body with extreme agility and speed. Those with the knife he was able to block and counter, as his technique with this weapon was better than those of his attackers. 
 
    “You’re tough,” Gisli admitted. He was sweating profusely by now from the effort in the snow. 
 
    Viggo said nothing and launched a kick at the Elder’s torso which he had not been expecting, and he fell backwards. Loke tried to help him by hurling himself at Viggo in a desperate attack, but that was exactly what Viggo was waiting for: a mistake he could make use of. He blocked Loke’s initial attack, and then, before Gisli could get back on his feet, attacked Loke with an unstoppable combination of thrust and slash at his right arm. He marked him. Loke cursed, and Viggo attacked again with a feint which he tried unsuccessfully to block with his axe. Viggo’s knife got him in the neck. 
 
    “Defeated,” Loke admitted, and lowered his arms. 
 
    Viggo felt a presence behind him. It was Gisli attacking with his axe. He rolled to one side and the Elder spun to face him, but Viggo rolled over himself again and stood up. 
 
    “One last dance, master?” 
 
    Gisli smiled. 
 
    “Let the music begin.” 
 
    Viggo attacked like a cyclone, delivering cuts and stabs which Gisli tried to block and deflect. His speed and expertise were such that the Elder could not even counterattack; all he could do was defend himself. Viggo increased the pace of his ferocious attacks and his opponent began to take an instant longer with his thrusts and parries. He was growing tired. Viggo realized this and kept putting on the pressure until he managed to slow Gisli’s movements down. The Elder was defending himself very well, so that Viggo could see no way of breaking his defense, but seeing that his opponent’s movements were slowing now, he decided to use a trick. He launched three consecutive attacks to neck and head. The Elder blocked them, but left his legs uncovered. Viggo threw himself on the ground, kicked hard at Gisli’s legs and brought him down. The Elder fell on his back. He tried to get back up, but it was too late. Viggo jumped on his torso like a panther and marked him with his two knives. 
 
    “Defeated,” Gisli admitted. “Keep going. You’ve done very well,”  
 
    Viggo got to his feet. Gisli’s words were a great encouragement. He gave him a nod and then the same to Loke, who winked at him and smiled. 
 
    He went on along the path. The fight had left him breathless and tired. As he walked, he stretched his arms and legs to relax them and get back the energy he was sure to need. Nor was he mistaken. In the middle of the path two other figures were waiting: strange figures armed with staves. One of them was a woman, the other a child. Viggo was surprised when he came close and recognized them. The woman was Annika, and the child was no child at all but Enduald, the dwarf. 
 
    “My rivals?” he asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “We are,” Annika said, and reached for a staff from behind her. On it were silver engravings. It was like the one Sigrid used, but thinner. Annika grasped it with both hands and took up a defensive position. Enduald glared at Viggo and showed him his own staff, which shone with a strange light... Viggo realized that it was... magic! He remembered what Lasgol had said about Enduald, that he was an enchanter. Did enchanters fight? Didn’t they spend their time enchanting objects, like their Specialists’ attire and their medallions? He felt a shiver run down his spine and knew that the dwarf was going to be a formidable opponent. 
 
    “Ready?” Annika asked him. Her eyes were half-closed and aggressive. It surprised him to see her like this, because she was by far the pleasantest of all the Elders. In fact, he had never before seen her wielding a weapon. 
 
    “Yes, ready.” 
 
    Annika attacked with her staff. It was a direct attack, aiming for his chin, and if it had caught him it would have sent him to sleep. But he tilted his head, and the cylindrical point of the staff brushed past his ear. Annika twirled it skillfully and delivered a circular blow to his head, so that he had to duck like lightning. The tip of the staff brushed his hair. Annika made two more attacks, and Viggo realized that he was in serious trouble. The Elder was an expert in the use of that particular weapon. 
 
    He took a step back. He needed to think of a strategy. Knives against staves... he had not been trained for this eventuality. They had practiced against sword and shield, axes both long and double-handed, knives and axe against knife and bow – but not against a staff. As a weapon it did not look too dangerous, but he knew at once that in Annika’s hands it would cost him the test. He concentrated even more. She attacked, whirling the staff above her head with both hands, and this puzzled him. The staff came down abruptly on his head with tremendous force. He blocked it by crossing his knives, and there came a tremendous blow on his wrists and arms. 
 
    He took two steps back, howling in pain and shook his arms. It had been a bad idea to block the staff. He would have to dodge it instead. He got ready for the next attack, but Annika waited. What was she waiting for? And then he noticed Enduald, who was uttering a series of strange words unobtrusively as he moved his own staff in circles in front of his small body. 
 
    He knew instinctively that he must not let him finish. He hurled himself at Enduald and suddenly saw that his knives were turning a deep red. What did this mean? He began to feel a strange, intense heat in his hands, which after a moment turned into a burning sensation. He took a step toward Enduald and the knives, which were now like burning embers, scorched his hands. Unable to stand the pain of holding them in his hands, he was forced to let them fall. Enduald smiled in victory. 
 
    “Bloody magic!” Viggo shouted. 
 
    Annika attacked the unarmed Viggo, who moved like a snake, sliding over the snow and dodging the blows left and right. He managed to get out his long stabbing knives in time to block a direct blow to his nose and counterattacked by pressing Annika, who fought back with impressive agility and expertise. 
 
    Enduald cast another spell on Viggo’s weapons as he tried unsuccessfully to mark Annika. There came two blue flashes on the knives, and suddenly he felt his hands turning icy. When he looked at his knives he saw that they were freezing, and so were his gloves and hands. He reacted at once and threw his knives on to the ground before he lost his hands from the cold. 
 
    Enduald smiled maliciously. Viggo cursed and rolled to one side to avoid Annika’s attacks. He stayed down and reached for his belt behind his back. Annika hurled herself at him, but instead of blocking the attack, he rolled over his head in Enduald’s direction. The enchanter began to cast a spell which he was unable to finish. Viggo came out of his somersault, then without stopping, threw his throwing dagger with his left hand. Enduald saw it coming for his throat and tried to deflect the blow with his crook, but he was not fast enough. The knife hit him on his Adam’s apple, leaving a red mark. He started to cough and choke. The knife was a marking one. It did not kill, but it hurt. 
 
    “Enduald!” Annika cried, seeing that her partner was unable to breathe. 
 
    Viggo half-closed his eyes. Annika took a step toward Enduald instead of him, and he smiled. With a whiplash movement he threw his other throwing dagger at her with his right hand. Annika realized what he had done and tried to deflect it with her staff. She grazed the knife, but not enough to deflect it completely, and the knife hit her on the shoulder, leaving a red mark. 
 
    “Well done,” she admitted. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Go on. I’ll look after Enduald.” She bent over to attend to the dwarf, who was suffering from the blow. 
 
    Viggo gave her a nod, picked up his knives and went on along the path. He was more tired than he had thought. All the tension he had been through and the fighting had affected him badly, but there was only one more obstacle left and he was not going to fail it. He had come this far, and nothing was going to stop him. He crossed the forest without trouble and saw its end, only ten paces ahead. He stopped. It was too easy. There was no-one in sight, but they were not going to let him come out just like that. He reached for his curved knives and prepared himself inwardly. He took a step warily, crouching, looking in every direction, but he could not see much, what with the night and the snow which was still falling. The strength of the icy wind in his face stopped him hearing anything from the east. He took another step and then stood still. If he could not hear anything from the east... He turned in that direction. A shadow appeared from the forest and came down on him with a tremendous leap. He reacted instinctively, blocking with his two knives, and rolled to one side. 
 
    A figure dressed completely in white stayed squatting in front of him. It was holding two curved knives like his own. 
 
    The figure nodded. “Viggo.” 
 
    He returned the nod. “Ma’am.” 
 
    Engla straightened up and showed him her knives. 
 
    “The last obstacle,” said Viggo. 
 
    “If you want to get out of the forest, you need to defeat me.” 
 
    Viggo sighed deeply. He knew he could not beat his Teacher in a one-to-one fight; she was too good. She had taught him everything he knew. Well, not everything: there were a couple of things he had learnt by himself. This encouraged him. He might still have a chance. 
 
    Elder and pupil looked at one another and began to walk in a circle, getting one another’s measure. Viggo shook his arms and got ready for the lethal dance they were preparing to perform. Engla smiled maliciously and attacked. The knives struck, and sparks flew. With amazing speed and expertise, both opponents attacked and blocked in flashing sequences of movements. The bodies moved nimbly, with masterly coordination. Every attack met a defense, every defense a counterattack which came at lightning speed. The slightest error and everything would be over. 
 
    Engla blocked and took a step back. 
 
    “You’ve improved a lot, pupil.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am. I’ve trained a lot.” 
 
    Engla smiled. She knew perfectly well that her pupil had practiced day and night. 
 
    They exchanged more thrusts, stabs, feints and trick movements. Neither could mark the other, but Viggo was beginning to feel his arms tiring. The previous fights, and the weather, had weakened him. For her part, Engla appeared as fresh as a young girl, which Viggo found admirable considering her age. He decided to draw from his knowledge of the slums to try and tilt the fight to his side. He launched a deceptive attack on her head with his knives, followed by a low kick to her supporting foot. She saw it coming and moved her leg, leaving him unbalanced. With a fleeting movement she made the knife fly out of his left hand. 
 
    “Damn!” he cried, and tried to defend himself with the other, but Engla, with great skill, disarmed him. 
 
    He took two steps back, reached behind him and took out his long knives. Engla smiled. She dropped her own knives and took out her long ones. 
 
    “Let’s go on,” she said to her pupil. 
 
    They renewed their deadly dance, like two snakes each trying to bite the other’s neck. Viggo tried throwing himself on the ground to sweep her off her feet with a low kick, but she gave an agile leap and his trick came to nothing. Very tired by now, he ducked, and as he attacked Engla he threw a handful of snow and mud in her eyes. The Elder covered herself with her forearm. Viggo attacked with the fierceness of a tiger and almost got her, but failed and was left breathless. His strength was running out. 
 
    She counterattacked. With two masterful moves she disarmed him again, so that he had to retreat with a somersault. He crouched and reached behind his back for his throwing daggers. 
 
    “Tricks won’t help you with me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that, Ma’am.” 
 
    Engla moved forward to the kill, and Viggo threw his two daggers with a whiplash movement of his arms. Both knives flew toward her torso, but the Elder deflected them with her two knives. 
 
    “Hell...” 
 
    “Skill will always trump tricks,” Engla said, and moved forward to end the fight. 
 
    With his right hand, Viggo took out his own throwing dagger from his left sleeve. With Engla nearly on top of him, he threw. 
 
    Engla blocked the attack short. His dagger had hit her in the right forearm. She looked at it and saw blood dripping. 
 
    “That’s a non-statutory weapon,” 
 
    “Tricks sometimes trump skill.” 
 
    “Poison?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Sweet Death.” 
 
    Engla nodded, and then smiled. “Well done. Nobody’s defeated me in the last ten years.” 
 
    He gave her a sarcastic smile. “That’s because there hasn’t been anybody like me here.” 
 
    “That’s very true. You’ve got a lot of potential. Don’t go astray and follow the wrong path.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.” 
 
    “Test passed. You can go back to the Lair.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” said Viggo, and offered her the antidote he himself had prepared and carried with him, as was the rule when using poisons. 
 
    Engla drank it, then looked hard at him. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I’m going to get Annika to prepare me another.” 
 
    Viggo laughed out loud. “Yeah, that’d be best.” 
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    The Wildlife Test took place over the three days. The first candidate to be called was Erika. With a broad smile, as was usual in her, she set off to do the test. She did not look particularly worried, even though like all of them, she probably was. Lasgol and her other partners wished her luck. They could not see where Gisli was taking her; all he said was that they were going to visit some animals of the area, and they would come back once Erika had proven her skill with them. 
 
    “She’ll do really well,” Luca commented to Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s very good, and she’s studied a lot.” 
 
    “And not only in Wildlife,” Axe pointed out, “but in Nature too.” 
 
    “Oh, has she?” 
 
    “Yup. The other day I was bitten by a snake I didn’t know. I got a real fright, and she helped me. She bandaged the wound and gave me a potion in case it got infected. I was very nervous, thinking it might have been poisonous. She assured me it wasn’t, but to make me feel better she put together a general antidote for me. She told me Nature was her weakness, and she loved studying poisons and antidotes.” 
 
    “Well, if she knows so much about animals and antidotes, that’s a great combination,” Luca said. 
 
    “She’ll come in very handy for us,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    They waited for Gisli and Erika to come back. When they arrived, Gisli went to have a word with Sigrid, while Erika passed them on her way to the Lair and gave them the thumbs-up and a broad smile. 
 
    “She did it!” cried Lasgol. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Luca agreed. He was feeling very happy for her. 
 
    The second day they called Luca. Lasgol and Axe, saw him off with words of encouragement, and he smiled at them in gratitude. Lasgol was sure he would pass; he was very good and had worked hard all year. Unfortunately, there were no guarantees with the Rangers – and still less with the Specialists – so that anything might happen. 
 
    Sigrid explained the test to him. He had to show his prowess as Man Hunter, chasing and catching three dangerous fugitives. Unfortunately the three fugitives turned out to be Ivar, Engla and Gisli, and Luca had a really hard time hunting them. In addition, the three of them turned on him and would not let themselves be caught, so that he was forced to work really hard, not only to locate them in the forest but to catch them. With Ivar, he had a particularly bad time and was almost eliminated. With Engla it was even harder, as both her trail and she herself vanished as if by magic, But Luca forced himself to the limit and managed to catch her with a trap he had prepared with extreme caution, and which the Elder in Expertise failed to see. Finally, he had to face Gisli, and for this he was provided with a bloodhound and a hawk. And even so, he came very close to failing, because Gisli was a master at hiding trails and vanishing in the depths of the dense forests. With the help of his two companions he located Gisli at last and caught him, even though the Elder resisted and he had to fight him. He did very well, and Gisli declared the test complete. 
 
    Luca went back to the Lair, leaving his friends uncertain as to whether or not he had passed the test. 
 
    Axe was next, and unfortunately, he did not have good luck. He started the Tireless Explorer Test well, but things became more and more complicated as he went on. Annika, Engla and Gisli had prepared ambushes at different points within the forest. He found Annika’s ambush and was able to go around it and come out victorious. He went on exploring the forest and met Engla, but lost the fight with the Elder. Even so, he was told to continue, and in the final part he was confronted with the trap Gisli had prepared. He was unable to go around it, and was eliminated. Gisli told him to go back to the Lair, and he did so with defeat in his eyes. When he met Lasgol on the way, he put his thumb down. He had not made it. 
 
    The following day, the third, after such a disheartening result, came Lasgol’s turn. 
 
    “Go and get Ona, and we’ll meet in the Wailing Forest,” his Master told him. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Gisli in surprise. Practically no-one went to that particular forest, because it was very dense and hence very difficult to cross. Besides, as its name indicated, it was not a pleasant place. The winter wind passing through the trees made a strange, wailing sound. Nobody knew whether it sounded more like human laments or those of animals, but they were certainly wails of lamentation. It was a very curious phenomenon. Lasgol felt uneasy at the thought that the test had to take place there. 
 
    He came back with Ona, who was delighted to go for a stroll, and walked beside him like a huge kitten of the snows. The snowflakes were falling heavily on the landscape and her fur, but she did not mind. The sky was not very grey, so that the light which bathed the scenery was clear. It was cold, but not too cold. He took a deep breath and felt good. The snowy landscape was beautiful, and he felt safe with Ona beside him. He stroked her head, and she rubbed herself against his leg in a sign of affection. 
 
    “Today we’re going to pass the test,” he assured the panther. 
 
    Ona gave a small growl and looked at him with her turquoise cat’s eyes. The snowflakes made her fur shine. 
 
    Lasgol smiled at her. “My, you’re beautiful.” 
 
    The snow panther rubbed herself against Lasgol again. She liked Lasgol’s petting and whispering. 
 
    Sigrid was waiting for them at the entrance to the forest. “Beautiful animal,” she said. 
 
    “So she is.” 
 
    “Have you trained her well?”  
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Whispering to a great cat isn’t something within the reach of all.” 
 
    “I’ve been lucky. Ona’s very good.” 
 
    Sigrid smiled. “I wish you both luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Your case is special. You’re going to have to show your prowess in two Specialties: that of Beast Whisperer and that of Tireless Tracker. Hence your test will be more complex than those of the others.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That’s only fair.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’ll have to overcome five obstacles and come out of the forest undefeated. To move on from one obstacle to the next, you’ll have to follow the trail. If you lose it, you fail. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Specialist.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the leader of the Shelter, and pointed to the forest. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath. He let out the air in his lungs and entered the tangled forest. 
 
    The trail was clear the moment he walked in: it led northeast. He tapped his thigh three times to let Ona know she had to walk beside him, and the panther fell into step with him at once. He went over his weapons; he was carrying a short bow and his Ranger’s knife and axe. In the forest the short bow was more valuable than the compound one. As for the long one, it had to be discounted completely. He tied the Ranger’s scarf over the lower part of his face. He was wearing winter gear, white with brown spots. 
 
    The trail was very clear, and he followed it for some time. The forest, covered with snow, gave a false sense of tranquility, and he did not trust it. Suddenly the wind gusted through the trees and a moaning sound passed over their heads. Ona looked up at the tips of the trees, her ears stiff. 
 
    He stroked her back. “Easy, girl, it’s only the wind.”  
 
    Ona listened to the moaning and growled. She did not like it. 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but in this forest that’s what the wind sounds like.” 
 
    He waited for a moment to let her get used to the strange sounds. When he saw that she was more relaxed, they went on. He had his bow at the ready, and he took care not to make any noise as he went. He had no idea of what he would have to face, but whatever it was, he knew it was sure to be complicated. The trail veered from the path that crossed the forest, which did not surprise him. What he did find odd was that it was so clear: footsteps of a man of average size, not too heavy, wearing boots that were not particularly large. Lasgol guessed that it was either Gisli or Ivar. He went on and found a clearer print on a stretch of less snowy terrain, which made him think it was not Gisli and hence must be Ivar. 
 
    Knowing who he was up against gave him some confidence. He reached an area with many bushes and few trees, and crouched. Ona did the same beside him, imitating his movements. The trail vanished in the bushes as if all of a sudden Ivar had disappeared by magic. Lasgol watched warily from behind a large snow-covered bush. He could not see the Elder, but his instinct told him he was here, somewhere, waiting to get him. The trail died out in the midst of the bushes. Immediately he checked the direction of the wind. It was blowing from the east, and as he was approaching from the south, that left the west and north as positions where Ivar might be waiting. 
 
    He sighed and thought it over. If he left his shelter to cross the tangle of bushes, he knew he would get an arrow he would not even see coming. And the worst thing of all was that Ivar never missed. Besides, if the Master was posted there waiting, he would not stand a chance. He began to feel nervous. How could he get out of this tangle? Ona looked at him, waiting to go on. And then he had an idea. He himself could not leave cover, but Ona could. She could reconnoiter. Ivar would not release at her, because if he did he would give himself away, and that was something an Archer posted in a particular spot would never do. 
 
    “Ona, listen,” he whispered. 
 
    At once she looked into his eyes, waiting for a command. 
 
    “Ona. There.” He tapped two fingers against the palm of his hand, then pointed with them to the trees in the north. 
 
    Ona understood at once and gave a soft chirp of acceptance. She set off to the area Lasgol had indicated, walking cautiously, ears stiff, watching and listening to everything that was going on around her. When she reached the area she walked around, stopping several times to sniff. Lasgol watched her from where he was lying on the ground behind the bush, one eye out and the rest of his body well covered to avoid being a target. Seeing that she was not reporting anything strange, he signaled to her to come back by tapping his thigh with his fingers several times. He did not want to whistle, to avoid giving away his own position, so he waited for her to look at him. 
 
    “Good girl, Ona,” he whispered in her ear. The panther rubbed herself against his body. 
 
    Now he sent her to the west. When she reached a group of trees a hundred and fifty paces away, she stopped, began to sniff around a tree and then stared up at its crown. The fur on her back and tail stood on end. She growled aggressively, showing her fangs. 
 
     Ivar was there! 
 
    Lasgol scanned the top of the tree carefully. He could not see the Elder, who must be very well camouflaged. Ona, who was in an aggressive mood, took a leap and climbed into the lower branches of the tree. At that moment Lasgol saw movement on the upper branches. He half-closed his eyes and saw Ivar’s silhouette as he aimed his bow at Ona. 
 
    It was the chance he was waiting for. With a quick movement he got down on one knee, aimed and released. The arrow flew toward Ivar’s torso, but at the last moment it strayed a little to the right. It hit a branch, and the tip broke. 
 
    Ivar realized where Lasgol was. He aimed and was about to release, but Lasgol hid before he could do so. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He had missed, but he had already foreseen that. He had used a Summer Slumber arrow. 
 
    Ivar began to climb down the tree as fast as he could, and Ona growled several times. 
 
    Lasgol nocked another arrow and came out from behind the bush, aiming at Ivar as he jumped down to the ground. Ona jumped after him. 
 
    “You can call off your familiar, you’ve passed,” Ivar said. Then he fell to the ground, out to the world. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” Lasgol ordered, and tapped his thigh with his fingers three times. Ona walked past Ivar and came back to him. 
 
    “Ona. Good,” he said, and petted her all over, and the panther responded by purring like a huge kitten. 
 
    Lasgol approached the spot where Ivar was lying and checked that he was all right. Nothing had happened to him. He would sleep for some time thanks to the effect of the gas. The Elder had been clever to climb down so hurriedly, because otherwise he would have been unconscious when he fell to the ground. Experience and knowledge, Lasgol guessed. 
 
    Seeing the Elder unconscious on the ground filled him with renewed courage. The first obstacle had been overcome. 
 
    “Let’s go for the second one,” he whispered to Ona. 
 
    They found the trail again. It was now beginning to be more difficult to follow, and he had to be more careful to avoid losing it. 
 
    “They’re beginning to make it harder for us,” he whispered to Ona, who was watching for any strange movement. 
 
    The trail had now changed. These were not the footprints of a man, but a woman. Lasgol could read them well, and guessed that they were either Annika’s or Engla’s. He stopped to analyze them. Although the trail was harder to follow now, it did not seem to be Engla’s. She was capable of hiding her trail, making it practically imperceptible. No, this was not hers, so it had to be Annika’s. 
 
    They came to a ravine among the trees. In the deepest part, among several fallen trees half-covered with snow, the trail vanished again. Lasgol crouched behind a tree and searched the area carefully. He did not like this place at all, feeling that it was too good a setting for an ambush. If he went down to track, somebody would fall on him. No, he was not going to go down there, that was for sure. 
 
    From where he was, he could not see where the trail went on, so he was at a crossroads again. If he went on, he feared an ambush. But he could not stay there, because he had to get on with the test, and losing the trail meant failing. The best thing would be to send Ona to investigate. 
 
    “Ona. There,” he told her. He tapped his fingers on his palm and pointed at the upper part of the ravine. 
 
    The panther went over to it obediently. He was finding communicating with her easier all the time. Gisli had told him that in a year they would be communicating without problems, almost instantaneously. He knew he could use his Gift with her, but he was afraid of frightening her and he knew that using magic was not what Gisli expected of him. He had to do it by traditional means. 
 
    Ona searched the area, but found nothing that caught her attention. Lasgol decided to move forward to the other side of the ravine, which was lower. He moved at a crouch, with his bow at the ready and in silence. He was looking at the ground, searching for the slightest trace of any trail. Suddenly his eye caught something. There was a small protuberance in the snow that did not look natural, and he was surprised. He put his bow down and took out his knife. Very carefully he examined the bump with his weapon and heard a metallic sound. 
 
    It was a trap! 
 
    He moved the knife away and the moment he did so, he knew it was too late. 
 
    There was a click. 
 
    The trap exploded in a cloud of dust and earth which enveloped everything for three paces around, blinding and stunning him. He retreated several steps, trying to clear his mind, shaking his knife in an attempt to get rid of the dust-cloud. 
 
    And his foot stepped on something soft. He heard another click. 
 
    Oh no, another trap! 
 
    There was another explosion, and his whole body became covered in frost. His arms and legs froze instantaneously. 
 
    Ona gave a worried growl and tried to help him. She skirted the ravine and went to him. 
 
    “No, Ona!” 
 
    Too late. There was another ‘click’ and a trap activated under her legs. A huge net closed around her. She tried to get rid of it, but it was impossible. 
 
    “Ona!” Lasgol tried to go and help her, but he could not move. His legs would not respond. 
 
    Suddenly, at the bottom of the ravine, one of the fallen trees moved. 
 
    Lasgol thought his eyes were playing tricks on him because of the traps. He tried to wipe them, but he could only move one arm, the one holding the knife. It was true: the tree had moved and was now standing up. Except that it was not a tree, but Annika camouflaged as one. 
 
    The Elder was now beginning to climb with the help of a long staff. “Did you like my traps?” 
 
    “I didn’t see them,” Lasgol said regretfully. He was still trying to move, without success. 
 
    “Traps are my Specialty. It’s perfectly normal if you didn’t detect them. Don’t feel bad about it.” 
 
    She finished her climb and came to stand three paces in front of him. “The ice trap is one of my favorites,” she said, and then looked at Ona. “Don’t worry, that trap won’t harm her, it’ll just keep her imprisoned.” 
 
    Lasgol put all his strength into an attempt to free himself, and finally managed to move one leg. Annika saw this and attacked. Her staff swung toward his head in a circular motion. He threw himself to one side, although his legs were not responding well and neither were his arms. Stretched out on the ground, he managed to reach for his axe. 
 
    The Elder stood above him ready for the kill. She raised the staff and let it fall toward his torso. But he rolled to one side, and it hit the ground where he had been a bare moment before. 
 
    “You thought the trap was at the bottom of the ravine, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lasgol said as he rolled over once again, trying to get away from the attack. 
 
    “If anyone else had prepared the ambush, that’s where it would have been. But I was the one who prepared it, and I like to set my traps where they’re least expected. I had a feeling that you’d think that, so I set them up here and hid down there instead of the other way around.” 
 
    Lasgol managed to get on to one knee. He could not believe that Annika was winning so easily. Of all the Elders she was supposed to be the least well-versed in fighting. Probably she was as good as the others. 
 
    She launched a blow to his head. 
 
    He blocked it with his axe and knife and felt the impact painfully in his arms. He managed to get to his feet and felt that he was beginning to get back the use of his legs. Annika aimed for his stomach with a direct blow with the tip of her staff. He turned and deflected the attack with his axe. He had more feeling in his arms and legs now, and he had to gain time until they recovered completely. He took several steps backwards, trying to get away. 
 
    “You won’t be able to escape.” 
 
    Lasgol realized his mistake. The boot of the foot he was leading with stepped on something soft, and he heard a click. 
 
    Another trap! 
 
    He hurled himself forward. There was an explosion, together with a discharge, behind him. One of the electrical arcs went up his leg. He fell, and lay there with his leg convulsing uncontrollably. 
 
    “There are traps all around the edge,” Annika said. “You can’t run away or get away from me.” She was on her way to his side, to finish the fight. 
 
    Lasgol tried to stand up, but his leg buckled under him. Annika was about to finish him off, and if she did so, his dream of becoming a Ranger Specialist would die there. He drew strength from his rage and began to crawl across the ground. 
 
    “Resisting to the bitter end?” 
 
    He crawled on. Annika came after him and moved to finish him off with a sharp blow to his back. The staff came down toward his back, hard. He turned over and blocked it with knife and axe. It was a massive impact, and he almost lost his weapons, but he resisted. Annika raised her staff to hit him again, and he used one of the tricks Viggo had taught him. He launched a circular kick from the ground with his good leg, at ankle level. He hit her with all the strength his hips were able to produce. Annika’s legs rose and the Elder fell on her back. Lasgol did not waste an instant and went on crawling away. 
 
    “Good blow. But it won’t save you.” She had got to her feet and was coming after him. 
 
    Lasgol reached the point he had started from. Annika followed him and raised her arms to deliver the final blow. He turned like lightning, and her eyes opened wide as saucers. He had got his short bow back, with an arrow ready nocked. She launched the blow, and he released. The arrow hit her in the stomach, but at the same moment the staff hit the bow and disarmed him. 
 
    Annika saw the mark on her torso and stopped short. She did not strike out again. She nodded. 
 
    “Well done. Keep going.” 
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    Lasgol breathed out heavily in relief. It had been a close shave! He stayed lying there with his arms outstretched, looking up at the sky. He could not get up; he was shattered. He waited for a while to recover, then slowly got to his feet and picked up his weapons. The bow had taken a hard hit but luckily had not snapped, so that he could still use it. He went to free Ona, who was moaning for help. He had a hard time getting her out of the net, but once free, she leapt into the air several times and ran around, happy to have her freedom back. 
 
    “Ona. Good girl,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Once they had both recovered, he searched for the trail on the other side of the ravine, avoiding the traps Annika had set and hidden so skillfully. It took him a good while to dodge them and find the trail at last. He followed it with Ona at his side, both of them going warily, with all senses alert. 
 
    They crossed a forest and came to a shallow river. Here the trail disappeared. 
 
    “They’re making this difficult for us,” he commented to Ona. 
 
    The panther chirped and looked at the other side of the river. 
 
    “We’ll have to wade across,” he said. Ona protested. 
 
    “I know you don’t like the water, but we’ve got no choice.” 
 
    The panther looked backwards. 
 
    “No, we can’t go back, we’ve got to go on.” 
 
    Ona was not convinced at all, and went on looking back at the forest they had left behind. 
 
    “Don’t be a scaredy-cat, we’ll start from there.” He indicated a point where they could clearly see the rocky river-bed. 
 
    Ona protested again. Lasgol shook his head and prepared to cross, but Ona did not move from where she was. He got half-way across.  
 
    “Ona. Here!” he called. 
 
    But Ona’s heart was not in it. She was looking everywhere except where Lasgol was. 
 
    “It’s just a little water. It won’t even come up to your head...” He reached the other side, but when he turned, he saw that she had not moved. 
 
    “Ona. Here.” He tapped his thigh three times with two fingers. Ona looked at him, then reluctantly waded across the river and reached his side. 
 
    “Ona, good girl.” He petted her. “See? It wasn’t so hard, just a little water.” 
 
    Ona protested again and walked away from the river. He smiled and went after her. 
 
    Finding the trail took them some time, because it had been very well hidden. Luckily tracking was something he was very good at, and with the knowledge he had acquired, plus his natural sense of smell, he was able to follow it very well until he lost it again in the midst of a dense, frozen forest. 
 
    “How can it have vanished?” he asked Ona, who was looking in every direction with her ears stiff. 
 
    The snow covered everything around them, but the trail had vanished. Someone had hidden it. Judging by the trail of feminine footprints, and since he had defeated Annika, he knew that he was up against Engla, and this made him distinctly nervous. He took out the powder Master Gisli had given him to uncover hidden trails and spread it around, but to his utter disbelief, there was nothing. No trace of any trail appeared. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” he said to Ona. 
 
    There were not many options available, so he decided to send Ona tracking. Perhaps she might be able to find the trail he could not find himself. 
 
    He pointed out the direction. “Ona. Track.” 
 
    The panther chirped in acceptance and set off. She disappeared among the trees while he stayed there looking around, but there was only snow, enormous trees and frozen vegetation, with no soul in sight, either human or animal. He was surprised by this; surely he ought to be able to perceive some animal, at least a few birds. He listened even more closely, but there was nothing: no birdsong, no flutter of wings, not a single twitter, nothing. He looked up into the trees above him and nearly had a heart attack. 
 
    As if she were a gigantic white spider, Engla was dropping down on him. 
 
    He tried to raise his bow and release, but it was too late. Engla hit the bow with her long knives and the weapon flew out of his hands. The Elder fell on top of him, and he leapt sideways in an attempt to avoid her. He did not entirely succeed, and took the impact in his ribs as he was pushed to one side. He got to his feet and looked at his side for the marks of the knives. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I hit you with my feet,” Engla said. She was dressed completely in white, her Ranger scarf included. Her knives too were white. She looked like a phantom of the snow. 
 
    Lasgol drew his knife and axe. 
 
    “Time for a dance of death,” she said. 
 
    He swallowed. He knew that he did not stand the slightest chance in close combat with the Elder. Not even Astrid or Viggo would have had many options open to them, which meant that he himself had none at all. He took a deep breath. This is the test I’ve got to pass, and I’m going to pass it! 
 
    Engla took a great leap and fell on him, and he held his ground as best he could. He blocked her thrusts and retreated two steps. Engla attacked again, gliding over the snow at amazing speed as if she were skating rather than stepping. Lasgol dodged her attacks and retreated again. He did not dare to counterattack, because he knew she would nullify any move he attempted and leave him exposed. He could only hold his ground and wait for a chance, or a miracle. 
 
    Engla’s long knives brushed his head and stomach in passing, fast as lightning... He thought of using his Gift and invoking his skills of Cat-like Reflexes and Improved Agility, but that would be using an advantage denied to other pupils and he felt it would be unfair. Viggo’s voice came to his mind, encouraging him to use his Gift, together with any other advantage available. He was tempted to, because this particular situation was a desperate one. I want to pass the test the same way other people did, without magic, by my own means. Just as my father did. 
 
    “Let’s bring this dance to an end,” Engla said icily. 
 
    Lasgol prepared himself inwardly, and she attacked with a dazzling combination he could barely defend himself against. Suddenly the Elder made a feint, then a disarming movement, and his axe flew out of his hand. He stepped back. In her eyes he saw the gleam of victory, but he also saw something else behind her. He decided to risk everything on a single card, grasped the knife and prepared to throw. 
 
    “You’re not going to try that, are you?” Engla said. She sounded disappointed at this feeble decision on his part. 
 
    He half-closed his eyes, and began to move his arm. 
 
    She got ready to deflect the knife. Lasgol’s arm finished the move, but the knife did not leave his hand. 
 
    The Elder looked at him in puzzlement, then realized that it was a trick. Her eyes opened wide and she spun around. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Ona pounced on her with a huge leap. The panther had approached her from behind in absolute silence, as if she were stalking a quarry. She had leapt the moment Lasgol lowered his arm. She was so silent, and had leapt from so far back with the aid of her powerful hind legs and tail, that Engla had not heard her coming. 
 
    He drew back his arm once again to throw. Engla meanwhile was protecting herself from Ona’s attack, but she could not help being thrown off by the panther’s strength and fell backwards with Ona on top of her. With an incredible defensive movement, using her feet and forearms, she pushed the panther off and threw her to one side. She leapt to her feet and turned to Lasgol. 
 
    His knife got her in the stomach. She swore, lowered her scarf and breathed out heavily. 
 
    “Good throw. Go on with the test,” she said, and lowered her knives. 
 
    Lasgol gave a cry of joy. Then he saw that Ona was about to pounce on Engla again. 
 
    “Ona. Stay!” 
 
    The panther looked at him. 
 
    “Ona. Here.”  
 
    The panther, crouching and ready to attack, looked at Engla, then back at Lasgol. Very slowly, without taking her eyes from the Elder, she obeyed and went over to her friend. 
 
    “Ona. Good girl.” He petted her. 
 
    “Good familiar. A magnificent animal,” Engla said. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am. She certainly is.” 
 
    Lasgol got his bow back, stroked Ona a little more and went back to tracking. Ona showed him where the trail went on, ten paces or so away. When he saw it Lasgol realized what had happened. It was not that Engla had vanished by some magic trick, simply that she had leapt up into a tree. That was why the trail had vanished in front of his eyes. He shook his head. Always remember to look up into the treetops, he said to himself, to drive the lesson home. 
 
    The woman’s prints ended beside a waterfall above a small lake. There they turned into a man’s footsteps. The footsteps of two men, to be precise. 
 
    Lasgol showed them to Ona, who sniffed them and then looked back at him. One of the sets of footprints was very strange: judging by their size, they were the prints of a man, but their width and depth told a different story. 
 
    “Let’s follow them, very cautiously. I don’t like these prints.” 
 
    They crossed the forest and came to a long clearing. The tracks went across, and he squatted to study them. The two pairs of prints went on across the open land, then into a fir wood. He looked carefully at the edge of the wood, but saw nobody. Crossing the open stretch was going to be risky, but there was no alternative for some distance. He had no choice but to cross it, even though he loathed the idea of breaking cover. 
 
    “Ona. Alert.” 
 
    Ona growled and looked toward the far end of the wood. 
 
    “On we go,” he said, and they set off across the clearing, which was six hundred paces or so long. It was snowing lightly, though not enough to bother him. Ona seemed to love the falling snowflakes. Every once in a while, she would open her mouth and try to catch mouthfuls of them. Lasgol smiled. The panther was truly precious, and he was very happy to have her with him. 
 
    Halfway across, the situation changed completely. Two figures came out of the wood. One was a Ranger Specialist, carrying a compound bow. The other one was a child. No, it was a dwarf: Enduald! 
 
    “Ona. Get ready,” he said. 
 
    The Ranger Specialist pushed back his hood, and Lasgol recognized his red skin. It was Loke, whose Masig skin was unmistakable. He was up against a Mage and a Specialist, and he was in open ground. The situation did not bode well. 
 
    Loke aimed his bow. Lasgol knew he would be able to hit him, because he was two hundred and fifty paces away. On the other hand, Enduald could not attack him until he was less than two hundred paces away from him, going by what he knew about the range of Magi. He had two options: either to run back, or to move forward. If he ran away, Loke would bring him down, and there was still fifty or a hundred paces to go before he was out of his range, and that meant more than three shots. He would never make it, because Loke would not miss. If he moved forward, he only had the slimmest of chances, but he had to get to within two hundred paces before he could use his short bow. 
 
     He decided that this was his best choice. He would attack. 
 
    He pointed to Loke. “Ona. Attack.” 
 
    Ona growled and leapt off as if she were after a gazelle, and Lasgol did the same, following his familiar’s example. 
 
    Loke and Enduald looked at each other; the move had caught them by surprise. They had probably expected him to retreat, not to charge at them. Loke aimed and released. As soon as he saw the arrow leave the bow, Lasgol threw himself to one side. The arrow fell where he had been a moment before. He stood up as Loke was already nocking, aiming and beginning to run. Ona was running so fast that she seemed to be flying over the snow, heading straight for Loke. 
 
    Lasgol saw the arrow leave Loke’s bow, and threw himself to the ground again. This time the arrow brushed the side of his head – he had almost been eliminated! Loke hastened to nock his bow again, and Lasgol got up to run. He calculated the distance: two hundred paces. He could now release as soon as Loke gave him a chance – if he ever gave him one. Enduald began to cast a spell. Both he and Ona were within range now, so they were both in danger. He stopped and aimed at Enduald. Loke was about to release against him, but then he saw Ona leaping on to him. She had covered the distance amazingly fast. Loke turned to release against Ona as she jumped on to him. He released, but she was already in the air and the arrow did not touch her. 
 
    Lasgol released at the moment when Enduald stopped conjuring. His bow burst into flames. 
 
    “Magic!” he cried, and was forced to drop his bow. His hands and arms were burning. With an abrupt movement he buried his arms up to his elbows in a mound of snow on his right. 
 
    Enduald was about to work magic again when Lasgol’s arrow hit him fair and square in the chest. He cursed and stopped the spell. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out in relief. He had hit him. The shot had been quite a good one. He had felt it as the arrow left the bow, but as archery was not his strong point, he was never sure of hitting the target. All those hours of practicing with Ingrid and Molak seemed to have been worth the trouble. He would have to thank them once the test was over. 
 
    Meanwhile Ona was attacking Loke. The Masig had already lost his bow, but was defending himself well, with his cloak rolled around his left forearm. Ona was gripping this with her teeth, not letting go of him. Lasgol ran to help his partner as Loke reached for his knife. Lasgol saw him and knew that if Ona were stabbed, he would lose her for the rest of the test. 
 
    “Ona. Here!”  
 
    She heard the order and looked aside at him, but without letting go.  
 
    “Ona. Here!” 
 
    The panther obeyed and ran back to him. Loke tried to get her with his knife in a circular slash, but only managed to touch her tail. 
 
    “Ona. Very good.” 
 
    He looked at Ona, then at Loke. “Ona. Guard,” he ordered, so that she would be protecting him. 
 
    He began to walk toward Loke, who was tightening his cloak around his left forearm and reaching for his axe. With his knife in his left hand under the cloak and his axe in his right hand, the Masig confronted Lasgol and Ona. 
 
    Lasgol moved until he was two paces away, then stopped. Loke took up a defensive stance with his legs flexed and his left forearm forward, ready for Ona’s attack. 
 
    Lasgol launched into his attack with a combination of thrusts from both knife and axe. Loke defended himself masterfully. Lasgol realized immediately that Loke was a better fighter in close combat, but he himself had one great advantage: he had Ona. 
 
    The panther got ready to attack Loke. 
 
    “Ona. Bring down,” Lasgol ordered. 
 
    Loke looked at him in surprise. The panther was not going to go for his arm, she was going to bring him down. He turned to her as she gave a tremendous leap and carried him with her. Lasgol seized the advantage and ran to him, while Ona moved away, then jumped again to keep him down. Loke began to get to his feet, and simultaneously, Lasgol and Ona jumped on the Masig Ranger. 
 
    Lasgol succeeded in marking him. 
 
    “Ona. Here,” he ordered her, and she backed off Loke. 
 
    The Masig looked down at his side where Lasgol had marked him. “Very well done,” he said. “Pass and keep going.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded respectfully at Enduald and Loke, then picked up his bow, which was scorched and useless. 
 
    “Ona. Come,” he said, and they went on deeper into the wood. 
 
    There was only one more obstacle left. Lasgol’s spirits rose. He was very close to making it. He could not afford to fail now. Whatever the last obstacle might be, he had to overcome it. 
 
    The tracks he was now following were those of a single man, and they faded away at intervals, so that he had to make an effort to find the trail again. On three occasions he almost lost it for good. He had to draw on all his knowledge and experience, and even some tips from the days when his father had taught him to track. 
 
    He came to a clearing in the middle of the wood and stopped at the southern edge of the trees. On the opposite side a figure appeared, with another snow panther. It was snowing heavily now, so that it took him a moment to recognize them. 
 
    They were Gisli and Ilsa! 
 
    He began to feel very nervous. 
 
    “You’ve done a very good job to get this far,” Gisli congratulated him, without moving from where he was. 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “I see you didn’t lose my trail.” 
 
    “My Master’s teachings have served me well.” 
 
    Gisli smiled and pointed. “We’ll meet in the middle.” 
 
    “Are we going to fight?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    “No, we’re not going to fight. This last test is rather different, and a lot more difficult. You’ve fought enough and proven your worth.” 
 
    Lasgol had no idea what the Elder had in mind, so that he was even more uneasy now. He walked on to the center with Ona, and Gisli did the same with Ilsa. When Ona saw her mother, she ran to her at once, and Ilsa licked her head, showing her love. 
 
    “You’ve come this far, which means you’ve passed the test as far as tracking is concerned. You’ve done that very well. Hence, I’m granting you the Specialty of Tireless Tracker. Now we need to see whether you pass that of Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “This is a very complicated Elite Specialty, and the moment has come for the final test.” 
 
    “What do I have to do, Master?” 
 
    “Very simple: you have to go away.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him blankly. “Go away?” 
 
    “Yes. Go back the way you came. Stop before you go into the wood.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    Gisli nodded. “That’s all.” 
 
    Lasgol could not understand this strange situation. Puzzled, he obeyed his Master’s instructions. He turned and began to walk back to the trees. Gisli did the same and walked back to the point where he had appeared. When Lasgol reached the trees, he turned and saw Gisli on the opposite side of the clearing. Ilsa and Ona were still in the center, behaving like mother and daughter. 
 
    “Ilsa. Here!” Gisli called. 
 
    Ilsa looked at him and began to walk toward him. 
 
    Ona looked at Lasgol, then at Ilsa, then went after her mother. They reached Gisli together. 
 
    “Call your familiar,” Gisli said from the other side of the clearing. “If she goes back to you, you’ll have passed the test. If she decides to go back with her mother, you’ll have failed. It’s as simple and as difficult as that. I wish you the best of luck.”  
 
    At that moment Lasgol understood what the test consisted of. He saw Ona with her mother and Gisli, and his hopes of passing the test vanished. Ona would not choose him over her mother. He took a deep breath, feeling a dreadful unease. His stomach was churning and he felt sick. He did not want to lose Ona, whom he loved very much. He breathed in deeply, trying to calm down, but was unable to. He did as Gisli had asked him to. 
 
    “Ona. Here!” he ordered, and tapped his thigh three times with his fingers. 
 
    Ona looked at him, then at her mother. 
 
     “Ilsa,” Gisli called. “Come.” 
 
    And they went into the wood. 
 
    Ona was left looking at Lasgol, who repeated the order: “Ona. Here!” 
 
    Gisli and Ilsa disappeared among the trees. 
 
    Ona looked at Lasgol one last time, then followed her mother and vanished. 
 
    Lasgol’s spirits fell to his feet. 
 
    “No...” 
 
    He fell on to one knee and stared at the ground, distraught. 
 
    The snow went on falling, and a moment later it had covered the tracks of Ona, Ilsa and Gisli. 
 
    Lasgol could not feel the snow, the cold or his own exhaustion. He was broken. He had lost Ona and the Specialty of Beast Whisperer. What hurt him most was the loss of his partner. He had become deeply fond of her, and his eyes moistened. He was left kneeling there in the snow. 
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    Lasgol heaved a deep sigh. There was nothing to be done. Everything had turned out badly at the last moment... he had been so close... and yet so far... He decided to go back before he turned into an icicle. 
 
    He raised his eyes from the ground, and his heart burst with joy. 
 
    Ona was coming back to him, running fast over the snow. 
 
    “Ona!” 
 
    The snow panther came up to him and pounced. He was thrown on his back on the snow with Ona on top of him licking his face. 
 
    “Ona! I’m so happy!” 
 
    Ona sat up on his chest and licked his face and hair. 
 
    He was laughing with joy, and his heart was bursting with happiness. 
 
    “Test passed!” Gisli shouted at him from the other side. There was an enormous smile on his face. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe he had succeeded. He had passed the test! And most importantly, Ona had chosen to stay with him instead of going back to her family. He could not have been happier. 
 
    He laughed and played with her, his heart overflowing with joy, and they both lay there in the snow watching the snowflakes fall. 
 
    At last, glowing with happiness, he went back to Sigrid and the Lair. 
 
    At nightfall the Nature pupils came back. They had been in the forest for three days. Everybody wanted to see Sugesen, who contrary to all predictions had survived, although he looked so bad that Annika took him to the Cavern of Autumn to be looked after. Gonars, Elina and Frida did not look much better, and they too needed assistance. When they were asked how they had fared, they simply shrugged. None of them seemed very confident about having passed the test. 
 
    The next day’s dawn was glorious. Finally, it had stopped snowing, and a timid sun was making its appearance in a sky that was only partially cloudy. Warm, bright rays of sunbathed the Lair and the southeastern part of the great valley that was the Shelter. Considering it was the depths of the Norghanian winter, it was certainly a spectacular day. Sunny days could be counted on the fingers of one hand in winter in the northern realms of Tremia. 
 
    Sigrid appeared in the Cave of Spring and assembled them for an announcement. 
 
    “Today we are going to decide who is worthy of attaining the rank of Specialist. We’ll be taking into account all the work and progress you’ve made throughout this year, and of course the result of the Proficiency Test, which will be the determining factor. To that end, the four Elder Specialists and I will meet at the Pearl and make the decision for each one of you. Don’t imagine for one moment that because you’ve passed the test you’re off the hook. There are other variables which will also be taken into consideration in the making of the final decision. Nobody is safe, and nobody is disqualified, until we make that final decision.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged nervous glances. The moment of truth had arrived, the moment they were to know their fate, and nothing seemed to have been completely decided. Even those who thought they had passed the test felt uneasy after the Mother Specialist’s words. 
 
    Viggo looked at Lasgol and raised both eyebrows. Lasgol understood what he meant. There would be surprises, and they might be unpleasant ones. 
 
    “I advise you to relax while you wait for the verdict. At noon I want you all to go up to the Pearl, for the Graduation ceremony. Your fate will be determined then.” 
 
    She left them with these words. The pupils watched them leave, and nervous conversations broke out everywhere. 
 
    Erika shook her head. “I didn’t like what she said at all.”  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Ingrid asked her, looking serious. 
 
    “I get the feeling we’re in for some surprises.” 
 
    “They don’t necessarily have to be bad ones,” Luca said. 
 
    “Good surprises?” Erika replied. “Can you remember any good surprises there’ve been among the Rangers?”  
 
    Astrid made a face. “She’s got a point there, you know.”  
 
    “Those of us who’ve passed the test haven’t got anything to fear,” Ingrid said confidently. 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet my pay on it,” said Erika. 
 
    “What pay?” Astrid wanted to know. 
 
    “The one they’ll be giving us when we start working as Rangers,” Molak explained. 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought of that,” Astrid confessed. 
 
    “At best, they’ll save someone who’s failed,” Ingrid said, “but not the opposite,”  
 
    “I usually agree with you,” said Molak, “but this time I’m afraid I’m not quite so sure.” 
 
    While they were arguing about Sigrid’s words and what was awaiting them, Lasgol found he was missing a voice which was always critical and acid. To his surprise, Viggo was not with them. When he looked towards the entrance to the cave, he saw him slipping away. It was not quite the moment for a stroll, not at that supremely important moment in their lives. It seemed very strange to Lasgol, who decided to follow his friend and find out what he was up to. Probably nothing good. 
 
    He left his friends arguing heatedly about what was to come and followed Viggo. He found him at the entrance to the Cave of Winter. He was spying inside, which was absolutely forbidden. Stealthily, Lasgol went up to him. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked him accusingly. 
 
    Viggo did not flinch, but went on looking inside. “They’re all at the Pearl, deciding our fate.” 
 
    “Yes. So what?” 
 
    “Well then, it’s the moment I’ve been waiting forever since we first set foot in the Lair.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    “I know, you’re not too bright.” 
 
    “Stop being a pain in the neck and tell me what you’re plotting.” 
 
    “I’m going to go in and find out what they’ve got hidden in there.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Who’s going to stop me? At last this place is deserted, and I know how much time I’ve got.” 
 
    “You’re not going in there, it’s forbidden. And if you’re found out, you’ll lose your Elite Specialization.” 
 
    “Which I might have lost anyway. You heard Sigrid, nobody’s got it in the bag.” 
 
    “Viggo, no.” 
 
    “Lasgol, yes.” 
 
    “Don’t go in.” 
 
    “I’ve got to. Curiosity’s been killing me ever since we first arrived.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to grab him. But he moved with amazing speed, and Lasgol’s hand met empty air. 
 
    “Oh, hell!” 
 
    Viggo went into the Cave of Winter. 
 
    Lasgol hesitated. If he went in, he would be in tremendous trouble and risked being expelled just when his fate was being decided. It would be a nightmare if they caught him here and stopped him from graduating. His stomach churned. He saw Viggo vanish into the shadows. Why did he always have to be such a pain in the backside? Because Viggo was Viggo. But Lasgol could not let him be caught. He had to get him out of there and stop him being expelled, even if he risked the same thing happening to himself. 
 
    He checked behind him to make sure nobody could see him and followed Viggo into the Cave of Winter. The entrance was dark and mostly covered by strange vegetation, so that nobody could see what was inside. He went in through the opening that looked like a huge cat’s eye, and inside he found a spherical cavern. His attention was caught by the fact that the ceiling and the high walls of bare rock shone with a silver sheen. They had built a floor and square wooden partitions, which divided the cave into a long corridor with apartments on either side. A huge double door which opened into the corridor seemed to give access to a hall at the end. Oil lamps lit up the whole area. 
 
    Viggo was crouching in the corridor, looking into the first room on his left. Bent double, Lasgol went after him cautiously. 
 
    “This is Gisli’s room,” Viggo said. His voice was completely natural, as if this were nothing out of the way. 
 
    “I don’t care whose it is. We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    Viggo pointed up at the ceiling of the cave. “There’s no danger, they’re up there debating.” 
 
    “Yes, there is, they might come in any moment.” 
 
    “Don’t be a wet blanket.” He moved to the entrance of the opposite room. 
 
    “Viggo!” Lasgol reproached him in a whisper. 
 
    Viggo paid not the slightest attention and went into the room. Lasgol swore under his breath. 
 
    “This is Ivar’s. He’s got some spectacular bows, pretty strange ones, hanging all along the walls. You should see them, they’re worthy of a king.” He left the room and moved on down the corridor. 
 
    “I don’t want to see Ivar’s collection of bows, I want us to get out of here before we get into trouble.” 
 
    Viggo ignored him. He moved on down the corridor to the next room and went in. 
 
    “Viggo!” Lasgol called in an accusing whisper. 
 
    After a moment Viggo put his head out. “This one’s Annika’s, nothing very interesting. Tomes upon tomes on Nature and a couple of unusual staves with silver engraving. I wonder whether they’re magical... they don’t look like it to me. Don’t you want to take a peek?” 
 
    “No! I want us to get out of here!” 
 
    “In a moment.” Viggo crossed the corridor and went into the room opposite. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe how stubborn and how much of a troublemaker his friend was. They were going to end up expelled, both of them, it was becoming clearer and clearer. All that training and hard work, for nothing. 
 
    Viggo’s head appeared at the door of another room. “Now this really is an interesting room. It’s Engla’s. There are no end of knives and throwing daggers in special armories. They’re beauties. Come in and have a look.” 
 
    “I’m not going in! Come on!” 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes and ignored Lasgol’s protests. He went on to the next room. 
 
    “Nothing. This is a guest room.” 
 
    “Viggo, let’s go.” 
 
    Viggo went into another room. 
 
    “Another guest room.” 
 
    At last he found Sigrid’s. It was next to the great double door at the end of the corridor. 
 
    “Don’t go into the Mother Specialist’s.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because she’s the Mother Specialist!” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m going into it, to see what’s in there.” 
 
    “By the Ice Gods!” 
 
    Viggo went in and stayed there for a while, with Lasgol waiting in the corridor and constantly looking behind his back, fearing that at any moment one of the four Elder Specialists would come in, or even the Mother Specialist herself. His stomach was so queasy that he was beginning to feel sick. 
 
    “What a disappointment...” said Viggo’s head from the door. 
 
    “Disappointment?” 
 
    “There’s nothing interesting. A heap of scrolls everywhere, a huge working table and tomes and more tomes. Really boring...” 
 
    “What did you expect the life of the Leader of the Shelter would be like?” 
 
    “Dunno... I was hoping for some secret or other.” 
 
    “She devotes herself to her work.” 
 
    “She’s got three owls at the end. I didn’t get near, you know those scrawny fowls don’t like me.” 
 
    “Nobody likes you.” 
 
    “That’s part of my charm. Why would she need three different owls?” 
 
    “Don’t you start on your conspiracy theories...” 
 
    “If she only speaks to the Rangers, she only needs one owl. Why the other two? Unless she speaks to someone else... someone she doesn’t want anybody to know about...” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “Of course she must speak to other people, and she’d want it to be private. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, for you everything’s always completely normal. But it smells fishy to me.” 
 
    “That’s because you always see conspiracies everywhere and strange things where there aren’t any.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah...” 
 
    “And because you don’t wipe your nose.” 
 
    Viggo gave a chuckle. 
 
    “That was a good one. Let’s see what’s behind that big door.” 
 
    “No! We’ve got to go!” 
 
    “Come on, we’re here in front of it.” He began to try the doorknobs. 
 
    “See? It’s closed. Let’s leave before we’re found out.” 
 
    “D’you really think a closed door’s going to stop me going in?” 
 
    “Don’t force it!” 
 
    But it was too late. Viggo had taken out a pick and was working on the lock. 
 
    “Leave that lock alone!” 
 
    There was a metallic click. 
 
    “Easy as winking,” said Viggo with a broad smile of satisfaction. He opened the door and went in. 
 
    Lasgol stayed outside, looking at the entrance of the cave at the end of the corridor, in the direction they had come by, fearing discovery. 
 
    “By all the winter storms!” he heard Viggo cry out loud. He rushed into the chamber to shut him up. 
 
    “Shhh! Lower your voice! They’ll catch us!” he whispered furiously, and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Viggo turned to him with eyes like saucers and pointed to the far wall. Lasgol half-closed his eyes and stared at the place. It was a room built at the end of the cavern, with three high walls, one behind them with the double door, two on the right and left, the fourth being the rock of the cave itself. Two oil lamps illuminated it with a yellowish light. It was a large room, and the strangest thing of all was that it was completely empty. There was not a single piece of furniture, no decoration, no clothes, nothing at all. The floor too was of rock, and it was polished. Lasgol felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. 
 
    “I think there’s magic here...” 
 
    “Look!” Viggo urged him. He was pointing insistently at the far wall. 
 
    Lasgol took a couple of steps, and then he saw it. His jaw dropped. On the wall, engraved in silver, was the image of a colossal dragon. 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “See? I was right!” 
 
    “It’s enormous... majestic...” 
 
    “It’s a bloody dragon!” 
 
    “The representation of a dragon,” Lasgol corrected him. 
 
    “And why d’you think there’s a hidden representation of an outsize silver dragon on the end wall of the Cave of Winter, where they’ve forbidden us to enter?” 
 
    Lasgol was staring at the carving. The detail in it was so highly skilled and realistic that it left him breathless. It looked as though it were about to jump out of the rock and devour them at any moment. He had to swallow while he stared at it. A shiver ran down his spine. There was no doubt that this did not bode well. 
 
    “I don’t know...” 
 
    “And why the hell is there magic in this place? What do you think’s the reason?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure that there’s magic... I can feel something... and it usually indicates the presence of magic.” 
 
    “Don’t evade the question.” 
 
    “I don’t know...” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why. Because the Lair’s really the lair of a dragon! The one that’s frozen at the entrance to the Shelter! That’s why!” 
 
    “Shhh, keep calm, they’re going to find us.” 
 
    “But how on earth am I supposed to keep calm? We’ve been living in the home of a dragon!” 
 
    “We don’t know that. It’s just a guess.” 
 
    “A guess as true as the fact that I’m amoral.” 
 
    “You’re not amoral.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Nonsense. We don’t know whether this is a dragon’s lair.” 
 
    “We don’t?” He pointed to the great silver dragon on the wall. 
 
    “Well... that doesn’t prove it...” 
 
    “And the magic this place gives off? And the runes of power in the Cavern of Runes? And the frozen dragon?” 
 
    “I see your point...” 
 
    “It’s crystal clear!” 
 
    “We don’t even know if dragons ever really existed.” 
 
    “You can deny the evidence all you want. It’s absolutely clear to me that dragons existed, that this place was the lair of one that’s frozen, and that one day the dragons will come back and this’ll be one of the places they come back to.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. Viggo’s theories, although rather farfetched, never strayed too far from reality. What he was saying made enough sense... and the last thing he needed was to have problems with dragons. No, even if they had once existed, and even if this place was really a dragon’s lair, it was something that had happened thousands of years ago. Now there was no danger. 
 
    “Be that as it may, it’s something in the past. There’s no danger now.” 
 
    “Yeah, until they come back.” 
 
    “Dragons aren’t coming back.” 
 
    “Because you say so.” 
 
    “Because common sense says so.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “Come on, let’s get out of here. You’ve seen all you wanted to see.” 
 
    Grumbling, Viggo accepted. 
 
    Lasgol opened the double door carefully, and as they were about to go out they heard a noise. Someone was coming along the corridor. 
 
    “Back!” he urged Viggo. He closed the door. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    “They’re up there. It can’t be them.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. Viggo pushed him aside and looked through the keyhole. 
 
    “It’s the dwarf,” he whispered. 
 
    “Enduald?” 
 
    “He’s gone into one of the guest rooms.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “What are we going to do? Get out, obviously.” 
 
    “And Enduald?” 
 
    “We’ll creep past, and that’s that.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. In Viggo’s world everything was either very white or very black. 
 
    Viggo opened the door very carefully so that it would not creak, then moved on at a crouch, in total silence. Lasgol followed him trying to be as silent as Viggo, which he found impossible. 
 
     They went along the corridor until they came to the door to Enduald’s room. Viggo stopped, and Lasgol did the same. The door was open. Viggo put his head in, looked inside and withdrew his head, all in the blink of an eye.  
 
    He turned to Lasgol. “He’s changing his clothes,” he whispered. 
 
    “Do we wait?” 
 
    “No, follow me.” 
 
    Viggo whipped his head in again. He gestured to Lasgol, then with unbelievable agility and control rolled over himself in front of the open door. Lasgol froze, waiting to see whether Enduald had seen him. He had not. Viggo gestured to him to get ready. He glanced back into the room and signaled him to go ahead.  
 
    Lasgol could not roll over his head like Viggo without making a noise, so he crawled like a snake across the door as fast and silently as he could. 
 
    Enduald did not even notice. 
 
    The two friends reached the entrance to the Cave of Winter. Viggo took a look to see if it was safe to go out, and gave a nod. They both left unobtrusively, talking about the weather, and set off for the Cave of Spring. 
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    At noon, they all gathered together before the Pearl for the Graduation Ceremony. Sigrid was waiting for them, looking serious. Behind her were the four Elder Specialists. They were all wearing formal dress, appropriate for Ranger ceremonies. The formal dress was not showy, but it was a little more elaborate than the clothes they usually wore, and of better quality. 
 
    “Today we’re going to celebrate the Graduation Ceremony. It’s the end of the route for many of you, because you’ll be able to take possession of your title as Specialist. For a few others, the dream won’t come true. But remember this: those who dream and try with all their heart will reach their goals.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed and looked at his friends. He hoped very much that they would all graduate. 
 
    “For the ceremony we’re to be joined by two guests of honor.”  
 
    Enduald and Loke appeared from behind the Pearl and took their places between Sigrid and the pupils. 
 
    “Annika, the Logbook, please. Everything must be duly registered for posterity. So says the Path of the Specialist, and so must it be.” 
 
    Annika brought out the Logbook and handed it to Sigrid. With a firm thrust she buried the end of her staff in the ground. Silver flashes bathed everyone there. She opened the tome and prepared to write. 
 
    “Pupils of the Specialty of Nature, stand forward and pay your respects.” 
 
    Elina, Frida, Sugesen and Gonars stepped forward and put one knee on the ground, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “Elder Specialist of Nature, please.” 
 
    Annika came to stand beside Sigrid, with a scroll in her hands. 
 
    “After evaluating all my pupils’ credits, and the Proficiency Test, this is my verdict.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Sigrid told her. 
 
    “Elina...” She paused deliberately. 
 
    Elina was staring at her, looking as though she were about to have a heart attack. 
 
    “Elina has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Expert Herbalist.” 
 
    Elina gasped so loudly that the whole crowd heard it. 
 
    “Stand up,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Elina got to her feet, very excited, holding back her tears. Annika put the Expert Herbalist medallion around her neck and smiled. 
 
    “You’re a magnificent student. It’s been a long time since I had anybody with a mind like yours. You’ve impressed me with your capacity to learn and the effort you’ve put into studying all the tomes I’ve given you.” 
 
    “It’s been an honor, Ma’am.” 
 
    Elina returned to her position, her eyes on the great medallion that made her a Ranger Specialist: a great honor. 
 
    The next to be called was Frida. She was also successful, which surprised nobody. She succeeded in becoming a Healer Guard. Sugesen followed, very pale and needing to gain a little healthy weight. Annika put the Forest Survivor medallion around his neck, and he went back to his place full of pride. Last came Gonars’ turn. He doubted whether he had made the grade, since he had had a very hard time the whole year with the training and had had to make a huge effort. In addition to this, Annika had been constantly correcting him. Even so, he succeeded. Annika put the Forest Trapper medallion around his neck, and he could not hold back a few tears of happiness. 
 
    “It is now registered in the Logbook of the Shelter. It’s been a very good year for the Specialty of Nature, and I congratulate all you for having succeeded, and my dear friend Annika for the great work she’s put into training you.” 
 
    The four stepped back, and Sigrid now called on the Specialty of Expertise. Lasgol instantly began to feel very nervous. It was the turn of Astrid and Viggo. 
 
    Astrid, Viggo, Jorgen and Aren stepped forward and went down on one knee, looking straight ahead as their Nature partners had done. 
 
    “Elder Specialist of Expertise,” Sigrid called out. 
 
    Engla moved to her side and glanced at the scroll that bore the results. 
 
    “After evaluating all my pupils’ credits, together with the Proficiency test, this is the final verdict.”  
 
    Astrid and Viggo tensed. Ingrid put her hand on Lasgol’s arm and encouraged him with her steely gaze. 
 
    “Astrid...” Engla called, making an apparently endless pause, “… has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Assassin of Nature.” 
 
    Lasgol came close to leaping and shouting with joy. Luckily Ingrid restrained him. 
 
    “Stand up,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Astrid stood up slowly, her gaze distant, as if until then she had not realized the importance of the moment or the significance of what she had achieved. Engla put the medallion around her neck, smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Congratulations. You’ve done very well throughout the whole year. You’re brilliant. In your case, the skill and talent you possess are complemented by an intelligent mind, willpower and courage: a winning combination. You’ll be very good in your Specialty, but be very careful, and always watch your back.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am, I will,” Astrid replied. She was staring at the medallion, her mouth half-open with the excitement she was feeling. She shook her head as if she could not believe she had succeeded, then went back to her place with her eyes moist. 
 
    Engla consulted her scroll. 
 
    “Viggo...” she announced, “… has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Natural Assassin.” 
 
    Lasgol could not contain himself. He shouted out with happiness and raised his fist. Sigrid glared at him and shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry...” he mumbled, and went red. 
 
    “Stand up,” Sigrid said to Viggo, who had not reacted to that incredible announcement. 
 
    Viggo got up with a strange expression on his face, as though he did not believe it, as though he thought they must be playing some cruel prank on him. He hesitated. Then he straightened and stepped up to Engla. 
 
    “Congratulations. I must admit that I had my doubts about you. There were times when I was sure you weren’t going to make it. Not for lack of skill, but because of your character and personality. I’m glad you’ve proved me wrong. You’ve got an innate talent for this Specialty. I’m going to give you a warning, though: keep on the Path of the Specialist and don’t deviate from it, or else you’ll end badly. Very badly.” 
 
    Viggo was staring into her eyes. “Thank you, Ma’am. I’ll try and stick to the true path.” 
 
    Engla put the medallion around his neck, and Viggo was still. He seemed unable to believe this was happening to him. He held the medallion with both hands and looked at it as though in a trance, completely overwhelmed by the situation. 
 
    “I... I did it...” he stammered. 
 
    “Yes, and by your own merits,” Engla assured him. 
 
    Viggo looked around at Ingrid and Lasgol, who were making victory signs. All of a sudden, he seemed to take in the fact that he had succeeded. He raised his fist in the air. 
 
    “I did it!” he shouted at the top of his voice. 
 
    “Go back to your place, please,” Sigrid said. “The ceremony must continue.”  
 
    Viggo went back to his place with the broadest smile that had ever been seen on his face. 
 
    Ingrid and Lasgol were smiling broadly too. They were almost as happy as Viggo himself about his incredible success. Natural Assassin was considered the most difficult of all the Elite Specialties, together with Archer of the Wind. 
 
    Aren followed Viggo, but failed to get his Chameleon Stalker medallion. With great disappointment on his face, he withdrew. The last candidate of Expertise was Jorgen, who did not attain his dream of becoming a Forest Assassin. However, Engla asked Sigrid to allow them to return the next year. She accepted, and they were granted a second chance. From the look on both their faces, Lasgol was not sure they would come back. It would be a shame, because both of them were good. He could understand their doubts, because the Specialization of Expertise was brutally hard, and it took extraordinary spirit and skills to manage to graduate in one of its Elite specializations. 
 
    “Good work,” Sigrid said to Engla. 
 
    “A good year,” she replied, her eyes on Astrid and Viggo. “The King will be happy,” she added, and then stepped back. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo went back to their group, and Lasgol hugged them both. 
 
    Sigrid looked at those expectant pupils who still did not know their fate. “Now for the Specialization of Wildlife: please step forward, Elder and pupils.”  
 
    Lasgol was caught by surprise, and his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Take it easy, you’re going to make it,” Astrid whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Piece of cake, weirdo,” Viggo encouraged him with his usual sarcasm 
 
    Lasgol stepped forward, got down on one knee and looked straight ahead. He was so nervous that his leg was shaking. Luca, Erika and Axe got down on one knee beside him. Elder Specialist Gisli went up to Sigrid, holding the scroll which bore the results. 
 
    “After evaluating all my pupils’ qualities,” he said, “together with the Proficiency Test, this is the final verdict.” 
 
    Astrid, Ingrid and Viggo made encouraging gestures at him, but Lasgol was so nervous that his stomach was making him queasy, so queasy that he feared he was going to throw up. 
 
    “Luca...” Gisli said with the dreaded long pause, “… has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Man Hunter.” 
 
    Luca stood up, looking very honored, and went up to him. 
 
    “Congratulations. You’ve done very well throughout the year. You deserve the title. You’ll be a very good Man Hunter. Remember always to act with intelligence and honor. Don’t ever trust your quarry, because it’ll turn on you and try to finish you. Man, or animal: always remember that.” 
 
    “I will, Master.” 
 
    Gisli put the medallion around Luca’s neck and he went back to his place, deeply proud. 
 
    Lasgol was very happy for him. He deserved it. He was good and honest. 
 
    “Erika...” Gisli said, and took his time over the pause. “You have successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Beast Master.” 
 
    Erika, smiling happily, went up to him. 
 
    “I’m impressed by that little head of yours. You’ve managed to learn everything I put in front of you without blinking, as much from tomes as in the field. You have a very good head and a good hand with animals. You’ll be an expert, and the King will be delighted to have you serving at the Court.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master. It’s been an honor.” 
 
    Erika went back to her place, very happy about her medallion. Lasgol was glad for his partner, who deserved it for all she had studied. 
 
    “Axe,” Gisli said, and this time there was no pause, “has not successfully attained the Elite Specialty of Tireless Explorer.” 
 
    Axe moaned in frustration. He stood up and went over to Gisli. 
 
    “You were close. You almost had it, you can be assured of that, but you’re still not fully ready. You need to improve a little more. That’s why, with the Mother Specialist’s permission, you’ve been granted the opportunity to come back next year if you wish to try again.” 
 
    Axe took a deep breath and exhaled in a long sigh. 
 
    “I’ll come back, Master.” 
 
    “Very well then,” Sigrid said, “that’s decided.”  
 
    Lasgol felt bad for his teammate. He had tried giving it his all, as Lasgol was well aware, since he had been a witness to it himself. 
 
    “Lasgol...” Gisli called, and the pause seemed to go on forever. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the Elder and almost had a heart attack as he waited for the verdict. 
 
    “Lasgol has successfully attained the Elite Specialty of Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    A great gasp of relief came out of his mouth, and there was no way he could stop it. His heart was beating wildly, his stomach leapt up into his throat, and he did his best to regain some sort of calm. He stood up and went to the Elder. 
 
    “Very good work, congratulations. You have a special skill with animals. Very few have such a good hand with them. It’s something that’s inborn, it can’t be taught. Either you have it or you don’t. And you certainly have it, and it’s one of the most special I’ve ever seen. Better than mine.” That comment touched Lasgol’s heart deeply. “It’s been a pleasure to train you. You’ll be an exceptional Beast Whisperer.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “But there’s more...”  
 
    “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “Lasgol...” he went on, with the customary pause,”... has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Forest Tracker.” 
 
    Sigrid gave the trace of a smile. 
 
    “Double Elite Specialization,” the Mother Specialist said. “A great achievement. We haven’t often had the fortune to have that happen.” She noted it in the Logbook, nodding, clearly delighted. 
 
    “It’s an honor, Mother Specialist,” Lasgol said. He gave a long sigh. 
 
    “Not many have your eye and your instinct for following a trail like a true Norghanian bloodhound. But apart from that, you’ve put in a great effort and improved very significantly since the beginning of the year. Your hard work has borne fruit. You’ve earned it all by your own hard work.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Gisli put the two medallions around his neck, and he felt so honored and happy that his eyes moistened and he felt a lump in his throat. He looked up at the sky and thought of his father Dakon and his mother Mayra, of how proud they would be of him, and his spirits felt renewed. He had made it: he was a Ranger Specialist, like his father before him. He looked at Astrid, who winked at him and smiled. He could not have been happier. He would remember that moment as one of the happiest in his life. 
 
    He went back to his place, and Sigrid called the School of Archery. Lasgol passed Ingrid and Molak as they went forward. He wished them luck, even though he knew that neither of them needed it. There were no better Archers in the whole of Norghana. 
 
    The first to be called was Molak. Ingrid gave him an encouraging glance and Isgord one of loathing, since he wanted to be the first to receive the glory, as usual. Bjorn, who had not done well in the test, looked resigned. 
 
    “Molak...” Ivar said with barely a pause, and as irascibly as ever, “has successfully attained the Elite Specialization of Forest Sniper.” 
 
    Molak smiled from ear to ear. Ingrid gave him a congratulatory slap on the back. Lasgol and the others were not surprised, and were delighted on his behalf. Molak went up to Ivar, who put the medallion around his neck. 
 
    “You’ll be a precise, lethal weapon. Nobody better than a Forest Sniper to put an end to an enemy of the King. You have a prodigious eye and arm. You’ll serve the realm well. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Hearing Ivar say positive things and with no ill-will in his voice was quite an event. 
 
    Molak withdrew amid smiles from his teammates. 
 
    The next to be called was Bjorn, and as he was already expecting, he had not made the grade. But he was granted the chance to come back the next year, as he showed promise. Bjorn thanked Ivar and Sigrid for the opportunity and said that he would be back and that he would succeed this time. His teammates applauded, but Sigrid ended this promptly. 
 
    And then came Ingrid’s turn. When she looked up, her eyes were determined. She would accept the verdict, whichever it was, and if she had to come back, then she would come back and triumph. Lasgol was sure she would pass. She was the best of them all, by far. 
 
    “Ingrid,” Ivar said, and without pausing he went on: “has successfully attained the Elite Specialty of Archer of the Wind.” 
 
    Lasgol applauded, unable to contain his joy. Viggo, beside him, gave a cry of triumph. Sigrid glared at them. 
 
    “You chose one of the most difficult Elite Specializations, and despite that, you’ve passed easily. It’s been a long time since I had such a gifted pupil. Not only physically, but also mentally. You’ve exceeded all my expectations. You have qualities within you which will take you a long way. Keep on the Path of the Specialist, and one day you might even be First Ranger of the Realm.” 
 
    Ingrid smiled from ear to ear. “There’s nothing I’d like more than that.” 
 
    “Come back and visit me when you get there.” 
 
    “I will, Master.” 
 
    Ingrid withdrew amid the admiration of her comrades. 
 
    Finally Isgord was called. He raised his gaze and his chin, as arrogant as ever, and puffed himself up like a peacock, sure that he was going to pass. 
 
    Lasgol hoped he would not, but unfortunately he knew that he was very good and that he would almost certainly do so. 
 
    “Isgord...” said Ivar – and this time he left a long pause – “… has successfully attained the Elite Specialty of Infallible Marksman.” 
 
    Isgord got up, with a smile of enormous satisfaction. He went up to Ivar as if he were better than all the rest of them. Ivar raised his hands to put the medallion around his neck. 
 
    “Stop,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Ivar did so. Isgord turned to her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded. 
 
    Sigrid gave him a cold, lethal look. “You’ve succeeded in the Elite Specialization of Infallible Marksmanship, but I’m not going to grant it to you.” 
 
    Isgord was outraged. “What! Why?”  
 
    “Your skill and talent for achieving the Specialty have been made very obvious, and at the same time, so has your lack of morals and honesty.” 
 
    “What lack of morals and honesty?” 
 
    “I might not be able to prove that you tried to kill your teammate, but I can read in your eyes that it was no accident. It was intentional. And for that reason, you will not graduate as a Specialist. I forbid it with the authority granted me by my position as Mother Specialist and leader of the Shelter.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Isgord shouted furiously. 
 
    “I am the judge in the Shelter.” 
 
    “I’ve passed the training and the test!” 
 
    “But you’re not fit morally.” 
 
    “Yes I am!” 
 
    “Both of us know that you’re not.” 
 
    He pointed to his fellow-pupils. “I’m better than all of them!” 
 
    “You think yourself superior, but you’re not. In fact you’re very much inferior to them because you’re neither honest nor honorable, and they are.” 
 
    “This is an outrage!” 
 
    “It’s what you deserve, and if it were up to me alone I would expel you from the Rangers. Unfortunately it’s not within my power to do so. That is the prerogative of our leader Gondabar. I recommend that you accept this punishment and go on your way, because if not, I’ll feel obliged to inform our leader of your bad disposition and lack of respect toward me. That he won’t accept.” 
 
    Isgord was so red with fury that it seemed his head was going to explode, as when you step on a ripe tomato. He mumbled some curses and shook his clenched fists in a passion of rage. For a moment the four Elder Specialists tensed, fearing that he might attack the Mother Specialist, who did not even blink. She merely stared at him without moving. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Isgord said at last when he seemed to be able to control his rage. He gave Sigrid a glare of hatred, then turned to Lasgol. He jabbed his finger at him, and in his eyes there appeared a hatred that was both deadly and irrational. 
 
    “This is all your fault!” 
 
    “No, it’s all yours,” Sigrid said. “You now have two paths you can follow: the Path of the Ranger, serving the realm with honor and courage, or the path of hatred, which will lead you to death sooner rather than later. If I were you, I’d choose wisely.” 
 
    Isgord turned to Sigrid, gave her another glare of hatred and left. 
 
    “And now you can all go and celebrate your achievement. Tomorrow you leave the Shelter to begin your new lives as Ranger Specialists.” 
 
    The whole group burst into cheers of victory. They began to hug one another, laugh, jump and shout excitedly. 
 
    They had made it! 
 
    They were Ranger Specialists! 
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    The group spent the night celebrating. They made a bonfire in front of the Lair and together they sang, laughed and wept, enjoying a memorable moment that would forever be engraved in their memories. They were all there, even those who had not made it and would have to repeat the year next Spring. All except one: Isgord. There was no trace of him, as though the earth had swallowed him up. His belongings had gone from beside his bunk bed, so that he must have left as soon as Sigrid had pronounced his expulsion without waiting for the following day. 
 
    At dawn they began to prepare for their departure from the Shelter and the return journey. The four Elders assembled their own pupils and told them they had to collect their belongings and leave the Shelter spotless, as if they had never been there, before they left. They got down to work, since it would take them at least till noon to clean and tidy everything, especially the workshops and the Cave of Spring. 
 
    Sigrid summoned Lasgol as soon as the cleaning had started. Surprised, he went to the Cavern of Runes. With her was Gisli. 
 
    “Mother Specialist...” 
 
    “Hello, Lasgol. There’s something more I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lasgol replied, sensing something ominous. 
 
    “It’s the business of your skills... the ones the experiments revealed.” 
 
    “Oh...” A shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “I’d like to go on with the experiments and see how far we can get with you.” 
 
    “Would I have to stay here?” 
 
    “Yes. For a while, so that we can carry out the study and come to conclusions we might be able to use later on, with other gifted pupils.” 
 
    “To create Super-Specialists.” 
 
    “Yes, that, and other things.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He remembered what the scene with his father had shown him and what had happened in it. He had taken it as a very serious warning, and the risk was not worth it. Not for just trying to be superior. He knew he ought not to accept the request. It was not right. 
 
    “Thank you, but I don’t want to be a Super-Specialist.” 
 
    “You’d be the first one, and it would clear the way for you to become First Ranger, as your father was.” 
 
    “It’s precisely because of what happened to my father that I don’t want to go on with the experiments.” 
 
    Sigrid and Lasgol stared at one another, and she understood that Lasgol knew all about what had happened to his father and his fellow-pupil. 
 
    “Are you sure? The sky would be the limit for you.” 
 
    “Trying to find Super-Specialists isn’t the right way to go, in my opinion. I understand that we’re looking for what’s best for the kingdom, but I don’t think this is the right way.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Sigrid said. She looked crestfallen. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not looking to be someone superior. Just to be myself.” 
 
    “That does you credit,” Gisli said. 
 
    “It’s still a shame. An incredible waste,” Sigrid said. Now she sounded annoyed. 
 
    “There’ll be others,” Gisli pointed out. 
 
    “Not like him. Not for a long time. He’s an incredible anomaly.” Lasgol was afraid Sigrid would force him to do it. “Fine, leave. You don’t know what you’re rejecting. If some day you change your mind, you’ll find us here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am. I’ll bear it in mind.” 
 
    “Are you going to fetch Camu?” Gisli asked him. 
 
    Lasgol was afraid that they were not going to let him. “Yes... I can take him with me, can’t I?” 
 
    Gisli glanced at Sigrid and nodded. “Yes, you can. It’s an incredible creature. We’ve studied it as much as we could – without harming it, of course. We’d love to be able to go on, but I think the link it has with you is too strong to break. It’d suffer immensely, and that wouldn’t help us in our study of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “But I’d like to ask a favor of you.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.” 
 
    “I want you to make a note of everything significant you find out about this creature as time goes by. I’d like you to make a study of it, then sometime in the future bring it to me. I’m sure you’ll find out a few things that are unusual and fascinating. That way we’d have knowledge we could use as a reference for similar creatures in the future.” 
 
    Lasgol thought of Egil and his notebook, and how much he liked writing down everything he could find out about Camu. 
 
    “I’ll do that, Master.” 
 
    “Thank you. If you’re going to get it now, I’ll come half-way with you, I have to go and see Ilsa and her family.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Lasgol said. He was dying to see Camu. He was thinking of how happy his little friend would be when he told him that they could be together now. 
 
    Lasgol and Gisli set off, leaving Sigrid looking depressed. She had not been expecting Lasgol’s refusal. 
 
    Lasgol enjoyed the Elder’s company on their last walk together through the forests of the Shelter. He had learnt so much from him, and thought so highly of him, that he felt he was losing a father figure. 
 
    “Ona’s waiting for you in the Cave of Autumn. She’s a very good, intelligent panther.” 
 
    “So she is, Master. As soon as I pick up Camu I’ll go for Ona, and then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Two exceptional creatures. You’re a fortunate young man to have them as your partners.” 
 
    “I know, Master. It’s a great honor.” 
 
    “Be careful out there, and take good care of your familiar and of Camu, as if they were your children.” 
 
    “With my life, Master.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. The kingdom needs more Beast Whisperers like you. The day you need another animal, I’ll be here. Come back and we’ll whisper to another one together.” 
 
    “I hope that day never comes. I don’t want anything to happen to Ona.” 
 
    “There are all sorts of dangers out there...” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    They arrived at the spot where they would part. Gisli gave him a heartfelt hug which Lasgol appreciated deeply, with the snow falling lightly on their heads and shoulders. 
 
    “Farewell,” Gisli said, and left. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. Stirred in his soul, he set off to the cave where Camu was living with Snowflake’s family. 
 
    As he went up one of the last slopes, he was thinking about how exciting that year had been and everything that had happened in it, a whole world of experience he would never forget. He was looking at the ground to avoid slipping on the snow, because the hill was very steep. 
 
    “Lasgol, wait!” a voice called behind him. 
 
    He stopped in surprise. The voice was very familiar. He turned and raised his hand. 
 
    “Hi! What are you doing –?” 
 
    He never finished the sentence. 
 
    An arrow hit him in the torso, with a powerful impact. At the same time, he heard a metallic sound and felt a sharp pain in his chest. He lost his footing, slipped and rolled downhill. He rolled and rolled over the snow until he hit a tree at the bottom of the hill. There was a violent blow to his ribs and he ended up lying on his back, breathless. A terrible pain gripped him. 
 
    A figure approached. It was carrying a short bow with an arrow ready nocked. 
 
    “Hello there, pal,” the figure said. 
 
    “You...? Why…?” he stammered through the pain. He realized that the newcomer’s intention had been to kill him. 
 
    “Nothing personal. I follow orders.” The figure pushed back the snow-covered hood, revealing her face. 
 
    “Erika... no...” 
 
    “Yes, Lasgol. Hmm... you’re not dead. Funny. That arrow should have killed you.” 
 
    “Erika... you don’t have to do this.” He was trying to get up, but the pain in his side and ribs was too much. 
 
    “I was sent here to kill you,” she said. “Of course I have to do this.” She raised her bow and aimed at him, ready to finish him off where he lay. 
 
    He felt that he was going to die. He tried to move, but could not. He looked at the arrow in his chest. It had not killed him, but he did not understand why not. He was alive, and he needed to stay that way. 
 
    “Erika, we’re friends... you’re not like that... you’re a good person, I know you are... don’t do it.” 
 
    “We’re not friends, and you and the others have no idea who I am or what I’m like. I’ve played a role to earn your trust and stay close to you all the time, waiting for a chance.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it...” 
 
    “Because you’re too trusting.” 
 
    “You’re a good person. I know,” Lasgol said, but he realized that he was not going to persuade her. She was not going to let him leave there alive. 
 
    He looked for another alternative. He was helpless and could not fight, not from the ground. He caught sight of the mountain behind him. Camu was in that mountain. If he could manage to communicate with him he would have a chance, so he used his Gift. Camu, I need your help! I’m hurt! In danger! Help! was the mental message. He did not know whether it would reach him, but it was the only thing he could do. 
 
    “No, I’m not, and no, you don’t know it. At last I’ve got you alone. I’ve been trying since the mid-year test, but you’re never on your own, one of your friends is always with you. I suppose someone must have warned you, so that you’d protect yourself. I don’t know who or how, but it’s made things very complicated for me. I was beginning to think I’d never be able to, that I’d fail in my mission. And at last the opportunity’s presented itself.” 
 
    “Was it you who tried to poison Astrid? Why?” 
 
    She nodded. “The poison was for you. That evening we were both cooking, and Astrid saw me preparing some broth and asked if she could try it. I said yes, she liked it very much and asked me if I’d mind preparing two bowls, one for you and one for herself. And I saw my chance. I did what she asked me to and put the poison in your bowl. But Astrid must have switched bowls and got yours by accident. It was bad luck. The poison wasn’t for her, it was for you.” 
 
    “Who’s seeking my death? I don’t pose a threat to anybody any longer.” Once again, Lasgol tried to communicate with Camu. 
 
    The cave was not too far away, but if Camu was in the deepest part of it, the message would not reach him. He tried again, putting everything he could into it. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, because the pain was too intense and was interfering with his ability to call on his Gift. He managed at last, and sent: Camu! Help! Danger of death!  
 
    “You have some very powerful enemies,” Erika commented. She showed him a coin with a carving Lasgol recognized. The carving was very elaborate, of a coat of arms which represented a bear and a wild boar. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be right for me to tell you. But what I can tell you is that it’s going to be a real satisfaction to finish you off. Pretending for so long that I liked Wildlife and wanted to become a Beast Master. At last I can carry out what I was trained for by the Dark Rangers. To kill you.” 
 
    “Dark Rangers?” Lasgol asked blankly. He had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    She smiled from ear to ear. “I see you haven’t heard of us.” 
 
    “A different Specialty?” 
 
    “You could call it that. We’re a group of Rangers who want to leave the Path to enter the Dark Way.” 
 
    “A breakaway group... a sect...” 
 
    “A secret society. We have different aspirations.” 
 
    “Who’s your leader?” 
 
    “We have a leader nobody knows, and whose goals aren’t those of the King. He pursues others of his own. A few of us have joined him.” 
 
    Lasgol tried to rise, but the pain of his wounds prevented him. 
 
    “All this time... your Specialization...” 
 
    “Part of the mission. In fact, Wildlife isn’t the one I like most. I had an unpleasant surprise in the Harmony Test. I was sure I’d get Nature, poisons are my thing. But surprise, surprise: I got Wildlife. But I can’t complain, it allowed me to study you from up close.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it... it was all a massive lie...” 
 
    “Believe it. Any last request?” She was aiming at his heart. 
 
    “How did you overcome Sigrid’s Truth Potion?”  he asked her, trying to gain time. 
 
    Erika smiled with great satisfaction. “Remember my ‘illness’? The medicine I take for it?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sick. Nothing of what I told you was true. It was really an antidote to get my system used to Sigrid’s potion. When I took it, it had no effect on me.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “I must say it was a real shame that Isgord didn’t get you. He’d have saved us this nasty taste at the end. It’s not that I don’t like you, you’re a nice person, but you’ve got to die. I mustn’t fail my leader, and he wants you dead.” 
 
    “If you kill me you won’t be able to leave this valley. They’ll notice...” 
 
    Erika looked up at the sky. “No, they won’t. By the time I get back it’ll be noon and we’ll all be leaving. I guess your friends will stay and wait for you, then when they see you’re not back by evening, they’ll start looking for you. By the time they find you, it’ll be night. The rest of us will be gone by then, and nobody’ll ever know which of us did it. And if Sigrid gives us the Truth Potion, as you now know, I can resist it.” She smiled, and her eyes were very bright. 
 
    Lasgol knew he was lost. Desperately, he tried to reach Camu’s mind for a third time. Camu, friend! I’m going to die! 
 
    “It was a nice pretend-friendship,” Erika said. She aimed at his face, ready to release. 
 
    Lasgol tried to turn, but she put her boot on his chest and held him down on the snowy ground. He felt a terrible pain. She was going to put the arrow through his head at point-blank range. 
 
    “What d’you think you’re doing?” came a voice behind her. 
 
    She turned around like lightning. Isgord was approaching, armed with a compound bow. 
 
    She said nothing, but released with tremendous speed. Isgord threw himself to one side and rolled over his head, so that Erika’s arrow missed him by a hair’s breadth. He finished the movement, rose to one knee and released as she was nocking a second arrow. His shot struck her in the hand that was holding the bow. She grunted in pain, and though she did not drop her bow, her shot was deflected. Isgord began to advance on her, nocking again as he came. He released with amazing speed, almost without aiming, and hit her in the right shoulder as she was nocking yet another arrow. She could not finish the movement. 
 
    He released again, and this time hit her in her left shoulder. She grunted in pain and the bow fell from her hands. She gave a cry of rage, unsheathed knife and axe and ran toward Isgord, and with immense skill and calm, he released twice. The first arrow hit her in the right leg, the second in the left. Erika thrust with her axe, and Isgord shifted three steps to one side. When he had finished the movement, he released again. This time he hit her in the heart. 
 
    She froze, looking at the arrow buried deeply in her chest. She dropped the weapons and fell to her knees. 
 
    Isgord went up to her with another arrow ready in his bow. 
 
    “I’m an Infallible Marksman. You could never defeat me. Ever.” 
 
    “Damn... you...” Erika murmured. 
 
    Isgord stared at her with his cold eyes half-closed. He was about to finish her off when she fell to one side, dead. 
 
    “Isgord, thanks!” Lasgol said from the ground. “She was going to kill me!”  
 
    Isgord went over to him and stood there looking down at him. 
 
    “She’s an assassin, she was sent to kill me,” Lasgol explained. 
 
    “Interesting...” Isgord said, still staring at him, looming above him. 
 
    “I need help. She hit me in the chest, and I think I’ve broken a couple of ribs. I can’t get to my feet.” He held out his hand so that Isgord could help him up. 
 
    But Isgord’s glare was icy, and there was a dangerous brilliance in his eyes. 
 
    “Help me, please. I’ve got to get to the Shelter so that Annika can have a look at me. I’m losing blood.” 
 
    Isgord glanced aside at Erika, dead on the snow. He smiled. It was an evil smile. 
 
    “It’s such a shame I came too late to help you.”  
 
    “Too late? No, you’re just in time. Help me.” 
 
    “When I tell Sigrid about it, I’ll say I got here just at the fatal moment, when Erika killed you. I fought with her and killed her myself. There was nothing I could do for you.” 
 
    “Isgord, no.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. I’m going to savor every moment.” 
 
    “You can follow the right path. Don’t choose the evil one, you’ll be doomed forever.” 
 
    “You deserve to die. You deserve to have me as your judge and executioner. And that’s how it’s going to be.” 
 
    “Isgord, think about it. Don’t do it.” 
 
    “For treason, for my father’s death, for the dishonor, I condemn you to death.” 
 
    “Isgord, no!” 
 
    Isgord aimed at his heart. 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his skills: Improved Agility and Cat-like Reflexes. 
 
    “Die!” 
 
    Isgord’s arms and his bow swerved violently to the right, and the arrow buried itself in the snow two hand-spans from Lasgol’s head. 
 
    “What the hell...?” he muttered, utterly taken by surprise. 
 
    He nocked another arrow hastily and aimed at Lasgol, who had managed to get on to his knees. He was about to release when once again his arms and bow were deflected sideways, this time to his left. The arrow grazed Lasgol’s shoulder. 
 
    “What the hell is this!” He was looking all around and aiming his bow. But there was nobody there. 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet and took out his knife and axe. 
 
    Isgord saw them and tried to release again. His arms and bow were suddenly pushed up into the air. 
 
    Now, Lasgol, came Camu’s message. 
 
    Lasgol put his right foot forward while Isgord was nocking another arrow and threw his knife with all his might. The pain in his chest made him throw more slowly than he would have liked, and a little to one side. 
 
    Isgord threw his body aside, and the knife narrowly missed his head. He readied to release against Lasgol, who felt that he was now lost. 
 
    All of a sudden Camu appeared in front of Isgord and leapt on to his face. Isgord hit him with his bow, and he was hurled to one side. 
 
    “Bloody vermin! I knew you had a bloody animal hidden away somewhere!” 
 
    He aimed at Camu on the ground. 
 
    “Camu, no!” 
 
    Again, Camu told Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his True Shot skill. He did not know if it would work with a hand weapon, but he could not afford to miss or his little friend would die. He threw his axe at the exact moment when Isgord was about to release and kill Camu. 
 
    The axe hit Isgord in the neck and buried itself deeply. Isgord’s head whipped back and his arrow flew astray. 
 
    His eyes opened wide as saucers in terror. 
 
    “No...” he mumbled when he realized that the wound was deadly. He stumbled backwards and looked at Lasgol for one last time. Then, with an expression of rage and horror on his face, he fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    Camu, are you all right? 
 
    Yes, me well. 
 
    You were incredible! 
 
    I not let release. 
 
    I saw it! It was impressive! 
 
    I help Lasgol. 
 
    You saved my life! 
 
    I happy. And he began to flex his four legs and wag his tail. 
 
    Lasgol fell on his knees. 
 
    Hurt, Camu transmitted with deep concern. 
 
    Yes, hurt. I’m losing blood. 
 
    I bring help. 
 
    Can you? 
 
    Yes. I find Astrid, Viggo or Ingrid. 
 
    They’re at the Lair. 
 
    I bring. 
 
    Go. 
 
    Camu left in a series of great bounces across the snow, while Lasgol stared at the arrow buried in his chest, 
 
    Let’s see if I can get out of this one. 
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    Three days later Lasgol woke up. When he opened his eyes, everything was blurred. His side and chest hurt, and there was a horrible taste in his throat. 
 
    “How do you feel?” a friendly voice asked him. 
 
    Lasgol recognized Annika. She was at his side, looking at him with a worried expression. Lasgol realized that he was in the quadrant of Nature in the Cave of Autumn. In the same bed that Astrid had rested in.  
 
    “Fine... I think... I’m still alive... aren’t I?” 
 
    Annika smiled. “You’re still alive, yes.” 
 
    “Only just,” came another voice, and he saw Sigrid coming in, together with Gisli. 
 
    “Mother Specialist...” Lasgol tried to prop himself up on the bed, but was unable to. 
 
    “Don’t exert yourself,” said Annika. “You have two fractured ribs, and I’ve put on a tight bandage to secure them,”  
 
    “You’re a lucky young man,” said Sigrid. 
 
    “Lucky?” 
 
    “The arrow should have killed you.” 
 
    Lasgol looked down at his torso, saw the bandage and remembered the arrow. “How come I’m alive?” 
 
    “The Ice Gods must have some special plan for you,” Sigrid said, “and they didn’t want you to die yet.”  
 
    “More because of this,” Annika said. She showed him his Ranger medallions and his mother’s pendant. 
 
    Lasgol looked closely. His Specialist Whisperer medallion had a hole on one side, and the silver chain of his mother’s pendant was broken. 
 
    Gisli explained: “The arrow pierced the medallion and hit the chain, broke it and then pierced your flesh, but it was enough to soften the impact. It didn’t go in as deeply as it was supposed to. It went through flesh and muscle, but it didn’t reach any vital organ.”  
 
    Lasgol gasped. “I really have been lucky, then.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Sigrid assured him. 
 
    “How long...? How did I get...?” 
 
    “Three days. The creature came and warned your friends. It was so distressed that we had no doubt something very bad had happened to you.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Outside, waiting with your friends.” 
 
    “Can I see them?” 
 
    “Yes, but first we need to clear up this ugly business.” Sigrid’s voice was very serious. “Two Rangers are dead, and in the Shelter... This is something deeply serious.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Call Ivar and Engla too. I want us all to be present.” 
 
    Gisli nodded and went to fetch them. It was not long before he was back with both of them. 
 
    “The five of us will be witness to your testimony. What happened? Take your time and tell us. Everything... don’t leave out the slightest detail. This is terribly serious, and we need to know absolutely everything.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. His head hurt, and recalling the incident and the two deaths would cause him more pain, but he knew he had to do it. The eyes of Sigrid, Annika, Engla, Ivar and Gisli were fixed on him. 
 
    “All right then... this is what happened...” He told them everything, in detail, but saying nothing about how he had called Camu with his Gift. 
 
    Sigrid was shaking her head, deep in thought. “It’s devastating... two of our pupils...”  
 
    “We’d already guessed something like that had happened,” said Annika. “I was hoping that perhaps Erika had defended you from Isgord.” 
 
    “The traces of the fight don’t indicate that,” said Engla. 
 
    “They corroborate what the boy has said,” Ivar added, and Engla nodded. 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Lasgol hastened to say, in case the Elders had any doubt. 
 
    “We know,” Gisli reassured him. “We’ve analyzed the traces and the bodies. What I find hard to believe is that Erika tried to kill you on commission.” He was shaking his head and showing great annoyance, as if he simply could not understand it. 
 
    “She admitted it to me herself.” 
 
    “I find it very difficult to take in,” Gisli said. “She had me completely fooled.”  
 
    “And me too. I never suspected anything. Not in the least. She was my friend.” 
 
    “She deceived us all,” Sigrid said, looking very troubled. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that anyone would do a thing like that,” Annika said. 
 
    “She’d been trained to be an agent,” said Engla. 
 
    “How do you know?” Ivar asked. 
 
    “She was with us a whole year. She deceived us all, and she almost killed Lasgol... and Astrid too, by accident. And I believe she’d have gotten away with it if Isgord hadn’t stepped in.” 
 
    “That boy came to an end that was both timely and ill-fated,” said Ivar. “He was very good. He had a real talent for combat.” 
 
    “He killed Erika quite deliberately,” Lasgol said. “He didn’t give her the slightest chance.” 
 
    “That’s what we teach in my Specialty,” said Ivar. 
 
    “He had a future in front of him, but a rotten soul,” Sigrid commented. “He chose the wrong way. I warned him, I told him to choose well, or else he’d come to a bad end sooner or later.” 
 
    “It was sooner,” Engla said without the slightest trace of sympathy. “He got what was coming to him.” 
 
    “I didn’t have any choice,” Lasgol said. He still had not come to terms with the fact that he had killed Isgord. 
 
    “You needn’t feel bad about it,” Sigrid assured him. “You did the right thing.”  
 
    Lasgol bowed his head. He knew he had had no choice in the matter, but even so, he felt as though he had done something awful, as though he were guilty of a crime. He sighed. He would have to live with that feeling forever. 
 
    “A murder attempt on commission, and another one because of hatred... here... what a terrible thing,” Annika mused. She was shaking her head in distaste. 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest doubt that Isgord wanted you dead,” Sigrid said to Lasgol. “He looked for an opportunity, and found it.” 
 
    “Erika mentioned that she belonged to a group,” Lasgol said. “The Dark Rangers?” He looked at the four Elders for an answer. 
 
    Sigrid, Engla and Ivar exchanged strange looks. Gisli and Annika bowed their heads. Nobody said a word for a while. Lasgol was puzzled, because they did not look so much surprised as worried. This was not the first time they had heard of them. 
 
    “There are rumors of this secret group,” said Sigrid at last. “But we have no evidence or proof of their existence.”  
 
    “I have evidence and proof,” said Lasgol. “Erika admitted it to me before she tried to kill me.” 
 
    “It’s something we’ll pass on to Gondabar. It’s worrying that there should be a secret society of Rangers with their own aims, not the defense of the realm.” 
 
    “What else is known about them?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Only rumors so far. They date from three years ago, but they’ve never been corroborated.” 
 
    “But Erika...” 
 
    “Erika’s dead and can’t tell us anything now,” Engla said. 
 
    “But this society exists,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That’s something Gondabar will investigate,” Sigrid said. 
 
    “Do you have any idea why they should want to kill you?” Gisli asked him, sounding worried. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “No idea.” 
 
    “You’ll have to watch your back,” Engla said. 
 
    “I have friends who’ll do that for me.” 
 
    “That’s very good,” said Annika. “It’s important to be able to count on good friends in this life.” 
 
    “I have the best ones anyone could wish for,” Lasgol assured them. The best,” he repeated. 
 
    Sigrid nodded. “Look after those friendships, and keep them. Don’t lose them.” 
 
    “I will, always. I’ll never lose them, not for anything.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes wide open,” Ivar advised him. “Shoot first and ask questions afterwards. 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    “Now rest for a while longer,” Sigrid said. “Annika will give you a restoring potion.” 
 
    “And my friends? And Camu and Ona?” 
 
    “They’ve waited till now, they can wait a little longer.” 
 
    Annika gave him the potion, and at once he began to feel drowsy. He slept a restoring sleep, pleasant and free from nightmares. The problems vanished from his mind, and the horrible experience that was lowering his spirits disappeared as if it had been no more than a bad dream, blown away by a warm wind. 
 
    He woke up the next day fully recovered, although his wounds hurt when he tried to move. Annika came over when she saw him stir.  
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Much better. My chest aches less, and so do my ribs” 
 
    “In a little while I’ll check your bandages.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ll be dying to see your friends by now.” 
 
    “I am...” 
 
    “I’ll go and fetch them.” 
 
    A moment later Astrid burst in at a run and threw herself into his arms. 
 
    “You’re alive! I was starting to fear the worst!” she cried as she hugged him and kissed him all over his face. 
 
    “I’m... fine...” he managed to mutter, although he was hurting from the force of her embrace. But he could not stop smiling from ear to ear in delight. 
 
    “Don’t squeeze his ribs,” Annika warned her. 
 
    “Oh yes, of course, I’m sorry.” She relaxed her embrace. 
 
    Annika meanwhile had seen the others arriving. “I’ll leave you alone,” she said. 
 
    Astrid clasped his face and kissed him passionately. “I’ve been so worried!” 
 
    “I’m... fine...” Lasgol managed to say, before he lost himself in the kiss. 
 
    “Ahem...” came Ingrid’s voice. 
 
    “Let the lovebirds enjoy themselves a little,” Viggo said beside her. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be here for this,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    Viggo smiled broadly. “Don’t see why not. Love is universal. It’s there to be enjoyed.” 
 
    “Privacy needs to be respected too.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you wanting to leave.” 
 
    Astrid stopped kissing Lasgol, and he turned to his two friends. “You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you!” 
 
    “Shall we leave you two alone for a while?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid, who shook her head. “No, please stay.” 
 
    “I’ve already told her,” Viggo said. “And besides, I have someone with me who wants to see you.” 
 
    All of a sudden Camu became visible on Viggo’s back. He gave a great leap and landed on Lasgol. 
 
    “Ouch... Camu... my ribs... ha, ha, ha…” 
 
    Astrid rushed to support him as he began to slip sideways from the impetus of Camu’s jump. He was licking his face with his blue tongue. 
 
    Very happy! his little friend transmitted to him. 
 
    You saved me! I owe you my life! 
 
    You no die. I happy. 
 
    Thank you for saving me... twice. 
 
    Friends. 
 
    Yes, friends forever. 
 
    Together? 
 
    Yes, together, forever. 
 
    Very happy, the little creature transmitted, and licked his entire face all over again. 
 
    “Camu, Lasgol is hurt, you’d better get down on the floor,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    The little creature looked at her for a moment, then jumped down on to the floor and began his dance of happiness, flexing all four legs and wagging his tail. Lasgol laughed. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “There he goes, dancing again. All he knows is that, and licking.” 
 
    “He’s a charmer,” Astrid said. 
 
    “He certainly is” Ingrid agreed. “He wins you over, not like some others.”  
 
    “I’m more complicated than this creature.” 
 
    “And a lot uglier.” 
 
    “It’s so good to hear you arguing,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “And we feel the same about seeing you alive,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “In trouble again, eh, weirdo?” Viggo asked mockingly. 
 
    “You know me, I can’t let a day go by without getting into a fix.” 
 
    “You almost didn’t live to tell the tale this time,” Astrid said. She sounded deeply worried. 
 
    “Am I interrupting anything?” came a familiar voice. 
 
    They turned and saw Elder Gisli. 
 
    “I thought you’d like to see her,” he said, and Ona appeared at his side. 
 
    “Ona!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    The snow panther looked at him and very shyly, came closer. 
 
    “Ona, I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    The panther rubbed herself against his arm. 
 
    “Here, Ona,” Lasgol said, and tapped his thigh with two fingers. Ona put her head on his thigh, and he stroked her head and back. 
 
    “I’ll leave you now,” Gisli said, and slipped out. 
 
    “It wasn’t enough for you to have one animal, so now you have two of them?” Viggo said reproachfully. 
 
    Ona turned. She had not liked the tone of voice, and she showed him her fangs. 
 
    Viggo raised his hands slowly. “Uh...uh...” 
 
    “Easy, Ona. It’s Viggo, you’ll get used to him. He’s a friend.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, very much a friend,” Viggo said, looking horrified. “Don’t even think of attacking me. Lasgol and I are like brothers. Tell her, Lasgol.”  
 
    “A couple of bites wouldn’t do you any harm either,” Ingrid commented. She was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    Viggo glared at her. 
 
    Lasgol went on petting Ona, and the panther purred happily. A moment later Camu went across to Ona, and to Lasgol’s delight they started playing. 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “They’ve gone already,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We’ve been granted special permission to be with you... because of what happened,” Astrid added. 
 
    “It looks as though you’re going to need a bodyguard for the return journey,” Viggo commented. 
 
    “D’you know what happened?” 
 
    “Gisli told us, I think out of deference to you.” 
 
    “Erika,” said Ingrid, shaking her head. “Who would have thought it?”  
 
    “She fooled us all,” Astrid said angrily. 
 
    “We must admit she played things well,” Viggo admitted. “She was good.” 
 
    “We can’t trust anybody,” Astrid pointed out. “We mustn’t let anybody get close to us.” 
 
    “I agree, we can only trust ourselves,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “That excludes that Captain Fantastic of yours,” Viggo pointed out.  
 
    “Molak is one of us, and you know it.” 
 
    “Molak is with you, which is different.” 
 
    “It’s the same thing.” 
 
    “Don’t argue,” Lasgol told them. “I trust Molak and Luca. But yes, it’s true that after what’s happened, we need to be very careful about new friendships.” 
 
    “We will be,” Astrid assured him, and her eyes glinted icily. 
 
    “We don’t know who these Dark Rangers are, right?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    All three shook their heads. 
 
    “We’d never heard anything about them till now,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “We must tell Egil about all this,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yup, and Nilsa and Gerd too,” Ingrid added. 
 
    “I’m afraid that if it’s a secret group, they won’t know much about them,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Whoever they are, we’ll deal with them. Nobody tries to kill one of us and lives to tell the tale,” Ingrid said fiercely. 
 
    “Of course, we’ll deal with them.” Astrid agreed angrily. 
 
    “Anyone who tries anything on us...” Viggo passed his thumb across his throat. 
 
    Lasgol, seeing the ferocity in the two girls’ eyes and Viggo’s lethal calm, felt much more at ease, completely protected by his friends. With them by his side he could face anything. 
 
    “Thanks, friends. From the bottom of my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     A week later the four of them left the Shelter, crossing the great cavern of the frozen dragon. Viggo kept saying that one day the dragon would wake up and reclaim his Lair, and that somehow they would have to play a part in it all because of Lasgol the weirdo. The others assured him that this would never happen, but he clung to his idea, as usual. They gave him up as impossible and went down the mountain on their way back to the known lands of Norghana. 
 
    Loke gave them back their mounts at the foot of the mountain and said farewell to them, wishing them lots of luck in their new lives. It was snowing lightly, but the sun could be glimpsed through the dark clouds, which was always considered a promising sign in any harsh Norghanian winter. 
 
    Camu had gone to investigate the nearby woods, presumably to chase after squirrels or albino hares. Lasgol was introducing Ona to Trotter. The poor pony, who already had enough on his plate with Camu, neighed in terror when he first saw the snow panther. The other horses were equally frightened and tried to get away from the great cat, so that the group had to calm them down as best they could. 
 
    “It might be better if Ona traveled some distance away from the ponies,” Astrid suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll be best.” He led her to a prudent distance so that he could explain to her that she would be traveling behind them. 
 
    “You’re going to have a few problems with that panther in the civilized world,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I know. Master Gisli already warned me about that. I’ll manage, don’t worry.” 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t frighten my mount, so it throws me off, I’m okay. I wouldn’t like to break my neck because of one of your creatures.” 
 
    “They’re not creatures,” Astrid reproached Viggo, “they’re a couple of delightful animals.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah...” 
 
    “You’re always thinking of yourself,” Ingrid accused him. 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Well, no. I also think about you all the time.” 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid turned to him, utterly taken aback by his comment, and Ingrid’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “You... I... how... blockhead,” she stuttered. She was blushing like a ripe tomato. 
 
    Astrid and Lasgol exchanged a glance of private amusement. Viggo meanwhile was smiling sensually at Ingrid. 
 
    She waved her arms in surrender. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    He smiled even more broadly. “I know.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and then cursed the Ice Gods for putting this individual in her life. 
 
    Between curses and laughter, they finished tending to the ponies. 
 
    “Let’s go over our gear,” Ingrid said once she had finished swearing. They were all wearing their Ranger Specialist gear, with the hooded cloaks with a pattern of spots. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re enchanted?” Ingrid asked. “They look pretty normal to me.” 
 
    “They are,” Lasgol assured them. “Enduald has ‘improved’ them. You can’t see it, but I can assure you they are. They’ll come in very useful.”  
 
    Viggo nodded. “Any advantage is welcome.”  
 
    “The only advantage I need is my weapons,” said Ingrid. She was carrying three special Archer of the Wind bows. 
 
    “You should name them,” Lasgol suggested. “Egil says it helps.” 
 
    “Good idea, I will. I’ve already named the little one ‘Punisher’. I’ll think of a couple of names for the short one and the compound.” 
 
    “I’ve given my daggers names: Deadly, Lethal and Fatal,” said Astrid. She was carrying three sets of knives, together with an Assassin of Nature belt with a variety of poisons and dangerous potions. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Nice names. I love them.”  
 
    “Which is which?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The long thin ones for stabbing are ‘Deadly. The curved ones for cutting are ‘Lethal’. And the throwing ones are ‘Fatal’.” 
 
    “I only need this one,” said Viggo. He showed them his own throwing dagger. “And of course, my unrivaled talent and charisma.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    Viggo did not allow his dignity to slip. There was complete confidence in his expression. 
 
    “You can laugh, but I’m the one who got the most difficult Specialization. Natural Assassin, that’s me.” He showed them his medallion with great pride. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... and we’ll have to hear about it for the rest of our lives,” Ingrid complained. 
 
    “You certainly will. Every day for the rest of your lives,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “Ready?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    “Ready,” they all replied. 
 
    “Then the time has come to open the destinations Sigrid has given us. We can’t postpone it any longer.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Astrid asked. She looked very reluctant. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. They’re orders, and we can’t ignore them.” 
 
    Lasgol felt like Astrid. He knew that the orders would take them to different destinations and he did not want to be separated, least of all from Astrid. 
 
    “Don’t be sentimental,” Viggo told them. “You all knew from the very first day that when we graduated, we’d have to follow our separate ways. The moment for that has come.” 
 
     Astrid was looking at Lasgol. “It’s one thing to know it, and a very different one to face up to it when it comes.” 
 
    “It certainly is...” he said sadly. 
 
    “Take it easy, lovebirds. You’ll be able to meet in between missions... unless you’re sent abroad, of course.” 
 
    “Viggo, you’re not helping,” said Ingrid. 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, I’m trying.” 
 
    Ingrid gave each of them their sealed scroll. “I’ll go first,” she said, and opened hers. “Interesting...” 
 
    “Why?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “They’re sending me to the front, to the Western border. I have to join the army there.” 
 
    “That means the attack must be imminent,” Viggo said. 
 
    “It looks like it.”  
 
    “My turn,” said Viggo, and opened his scroll. “I’m being sent south, to the fortress of Duke Orten, the King’s brother...” 
 
    “Now that really is curious,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Well, if you think about it... not so much...” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Who needs a natural Assassin more than the King, or the King’s brother, for their private business?” 
 
    “You think so?” Ingrid asked him, looking shocked. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” said Astrid, who had opened her scroll and was reading. “This Assassin of Nature is summoned by the King himself...” 
 
    “No, not the King!” Lasgol gasped. 
 
    Astrid nodded. “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “It looks as though Thoran and Orten have plans for their new Assassins,” said Viggo. 
 
    Lasgol’s spirits sank as low as they could go. The destinations chosen for Astrid and Viggo were not only taking them away from him but also putting them in direct danger. He went across to Astrid and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “Everything’ll be all right,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “That only leaves you,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol sighed, opened his scroll and read it.  
 
    “I’m being sent to the north. I have to join the Rangers who are following the movements of the Wild Ones of the Ice.” 
 
    “Well, they really are separating us good and proper,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I’m going to the west,” said Ingrid. “Astrid to the center, Viggo to the south and Lasgol to the north of the kingdom. In fact, they’re separating us, and as widely as possible.” 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a look which was both troubled and sad.  
 
    “Come on, enough of those long faces,” Viggo said. “There’s no King, war or natural catastrophe that can separate us, and you know it.” 
 
    “The pumpkin-head is right,” Ingrid said. “It doesn’t matter what situation we have to face, we’ve got one another. Always.” 
 
    “And Nilsa and Gerd,” Viggo added. 
 
    Lasgol cheered up a little at his friends’ words. Astrid nodded and smiled. 
 
    “Nothing will defeat us if we’re united,” she said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Ingrid said. She raised her arm to the sun. “United!” 
 
    Astrid did the same, then Lasgol and Viggo, and they all shouted: “United!” 
 
    “We’re Ranger Specialists!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    “The best!” cried Viggo. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to stop us!” cried Astrid. 
 
     “For Norghana!” the all shouted. “For us! For the future!” 
 
    “Together forever!” cried Lasgol. 
 
     “Together forever!” 
 
    They joined in a long hug, and this time Viggo did not protest. 
 
    Then they mounted and set off for their destinations, with Ona and Camu after them, leaving the Shelter behind. 
 
    A new life was beginning for them. 
 
    A life full of perils and adventures. 
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    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: 
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    Or this other series of mine: 
 
      
 
    THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS  
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    Or you may prefer the collection with both series: 
 
    7 Book Collection: (The Ilenian Enigma + The Secret of the Golden Gods): 
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