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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was raining lightly, and the air was a little cool for spring, even in ever-frozen Norghana. The rain was falling on Lasgol’s hooded cloak. As Trotter bore him on, he was thinking about the mission he had been given, without paying too much attention to the raindrops striking the ground around him. He was wondering whether it would turn out to be a complicated mission, a dangerous one. In fact, they all were, one way or another, so in the end he decided not to go on thinking about it and to focus on reaching his destination and solving the problem quickly and efficiently. That was what the Path of the Ranger taught, and that was how he always tried to carry out the missions he was given. 
 
    He pointed ahead. “Keep going, old friend, follow the road to the top of that little hill ahead,” he told his faithful pony. Trotter snorted and moved his head up and down. He was soaking wet, but unlike Lasgol, he seemed to be finding the rain a nuisance. 
 
    Looking at the overcast sky, he could see that it was already beginning to clear and that the rain would soon stop. He was looking forward to the warm spring sun he liked so much, and he was sure Trotter was going to be equally happy. As for the missions, he was already expecting that the ones he would be given in his daily routine would be risky, because otherwise they would not be missions appropriate to a Ranger. Since the end of the civil war three seasons before, all the surviving Rangers had been kept extremely busy, and the missions were coming one after the other, non-stop. The kingdom needed them, and they were all committed to helping. The first of those missions had all concentrated on reconstructing and re-supplying the areas most badly-hit by the war. Through nearly two seasons, they had worked hard to try to bring back some prosperity to the realm. After this had come missions to help the population, in particular the farmers and peasants in small rural areas who were suffering the attacks of bandits, deserters and others of the kind who were taking advantage of the chaos caused by the war. Unfortunately, the proliferation of these human scum, who attacked the weakest in search of easy pickings, or simply out of evil amusement, was always one of the direct consequences of a war. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He was tired after carrying out non-stop missions for weeks, although on the other hand he felt happy and – at least to some extent – pleased. He was helping Norghana and its people, and that was what really mattered. It was one of the main reasons why he had become a Ranger. Helping to defend the realm, cleansing it of bandits and evildoers, filled him with pride and satisfaction, and that in turn made it more bearable. Nor was he alone. None of the Rangers had had time to rest, or even to be able to sit down and think about the war and the consequences of it which they were now suffering, like all the citizens of the Kingdom of Norghana. 
 
    They reached the top of the hill, following the road, and Lasgol signaled to Trotter to stop for a moment. A radiant sun was making its way through the clouds, and the rain had stopped. He let the warmth of the sun fall on his face and arms, enjoying it for a moment gratefully. The feeling was so joyful that he wished he could stay there in silence, enjoying it for a good while as he rested and absorbed every sunbeam. But he was not going to be so lucky. 
 
    Arrive already? Camu messaged. He had appeared suddenly on Lasgol’s right, frightening poor Trotter, who snorted and shook his head unhappily. 
 
    Camu! Lasgol said reproachfully. His peace and quiet and his enjoyment of the pleasant sun were over. He stroked the pony’s neck, doing his best to soothe the poor animal. Easy, Trotter. 
 
    Sun! Camu announced. He began to do his happy dance, blissful in the sunbeams. 
 
    I’ve told you a thousand times not to appear out of nowhere, because you scare Trotter and Ona, Lasgol reproached him, although he knew there was hardly any point with the creature. 
 
    Camu looked at him mischievously with his bulging eyes, tilting his head to one side and the other. I forget. 
 
    Well then, remember and behave, because I know you. 
 
    I always behave, Camu transmitted back as if he were a good boy, which Lasgol knew perfectly well he was not. 
 
    Sure, and I’m always rested and full of energy, he messaged back, wishing he could sleep for a whole night in a good inn by the warmth of a fire. Unfortunately for the moment there was no chance of that happening, since he had to complete his mission first. 
 
    Ona came up to him from his left and chirped inquisitively. She too seemed to be asking him when they were going to reach their destination. 
 
    Stop asking me. There’s not far to go, but we aren’t there yet, he replied, without much hope that his two frisky companions would stop pestering him. The village of Olsentagh is just a bit further on, he told them as he took his cloak off and shook it to air it. The material was excellent, and neither rain nor snow soaked it or penetrated it. He would not have changed his Ranger cloaks for anything else, especially amid forests and mountains. 
 
    Ona gave a small growl of acceptance and went to dance with Camu. Looking at his two fellow-adventurers, Lasgol smiled. He had to admit, even if he might grumble at times, that he was very lucky. The fact that that these two beautiful animals were his companions, giving him protection and friendship, was both priceless and amazing. He valued this friendship as the greatest of treasures, and he gave thanks to the Ice Gods for being able to enjoy it. For a moment he felt like leaping off Trotter and starting to dance with them in the middle of the damp road. Luckily he was too tired to do anything of the sort. It would look ridiculous in the extreme if some passing peasant or trader were to see him on all fours, waggling his bottom and flexing his arms and legs. He had done it before, and he had the feeling that he would be doing it again someday. 
 
    Mission catch bandit? Camu asked suddenly. 
 
    No, this time we’re not catching a bandit. 
 
    Catching bandit fun. 
 
    Catching bandits is no fun at all, it’s dangerous, and I’ve been telling you this for ages. Let’s see if you can pay attention to me for once. 
 
    I good. I pay attention. 
 
    When we’re faced with bandits and thieves and scoundrels and people like that, you need to be very, very careful, because they’re very dangerous. One slip and something terrible could happen. 
 
    Bandits stupid. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand to his forehead and shook his head in despair. What did I just tell you? 
 
    I careful, Camu transmitted with an air of innocence. Lasgol was beginning to find it easier to recognize the little fellow’s expressions, even if the process was complicated by the fact that his face was always smiling, which did not make it easy to tell one expression from another. He had to focus on the tiniest details to do so. But little by little he was beginning to read those expressions, and this gave him a deep satisfaction, because it represented another step forward in their relationship. 
 
    Don’t put on that innocent expression and do what I say. 
 
    I do, Camu promised. 
 
    Good. If I tell you it’s dangerous, it’s for a reason. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you or Ona or Trotter. We’re a family, and we’ve got to look after one another. Always. 
 
    I understand. I look after. 
 
    You promise? 
 
    I promise. 
 
    You know if you promise something you’ve got to see it through, right? We’ve talked about it several times already. 
 
    I promise. I see through, Camu transmitted, nodding. 
 
     Lasgol was surprised to see his little friend nodding, which was not something he had ever seen him do before. It showed that he was still maturing and imitating human gestures. Would he be capable of assimilating other gestures like denials, or even more complicated ones like the expression of deep feelings? It was too soon for that, but Lasgol was hopeful that one day he would be able to. 
 
    The breeze touched his face with a cool breath, and he detected something more in the touch of the Gods’ breath: the characteristic smell of burnt wood. He snapped his head in the direction the breeze was coming from and took a deep breath, filling his lungs. There was no doubt that something was burning. He stared at the forest, and in the distance he saw a column of smoke rising to the now-clearing skies. Perhaps it was some peasant burning stubble, but at once he dismissed the idea. The cloud of smoke was too large for that. Something equally large was on fire. As he was some way away, he decided to use his Hawk’s Sight skill to try and see more. When he concentrated and sought his inner energy, he found it lying in his chest like a quiet blue pool, which was how his mind visualized his magic power. A blue flash ran through his head as the skill was activated. Now he could make out what was going on far away. He could see a clearing in the forest and a building which seemed to be the origin of that column of smoke. 
 
    We’re going to see what’s happening with that smoke, he transmitted to his three partners. 
 
    Fun, Camu sent back. 
 
    Ona gave a moan. She did not like smoke. Trotter shook his head. He felt the same. 
 
    We’ll take care and stay alert as we go on. I have a bad feeling about this. 
 
    The vegetation of the forest was not very thick, so that Trotter was able to move through the firs and beeches without too much difficulty. Lasgol always felt safer, more relaxed and better protected when he was amid vegetation. Open roads and wide expanses left him feeling unprotected and vulnerable. The Path taught that Rangers ought always to move under cover of the forests, and after a few missions he had come to understand why. It was not that there were no dangers hidden in a forest, because there certainly were, and some of them were very hard to spot. But the trees and bushes gave a certain protection which the grassland and open country did not. 
 
    They reached a point close enough to allow them to continue on foot. Lasgol preferred to leave Trotter behind. He gave him a couple of pats. Wait for us here. If you sense danger, flee toward the road, he told his pony using his Animal Communication skill.  
 
    He was now using it so much, and so often, that he no longer needed to summon it consciously. His subconscious now did it for him, so that by the time he had decided what message to send, the skill had already been activated. Not only that, but it remained active for a relatively long period of time, allowing him to go on communicating with his partners without having to summon it again. He was very pleased with how fast he was able to call upon this skill, so much so that he felt as though he was doing it without realizing it. Unfortunately, it was the only one of his skills he had managed to develop to that point. The rest took him longer to invoke, and the newer ones, such as Aura Presence, took him forever. It was beginning to be obvious to him that the more he used a skill, the more he developed it. This was something his good friend Egil had explained to him, because it was amply documented and explained in the tomes of Sorcery and Spells they had consulted. 
 
    One thing he wanted to do was to see how he could prolong the effect of his skills. But he had not been very successful so far. He would have to keep trying until he succeeded, and then perhaps he could apply it to his other, less advanced skills. With this in mind, he practiced for some time nearly every day whenever he had a moment to spare. He knew progress was slow, but he kept at it. 
 
    The world of magic was very complex and hard to master, particularly when you wanted to broaden the limits of what you were capable of. When it came to one of his most lethal skills, True Shot, he could neither invoke it quickly nor extend its range. Beyond a hundred paces it simply did not work, which was a real shame. An Archer with a compound bow, or even a short one, could finish him off before he could get close enough to use the skill – or indeed while he was summoning it, since it took a few moments to activate. It was odd that all his skills, no matter how wonderful or useful they might be, had their limitations. He intended to go on developing them, since he was sure he had seen no more than the tip of the iceberg, and that there was far more under the surface which he had not yet discovered.  
 
    He noticed that Camu, beside him, had made himself invisible. Camu too practiced, searching for new skills. His way of doing this was odd and rather chaotic, at least to Lasgol’s eyes. He would choose the skill he wanted to develop almost on a whim, with no real need behind it. If he spotted a gazelle leaping gracefully, he wanted to be able to do the same thing himself, and however much Lasgol tried to convince him that he would never succeed (since he was a pretty sizeable reptile), there was no way of making him change his mind. So Lasgol let him go on trying to develop the skill on a basis of sheer pigheadedness. As was to be expected – at least by Lasgol – he would find he was unable to do it. It would take him weeks to change his mind, which was most curious and frustrating. Camu was so stubborn that he tried Lasgol’s patience, so he simply let things be until the creature either gave up or succeeded. So far he had not acquired any new skill, probably because the ones he chose were either crazy or incomprehensible. At least as far as Lasgol was concerned, because to Camu himself they made absolute sense. 
 
    By now they were reaching the origin of the black smoke. When they came to the end of the forest, Ona gave a low warning growl. She had detected something. She stiffened and arched her back, and the fur on her back and tail stood on end. Lasgol crouched behind a bush and stared out at the plain. To his surprise he could see several large, cultivated fields, with three farms at their edges. One of the farms was burning, and this was the cause of the column of smoke. 
 
    Ugly soldiers, Camu warned him. 
 
    Zangrian? 
 
    No. Dark. 
 
    The reply made Lasgol stiffen. He concentrated and called upon his Hawk’s Sight and Owl Hearing. Two green flashes ran through his head, and at once he saw a group of mercenaries. There was no doubt about their origin. They were tall and muscular, and their skin was dark as a moonless night. They were armed with scimitars. They were Noceans, and if they were mercenaries who had stayed behind in the area after the end of the civil war, they were probably attacking those farms to take anything of value they found. 
 
    They were holding three peasant families beside the second-nearest farm. The first was the one which was on fire, and they were looting the third. Two men lay dead on one side, and several of the prisoners were bleeding. They must have tried to fight back against their captors. 
 
    They’re Nocean mercenaries, from the South of Tremia, from the land of deserts, Lasgol explained to Camu and Ona. 
 
    When visit that realm? 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu in disbelief. This isn’t the moment for visiting foreign lands. 
 
    Visit fun. 
 
    I’m not saying it wouldn’t be interesting to find new exotic lands, but we’ve got to do our duty, and that duty’s in Norghana. In any case, I don’t suppose you’d like those endless deserts in the far-off southern lands. It’s unbearably hot and there’s barely any water anywhere. And what’s more, you’re a Creature of the Ice. The desert’s the last place you ought to go to. 
 
    I go. I see. 
 
    Maybe one day. For the moment we have other things to worry about, such as those poor peasants. 
 
    Yes. Help peasants. 
 
    I’m afraid those mercenaries are some of the ones Thoran hired for the war. They’re strong, and they’re good fighters with those scimitars and curved knives. Be careful, both of you. 
 
    I careful. 
 
    Ona gave a moan. 
 
    They’re about two hundred paces away. I can get them with my compound bow, but I’m worried about those peasants … 
 
    Release. Kill. End. Camu said, simplifying the situation as only he could. 
 
    It’s not going to be that easy. I can count five mercenaries. They could take the peasants as hostages if I attack, and there are women and children … 
 
    Lasgol thought about it. The situation was not a hopeful one for an attack. It never was when there were innocents involved. He was sure those mercenaries would have no qualms about killing the peasants. They would use them as human shields and threaten to kill them unless he came out into the open to shoot. He had to come up with a plan that would allow him to rescue the peasants without any casualties. He considered a couple of scenarios, but after analyzing them he realized they were too risky and the possibilities of success minimal. 
 
    Ona was staring at him inquisitively. The panther felt they were going into action, and she wanted to know what she had to do. So, did he. He snorted and went on thinking about options. The only advantage he had was that the mercenaries did not have bows, only scimitars and knives, and he had to make the most of that advantage. As he was thinking, he noticed the one who looked like the leader, judging by his gestures and his size and strength. Lasgol knew that under no circumstances must he get close to them. In close combat they would tear him to shreds. He was not even half as strong as them. 
 
    He could avoid interfering, trusting that the mercenaries would leave their prisoners alive. That was not the mission he had been given and which was awaiting him a little further northeast. Curiosity and ill fortune had led him into that situation. If he acted, things might go wrong, and innocents might end up wounded or dead. With five armed foreign soldiers, there were too many things that could go wrong. Maybe he ought to watch and not intervene. With a bit of luck, the mercenaries would finish their looting and be on their way.  
 
    Then he saw one of them dragging away a young woman who to judge by her brown hair could be no older than twenty. He was dragging her to one of the houses, while she screamed and fought back with all her strength. When one of the peasants tried to help her, he received a blow on the head from the butt of one of the mercenaries’ swords and fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    Lasgol made his decision. There was no real choice. 
 
    Let’s go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Camu, to the third farm, he transmitted to his partner urgently.  
 
    I go, came Camu’s determined answer. 
 
    Ona. Stalk. Second farm. 
 
    The panther let out a small growl to show she had understood. 
 
    Be very careful and do exactly what I say. I don’t want anything to go wrong. 
 
    We follow, Camu promised, and Ona chirped in agreement. 
 
    A moment later they both ran off, one in his invisible state and the other hiding in the bush as if she were hunting for deer. Lasgol nocked his compound bow and aimed at the mercenary who was dragging the girl away. He had kicked her in the sides to stop her resisting, but in spite of the pain, terrified of the atrocity she was about to experience, she went on screaming and struggling. The man hit her again. Lasgol nearly released at that point, but his friends were not yet in position, so he bit his lip, took a deep breath and let his rage and frustration out with the air. 
 
    He managed to catch a glimpse of Ona, but Camu was invisible. Knowing his speed and the distance he could cover in a short time running at top speed, he calculated how long it would take his friend to reach his position. Then he took another deep breath, knowing that the moment had come. He had a clear target, although at that moment he wished he were Ingrid or Nilsa, who – along with Molak – were really amazing archers. He realized that he needed more and more urgently to develop a skill which would help him with long-distance shots, but he brushed the thought aside. There was no time left now for either complaints or wishful thinking. 
 
    The mercenary kicked the door of the second farm open, still dragging the young woman behind him. Time had run out, and Lasgol acted. 
 
    In most situations a Ranger had to act stealthily, always taking care to hide from the enemy, but this was not one of those times. He called upon Improved Agility and Cat-like Reflexes to help him in the fight. He identified two mercenaries at the far end, by the third farm, together with two more beside the prisoners – one of whom looked like the leader – and the fifth, who was about to enter the farm and bring his vileness to a head. He raced towards them across the open expanse of land, and contrary to what the Path taught, yelled at the top of his lungs: a Norghanian war cry. 
 
    The five mercenaries turned immediately and readied their weapons. He guessed he must be about a hundred paces away from the second house by now, and stopped to aim. Now came the most delicate moment as he called upon his True Shot skill, which as he knew by now would take a long moment to be activated. 
 
    The mercenary leader pointed his scimitar at him and began to give orders to his men. Lasgol had nearly invoked his skill by now, but still needed a little more time. The orders were in Nocean, and he did not understand a word of what the man was saying, but one thing he knew for sure: they were going to fall on him and kill him immediately. 
 
    Nor was he mistaken. Three of them ran toward him, but meanwhile the skill was taking forever to activate. Even so, he stayed calm and let the process finish. A green flash ran through his arms and bow: at last! He released. That shot against a target which was still moving as it dragged the woman to safety into the house would have certainly missed, except that the skill would not permit failure. And so, it was. The arrow struck the mercenary in the heart as he went into the house, just as Lasgol had visualized as he invoked the skill. The Nocean let go of the woman’s hair, dropped the scimitar he was carrying in his other hand and fell dead, his heart transfixed. 
 
    With a lightning move Lasgol nocked another arrow. Unfortunately, he had no time to use the same skill again, because it took too long to summon up and the man who had been beside the leader was already upon him. He was huge, and luckily not as fast as a lighter and more agile rival might have been. Sometimes muscle and height were a disadvantage. Lasgol aimed at the advancing mercenary’s torso as he rushed at him, scimitar at the ready. He heard the Nocean’s attacking cry and released almost point-blank. The arrow hit the man in the center of his chest, and Lasgol thought he had killed him. But the mercenary went on running, and before Lasgol could nock another arrow, he launched a massive stroke with his sword. Lasgol half-turned and let the scimitar pass close to his side, but thanks to the skills he had already invoked, he managed to avoid the fatal blow. The mercenary raised his scimitar again, and he prepared to dodge it. The sword began its descending motion, but never finished it. Instead, the mercenary fell forward, dead. 
 
    Lasgol gasped with relief. He nocked again, and at the same time he saw that the leader, as he had feared, had grabbed another woman and was using her as a shield. His left hand was holding a long knife against her throat, while in his right arm, which was clutching her, he also held a huge scimitar. The woman was a blonde peasant of around thirty whose hair was disheveled from the treatment the mercenaries must have given her. She was trembling, and tears of terror and despair were falling down her cheeks. 
 
    At the same time the two other mercenaries, who were further away by the third farm, come running to help their leader. 
 
    Camu, are you in position? 
 
    I am. 
 
    Bring down the last one. 
 
    Lasgol aimed at the two mercenaries, ignoring their leader. All of a sudden, the one further behind was hurled off his feet to one side, lost his balance and fell back heavily. His comrade, unaware of this, kept running toward Lasgol, who waited until he had a clear shot and then released. The arrow went through the man’s neck. He stopped, dropped his weapons and fell to the ground, choking. Lasgol gave a sigh of relief. He had aimed at the man’s torso, but the shot had gone a little high. He nocked again and saw Camu tripping the mercenary, who had no idea what invisible force was pushing him to the ground so violently. 
 
    Ona. Stalk, Lasgol ordered. 
 
     The panther came out from behind the house. As if she were starting to hunt a deer, she approached the enemy leader from behind with total stealth, unobserved. The mercenary, meanwhile, still holding the woman in his grasp and threatening to cut her throat, was yelling at Lasgol and pointing his scimitar at him. The peasants seemed to be too terrified to intervene. Lasgol was glad of this, since any interference at that critical moment might be fatal for either the poor woman or whichever peasant stepped in – or worse still, for Ona or Camu. 
 
    Camu brought down his third man, who gave a desperate scream. The leader yelled at him for help, signaling with his sword as he did so, but before the mercenary could get up from the ground Lasgol’s arrow got him in the stomach. The shot had come out a little low. He nocked his bow again, while the mercenary writhed with pain on the ground. 
 
    Now the only one left was the leader, who had not noticed Ona’s presence behind him. The panther was crouching and ready to pounce, her fur blending in with the last of the snow which partially covered the side of the house. Lasgol took a step forward. The mercenary leader shouted threateningly and gestured with his sword, ordering him to lower his bow. Lasgol knew that with a True Shot at this distance he could get him in the arm, even the forehead if he did not move too much. But there was no guarantee that his opponent would not cut the peasant’s throat at the last moment, and he hesitated before using that skill. Invoking it would take time which he was not sure he had, seeing how critical the situation was. 
 
    The woman was sobbing in terror. Her look of horror and her staring eyes screamed that she wanted to live. She was looking aside at one of the children, who looked very like her. An old woman was holding back the boy, who was struggling to go to the woman’s aid. This must be her son. Lasgol swallowed, unwilling to risk a shot. He did not want to risk the poor woman’s life. Very slowly he lowered his bow, and left it and the arrow on the ground, then raised his hands and showed them to the mercenary leader. The huge warrior gave him an evil smirk, revealing a set of ivory teeth. He pointed his scimitar at him and called out something in Nocean. Lasgol had no doubt that he had now been condemned to death. The leader laughed and relaxed for a moment, seeing that Lasgol was no longer a threat, then released the pressure on the woman’s neck. The knife was no longer at her throat but two finger-breadths below. It would be enough. Lasgol knew this was the moment to act. 
 
    Ona. Bring down, he ordered. 
 
    The panther gave an enormous leap with her hind legs and fell on the mercenary leader with tremendous force. The woman was thrown forward as the leader fell to the ground under the force of the impact. Lasgol ran to the woman, grabbed her by the arms and pulled her back, then took out his Ranger knife and axe. With a massive heave the leader pushed Ona back with his arm and shoulder, so that she fell on her back. He stood up and grasped his scimitar. 
 
    Ona. Watch, Lasgol ordered, so that she would not attack but remain on guard. He did not want the mercenary to hurt her. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you, big man,” Lasgol said. He showed him his weapons with a gesture of total indifference, as if he did not fear him at all, which was very far from the truth. He knew he was in a weak position in close combat with that enormous Nocean. But at the same time, he had his Gift and his two partners. 
 
    Apparently the man did not understand Norghanian, but on the other hand he understood that disdainful pose perfectly well. He lunged at him, slashing to right and left. Lasgol slid to one side and thanks to his enhanced reflexes, allowed the sword to pass him by without touching him. 
 
    He could not see Camu, but he knew he must be close at hand. Camu, bring down, he ordered. 
 
    Suddenly the huge warrior was unexpectedly butted in the back by something invisible, and fell forward. He struggled to his knees. 
 
    Ona. Bring down. 
 
    The panther gave another enormous leap, and before the man could get back to his feet and recover, she fell on him and pushed him over again. Lasgol, wasting no time, ran to the mercenary while he was still trying to stand up, cursing. Being so big had many advantages in combat, but not when getting back on his feet, and Lasgol seized his chance. The mercenary dodged his axe with his own scimitar, but he could not block the knife, which buried itself in his throat. Wide-eyed, he stared back at Lasgol, who pulled out his knife and moved back rapidly, at the same time gesturing Ona to move away too. The Nocean dropped his sword, put his hands to his throat and stepped back. Despair showed on his face as he realized that the wound was deadly. After a moment he fell dead to one side. 
 
    Very nice bit of work, both of you! Lasgol told his two friends. 
 
    Easy job, Camu transmitted with a feeling that was half one of joy, half one of pride in what they had achieved. Ona chirped in acknowledgement. 
 
    That certainly wasn’t easy. That poor woman nearly didn’t make it. Things got very complicated, as I was afraid they would. 
 
    You not release. 
 
    I couldn’t see it clearly. I was very worried about the knife at her neck. If I didn’t kill him instantly, he was going to cut her throat. I didn’t think I could cause death so instantly with a single shot, and if I didn’t, the woman would’ve died. It was too risky. 
 
    Put bow down, more risk.  
 
    Yeah, it wasn’t the best possible strategy, but it worked. 
 
    Ona complained with a moan. She had been equally unhappy about the way he had lowered his bow. 
 
    Let’s hope next time I can come up with something better … 
 
    Yeah, better, Camu agreed. 
 
    Maybe we ought to prepare ourselves to face situations like this … 
 
    Fun. 
 
    Lasgol was about to tell him there was no fun involved, but after how well they had done, he could not bring himself to. 
 
    You’re fantastic, he said gratefully. 
 
    I fantastic. 
 
    And so is Ona. 
 
    Ona second fantastic. 
 
    Ona moaned in protest. 
 
    You’re impossible, Camu. 
 
    I possible. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    The farmer families were hugging one another, glad to have come out of their desperate situation alive, even though nothing would wipe away the terror they had felt in their souls, or their grief over their dead relatives. The woman whose life Lasgol had saved came to him and took his hands. 
 
    “Thank you … so much …” she muttered, part-terrified, part-grateful. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said reassuringly. “It’s over now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ranger, you’ve saved us all,” said one of the elderly farmers, who must have been over seventy. 
 
    “It’s my duty as a Ranger,” Lasgol replied. Seeing their grateful faces, he felt deep pride in being a Ranger and being able to defend those in need. 
 
    “If it hadn’t been for your help …” said the young woman who had been dragged into the farm. She still looked terrified. Her little brother hugged her tightly. 
 
    Lasgol was looking sadly at the murdered farmers. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.” 
 
    “They were good men,” the blonde woman said. She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her frock. “They tried to defend us.” 
 
    “They killed them … as if their lives were worthless,” the brown-haired girl said. She was in tears. “They didn’t deserve to die like that. They didn’t know how to fight, they didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Devils take them!” cried one of the children as he ran to the side of one of the fallen. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t save all of you,” Lasgol said. “Is there anything else I can do? Whatever you need.” He looked up at the farm, which had stopped burning and was almost completely destroyed by now. He wished he could have done more for those poor people. 
 
    “You’ve already done a lot, Ranger,” said an old woman who was hugging a little girl. “The farm’s lost, and my son’s dead. There’s nothing to be done. That’s life here in the North. War always brings misfortune and suffering. This one was no different.” There was profound sorrow in her voice. 
 
    “We’ll take you in,” said the woman who had nearly had her throat cut. 
 
    “Thank you … with all my heart …” 
 
    “We Norghanians help one another in times of woe,” another elderly man said. “Our home is yours too.” 
 
    Tears flowed, and grief and pain took over the families who had lost their loved ones. Lasgol insisted on helping, but they would not allow it. They begged him to go on with his duty of helping Norghana, because there was nothing more he could do there. They would say farewell to their loved ones and prepare funeral pyres for their eternal journey to the Ice Gods. At last, Lasgol took his leave and left, with a heavy heart, to go on with his mission. 
 
      
 
    That evening, resting beside a fire in a roadside wood, Lasgol was petting his two friends. One hand was on Camu, the other on Ona, as if they were two huge playful pups. They were both enjoying his affections immensely. Trotter, who always preferred to stay a little further away from the two friends, was resting beside a tree a few paces away. Lasgol could not help smiling delightedly. The love and comradeship Ona and Camu willingly gave him, filled him with great joy.  
 
    He smiled. Cuddly, that’s what you two are, a cuddly pair. 
 
    I not cuddly. Ona cuddly. 
 
    Oh yeah? That’s why I’m scratching your tummy and you’ve been lying with your legs in the air without moving for quite a while. You’re not enjoying this at all. I can see that clearly. 
 
    I not enjoy. Ona enjoy. 
 
    Can you believe what he’s saying, Ona? 
 
    The panther protested. 
 
    Exactly. Camu, you don’t fool us. You’re enjoying the petting too. Or would you rather I stopped and only stroked Ona. As you don’t like it … 
 
    Camu, lying on the ground with his legs flexed in the air, stared at Lasgol without moving. Go on a little more, he begged, looking saintly. 
 
    That’s what I thought, Lasgol laughed, and Ona let out a chirp that sounded like a giggle. 
 
    They settled down to sleep. It took Lasgol a while to fall asleep after what had happened, but he finally did. The presence of Ona and Camu at his side made him feel safe. His first dream of the night was turbulent, but in the end his sleep was peaceful and pleasant. 
 
    With the arrival of dawn, they got ready to set off again. An idea he had had in mind since the confrontation with the mercenaries came back to him. 
 
    You know, there’s something I’ve been thinking about … 
 
    If you not say, not know, Camu transmitted. It sounded like a question. 
 
    Lasgol chuckled. You’re right. If I don’t tell you, you won’t know. 
 
    Ona, beside him, made an inquisitive sound. 
 
    Camu moved his head from one side to the other. I always right.  
 
    Lasgol shook his head at this. What I’m thinking is that we ought to be better prepared for situations like that one with the mercenaries. Our lives are always going to be surrounded by dangers, and one of the commonest tends to involve bandits, wrongdoers, corrupt soldiers and people like that. I think we need to practice a few tactics for when we find ourselves facing that type of danger again. 
 
    Ona growled and slashed the air with her paw. 
 
    That’s right, Ona. 
 
    Fun. 
 
    No, it’s not … fun … 
 
    Fun. Yes. 
 
    I’m not going to argue with you. I was thinking about that situation of the woman with the knife at her throat. I want to try something. A technique for disarming the attacker before he hurts his victim. 
 
    His two friends watched him attentively as he took a piece of wide replacement leather from Trotter’s saddlebags and protected his right arm with it, rolling it twice over the leather protector he was already wearing. Rangers wore two armbands of reinforced leather to protect themselves in combat and for use in archery and falconry. He took out his Ranger’s knife and placed it in position, as if he were threatening someone’s throat. 
 
    Ona. Stalk. Behind, he ordered the panther. She obeyed at once and crouched behind him, ready to jump on him if he gave the order. 
 
    I take. I near. 
 
    I’d guessed you’d be very close. But taking a knife from an armed man who’s threatening to kill someone can’t be done just like that. 
 
    I want learn. 
 
    Ona chirped, joining Camu. 
 
    You want to learn how to disarm an armed man? 
 
    Yes, disarm. No danger. 
 
    Yes, in fact it lowers the risk a lot, but it doesn’t eliminate it completely. 
 
    I learn. 
 
    Mmmm, but as you don’t have fangs … Ona can do it, but as for you … I can’t see how. 
 
    Ona growled, showing her fangs. 
 
    You see? You don’t have teeth like those, to tear flesh. Yours are for chewing vegetables. 
 
    I bite hard. 
 
    Maybe, but you don’t have teeth to bite with. 
 
    You see … 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes and abandoned the conversation as hopeless. Camu was going to stick to his idea, and there was no way of getting him to change his mind. 
 
    All right. Let’s see how you both do it. Ona. Disarm, he ordered. 
 
    The panther leapt and brought him down. When she had him on the ground she bit his forearm. Lasgol could feel her sharp fangs piercing the leather protections, and the strength of her bite on his arm. 
 
    Ona. Let go.  
 
    She opened her jaws obediently and moved back. 
 
    All right. Maybe we ought to try a more subtle approach. 
 
    Ona looked at him blankly and gave a little moan. 
 
    She not understand. I not too. 
 
    I mean by disarming the opponent without bringing him down. Just to go for the weapon. 
 
    Understand, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Right then, Ona. Let’s try again, but this time attack me from the side and go for the weapon first. 
 
    Lasgol did not need to explain twice, because the panther understood at once. She stalked Lasgol from behind, crept close, then with a sideways leap went for his forearm and closed her jaws tightly on it. 
 
    Well done! he told her, at the same time shaking his arm to ease the pain. Not even all that protection was enough to protect him from his panther’s fangs. 
 
    Camu meanwhile was flexing his four legs. Me. Me. 
 
    Are you sure? 
 
    Yes. Sure. 
 
    Okay then. You go too. He showed him the knife in front of his own chest. 
 
    Camu gave a huge leap, imitating Ona, as if he too were a panther, and bit Lasgol’s forearm. As he had expected, Camu’s tiny teeth failed to penetrate the protective layers. 
 
    See? Your teeth can’t bite. 
 
    Bite no, Camu transmitted, and went on biting Lasgol’s arm. 
 
    Well, there you are … you’re not a panther … you’re a reptile … or something like that… Lasgol was trying not to hurt the creature’s feelings because he was unable to bite like a cat. 
 
    I can pinch. 
 
    Pinch? All of a sudden Lasgol felt a tremendous pressure on his wrist. 
 
    Camu? What are you doing? 
 
    The pressure grew stronger, and he began to feel an intense pain. It seemed that his wrist was about to be crushed by the tremendous pressure Camu’s jaws were exerting on his forearm and wrist. 
 
    He was forced to drop his weapon. “Ouch!” 
 
    Camu opened his mouth and freed him. I can, he transmitted triumphantly, and began his dance of happiness. Ona joined him, pleased at her partner’s achievement. 
 
    Lasgol shook his arm and wrist, which were now useless and painful. Every day he found out something new about Camu, and it was always something amazing. With the use of his arm still not fully regained, he set off toward the mission which awaited them, and which in all probability would have a few more surprises in store.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the outskirts of the village of Isverien, Lasgol stopped to survey it from a distance, together with the winding road that led to it amid fields. It was quite a large village, and if it went on growing, it would soon reach the size of a small town. Unlike Skad, it was not a mining village; its inhabitants cultivated crops and were cattle-farmers on a small scale. It was in the far northwest of the realm, and one of the chief grain-producers for the West. It was said that if Isverien had a bad harvest, the adjoining regions would go hungry. Lasgol had always wanted to visit this area and enjoy its cultivated landscape, but had never had the chance. This mission was offering him the opportunity, and he did not intend to waste it. 
 
    As he stared out at the buildings on the horizon, he knew that bringing Ona into the village would not be a good idea. There were too many people there, and the three of them would get into trouble. The best thing would be to leave her with Camu. 
 
    Ona, Camu, go around the village without being seen. We’ll meet at the other end, the north side. 
 
    Not come? Camu transmitted, sounding disappointed. 
 
    Best not to take Ona there. People get frightened and nervous when they see her. And when they are a lot of them, they act stupidly … 
 
    Attack Ona. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. That’s right. I want to avoid an accident. 
 
    Ona defend. 
 
    Yes, that’s exactly what I want to avoid, either them hurting her or her hurting someone in self-defense. 
 
    I understand. 
 
    I’ll see you on the other side as soon as I’ve spoken to the village chief. 
 
    We wait there. Camu transmitted. Ona gave a mournful moan. 
 
    It’ll only be for a short while, he promised, and the two friends went into the forest to the east. 
 
    Let’s go, Trotter, Lasgol transmitted to his faithful pony, and they set off to the entrance of the village past the fields. Lasgol, who was not used to seeing such large expanses of cultivated land, looked at them with interest. He wondered what the farmers had planted. It was not long before he saw several men intent on their daily tasks. A farmer’s life was always hard, which was a constant through the whole of Tremia, but especially in Norghana, because of the hostile climate. The farmers had to work their land without pause to feed their families, particularly during the productive times of year. Once autumn, and then in particular winter, reached the North, the farmer needed to have his barns well-stocked to survive the icy winters. Unfortunately, this was not always the case. Lasgol remembered these lessons his father Dakon had taught him when he was a child. It was curious, he thought, how the mind worked, making him suddenly remember things like this as he watched the farmers working in their fields. 
 
    He exchanged greetings with a couple of them as he passed. He would have liked to have stopped and asked them about their work, but as they seemed very busy, he went on. He guessed it must be cereal crops that they were planting, although in some places he could see vegetables and even some fruit trees. 
 
    When he entered the main street, the people looked at him curiously. Lasgol nodded to a couple of them to show that his intentions were honest, then went on to the central square. As he was clad in a hooded cloak and was carrying two bows on his back, the villagers looked at him suspiciously. He could not blame them; he would have done the same himself. He was a stranger, coming armed into their village. He noticed that even though its center was ancient and built of stone, the houses around were humbler and had been built in rectangular blocks. This showed that the village was growing, which was a good sign, even though the war had brought development and expansion to an end. Many of those who had fought for the West in the militia were from that region, and there must have been many casualties among the village’s inhabitants. 
 
    He signaled to Trotter to move forward slowly and went on into the main square. At once the blacksmith, the carpenter, the butcher and the other craftsmen who were at work stopped what they were doing to look at the new arrival. Lasgol did not mind the scrutiny, which he was growing used to. He could not blame them for wanting to make sure the stranger had no evil intentions, since bandits took advantage of troubled times like these and preyed on honest workers. 
 
    He stopped Trotter and stroked his neck, looking for someone to ask. Those who had turned to look at him had gone back to their tasks and did not seem inclined to conversation. He thought about dismounting and approaching the blacksmith, who would presumably pay attention to him, since he had a horse and the blacksmith must need work in a village of farmers with few horses. At the same time, he noticed one of the farmers, an elderly man, who was loading a sack of grain on to an old mule. It was hard to tell which of the two was older. He decided to ask him without dismounting. 
 
    “I’m looking for the chief of the village.” 
 
    The farmer raised his head and squinted to get a better view of his face. Lasgol had the feeling he must have problems with his elderly eyesight. 
 
    “Chief Dolstar?”  he asked in a raspy voice. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “He’s waiting for me.” 
 
    The farmer now looked him up and down and noticed the two bows slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t know you. You’re not from around here. Have you come about the trouble?”  
 
    “The Chief sent for me,” Lasgol said evasively. 
 
    “A question deserves an answer,” the old man pointed out grumpily. 
 
    “All right, then … I’m a Ranger.” 
 
    “That’s much better,” the villager said, and half-smiled. “I hope you can sort out the problems we’ve got.” He pointed north. “It’s one thing for a few sheep or a cow to go missing, but a few men have vanished too. That’s not normal, however much Dolstar insists that it must be some hungry brown bear. It doesn’t smell good to me.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised to hear this. He had not heard anything about missing people. The mission had mentioned trouble with a wild beast. 
 
    “It could be. Some bears attack humans when they’re hungry.” 
 
    The old man touched the side of his nose. “Well, I don’t know about that. I’ve got a feeling there’s something else.” 
 
    Lasgol remembered another of his father’s sayings. “Usually, the simplest explanation tends to be the right one.”  
 
    The farmer twitched his nose. “I have a sense for these things, and about storms. I always know when they’re coming before they do. The Ice Gods blessed me like that.” 
 
    “That’s a useful asset,” Lasgol said. He was beginning to regard the old man as something of a character. 
 
    “He’ll be in his house,” said the old man. He pointed to a long house with a steep roof. “He doesn’t go out much these days. I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t either if I were him.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lasgol said, surprised by the comment. 
 
    The man waved his hand, making light of it, and went on down the street with his mule. 
 
    The locals stared at Lasgol in surprise as he went over to the Chief’s house. Although the war was over, times were not good and any foreigner tended to arouse suspicions in the hearts of those good people. 
 
    I’ll be right back. Wait for me, he transmitted to Trotter, and tethered him to a post under the porch of the house. He knocked twice at the door. 
 
    “Just a moment!” came a man’s strong voice from inside. 
 
    The door took longer than normal to open. When it finally did, Lasgol was confronted by a man leaning on a pair of crutches. His left leg had been amputated at the thigh, and it looked as though he had not yet fully recovered from the dreadful wound. He was big and strong, as was to be expected of the chief of a village, but now looked weak and gaunt. Lasgol noticed his feverish eyes. 
 
    He gave his visitor an unfriendly look. “Who are you?”  
 
    “I’m looking for Chief Dolstar. I’m the Ranger he asked for.” 
 
    The man’s face changed at once. “They listened to me?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled, doing his best to look friendly. “It looks like it.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. Come in, come in.” 
 
    The interior of the house was a complete mess, and very dirty. It reminded him of Ulf’s, except that this one was three times as big and solid. 
 
    The chief indicated some chairs beside a table which was obviously used for meetings. “Sit wherever you can,” he said, and collapsed clumsily into the chair at the head of the table. A grimace of pain appeared on his face. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lasgol said. He sat down, sweeping aside a change of sweaty clothes as he did so. 
 
    “Everything’s a mess, I know. I haven’t had the strength to clean anything.” 
 
    “I suppose the chief of a village as big as this must have an assistant and someone to clean the house, some boy or other …” 
 
    He glowered. “Yes, yes, I have. My assistant has vanished … and I sent the boy to the country. He was more of a hindrance than a help.” 
 
    Lasgol considered the untidiness in the large common area. The Chief had installed himself here, and probably did not use the rest of the house because of the wound. 
 
    “A bit of cleaning would help,” Lasgol said, trying not to make the comment sound insulting. “It would improve the air in here. It’s a bit stale. Dirtiness could lead to a fever …”  
 
    “Yes, I know! I know!” Chief Dolstar barked bad-temperedly. “Tomorrow I’ll call the boy back. I thought I wouldn’t need him and that I could manage on my own, but I haven’t been too good at it. This blasted leg is killing me with pain and I can barely sleep.” 
 
    “Is there a healer or a surgeon in the village?” 
 
    “Old Ulmitch. He visits me every other day and treats me with herbs that taste disgusting. The Count’s surgeon came by a week ago and won’t be back for two days more. There are a lot of people who need his help. It’s the consequence of the bloody war: cripples, injured, sick and dying all throughout the realm. Hundreds of them.” 
 
    Lasgol indicated Dolstar’s amputated limb. “Where did it happen?” 
 
    “At the siege of Estocos,” the Chief said angrily. “I was defending the eastern wall. It was Count Volgren. Three of us attacked him with axe and shield and the bastard finished off my two comrades with his sword, then sliced off half of my leg with a clean stroke.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised at the Chief speaking so openly about having fought with the West. After all, he was talking to a Ranger who served Thoran. On the other hand, there was no need for him to hide the fact, since it was obvious that he had fought in the war, and as they were in the West of the realm it was logical that he would have fought for the Western league. Whatever the case, he found it curious. 
 
    “A great swordsman, this Eastern count. The three of us knew how to fight – we weren’t just ordinary militia – but even so, he finished us off with lethal strokes and blows. If you have to face one of those nobles one day, be it from the East or the West, be very careful. They know how to fight. They’re raised to rule, and most of them are born with a sword in their hands.” 
 
    “I don’t believe anything like that will happen again. Peace reigns in Norghana now. Let’s hope it lasts for a long time.” 
 
    “Ha! No way. Sooner or later the West will try to take possession of the throne again! You just wait and see. This time I won’t be able to fight.” He shook his head. “But even so, I’ll put my arm and head in the service of the West, just as I’ve always done.” 
 
    Lasgol knew that nothing he said would be able to dissuade the chief. He had lost a leg fighting against the East – at the hands of one of its nobles, no less – and he would always hate the King and the East. Lasgol sighed, taking care not to let it show. Wars brought nothing but pain and hatred, and these refused to fade away. 
 
    He decided to re-direct the conversation, which had turned a little awkward. “So why am I needed?” he asked. 
 
    Dolstar nodded repeatedly. “Strange things are happening …” he began. Lasgol looked him in the eye. This explanation was not starting well. 
 
    “Strange things?” 
 
    “Animals have been going missing … and now men too.” 
 
    “A large predator?” Lasgol ventured. 
 
    “It could be. That would explain the cows and sheep. But men … that’s stranger. My assistant is one of the ones who’re missing.” 
 
    “Attacks by panthers, tigers and bears aren’t exactly unfamiliar incidents.” 
 
    “I know. When I say strange things are happening, I mean there’s no trace left of the missing, either animals or men. It’s as if they’d been spirited away in the air.” 
 
    This certainly surprised Lasgol. For a bear to attack a cow, or even a man, was possible, and it was something they had to live with. For no trace to be left was not normal. Generally large predators either tore their prey up on the spot or else dragged it to a safe place to eat later. In both cases, the tracks were easy to find. 
 
    “That’s definitely strange. And didn’t anybody find traces of a large predator? It must have left some.” 
 
    The Chief nodded. “There were, but they say they were the prints of a deformed, gigantic foot.” He was shaking his head as if he were unable to believe it. 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes. “That’s even stranger.”  
 
    “I couldn’t see them myself” – the Chief indicated his bad leg – “but that’s what three shepherds and the village tracker told me.” 
 
    “Could I speak to the tracker? It could be very helpful.” 
 
    Dolstar shook his head again. “He’s one of the ones who’s missing. He went to follow the trail. I told him to be very careful. He never came back. Which means that this thing, whatever it is, is very dangerous. Milstren was an expert hunter and tracker. On top of that, he was very experienced. He wouldn’t have let a panther or a bear take him by surprise.” 
 
    Lasgol scratched his temple thoughtfully. “It’s true, it does sound strange, but I’m sure there must be some logical explanation.” 
 
    “I hope so. People are restless. There are all kinds of rumors in the village. People are talking about monsters and sorcery …” 
 
    “I don’t believe it’s anything like that. I’m sure it’ll be a bear or a white tiger that’s more aggressive than usual. It’s something that can happen with some animals.” 
 
    “And the tracks?” 
 
    “Until I see them I can’t confirm anything, but I very much doubt whether they’re the footprints of a giant or a monster. They probably got blurred in the rain, or some other animal stepped over them.” 
 
    Dolstar shrugged. “It’s something strange. I can feel that, and I’ve normally got a sense for these things. The day of the battle, I felt something bad was going to happen, and look at what happened … we lost the war, Arnold died and I was left crippled and sick. You’d better be very careful. I know you’re a Ranger and they prepare you for things like this, because that’s why I sent for one of you, but even so, I’d be twice as careful if I were you.” 
 
    “I will,” Lasgol promised. He did not like the situation either. His experience and knowledge told him that he was confronted by a case of a large, aggressive predator, but when there were rumors and strange stories, it was usually for some reason. 
 
    “I’ll mark the area Milstren went to track on a map,” the Chief said, and took one from one side of the table. He indicated an area some way to the north and west of the village. “It’s a very mountainous area, difficult to reach. There’s a pass here, and then you can go up via this area. Beyond that, not many venture. The mountains are very high and very steep.” 
 
    “Does anybody live there?” 
 
    The Chief shook his head. “No-one. It’s high mountain country. Very few venture there. From this front line of mountains on toward the north, it’s all steep and hard to get to. The people around here don’t climb those mountains. They’re treacherous. By autumn they’re impracticable, and in winter they’re impossible to reach.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “The Norghanian highlands. So, do they think the predator came down from there?” 
 
    “That’s what Milstren thought. He told me he thought it must have come down in spring to feed further south, as far as our part of the world.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then as soon as it’s caught enough food it’ll go back to the mountains for the winter, and it’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Maybe. Either way, I’d rather catch it now and not have the same problem all over again next spring. Good men have died, and farmers and shepherds are losing cattle they depend on to survive, particularly now after the war where so many people have suffered. Hunger’s waiting in the wings, and things are dire for them. The economy’s in a bad state, and the nobles have raised taxes to counter the economic disaster the war’s meant for them. The last thing my villagers need is more trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the predator doesn’t bother these good people anymore, so they can focus on bringing up their families.” 
 
    “That’s the only way we’ll manage to rebuild and get the West on its feet again. We’ve got to protect them. If I could, I’d be in those mountains myself, hunting that beast.” The Chief shook his head with an expression of enormous frustration. He punched his bad leg twice with his fist, and grunted with pain. 
 
    “This is a job for a Ranger. I’ll deal with it. I won’t fail these people.” 
 
    “Very true. I’m glad they’ve sent me a Ranger. I didn’t have much hope, quite honestly. I know you’re needed all across the kingdom, and you’ve lost a lot of people yourselves in the war too.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s very true.”  
 
    “Good luck,” Dolstar said, and in his eyes Lasgol read that he was resting all his hopes on him. 
 
    Outside the house, he saw that a small crowd was watching him from the square. Apparently word had spread that he had come to deal with the problem of the disappearances. News spreads fast in villages. Lasgol nodded to them, mounted Trotter and left the square amid the murmurs and whispers of the locals. 
 
    We’re heading north, he transmitted to his faithful pony. 
 
    Trotter shook his head in agreement and set off in the direction of the mountains. Once they were out of sight of inquisitive eyes, Lasgol used his Gift to call his two animal friends. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and he looked carefully at the forest that rose ahead of him. He wondered whether they were in there, or further east, where he could glimpse another, less dense, area of forest.  
 
    East, came Camu’s message. 
 
    We’re heading north. Come and meet me. I’m at the way into the forest. 
 
    Camu and Ona did not take long to appear at a run from the east, and he gave them a summary of his conversation with Chief Dolstar. 
 
    Mystery! Fun! Camu exclaimed. 
 
     Ona moaned unhappily. She did not like mysteries at all. 
 
    It could be very dangerous, Lasgol warned them. 
 
    Mystery, wild animal, fun. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head in despair. Let’s be very careful. All right? 
 
    All right, Camu responded. He was already starting his happy dance. 
 
    Ona on the other hand was not dancing. She was not very happy about the mission, 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. In fact, he sensed something ominous himself. They went on into the forest, in the direction of the mountains. 
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    When they reached the foot of the mountains, Lasgol had no doubt that the Chief’s words had been accurate: the climb was going to be a hard one. Before starting, he wanted to make sure that the predator had indeed come down from somewhere beyond the first ranges, so he decided to track the area until he found proof. 
 
    We’re going to track the area, he told his comrades. 
 
    Camu stared at him with interest in his bulging eyes. What look for?   
 
    I’d say we’re looking at a mountain tiger or a bear. That makes most sense, so let’s search for prints of either of them. If you find the prints of a panther it could be that too, although it sounds less likely to me … 
 
    Ona moaned in protest, as if she did not believe it could be one of her species. 
 
    Some panthers can be very aggressive, Lasgol reminded her. 
 
    Her moan of protest turned into one of acceptance. 
 
    We’re also looking for signs of dead cows or sheep. He stared at the great rocky wall beside him. If they were hunted it must have been on this side, and it must have left tracks and remains.  
 
    Men? 
 
    Yes, any sign of dead men too … I’d like to think they’re still alive, but if they’ve been attacked by a large predator and then disappeared … they’re almost certainly dead. Let’s try to stay optimistic, we might still find them alive. Yeah, let’s be positive, we might be lucky. 
 
    Camu and Ona did not look so optimistic. They gave no sign of how they felt, but he could read it in their eyes. Little by little he realized that he was getting better at sensing what his two friends were feeling or thinking. Camu was already capable of transmitting some of his own feelings, but even when he did not intend to, as was the case now, Lasgol could sense them. Ona was as transparent as the water of some high mountain stream. Her emotions were always deeply sensitive, and because she did not hide them they were very easy to pick up. In fact, he had more difficulty with Trotter, who did not show his emotions unless he was scared. It seemed curious to Lasgol that out of the three of them, it was the quietest one who was the hardest to read. 
 
    He dismounted and patted his faithful pony. Lasgol knew that each animal was in a different world, so that the differences between his ability to communicate with each of them were enormous. He had no idea know why this was so, or whether he would be able to get better at it, but that was what magic was like: a complete enigma. On the other hand, he knew that when he made an effort, he got results, as his dear friend Egil had often told him he would. 
 
    Follow us, but stay calm, he transmitted to Trotter, who nodded and moved away to graze. 
 
    We’ll separate so that we can cover more terrain. Camu, you go east. Ona, you go west. We’ll start by tracking at the foot of the mountain, then we’ll each go in our own direction. Understood? 
 
    Understood, Camu transmitted, with a feeling of happiness. Ona stiffened and took up a tracking stance. 
 
    Right. Remember that we’re looking for a very dangerous animal, so go very carefully. If you see anything, run back to tell me and don’t go near it. Is that clear? 
 
    Clear, Camu transmitted at once, and Lasgol knew that he would almost certainly not follow any of his instructions. 
 
    Camu … 
 
    I good. 
 
    You’d better be … 
 
    Camu grinned back at him, looking as though he had never so much as broken a plate in his life. 
 
    Lasgol gave in. Be very careful and tell me if you see anything suspicious.  
 
    Lasgol was confident of his friends’ skills. Ona’s sense of smell and vision were outstanding, not to mention her enviable natural cat-instincts. One of the things he had been intending to do was to watch her closely and try to copy her. Today was not the right time for it, but later, in a less dangerous situation, he would try. 
 
    Camu was nowhere near as good at either tracking or catching prey. Lasgol did not have the heart to tell him this, because the little fellow was convinced that he was as good as Ona. Better in fact. In any case, he would probably not accept the fact, he was so stubborn. In spite of this, he was very useful in tasks like this, and it was because he had a prodigious sense of sight, which meant that he was able to pick out what both Lasgol and Ona sometimes overlooked. This was why Lasgol sent Camu tracking. He was aware that he would not find any fresh tracks, but he was able to distinguish people, animals and very large objects at great distances and amid dense foliage. 
 
    They went on for half a day, without any luck. Lasgol had always been good at tracking, and now with everything he had learnt at the Camp, and then in the Shelter he was one of the best, with his Tireless Tracker specialty to prove it. Even so, he found no sign of a great predator or its victims. Then he remembered one of Master Gisli’s teachings: man or beast, they all need to drink sooner or later. He had seen the river on the map and knew it was not far away, so that he soon reached it. It was five paces or so wide, shallow, calmly-flowing and without much of a current. He looked up to follow its course as it descended from the mountains and crossed a couple of forests, some meadows and several cultivated fields until it reached a village in the distance. As far as he could see, it went through the village and on to the south. 
 
    He began to search downriver, in the direction of the green meadows, to see if he could find any unusual footprints. If the beast had attacked cows and sheep, it must have been in the meadows. He hoped that with a bit of luck, it would have stopped to drink before or after its hunt. In order to check both sides of the river he was forced to get into the water and cross. It only came up to his waist, and hence did not bother him too much. The temperature was not too cold, so that he did not need to worry about catching a cold if he did not dry himself immediately, which he did not do because he was too intent on his search. He realized that now he was able to notice things he would have overlooked before: prints as small as those of squirrels, or even birds that had alighted on the ground. As for those of larger animals, like foxes, hares and deer, they leapt to the eye so clearly that they seemed to scream at him. He was also able to pick out droppings and tell how old they were and what animal they were from, as well as what direction they had come from or gone to, as well as who had caught whom. Wildlife was like that, very real and harsh. But among all those trails, there was not a single one of any large predators. 
 
    Finally, after covering some distance to the south, he came upon the tracks of a wolf. Could a wolf be the cause of all the trouble in the village? The prints were those of a large adult male, but they were clear and definite, with nothing strange about them. A wolf could have killed the sheep, it was true, and even cows if it was very aggressive, but – several humans? In a civilized area? Besides, this was a solitary wolf, not part of a pack. If there were several of them it would make sense, since they could kill people and whole flocks, although it was not usual in inhabited areas like this. Now he was really puzzled. He decided to follow the tracks. He did not find this difficult as they were clear, and in the animal’s passage through the scrub-vegetation it had broken several branches. 
 
    It did not take him long to find it. Dead. It was lying beside an oak. Lasgol knelt beside the animal and took a good look at it. It was a large, strong specimen, and its back was broken. It had not been a man who had killed it – there was no doubt about that – but neither had it been an animal. There were no marks of claws or fangs on its body, not a single wound. It was as if something had snapped it in two as you might snap a branch across your knee. Before, Lasgol had found this business strange; now he found it incomprehensible and extraordinary. He searched for marks on the tree, in case some external force had thrown the wolf against the tree and broken its back in the process. Nothing. Not a single mark. He scratched his head, feeling that he was missing something. The clues must be there in front of him, it was just that he could not see them. 
 
    He moved back a little to try and see the scene from further back, which was a technique that helped him a lot when he could not manage to see what was in front of him. Nothing. He took some tracking dust from his Ranger belt and spread it around to reveal tracks that might otherwise pass unnoticed. Nothing there either. He tried several more advanced Tireless Tracker techniques, but they all turned out to be useless. One thing was clear: something had killed that wolf, and it was not anything normal, which worried him greatly. 
 
    He sat down on the ground and went over the situation in his mind. He thought of magic. A Mage of Air could have done it. His scholarly friend Egil had told him that Magi who used the elements as a basis for their magic could create very powerful spells. It occurred to Lasgol that a Mage of Air could have hurled the animal through the air with a strong gust of wind. The wolf’s back could have been broken when it hit the ground after the attack. Yes, that could have been it. Egil had explained that all elemental magic left traces of the element used in an attack. It could not be a Mage of Fire, since there were no marks of burning on the body. Nor could it have been a Mage of Water, since there were no marks of freezing on the carcass. A Mage of Earth did not fit either, because the body showed no signs of the impact of stones or earth.  
 
    Yes, a Mage of Air, casting a powerful spell in the form of a gust of wind, might very well have done this. He checked the ground underneath. A new disappointment. The wolf had certainly hit the ground hard, but Lasgol seriously doubted that the impact would have killed it, since the mark on the ground was a shallow one. 
 
    He sighed in frustration and stood up. One thing was clear: something had hurled it there from a distance, because there was no noticeable mark anywhere near. He decided to follow a hunch and looked by the riverside. If the attacker had been a Mage, there was no need for him to have come by the riverside, unless he had stopped for water. If so, there would be prints at the spot where he had crouched down. He went back to the river and tracked, without losing sight of the wolf’s body. 
 
    Once again he hit on something strange and puzzling. The print was not on the riverbank, but in the river itself. He stepped into the water and bent down to examine the print closely. What he found left him perplexed. It was not the footprint of a Mage, or a bear, or a mountain tiger. It was the print of something bigger, and what was worse, he did not know what kind of creature it could be. He scratched his head, remembering Master Gisli’s teachings. Now he understood why the Chief had described the tracks as those of a deformed giant. The print was too big for any animal Lasgol knew, and the shape certainly looked like a deformed foot. One thing was clear: from the size of the print, its depth in the riverbed and the fact that the water had not erased it, it was clearly a very heavy creature. He decided to call his friends. He did not want them to come upon the creature, whatever it might be. 
 
    Camu, Ona, Trotter. To me! 
 
    He waited beside the wolf’s carcass and called them a couple more times. It was odd that all three were able to find their way to the source of the mental message. It was as if he were to shout at the top of his voice, and they were able to identify the origin of the shout. It even happened with Trotter. It was part of his Animal Communication skill.  At first, he had only been able to communicate with them at very short distances. Now, with use, and the efforts he had made to increase his range, the distance had grown considerably, although not as much as he would have liked. And yet he was unable to locate his friends, particularly Camu when he sent a message back that he was on his way. This frustrated him, because if they could, surely he himself ought to be able to. 
 
    Ona was the first to arrive. She sniffed and at once located the wolf’s body. She moaned and stiffened, staring fixedly at it. 
 
    Easy, girl, I already checked it, Lasgol told her. He stroked her head, doing his best to calm her. 
 
    Dead wolf. No problem, came Camu’s message as he too appeared beside the dead wolf. 
 
    If only that were true, but no. The wolf wasn’t the problem. What’s causing the trouble is whatever killed this wolf. We have to find out what it was. 
 
    No blood. 
 
    Its back’s been broken. 
 
    Lots of strength. 
 
    Exactly. Something or someone with a lot of strength. 
 
    Magic? Camu enquired, sounding worried. 
 
    I’m not ruling that out. You’d better be wary in case you have to cancel the magic with your power. 
 
    I wary. I cancel. 
 
    Good. Now come with me to the riverside. I want to show you a print. 
 
    At this point Trotter arrived. Ona and Camu looked at the print, but the pony backed away in fear. 
 
    Camu stared at it intensely. Big print. Deep. 
 
    Ona moaned, sounding distinctly uneasy. She did not like that print at all. 
 
    I think I know why we haven’t found the trail … follow me. He went upriver, but this time instead of searching the riverbank, he looked in the river itself. Suddenly he found a second print which the current had not yet erased. 
 
    There. 
 
    Camu was looking north. Come down river.  
 
    Looks like it. Let’s follow the river as far as the mountains. 
 
    As they went on they found a couple more prints in the middle of the river which were still partially visible, though only just. At the foot of the mountains, Lasgol stopped to assess the situation. 
 
    It came down this way and went into the river to get across the forest and then come out into the fields below. Very intelligent. The water will wipe out those prints in less than a couple of days, and there’ll be no trace left of its presence here. What I’m not clear about is what kind of human or animal this is. Do you two have any idea? Have you ever seen prints like these? 
 
    Ona chirped and shook her head and tail. No, she did not recognize them. 
 
    Not know, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Trotter was keeping his distance. He did not even want to come close. 
 
    All right. We’ll have to find out by ourselves. Trotter, you wait for us here. We’re going to climb the mountain. 
 
    Trotter snorted, then moved his head up and down. From one of the saddlebags Lasgol took three traps he always carried ready, just in case, and fastened them to his belt. He was unable to sling them over his shoulder, since he was already carrying two bows and his quiver. 
 
    Follow me, we’re going up, he told Camu and Ona. The rock wall was steep, and just as he had expected, it was not going to be an easy climb. Slowly and carefully, he found secure gaps for his hands and feet and began the ascent, with Camu following him. The little fiend had no trouble, since his palms, which could cling to any surface, allowed him to climb a vertical wall. Ona too managed the climb well, thanks to her feline ability to keep her balance. Lasgol took the climb slowly and calmly, taking no risks, until he reached the top of the rocky wall. What they found next was disheartening. A new rocky wall reared up a hundred paces from them, higher than the one they had just climbed. 
 
    Lasgol tracked the area, with his two comrades beside him watching everything he did. He wondered whether they learnt from him, just as he did from them. He hoped so, because his two partners in adventure very often showed him things he did not know himself. He found a new print, which reassured him that they were on the right track. They went on exploring, but found nothing else of significance. 
 
    It walks on two legs, Lasgol commented as he bent over the trail. 
 
    Man? Camu suggested. 
 
    Mmmm … with those feet it’s certainly not human … but it certainly seems humanoid – and very big. 
 
    Humanoid? 
 
    That means it looks like a human, like a man, but it isn’t. 
 
    Weird man? 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Yeah, that’s one way of looking at it. 
 
    Ona chirped and looked towards the northwest, sniffing the air. 
 
    What is it, Ona? 
 
    The panther stiffened and growled. 
 
    Have you picked up anything? 
 
    Yes, she picks up, Camu confirmed. I see nothing. 
 
    She must’ve sniffed something. 
 
    Yes, sniff. 
 
    Ona. Track, Lasgol commanded her. 
 
    The panther went through the forest and began to climb the hill which gave access to a third mountain range. Lasgol and Camu followed her. The ascent was even harder this time. They had difficulties with the final stretch, but at last they reached the summit. Ona growled in warning. She was sniffing the air, and her gaze was fixed in the distance as if she could see something. Lasgol called upon his Hawk’s Sight skill and began to track the area. He did not see anybody, but Ona went on growling in warning. 
 
    Camu, can you see anything? 
 
    Cave, north-east. 
 
    Lasgol looked in that direction, and made out the cave behind a group of trees. 
 
    I think we’ve found where our quarry has its lair. 
 
    Yes, lair. 
 
    Right then, we’re going to get close to it carefully and in silence. I don’t want it to know we’re coming. The wind’s in our faces, so it won’t be able to scent us. Let’s take our chance now, before it changes. Not a sound. 
 
    Not a sound. Camu agreed, and Ona stopped growling. 
 
    They went very carefully down the wide gorge. A river ran to the west, and Lasgol glimpsed three forests that filled all they could see of the hollow they were in. They went through the first stealthily and in silence, and as they approached the mouth of the cave Lasgol began to feel nervous. He had no idea what he was about to face, and this gave him an unpleasant feeling in his stomach. He remembered his good friend Gerd, who suffered panic attacks whenever he was faced with something unknown and dangerous, and how the big guy fought to stop his fear until he succeeded. He had to do the same thing. He breathed deeply through his nose and let the air out slowly several times, and felt better. 
 
    I’m going to place the traps at the entrance. You keep watch, he communicated to his two friends. 
 
    I climb tree. Keep watch, Camu replied. 
 
    Lasgol went up to the entrance warily, crouching, without making the slightest sound. He checked the direction of the wind again to make sure that it was not blowing from behind him, so that his scent would penetrate inside the cave and he would be discovered. Luckily the gentle breeze was still blowing in his face. Very carefully, he put the first trap in place, then secured it and held it with both hands while he summoned his Gift. He searched for the pool of energy in his chest and called upon his Trap Hiding skill. A green flash ran through his arms as far as the trap, and a moment later it vanished from sight. 
 
    Quickly he set the other two traps and hid them, using his skill to make them invisible to non-magical eyes. He was always surprised at the effectiveness of this skill, one of the first he had developed while he was still a small boy. At the time he was always in the forests on his father’s estate, trapping rabbits and small birds. He remembered, as if it had been the day before, when he had succeeded. He had made a great effort to hide his traps so that his prey would not find them out, but they always did, especially the birds. This frustrated him greatly, so that he spent countless hours trying to get better at it. One afternoon, trying to hide his last trap, he concentrated on setting it with extreme care and covering it with leaves. Even so, a small part of it was still visible. He touched it with his hand to push it down and hide it, his frustration growing, when suddenly a green flash flowed down his arms and through the trap. To his immense surprise, it vanished before his eyes. Thus, was his skill born, a very valuable one in situations like this. 
 
    Now he checked that the three traps were not visible, ready for when the quarry came out of the cave. He prepared to go back to the forest when Camu’s message hit his mind like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    Careful! Monster! Mountain! 
 
    Lasgol looked at the entrance to the cave. There was no monster there. 
 
    Up! came Camu’s mental message of warning and danger. 
 
    Lasgol looked up, and then he saw it. An enormous creature was coming down the rocky wall above the cave. 
 
    It was a Mountain Ogre!

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was frozen to the spot. The enormous creature was coming down the wall, clinging to it with its thick, strong fingers. It placed its huge, shapeless feet on the rock ledges with an agility which seemed unthinkable in a monster of that size. Huge though it was, it was not as big as a Mountain Troll, but on the other hand it looked more monstrous, less human and more deformed: like a mixture of man and monster, with a bloated body. Lasgol had never seen an Ogre before, although he knew of their existence from the tomes on wildlife he had had to study. Unlikely though it might sound, this creature was known to live in certain areas of Tremia. 
 
    As the Ogre descended to its cave, it turned its head and saw him. It gave a deafening roar. Instantly Lasgol came out of his state of astonishment and armed his bow in a swift movement. Ogres, according to what he had read, were solitary cave-dwelling beasts which lived in areas far from human habitation. They were deeply territorial and killed any predator which came into their territory, including humans, for whom they had a particular aversion. This was thought to be because of the hundreds of years that men had chased and killed them, driving them back to remote and deserted places. It showed that they were intelligent, and recognized their natural enemies. 
 
    Lasgol’s shot caught the beast in the back. The arrow went through the furs the beast was wearing over its torso, back and lower parts. A second roar followed, this time one of rage. Lasgol was surprised to see that the monster did not even stop its descent when the arrow hit it. He nocked and released again, and though the arrow hit it squarely in the back, it did not seem to affect it. In a single leap it dropped in front of the entrance to the cave, which was presumably its lair, and turned toward him. It spread bloated, greenish-grey arms and roared, so that Lasgol glimpsed two huge fangs in its lower jaw. Both teeth and chin were enormous and jutting. 
 
    He shuddered. The creature’s appearance would have frightened the bravest Norghanian warriors. 
 
    Arrow not hurt, Camu warned him. 
 
    Ona came out of her hiding-place. She growled and got ready to attack. 
 
    Don’t go near it! Move back! Stay in the forest! 
 
    Lasgol released again, and this time the arrow hit the Ogre in the torso. It pulled it out with a huge hand and gave a guttural sound that sounded like a guffaw. The Ogre was laughing at him, and Lasgol was puzzled. Although it was thought that these creatures were not very intelligent, they were catalogued as more so than a bear, a wolf or a fox, even if their level of mental development had not been established. Because they attacked and destroyed everything they saw, it was impossible to study them. Their hatred of humans was profound. Lasgol remembered that apart from Trolls, which were even bigger and stronger, Ogres probably had no natural enemy apart from Man. He remembered Egil telling him that in little-explored parts of Tremia there were a number of animal species yet to be discovered, among them the bestial kind, or what humans considered to be monsters. 
 
    Lasgol began to retreat, as he did so he released again, even though he was sure the arrow would not pierce the creature’s tough skin. So, it turned out. The Ogre pulled out the arrow and laughed again, and a moment later it was charging at him on its huge, half-human feet. Lasgol called upon his Cat-like Reflexes and Improved Agility skills, as he did whenever he found himself in danger. Both skills activated at once, and two green flashes ran through his body. He retreated at a run toward the forest behind him. 
 
    The Ogre ran after him and gave a roar that made his hair stand on end. If it caught up with him it would tear him to shreds, but luckily with his skills active he could escape. Suddenly he felt a tremendous blow in his back and fell forward. He hit the ground hard and rolled over himself several times. What could have happened? He leapt to his feet like lightning thanks to his skills, and felt another hard blow in his chest that hurled him backwards. A stone the size of an apple rolled on the ground beside him. 
 
    The Ogre was throwing stones at him! 
 
    He was about to get back up, but it was too late. The beast was on top of him. It put one foot on his chest and pressed, preventing him from getting up. The pressure was so great that he thought it would break all the bones in his chest. The Ogre, rising above him like a bestial tower of flesh and bone, laughed. An almost human laugh, deep and guttural. It was going to kill him. But then he saw Ona out of the corner of his eye, and his faithful snow panther leapt on to the Ogre to defend him. 
 
    Ona, no! 
 
    The panther went for the Ogre’s throat, but it saw her and raised his arm to hit her. She was thrown through the air and fell several paces away. With her reflexes she managed to turn in mid-air and land on her feet, but Lasgol could hear that she was moaning in pain. She was injured. At that moment Camu appeared behind the Ogre and climbed up its back as far as its head in a couple of leaps. 
 
    Lasgol was petrified. What did his partner intend to do? It did not take long to find out. Camu bit the beast in the back of its neck with all his strength. Lasgol assumed that this would have no effect on the monster, but he was wrong. The beast roared with rage and reached both hands to the back of its neck to grab its attacker. It could not manage to do this with its left, because Camu was clinging to its back with his adhesive palms. But it succeeded with its right hand and hurled its attacker ten paces away. Camu hit the ground hard, unprepared. 
 
    Lasgol feared he had sustained a serious injury, or worse than that.  
 
    Camu! 
 
    Camu, stretched out on the ground unmoving, made no reply. 
 
    Ona. Protect Camu, Lasgol ordered. The injured panther limped over to where Camu was lying, although she was in no condition to do much either for him or for herself. Lasgol, seeing his two friends injured and helpless, felt such a pang of anxiety that he almost stopped breathing. 
 
    The Ogre laughed again and stared at Lasgol with enormous eyes that shone with satisfaction. It was going to tear the three of them apart, and very probably eat them alive. Lasgol swallowed, feeling the situation was desperate. He tried to get out from under the monster’s foot, but the pressure on his chest was too strong. With his right hand he took out his Ranger’s knife and prepared to stick it deep in the side of that foot. He reached out to strike the blow, but the Ogre saw him and with his other foot stepped on both hand and knife. Lasgol cried out in pain. He was totally helpless now. With his torso and one hand crushed against the ground, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    The monster turned to Camu and Ona and roared, as if daring them to attack. 
 
    Don’t come near! It’s too strong! Lasgol transmitted, to stop them from trying to help him. Ona whimpered uneasily, unable to come to his aid. Camu was unresponsive, and this worried Lasgol greatly. He tried to squirm aside once again, but he could not manage to get out from under the foot that was holding him down. He shouted with what little air he had left in his lungs to try and scare the creature. Some great predators were frightened when they were shouted at. He shouted twice, as loudly as he could, which was not very, because the pressure of the Ogre’s foot on his chest would not allow him to fill his lungs with air. He could barely breathe.  
 
    The Ogre laughed when it heard the shouts and stared at him with victory in its eyes. It licked its swollen lips with a huge brown tongue. Lasgol knew with certainty that he would be the monster’s dinner tonight. He was trapped and helpless, but he still had one way out. He had to use his magic to find some way of getting rid of the monster. 
 
    He shut his eyes and concentrated, searching for the pool of energy in the center of his chest, wondering which skill he could invoke to affect the creature. He remembered what had happened with the bear in the frozen territories, when they had taken shelter in its cave while fleeing from a blizzard. He might be able to frighten the Ogre, just as he had with the bear. He could not manage to think of anything else, and he was running out of time. 
 
    He had to enter the mind of the beast to confuse it or scare it, but it was not going to be easy. He called upon his Presence of Aura skill, with the aim of picking up the Ogre’s mind. He was not even sure whether he would be able to, since this creature was more monster than animal and his skills generally only worked on animals, apart from himself. He opened his eyes and saw that the monster was beginning to crouch so that it could grab him with its massive hands. Luckily it was so large that it was hard for it to bend from the waist to the ground. There was no time, but he did not allow himself to be distracted by nerves. He focused and sent more energy to maximize the skill and catch the creature’s mental aura, trying to stay as calm as possible. Everything depended on his being able to catch it, his own lives and those of his friends. 
 
    The huge hands were closing in on his head, but even so he kept calm and went on trying to catch the monster’s mind. Its paw was beside his ear when he managed to sense a brownish aura, much larger than a bear’s, located in the Ogre’s head, which was grinning, with its jutting fangs ready to tear him to shreds. 
 
    He focused on its mental aura and called upon his Animal Communication skill, then sent a mental message as strongly as he could: 
 
    Stop! 
 
    The Ogre opened its eyes wide and stopped in its tracks, still as a statue, with its hands on both sides of Lasgol’s head. It looked around, trying to understand whether somebody had shouted at it. Seeing nobody, it straightened up without letting Lasgol escape and looked behind it. Its face showed the puzzlement it felt. 
 
    Let me go! Lasgol called mentally, more like one of his commands to Ona than an attempt at animal communication, though a lot stronger. 
 
    The monster looked at him, and its eyes were now as wide as saucers. It had just realized that the mental message was coming from its prey. Its face twisted, and it roared at the top of its voice. It was furious. Lasgol could understand very clearly what that roar meant: What are you doing to me? It did not look frightened or puzzled, simply furious. 
 
    Go away! he ordered it, intensifying his Animal Communication skill and sending out more of his inner energy. He needed to scare the monster, and if the message was deafening enough in its animal mind, he might succeed.  
 
    The Ogre bent forward and roared, with its face very close to Lasgol’s. The fetid breath hit his face and blew his hair back. It was as if he had been struck a foul-smelling blow, but he neither flinched nor lost his concentration. He sent out more energy and once again commanded: Get back! 
 
    The reply was a terrible roar of rage. This was not working. He was sending it messages which – although they were confusing it – were only enraging it further. He was not going to get out of it alive this way. Very soon the monster would realize that if it killed him, the mental messages would end. The Ogre grabbed his arms and lifted him off the ground as if he were a ragdoll. It shook him hard, and he lost one of his two bows and several arrows. It lifted him up until his face was level with its mouth and fangs. 
 
    Let me go! Lasgol shouted in its mind. 
 
    The Ogre shook its head several times in annoyance and roared in his face. It began to tug powerfully at his arms. The monster had realized how it could get rid of the messages, and it was going to split him in half! 
 
    Desperately he focused on its mind, ignoring the pain he was feeling. Instead of sending a message, what he tried to do now was to influence its mind so that he could bend it to his will. He had never tried anything like this before. When he gave orders to Ona, he did it by way of Animal Communication, with messages she understood. This was different. He was trying to make the Ogre’s mind obey his own. He tried to create a link between both their minds so that he could command. It was about to pull his arms off, and the pain was reaching unbearable levels. He could not keep his concentration. With one last desperate attempt in the midst of a sea of pain, he ordered it: 
 
    Stop! 
 
    All of a sudden, a green flash ran through his mind. This surprised him, since he had not expected a new flash – or perhaps the pain was making him see things that were not there. But he noticed amid his agony that the Ogre’s aura was beginning to change color. It turned from brownish to greenish, and an instant later it was an intense green. Lasgol had no idea what this meant.  
 
    Stop! he ordered it with his last moment of sanity. 
 
    The monster froze into immobility, looking at Lasgol vaguely, while its mental aura turned completely green. It stopped its pressure, and Lasgol felt no more pain. He took a deep breath of relief and tried to clear his mind, where the pain was still echoing with a terrible intensity. 
 
    Put me down! 
 
    The Ogre obeyed. 
 
    Let me go! 
 
    It obeyed again. Lasgol could not believe it. He supposed that he was now mastering the beast’s mind, and it was obeying his orders. Realizing that he might have discovered a new skill, he named it at once so that he could remember it and recall it more easily later, as Egil had always suggested he should do. The first thing that came to his mind, seeing what had become of the Ogre, was: Animal Domination. 
 
    He took a few steps away from it, and also from Camu and Ona so that he would not put them at risk, but the Ogre did not even glance at him. Its eyes were still distant, as though it were in a dream, Lasgol had no idea how he had developed this skill, but he thanked the Ice Gods. Probably it had been the danger of dying that had made it possible. He would have to talk to Egil about it. He was surprised that his mind should be generating such a non-stop range of ideas, especially since his body and his limbs hurt so agonizingly. 
 
    Suddenly he noticed something else: the intense green of the Ogre’s mental aura was beginning to fade. He took a couple more steps away from it, seeing the green fade and the aura regaining its original brown. This looked ominous. The Ogre seemed to come out of its reverie. It turned its head, saw Lasgol and roared in fury. 
 
    On your knees! he ordered. 
 
    The Ogre began to move forward. Its fists were clenched, and it was roaring at the top of its voice. 
 
    Stop! Lasgol ordered – and then realized that his skill was no longer active. The effect had been short-lived. He swore under his breath and called upon the skill again. He searched for his energy, concentrated on the mind of the approaching Ogre and invoked the new Animal Domination skill. 
 
    He failed. There was no green flash. 
 
    He realized that he had not yet mastered this new skill sufficiently to be able to call upon it at will. He knew that he needed to do a lot more work before he could use it again. Instantly he decided that he had to find some other way to carry on the fight. He turned and fled like lightning. 
 
    The Ogre was still roaring behind him, beside itself with rage. There would be no more games. If it caught him now, he was a dead man. He saw the entrance of the cave and ran toward it. He had no intention of going inside, but an idea had occurred to him and he was going to put it into practice. The fact that the monster was blind with rage was working in his favor, and he intended to use that to his advantage. He glanced behind and saw that it was getting closer. He swerved abruptly and ran in a straight line, this time moving away from the cave. The Ogre was taking great strides which covered the space between them a great deal faster than he would have liked. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol heard a metallic click, and knew what it was. The Ogre had stepped on the first of the traps he had set. There followed an explosion of earth, which blinded the beast and stunned it. Taken aback, it roared as it tried to wipe its eyes to get its sight back. 
 
    Lasgol stopped and took out an elemental arrow of earth, and before the Ogre could recover, he released. The arrow hit the monster in the torso with an explosion like that of the trap, although much smaller, blinding and stunning it. The beast screamed in rage and battered its head with its fists, trying to get rid of its bewilderment. 
 
    Lasgol released two more arrows, normal ones this time, but these did not have the power to pierce the creature’s tough skin, which was like the bark of a tree. After this encounter he would make an effort to develop a kind that was powerful enough. He felt unarmed in the face of that enormous monster with its impenetrable skin. 
 
    Elemental does affect, came Camu’s message suddenly. 
 
    Camu! Are you all right? 
 
    Pain, but not die. 
 
    Thanks to the Ice Gods! 
 
    More elemental, Camu advised him. 
 
    I’ll try. How’s Ona? 
 
    Lame. Strong blow, not die. 
 
    Poor Ona. Don’t you move from where you are, and if anything happens to me, run! 
 
    We not leave you. 
 
    Don’t argue, this isn’t the moment! Do as I say! 
 
    Not argue. 
 
    Lasgol was not sure whether this meant that he would not argue because he accepted the order, or because he would do what he pleased. Probably the latter. Unfortunately, he had no time for arguments. He had to finish off the stunned Ogre before it recovered. 
 
    Amid roars of deep rage, the Ogre managed to recover some of its vision. It was still bewildered, but now it could charge again. Following Camu’s advice, Lasgol nocked another elemental arrow, but instead of running toward the forest he ran toward the monster. 
 
    No! Run other way!  Camu messaged, fearing for Lasgol’s life, and Ona hissed in warning. 
 
    Lasgol knew he had to seize the advantage before he lost it. The Ogre, seeing him approach, banged its own torso with its fists and roared. It was going to crush him like a slug. Lasgol slipped rapidly to its left, and immediately it charged. He slipped once again toward a specific spot and the Ogre tried to seize him again. 
 
    There was another click as the second trap was activated. There followed a frozen explosion of ice which rose up the monster’s feet, then through its huge body, until it reached its head. It was frozen on the spot, unable to move. Lasgol stopped, aimed and released. The elemental arrow struck the ground between the beast’s feet. A roar of immense frustration and rage came from its mouth as it fought to break free of that icy prison, but without success. The cold, which did not seem to affect it, would not kill it, but it would delay it. The icy cold of the trap and the elemental water arrow would freeze its body until it was unable to move as fast as before. 
 
    Before it could manage to free itself, Lasgol ran in the opposite direction. As he went, he nocked another elemental arrow. Meanwhile the Ogre managed to free its upper body, roaring. With a tremendous crack it freed one of its feet. It beat on its other leg with its fists until it managed to break the layer of ice that held it. There came another crack, and its other foot was free. With a loud growl it moved toward Lasgol, who was waiting for it at fifteen paces with his bow armed. 
 
    It was coming toward him, but in slow motion. Its limbs were frozen, and every step took it an eternity, Lasgol remained calm, even though he knew that if it caught up with him and grabbed him with one of its huge hands, it would be his end. 
 
    Escape, Camu messaged, very worried. 
 
    I can’t do that. I have to finish this mission and kill it. If I run away, then sooner or later this beast’s going to come back down to the village and kill a bunch of innocent peasants. I can’t let it do that. I’ve got to put an end to it. 
 
    Maybe can’t. 
 
    True, but I have to try, whatever way I can. I wouldn’t forgive myself if this monster killed a family of farmers because I hadn’t tried everything I could to stop it. 
 
    Can’t save everybody. 
 
    I know. But nothing’ll stop me from trying. It’s my duty. I’m a Ranger. Nobody else will stop this monster before it causes more grief to other innocents. 
 
    Monster very dangerous. 
 
    This time I agree with you all the way. 
 
    The Ogre was now five paces from Lasgol, who was aiming without releasing. It came closer, to three paces. Lasgol held his breath, and there came a third click. It had stepped on the third trap. He stepped back at the very moment when the trap exploded. This time it was one of fire. The flames enveloped the Ogre, which screamed in pain. 
 
    Fire works! Camu transmitted excitedly. 
 
    Lasgol got to his feet from where he had thrown himself to one side to avoid the trap, and stood there ready to release. The Ogre was gesticulating in pain and fury. Its body was burning, and this time the fire was penetrating its tough skin. To Lasgol’s surprise, it threw itself on the ground and rolled over, trying to put out the flames. 
 
    Monster smart, Camu transmitted. Release. 
 
    Lasgol followed his advice and released at the Ogre as it was getting up after putting out the fire that had enveloped its body. The fire arrow exploded in its neck and the flames enveloped its head. Lasgol breathed out in relief. It had been a great shot, though of course the target was a large one. The Ogre roared and screamed, hitting its face with its large hands as it did its best to put out the fire. Lasgol wanted to end its misery, but did not know how to do so. He remembered that he still had one elemental arrow left, that of Air. He always carried one of each kind ready, just in case. 
 
    The Ogre spun round, beating its head, roaring and yelling in agony. Lasgol nocked the air arrow, aimed and stepped closer, waiting for a clear shot. The Ogre roared to the sky, and he released. The arrow hit the Ogre in the forehead, and there was a discharge, as if a bolt of lightning had hit the spot where the arrow had struck. It went into its head and fried its mind, which was too much for the Ogre. It fell to one side, dead. 
 
    Lasgol gasped in relief and fell to his knees. 
 
    We did it! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a terrible feeling of concern oppressing his chest, Lasgol ran to see how Ona and Camu were. He found them lying down, with pain on their faces. Ona greeted him with a moan and sad eyes. She licked her hind leg to let him know where she was injured. 
 
    Poor Ona, Lasgol sent to her, then knelt beside her and stroked her tenderly. The Ogre had given her a massive blow, and though she had managed to land on her feet, she had made things worse by putting her weight on her injured leg. His eyes moistened. 
 
    How is Ona? Camu transmitted. With the message came a feeling of concern about his friend and partner. 
 
    Lasgol examined her back legs, ribs and spine carefully, looking for possible broken bones. I don’t think there’s anything broken … but the blow was a very hard one. She might have an internal injury, besides her hind leg. 
 
    Ona Strong. Ona good, said Camu, sounding very troubled.  
 
    And how are you? 
 
    Nothing broken. 
 
    Are you sure? 
 
    I sure. 
 
    I’m going to examine you thoroughly, just in case. You took a bad fall and got a tremendous blow. Does it hurt anywhere? 
 
    Not hurt, Camu said untruthfully. Lasgol realized that he was hiding something, because he was not turning when he tried to roll him over to look at his side. 
 
    Don’t play the hero. If it hurts, tell me. It’s important, because I need to know if there’s anything broken, or any internal injury. 
 
    Camu put his head to one side. Hurts … a little, he admitted. 
 
    A little or a lot? Tell me the truth. 
 
    He looked down. A lot … he admitted.  
 
    Lasgol rolled him over very gently. Here, on your side?   
 
    Camu opened his mouth. Although he neither cried out nor flinched, Lasgol knew he was in genuine pain. 
 
    Yes … side … 
 
    Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.  
 
    His ribs turned out to be badly bruised, and something internal was probably torn. He would need care. He took a deep breath, to try and relieve the pressure he felt in his own chest. He could not manage to dispel it completely but he did not allow it to paralyze him. He searched his knowledge of healing. He knew he would have to use the Rangers’ techniques of healing, so without wasting time he began to prepare an ointment against blows and a potion against loss of internal blood. While he was working, he kept an eye on his two comrades to make sure they did not get any worse. It took him half a day to prepare the medicines, going as fast as he could. 
 
    The ointment was not hard to prepare, because he was carrying all the ingredients he needed in his Ranger belt. The potion was considerably more complicated, but finally he succeeded. He gave thanks for all the knowledge he had acquired with the Rangers. He had always had the feeling that everything Eyra had taught them might well save their lives someday. Today was one of those days.  
 
    When night fell, he made a fire at the entrance to the Ogre’s cave, and they spent the night inside. He was so worried about his two partners that he spent the whole night awake, tending to them lovingly. It was a terrible time for him, because this was the first time Camu and Ona had been seriously hurt and their lives endangered. As their animal bodies responded differently to injuries and remedies, he had no idea what was going to happen, and he was very uneasy. Internal injuries, without a Healer like Edwina to treat them with her healing power, were very dangerous, and there was no certainty that the body would recover. 
 
    When dawn arrived, Lasgol checked his friends again. They were too quiet and still, which was not a good sign. He was proved right. Camu had a fever, so that his body temperature was on the warm side when it was usually cold. This could only mean that he had an internal infection. Lasgol bit his lip and tried to stay calm. 
 
    How are you, Camu? 
 
    Fine … he said. But his bulging eyes barely opened.  
 
    You don’t look fine at all. 
 
    Like Ona? 
 
    Lasgol examined her again. Luckily she had no fever. Her leg had swollen, but that was a normal reaction to a blow as hard as that. He would make an ointment to bring the swelling down. The poor thing could not walk, which she hated and which saddened her. Thank goodness, in her case the situation did not seem serious, which was good news. But Camu was different. His condition really was worrisome. 
 
    Ona’s all right. Don’t worry about her. 
 
    Ona sister. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by the comment. He did not know that Camu could have this kind of feeling, although when he thought about it, there was no reason why he should not feel that Ona was like his sister and that he should be worried about her. 
 
    I know, she’s your sister and you’re her brother, he told both of them. 
 
    Ona chirped affirmatively. 
 
    I fine … not worry. 
 
    Lasgol stroked Camu’s head. He was not fine at all, however much he might want to put on a brave act. He needed a potion against infections and another for fevers, which would take time to prepare, so he got down to work. It took him all day, what with finding the necessary ingredients, making a fire and preparing the utensils he needed, but by nightfall, everything was ready. He had used up several of the ingredients he carried in his belt. He would have to replace them as soon as he could, but for the moment he could not leave Camu’s side, just in case. He made him drink both potions, very slowly, so that he would absorb them gradually. Camu took them without complaint, even though they tasted horrible. Night enveloped them, and Lasgol, who was exhausted, did his best to stay awake, but in the early hours, exhaustion finally got the better of him and he fell to one side, asleep. 
 
    Ona dragged herself to where Camu was lying by the fire and cuddled beside him, to give him a little warmth and comfort with her body. It was all she could do. She stayed close to him with her head leaning against his. 
 
    Ona good … 
 
    Ona gave a loving moan and spent a long time licking his head. Camu, who was feeling terrible because of the fever, was very grateful. 
 
    Lasgol woke up from a nightmare at dawn. He had been dreaming that Ona and Camu had fallen down a precipice and he was running to save them, but would not make it in time. He tried to rise, half-asleep and deeply afraid, with a dreadful feeling in the pit of his stomach, then fell back on the floor. He looked around, opening his eyes as wide as he could to wake himself up fully, and saw the two of them by the dying fire. They were both staring at him with concern. He realized where he was, and that he had been having a bad dream. 
 
    Easy, guys, I had a nightmare. It’s nothing. 
 
    Ona stared back at him, looking unconvinced. Lasgol went over to her and scratched her head. 
 
    How are you? he asked, and then petted Camu. The sun was already rising, and it looked as though it was going to be a good day. They would even be able to enjoy a little warmth, which was always welcome in Norghana. 
 
    I well, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Lasgol gave him a disbelieving look and bent down to examine him. Let me make sure. If you’re in pain, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. And in any case, an injury that’s not properly healed only leads to further complications – and even death. 
 
    I no death. 
 
    I hope so too, but we have to be sure you’re well and that the medicines I’ve given you are working. 
 
    For a long moment he checked Camu to make sure: firstly, that he did not have a fever, and secondly that he was recovering from the injury. 
 
    You don’t seem to have a fever. 
 
    I fine. I tell. 
 
    And the blow? Can you move? 
 
    Camu rose very slowly. It cost him a great effort, which was not a promising sign. He tried to take a couple of steps, but could only manage one. Then he had to lie down again. 
 
    You’re not fine. You can barely move. 
 
    Almost fine? 
 
    Not almost fine at all. You’re bad. See if you can turn and go back. 
 
    Camu did as Lasgol asked, and limped back very slowly. He lay down beside Ona and did not move, looking exhausted. 
 
    You’re definitely not well. You need more rest. 
 
    I rest. 
 
    Yes, you rest while I have a look at Ona.  
 
    Luckily the panther was healing much better. Her injured leg was less swollen, and it would not be long before she was fully recovered. 
 
    Ona, you’re healing very well. 
 
    Ona gave a pleased chirp and rubbed her head lovingly against his leg. Lasgol scratched her head in return, then turned to Camu. He was already asleep, but his breathing was stable. 
 
    I’m going to get fresh food and water. Look after Camu, he transmitted to Ona, who replied by gently putting her paw protectively on Camu’s body. Good girl, Lasgol said, and then left.  
 
    It did not take him long to reach the stream and fill his water-skin. Then he went hunting, and came back to his friends with two birds. He fed them and tended to them, making sure they were making good progress. By the third day Ona was much better. She limped slightly, but in a couple more days she would be fully recovered. Camu, on the other hand, needed more care. By the seventh day he was already acting as if nothing had happened, except that he could not do his happy dance because certain movements still hurt him a lot. 
 
    On the tenth day after the incident with the Ogre, Lasgol made the decision to go back. Very slowly they set out and began crossing the mountain ranges on their way to the village. Lasgol set a slow pace to make sure they did not hurt themselves again, either with the effort or in a moment of distraction. 
 
    At the foot of the last mountain, they found Trotter waiting for them, as Lasgol had asked him to. Lasgol was very happy to see him, and so was the pony to see him – Camu and Ona less so. Lasgol smiled and stroked the pony’s muzzle. 
 
    Ona, Camu, you stay here and rest. I’m going to go to the village with Trotter to see Chief Dolstar and tell him about our adventure. 
 
    Camu nodded, and Ona protested. She wanted to go too. 
 
    You look after Camu. He’s still not completely well, 
 
    I very well. 
 
    No way. Behave yourself. And pay attention to Ona. 
 
    Camu gave him a saintly look and lay down to rest. Lasgol knew he was still not fully recovered, and that crossing the mountains had exhausted him. He took his leave of them with a strange feeling about leaving them when they were not completely well, and mounted Trotter. He still needed to report to the Chief. Then he could come back to them and leave. 
 
    On we go, to the village, he transmitted to the pony, and they set off. 
 
    As they entered the village and made their way along the streets toward Chief Dolstar’s house, Lasgol realized that everyone was looking at him. As he passed them, the villagers followed him. As he imagined that they would ask him a thousand questions, he preferred not to give them the chance and went straight on to the Chief’s home. He dismounted and knocked on the door of the great house. 
 
    “Coming!” came Dolstar’s voice. 
 
    The door opened and the Chief appeared, leaning on his crutch. 
 
    “Lasgol! What a nice surprise! Come on in!”  
 
    Lasgol put the two leather bags he had been carrying on his back on the table. 
 
    “What happened? You’ve been gone for days. I was afraid something had happened to you too …” 
 
    “It was a close call, true …” 
 
    “By the looks of you I’d say you had a rough encounter.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You’d be quite right.” It was true that he looked dirty and shabby. He had not realized the fact until this moment. He had been too busy looking after his friends. 
 
    “Tell me everything. What happened? Did you manage to take care of the problem, or is it still stalking my village and endangering my people?” 
 
    “All solved,” Lasgol said. He gestured reassuringly. “There won’t be any more cattle or people going missing round here.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news!” 
 
    “Let me explain.” Calmly, he told him the whole story, but making no mention of either his skills or Camu and Ona’s injuries. 
 
    The Chief looked perplexed. “An Ogre? Here? That’s something I wasn’t expecting.” His eyes were staring wide, as though he had seen a ghost. 
 
    “A mountain one, big and very dangerous.” 
 
    “But … we’ve never seen one before … not around here.” 
 
    “This was a smart Ogre. I’d say, judging by what I found in its lair, that it only came down to the village in times of scarcity. They don’t like humans, they stay away from inhabited areas. It must have run out of prey in the mountains and decided to come down. But it did that via the river, and at night. That’s why there were scarcely any tracks, and that’s why it hadn’t been seen.” 
 
    “I’m flabbergasted. I had no idea they could be as clever as that.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose all of them are, but this one certainly was, I can assure you. It almost put an end to me, which means there must be others in Norghana as clever as this one, or maybe even more so, and hence very dangerous.” 
 
    “How did you manage to kill it? According to what I’ve heard, mountain Ogres and Trolls are very difficult to kill. They say their fur and hide protect them against arrows and swords, and that to kill one you need twenty soldiers with reinforced spears or spikes, plus large hounds.” 
 
    “So they are. I had to use traps and elemental arrows.” 
 
    “Elemental?” Dolstar asked blankly. 
 
    Lasgol preferred not to explain the Rangers’ secrets, and neither was he sure that the Chief would understand. 
 
    “Traps and fire arrows. That’s how I managed to kill it.” 
 
    “Ah! That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Fire’s our ally when we’re dealing with beasts or monsters. I use it a lot, particularly in complicated situations.” 
 
    “I’ll take your advice and pass it on to my people.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I trust there won’t be any more trouble with beasts in this area for a long time.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that as soon as I’m better. What have you brought me?” He pointed to the bags on the table, looking interested. 
 
    “You’ll see. I searched the cave, its lair, after I’d killed it. I found some things I thought you might like to have …” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Lasgol opened the first bag. “They’re the belongings of the people who went missing. At least, what little I was able to find.” He poured them out on to the table. 
 
    “How many?” the Chief asked with a sigh and a look of sorrow. 
 
    “A dozen. Some had been dead for a long time, three of them had died recently.” 
 
    The Chief breathed out heavily and shook his head. “It makes sense. Over the years, people have gone missing … but we never thought there was any connection between the disappearances. We thought they must either have left the village or had an accident in the mountains. We never suspected anything like this. Some of the hunters – and I myself as well – were sure we were facing an aggressive bear, or a tiger.” 
 
    “It’s the most logical explanation. I started the search with that idea in mind too. I wasn’t expecting to come face to face with an Ogre.” Lasgol opened the second bag and took out the Ogre’s head. “As is the custom in Norghana, I’ve brought the beast’s head as a trophy.” 
 
    “There was no need … a Ranger’s word is enough here and in all Norghana.” 
 
    “Even so, I wanted there to be some proof. This’ll silence all the rumors.” 
 
    “It certainly will. Although this’ll be talked about for years in the village and the region. You know how rumor spreads.” 
 
    “I hope it’ll mean others don’t end up like those poor wretches in the cave.” 
 
    “I’m sure of that. Many thanks for what you’ve done. To face up to a Mountain Ogre is a real achievement, even for an experienced Ranger.” 
 
    “There’s no need.” 
 
    Dolstar nodded repeatedly. “There certainly is. I’m grateful, the village is grateful. Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “Really, there’s no need. This is my duty, and that’s why I became a Ranger. I don’t need anything. I’ll be on my way now. I have to protect the realm and its people.” 
 
    “We’re lucky to have a Ranger like you,” Dolstar said, and offered him his hand. 
 
    Lasgol shook it with a strong grip, Northern style. “Good luck, Chief.” 
 
    “May the Ice Gods protect you, Ranger.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and left. 
 
    As he was heading back along the main street on Trotter, he heard a great outcry behind him. He looked back and saw the Chief at his door showing the Ogre’s head to the villagers, who were crying out in horror. The murmurs and shouts became louder as the peasants went closer to see what was happening. He was about to leave the village when he heard loud clapping, and when he turned on Trotter, he saw the villagers looking back at him and applauding. He felt honored. He gave a nod and left the village. 
 
    A little later he rejoined Camu and Ona. 
 
    Is it all clear for us to go on? 
 
    I well. 
 
    Ona gave a leap to show him she was hardly limping anymore. 
 
    Right then, on we go. Let’s see that we don’t get into any more trouble – and the moment he said it, he felt things were not going to be like that. He shook off the bad omen and set off to the southeast, at an easy light pace, so that Camu and Ona could finish getting over their injuries during the trip. Luckily, they were young and strong, and in both humans and animals, youth works wonders when it involves healing from injuries or illnesses. As Edwina the Healer at the Camp had instilled in him, and he well remembered the lesson. 
 
    He regained his optimism and looked up at the sun, to feel a little of its gratifying touch on his face. It was a feeling that always comforted him. He smiled as soon as he felt the golden star’s caress and let it penetrate his face, torso and arms. He even had the feeling that his arms were weightless. He shut his eyes and smiled, and for a long moment felt so good that he could not stop smiling. His soul regained the peace he had lost when his two comrades had been injured. He sighed deeply, grateful that everything had come out well and they were going back alive. He promised himself to be more careful next time, for the sake of all three of them. They had come too close to a tragedy. Feeling his heart skip a beat, he put his hand to his chest, but the bad moment passed and he thanked the Ice Gods that everything had come out well in the end. 
 
    Suddenly a shadow passed in front of his face. Although it was only for a moment, it interrupted the feeling of pleasure and made him open his eyes. It was a bird, flying high, which had just passed over him. He put his hand to his eyes and identified it as a raven, flying in wide circles. This was surprising, since it was not the usual behavior of a raven. Or at least not in a normal one, but of course this one might not be a wild bird. 
 
    He put two fingers to his lips and whistled several times. This was a call to make the bird come down, if it was one of the Rangers’, which he suspected it might be. He watched with his eyebrows raised. The raven began to circle down, making it clear that it was coming toward him. 
 
    Ona, Camu, don’t frighten it. It could be one of ours. 
 
    They were both watching the raven’s flight intently. 
 
    No trying to catch it. Seriously. I mean it. Both of you. 
 
    Ona moaned unhappily. 
 
    I very well-behaved. 
 
    Lasgol stretched out his arm and waited. The bird flew down and in a low swoop landed on his arm with amazing coordination. He nodded. There was no doubt about it, this was one of the Rangers’ messenger birds. He took the message tied to its leg and saw, written on the back of the note: Lasgol Eklund. 
 
    He opened the note and read: 
 
      
 
    Message for Ranger Lasgol Eklund. 
 
    Present yourself at the capital within a week. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol was surprised that the Rangers should have known where he was and traced him. Then he thought of their leader Gondabar and the control system he had set up in the capital, in the Rangers’ tower, and was not surprised. His assistants knew their job perfectly well, and were aware of where most of the Rangers were at any given moment. 
 
    He was wanted in the capital. He gave a deep sigh. This was never good news. The situation might have improved as far as the war and the risks it posed for the Snow Panthers, but as far as the Dark Rangers were concerned it was not the same. The last time he had been in the capital they had tried to kill him, and nearly succeeded. He bit his lip, feeling troubled. He could not disobey the order. The only cheering thing about that order was that it gave him the chance to see Nilsa again, because she was still acting as messenger and liaison for Gondabar. Seeing Nilsa always cheered him up. The freckled redhead was capable of raising the dead. He smiled at the thought. 
 
    Mission?  Camu asked. 
 
    Yes, pal, in the capital. 
 
    Capital fun. 
 
    Ona protested with a long whine. She did not like the capital. She was always left outside, just in case. 
 
    He smiled at each of them in turn. I knew you’d be delighted at the news – and you wouldn’t.  
 
    He would have to go to the capital and face whatever was awaiting him there, but before that he was going to make a quick stop at a particular place on his way. He did not know when he would be able to do so again, so he would take advantage of the opportunity. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Lasgol was able to see the spot where he had decided to stop before he went on to the capital. It was ahead of him, at the end of the road. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the characteristic wild scents of the region. They were fragrances he knew well, which made him recall moments from his childhood. Memories he had buried in the attic of his mind suddenly burst forth, painting images which were distant, blurred and yet at the same time familiar. He smiled, happy to be back. 
 
    Happy? he asked Camu. 
 
    Very happy. 
 
    Ona, you’ve never been here before, but I can assure you you’ll love it. You’ll see. For me this is a very special place. 
 
    The panther chirped as if saying she hoped she would. 
 
    He stroked the faithful pony’s mane. Trotter loves this place, don’t you, old friend? 
 
    Trotter moved his head up and down. 
 
    Trotter like farm stable. 
 
    And you like the farm. 
 
    I like attic. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. I dare say you do like the attic. It’s full of things to play with and places to hide. I thought you were too old for that sort of thing. 
 
    I not old, Camu transmitted, sounding offended. 
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing. The usual thing would be for you to want to grow up. Being young isn’t something that’s considered desirable. All youngsters want to grow up, and they take offense if they’re not treated as grownups, not the other way around. 
 
    I not old. I happy, Camu transmitted proudly. 
 
    Ona chirped and puffed herself up to show that she was older. 
 
    See? Ona wants to be older. 
 
    Ona young. I young. I happy. 
 
    It surprised Lasgol that Camu should attach so much importance to staying young, rather than growing up. He rubbed his chin and pondered this for a while. Camu meanwhile was watching the river. He had spotted some trout under the bridge and wanted to go after them. Unfortunately, he had still not fully recovered, and if he started bouncing around, he would be in pain – and he knew it. Ona too could see the trout, but unlike naughty Camu, she was good and simply ignored them. 
 
    Lasgol had an idea. Ona. Catch trout, he ordered. 
 
    Ona got up from the grass where she was lying beside Camu and very stealthily approached the river. Lasgol and Camu watched her with interest. The panther, like the expert hunting cat she was, hid among the tall grass of the riverbank and waited for a long moment. 
 
    Not succeed. 
 
    Of course, she’ll succeed. You wait and see. 
 
    Trout escape. 
 
    They may escape from you, but that doesn’t mean they’ll get past Ona. 
 
    I know. 
 
    You want to bet? 
 
    Bet? the creature asked, not having the slightest idea what the concept meant. 
 
    While Lasgol tried to explain as best he could what betting consisted of and when it was done, Ona went on staring at the water, her eyes were fixed on the trout, which swam around in ignorance of the danger they were in. 
 
    …. and that’s what betting is. 
 
    Fun. I bet. 
 
    What will you bet? 
 
    Before Camu could think of something, Ona plunged into the river with an enormous, well-judged leap. With one swipe of her claws, she sent a trout flying out of the water. It fell on the ground of the bank, flapping its tail. 
 
    Very good, Ona. 
 
    The panther went over to the trout, picked it up in her jaws and took it back to Lasgol, who thanked her by scratching her head and ears. 
 
    Ona. Good. 
 
    Lucky, Camu transmitted in disbelief. 
 
    It wasn’t luck. Ona’s an excellent hunter. Not like some I could mention … 
 
    What some? 
 
    Lasgol slapped his forehead. That was sarcasm. Do you remember, I explained that to you? 
 
    Remember, but not understand. 
 
    Lasgol gave a snort of frustration. Let’s leave the explanations and games for today and go on to the village. I’m really looking forward to getting there. 
 
    They went on down the main street of Skad, with Lasgol riding Trotter and Ona on his right. Camu followed, camouflaged so as not to be seen. The villagers they passed on their way were so startled by the sight of Ona that more than one of them gave a startled leap and ran off. Others realized that it was Lasgol and greeted him respectfully, without being afraid for their lives. He returned the greetings and smiled. It was nice that his neighbors should recognize and greet him. There had been a time when this had not been the case, but he preferred not to dwell on past pains and instead enjoy the present, which was much more inviting. He was returning to his own village, with Camu and Ona beside him. People were treating him with respect because he was Lasgol Eklund, Ranger, which he found satisfying. He felt a pleasant warmth rising up his chest as far as his neck. 
 
    He greeted a woman with her son who had recognized him and was staring at Ona as if she were the most fascinating thing in the world. His mouth was open so wide that he could have put his fist in it, and as he pointed, he was pulling at his mother’s skirt, trying to catch her attention. Lasgol had been wondering whether to leave Ona in a nearby wood, but he had decided that since Skad was his own village (and not a very large one), its inhabitants were not particularly hostile and as he himself was well-known, he would have no trouble. 
 
    At the end of a side street, he saw two locals he recognized at once, and stopped Trotter. Ona stopped too and stared at the two men. One was tall and strong, the prototype Norghanian warrior, an impressive figure. The other was the complete opposite. 
 
    “Lasgol Eklund! What a surprise!” 
 
    Lasgol nodded respectfully. “Chief Gondar Vollan.” 
 
    “An honor to receive such an illustrious visitor in the village,” said Limus Wolff, his assistant, with a sincere smile. 
 
    “Thank you.” Lasgol scanned them surreptitiously and was able to confirm that they looked well, which pleased him very much. He dismounted, and he and the Chief took one another by the shoulders. 
 
    The Chief looked delighted to see him. “How are you? Everything all right?”  
 
    Lasgol nodded and smiled. “Everything’s fine.” He turned to Limus and offered him his hand. The other shook it solemnly. 
 
    “The Hero of Skad returns home and in one piece, and that’s cause for celebration,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol blushed. “I thought it would be good to visit the village and my estate, to see how things are round here. It’s been a long time … and what with the war …” 
 
    “It’s been too long,” the Chief said. “I was beginning to think something had happened to you.”  
 
    Lasgol did his best to make light of things. “Luckily I’m still in one piece. I see you two have survived the bad times too.” 
 
    “It was really tough,” Gondar said, “but we’re still alive.”  
 
    “Did you take part in the battle of Estocos?” Lasgol asked with interest. The Chief was a good warrior, strong as an ox, and he was sure to have been recruited. 
 
    “Yes, I was with Count Malason. I fought at his side during the whole campaign.” 
 
    “I guessed as much.” 
 
    “We were on opposing sides …” Gondar stared into Lasgol’s eyes, as if trying to guess whether this was going to be an issue between them. 
 
    Lasgol picked up the signal. To the Chief he was a Ranger and had been with the East. They had been enemies. “Only for a moment,” he replied, once again making light of things so that Gondar would see there was no problem between them. He appreciated the Chief greatly and trusted him, and had no desire to lose his friendship. 
 
    The Chief nodded. “I owe you my life. You’re a good man, and an honorable one. Whether we’re on the same sides or opposite ones, I’ll always respect you, and you’ll always have my friendship.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chief. The feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “The war is over,” Limus said. “Let’s leave the past behind and focus on the future. What we need to do is rebuild the country and get it going again, and bury our dead along with our resentments.” 
 
    “We’ll get this realm going, starting with the West,” the Chief said more plainly. 
 
    Limus nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “We all agree on that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Beautiful panther,” Gondar commented. 
 
    “She’s my familiar.” 
 
    “Then our Ranger Hero must have become a Specialist,” Limus said with a gleam in his eye. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That’s right. I had no idea that the Chief’s assistant knew so much about Rangers.” 
 
    Limus gave a slight shrug. “I like to know a little about everything. They say knowledge takes up no space, although it does take up time.” He smiled. 
 
    “I have the best and wisest of assistants,” the Chief said, “and he knows a lot more than he lets on, particularly about this kind of thing.” He patted him on the back. 
 
    Limus, who had not expected the physical acknowledgment, lost his balance and tripped forward toward Lasgol. At once Ona glared at him and gave him a warning growl. No coming close to Lasgol. 
 
    With a lightning skip, Limus retreated. “Pretty panther, yes, she’ll be well-trained if she’s a Ranger’s familiar,” he commented, more as a wish than a fact. 
 
    “So she is. Besides, she’s good and obedient.” 
 
    “I’m truly glad to know that,” Limus said with a look of relief. 
 
    “Have you just come for a visit, or to stay for a while?” Gondar asked. 
 
    Lasgol knew the Chief asked this of every foreigner who came to the village, so that he would be sure to have everything under control. But in his case he knew that the question arose from genuine personal interest. 
 
    “I’d love to stay for a while, but I can’t. Duty calls. I’ll just be here for today, then I leave tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    “The Rangers always have a lot to do,” the Chief said, nodding. He gave Lasgol a regretful look. 
 
    “Even more so in these times of rebuilding,” Limus pointed out. “Their presence, protecting the lands of the realm, is more necessary than ever.”  
 
    “We’re really busy, that’s quite right. To serve Norghana is our duty and our honor. How’s the situation in the village?” 
 
    “As far as the law’s concerned, quite good. Things have improved since we came back from the war, and lately we’ve barely had any trouble. A skirmish now and then with deserters or outlaws, but nothing I wasn’t able to deal with.” Gondar put his hand on his war-axe. 
 
    “Nice weapon.” 
 
    “Count Malason gave it to me for services rendered. And I’ve got a lot better with it during the time I’ve spent with his troops. He has some good instructors who’ve taught me to use it properly.” 
 
    “There’s nothing like a good instructor, that’s something I do know,” Lasgol said. He was remembering everything he had learnt at the Camp and in the Shelter. 
 
    The Chief’s assistant shook his head gloomily. “As for the administrative and financial side of things, the village is beginning to recover, but it’ll take quite a while to get out of the hole the war has left us in.”  
 
    “I’m sure this village will come through,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “That’s what we all hope,” said the Chief confidently. “Everyone will do their part, that I’m sure of, and with Limus’ skill at managing resources, we’ll come through.”  
 
    “I’ll do everything I can.” 
 
    The two men gave Lasgol that sense of belonging and safety he always felt in their company. He embraced the Chief again, shook hands with Limus and said goodbye. He was reassured that the village was in very good hands with these two at the helm. He had been afraid that the Chief might not have come back alive from the war, or have been badly wounded, and he was delighted that it was not so. 
 
    “If you need anything, you know where my house is,” Gondar said with a wave toward it. “It’s always open to everyone in the village, but in your case it’s not only open, but you’re also more than welcome. It’ll be a pleasure and an honor to entertain you.” 
 
    The invitation touched Lasgol’s heart, and he touched his hand to his chest. “Thank you very much, Chief. My bow is at the service of the Chief of the village of Skad, if he should need it.” 
 
    Gondar bowed his head in a gesture of respect, and Lasgol mounted Trotter, who was waiting patiently. Let’s go, he transmitted to the pony and to Ona and Camu, whom he hoped would not be too far away, involved in some mischief. Instead of going to the village square, they turned aside in the direction of Lasgol’s estate in the northern part. The faces of surprise and then recognition of the peasants were a poem. Lasgol smiled to himself, especially when children saw Ona. Their reactions were priceless. Several asked their parents to let them take her home with them, and a little girl who looked very quick-witted asked them for ‘one like that’ for her birthday. Lasgol almost choked with laughter and had to cover his mouth to muffle the sound. 
 
    At the gate in the outer wall of the estate, he dismounted and opened the gate. With me, he transmitted as he went up along the path to the great house. Halfway there, the door opened and a woman came out to welcome him. 
 
    He raised his hand. “Hello, Martha!” he said casually. 
 
    “Lasgol, master!” she cried. “What a wonderful surprise!”  
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” he said with a broad smile, and spread his arms to hug his beloved housekeeper. 
 
    Martha forgot all trace of formality the moment she saw his open arms and hugged him tightly, revealing all the affection she felt for him. 
 
    “Let me see you properly!” she said, pushing him away a little but not letting go of him. She looked him up and down several times. 
 
    “Of course,” he smiled as he submitted to her inspection. 
 
    “You’re older. More grown-up,” she said bluntly. 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “I feel just the same.” 
 
    “No, not the same at all. You’re a grown man. You’re your father’s spitting image from a distance, but at close range I can see your mother’s face in yours.” 
 
    “Really?” Lasgol said, eager for her to say more. 
 
    “When I saw you arrive, I thought for a moment I was seeing Dakon.” 
 
    “Hearing that makes me glad. Really glad.” 
 
    “You haven’t been wounded in the war, and you’re coming back because of that? Or are you on leave?” 
 
    “Neither. I’m just passing through. Another mission’s waiting for me.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re leaving at dawn?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and nodded. “You’re half-way to being a seer.” 
 
    “But what kind of life do you people have in the Rangers? Can’t you come back home and rest for a few days? It’d be the sensible thing to do. Particularly after a war. Who knows what you’ve seen and been through? I don’t even want to think about it.” 
 
    “The kingdom needs us now, more than ever. There’s a lot to do.” 
 
    “That’s true … this county has suffered a lot.” 
 
    “The whole West has, in fact the whole of Norghana.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about suffering. Today’s a day for celebration. The master of the house is back. Come in! I’ll prepare a meal worthy of a king for you!” 
 
    “As long as it’s worthy of a Ranger, it’ll be enough.” 
 
    “No way!” she said, almost offended. “What kind of housekeeper would I be if I didn’t prepare the best possible banquet when my master comes home after so long?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled gratefully. “It’ll be very welcome,” he admitted. He had not eaten a hearty meal for a long time. 
 
    Martha pointed to Ona, who was waiting behind Lasgol. “I didn’t want to say anything … but that snow panther belongs to you, right?”  
 
    “She’s not exactly mine, she’s my familiar. She comes with me and protects me. You see, at the Shelter I got the title of Specialist Ranger as Beast Whisperer and Tireless Tracker. That’s why she’s with me.” 
 
    “Oh … Beast Whisperer … it sounds interesting, but dangerous. Is she tame?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Not tame, but she is very well trained. Don’t worry, she won’t do anything to you or cause any damage.” 
 
    “Will she come inside?” she asked, hoping Lasgol would say no. 
 
    “Yes, wherever I go she goes.” 
 
    “Of course, master knows what’s best.” Martha forced a smile, but it was clear that the idea of having a great cat in the house was not really to her taste, and she could not hide the look on her face. Lasgol did not blame her. Who in their right mind would want a snow panther inside the house? Only a Ranger. 
 
    “And the other creature?” She had lowered her voice so that nobody could hear her, even though they were alone in the house. “The magical creature … Camu … was that his name?” 
 
    I’m here! Camu appeared at Martha’s feet, and she leapt backwards with the shock. 
 
    Camu, don’t be mischievous! Lasgol chided him. 
 
    She call. I appear. 
 
    You have to warn people first … you startle them. 
 
    You warn, I appear. 
 
    Oh dear … Lasgol snorted. “He’s with us too,” he said to Martha. 
 
    “I have to admit, every time you come for a visit, you bring some very interesting companions. Speaking of which, how’s Viggo? Everything all right? I liked him very much, even though he’s a bit of a scoundrel.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “Yeah, he’s one of a kind, no doubt about that.  He’s fine. The same as ever, with that very individual personality and unique charisma of his. Of course, he goes from one tangle to another.” 
 
    Martha laughed. “I can picture that very well, the rogue! Let’s go inside.” 
 
    “I’ll just take Trotter to the stable, then I’ll be with you.” 
 
    “I can do it, Master,” she offered. 
 
    “Don’t ‘master’ me, it’s Lasgol,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “All right, Lasgol.” 
 
    “A Ranger looks after his horse first, then himself.” 
 
    Martha nodded and went into the house. 
 
    I go with Martha. 
 
    Fine, but be good. 
 
    I always good. 
 
    Yeah … yeah … 
 
    Lasgol groomed Trotter, fed him, and brought him dry straw so that he would be comfortable. Ona watched meanwhile from the stable door. 
 
    Rest, my friend, you’ve earned it, Lasgol transmitted, and gave the pony a couple of affectionate pats. 
 
    Back to the house, he opened the door to let Ona in. They found Camu and Martha in the kitchen. Camu was lying at full length on the table, eating greens. 
 
    “The poor thing looked starved,” Martha said with a nod at the creature. 
 
    “This little rascal isn’t poor one little bit.” Lasgol scratched Camu’s head, and the creature closed his bulging eyes in gratitude. 
 
    “Sit down at the table and tell me everything you’ve been through all this time you’ve been away. I’m sure you’ve had some incredible experiences.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled back at her and sat down. Ona lay down at his feet under the table like an enormous puppy: one who could tear off half a man’s arm in a single bite or slash. Feeling grateful for Martha’s words, he looked around and suddenly felt very good. He was in the kitchen of his own house, sitting at the table with Martha preparing some delicious dish whose aroma made his stomach rumble, he had Ona at his feet and Camu on the table. He sighed. How good it was to be back home! How good he felt being back here, in the house where he had been so happy as a child! He let a smile appear on his face. He was very tired from the last few weeks of journeys and missions. That particular moment, his sense of well-being, the pleasure of it: all these things seemed to him priceless. He promised himself that he would come back more often, because this was a balm of peace and joy for his wearied spirit. 
 
    Martha was gazing at him with a gentle smile. “Really, I look at you and I see your parents in you. You remind me so much of them … How I miss them, especially your mother. She was an amazing woman.”  
 
    “I miss them a lot too …” 
 
    “Oh, forgive me, that was really insensitive of me! I didn’t want to bring back sad memories.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’re not sad memories.” Lasgol lowered his gaze to the pendant his mother had given him, which he wore around his neck and which produced the strange visions. He had not tried it for a while, and felt a touch of guilt. He had been so concentrated on his missions that he had neglected trying to find out more about his parents. He would have to do it soon. “I’ll always treasure the time I spent with them. I carry them in my heart. They’ll always be there.” 
 
    “Very well said. Your parents would be so proud of you. I know it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martha, that makes me feel good.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m not saying it just for the sake of saying it. You’re a grown man, a Ranger. More than that, a Specialist, with his own familiar.” She glanced down under the table, where Ona was watching her in silence. “Your father would be so proud of what you’ve achieved, and your mother to see the kind of man you’ve grown into.” 
 
    “What kind’s that?” Lasgol asked. He did not exactly know what she meant. 
 
    “A good one, with a noble heart.” 
 
    Lasgol went red. He had no idea know what to say. “Thank you … I try to do the right thing as best I can.” 
 
    “That does you credit. Never change. I know it’s what your mother would want.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I’ll try. So, how’s it been? How was the war for you?” 
 
    “It was a difficult time. People have suffered a lot.” 
 
    “I can imagine …” 
 
    “But we’re a strong people, the people of the snow, we’ll get over it and pull through, just as we always have.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He thought so too. “What do you know about Ulf?” 
 
    “That crosspatch? I’d like to say not much, but he often comes to make sure everything’s all right here. I think it’s because I cook him a few good meals which otherwise he wouldn’t get.” 
 
    “That’s almost certainly the reason,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t take any notice of me. I pester him a lot, but I know he comes to make sure I’m okay and that there aren’t any problems with the estate. I’m very grateful, to tell you the truth. All the village men were out fighting with Count Malason, and the rest of us were defenseless. Ulf came every day, then he’d patrol the village as if he were the Chief. All alone, with his crutch in one hand and his sword in the other. They wouldn’t let him join the Count’s militia because of his age and his wounds, so he nominated himself as acting Chief. It was very handy for us, because there were a lot of outlaws and deserters lurking around.” 
 
    “That’s very like Ulf,” Lasgol said, feeling proud of his old friend. 
 
    “What shall I make for Ona?” Martha asked with a puzzled look. “It’s the first time I’ve seen a panther so close. Don’t think I’m not in awe of her, because I am.” 
 
    “She won’t do anything to you, she’s very good. If you have any salted meat, that’d be perfect.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather I made her a stew?” 
 
    “I’m afraid she doesn’t appreciate cooking like we do. She likes her meat raw if possible, but I guess you’ll have it salted for keeping.” 
 
    “You guess correctly, my young master.”  
 
    “Salted meat, then.” 
 
    “I’ll take some of the salt off for her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Martha. 
 
    She smiled. “Of course, it’ll be a pleasure.”  
 
    A little later, Ona and Camu were eating delightedly by the warmth of the kitchen fire, and Lasgol was immensely enjoying that moment in his own home. He wished that it could last forever, even though he knew it could only be brief. 
 
    “By all the frozen winds of the north!” a voice thundered outside. “Will someone open the door for me!” 
 
    Martha and Lasgol exchanged glances and burst out laughing. They both knew perfectly well who it was. 
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    “I’ll go,” Lasgol said to Martha, with a smile of anticipation.  
 
    “Master …” 
 
    “Less of this ‘master’…” He waved his hand to make light of this. 
 
    She smiled sweetly and went on cooking. “All right.” 
 
    Lasgol opened the door. In front of him appeared none other than the unmistakable Ulf, as big and ugly as ever. Once again Lasgol felt as though he were in the presence of a mountain bear, one-eyed and with one leg missing. He had not changed a bit, either for better or worse. He was exactly as Lasgol had seen him the last time he was with him, as if he had been kept preserved in ice. 
 
    “Lasgol! You never warn me! Don’t you have pigeons, or ravens, or whatever you blasted Rangers use, to give some warning of your arrival?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’m happy to see you too, Ulf.”  
 
    Ulf’s shouts startled Ona, who came to stand protectively beside Lasgol and growled at the old soldier. 
 
    “By the Ice Gods! That’s a snow panther!” 
 
    “You’d better not shout like that, Ulf, you’re scaring her …” 
 
    “Scaring the panther, he says! How could I scare a wild panther? It’s the other way round!” 
 
    “Knowing you, I doubt whether she scares you too much,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “Nah … you’re right. I’ve seen too many things in my life to be scared of an animal. She doesn’t frighten me.” 
 
    Ona growled defiantly. 
 
    “You don’t scare me, pussycat,” said Ulf, staring at her with his good eye. 
 
    Easy girl. Friend, Lasgol assured Ona. 
 
    The panther looked at him unsurely and gave an enquiring chirp. 
 
    Yes, it’s true he’s a friend. He’s Family. 
 
    Ona chirped again and relaxed a little, but went on staring at Ulf as if he were some old bear, solitary and furious, who was trying to attack them. 
 
    “What are you doing with a panther inside the house?” he said in a more reasonable tone of voice. “Is it one of those weird Ranger things? My, you’re weird!” He had raised his voice again. 
 
    Ona stiffened. Yes, Friend, he had to assure her for one last time, and in the end he managed to make her accept him and relax. 
 
    “Yes, it’s one of those Ranger things,” he confirmed with a smile. “Now I’m a Ranger Specialist. I’m a Beast Whisperer, and she’s my Familiar.” 
 
    “I’ll never understand it,” the old soldier said, shaking his head and looking displeased. “I always said you’d be better off in the army. Much better career prospects than with the Rangers.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’m very happy to be a Ranger. The army isn’t for me.” 
 
    “Well, are you going to give me a hug, or d’you want this old cripple to make the first move?” 
 
    Lasgol laughed, “Of course, I’m going to give you a hug. Come here,” 
 
    The two of them hugged tightly. After this Ulf slapped him on the back at least ten times, he was so happy to see him. The slaps were so hard that Lasgol felt as though he was being beaten with a wooden spade. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you back home! You had me worried!” 
 
    Ona stiffened again. 
 
    “Ulf … your voice …” 
 
    “Bah! Pussycat will get used to it, I always speak like that, and you know it.” 
 
    “Pussycat …” Lasgol chuckled, amused at the word. 
 
    Ona in turn hissed in annoyance. 
 
    “But does she understand me?” 
 
    “Not you. Me, yes. Although she’s very intelligent and discerning. She can pick up when someone’s speaking ill of her, or me.” Lasgol stroked her, and she rubbed her head against his leg. 
 
    “Look at her, she’s just like a kitty.” Ulf’s voice turned sarcastic. “Does she catch mice?” 
 
    “I’ve seen her bring down Nocean mercenaries as big as you are.” 
 
    “Wow, now that really is interesting. But she couldn’t do that to me, that’s for sure. A Nocean soldier isn’t the same as a Norghanian one. We’re twice as good at everything.” 
 
    “At least!” Lasgol laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe more. There’s no infantry better than the Norghanian in all Tremia. That’s a fact.” 
 
    “I know, you’ve told me that any number of times.” 
 
    “Well then, never forget it. You spend too much time with the Rangers, and they fill your head with nonsense, like walking around with a snow panther as if it were your own personal mutt.” 
 
    “More like a mixture of bloodhound and mastiff.” 
 
    “Is she that good?” 
 
    “Better. She stood up to a Mountain Ogre to defend me.” 
 
    “By the wintry skies! You should’ve told me before! Now that really does get my respect!” 
 
    “She’s fantastic. She’s still recovering from her injuries.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me everything. A Mountain Ogre! It must’ve been impressive! There are none of them left in this area!” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll tell you. Have you just come from the inn?” 
 
    Ulf opened his good eye wide. “Where else would I be at this time of day?” 
 
    “Of course…” Lasgol agreed with a huge smile. “How did you find out I was back?” 
 
    “All the rumors reach the inn before anywhere else. I was peacefully enjoying a little painkiller when a bunch of miners came in talking about a madman who’d arrived in the village with a snow panther. That caught my attention. When we started chatting, the miller came in saying it was a Ranger, which interested me even more. Finally, the blacksmith came in saying he’d recognized you. So, I came over at top speed.” 
 
    “Top speed …” Lasgol smiled. He was staring at Ulf’s crutch and stump. 
 
    Ulf smiled back. “You know what I mean, kiddo. Let’s go inside. It smells delicious. Martha must be cooking. That woman prepares some incredible delicacies.” 
 
    “Yeah, she told me you often come.” 
 
    “Of course, I come, when it smells as good as that. Besides, she has some painkiller, and when she’s in a good mood she gives me some.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. Ulf had managed to sweeten Martha to the point of giving him wine. Now that was a real achievement. 
 
    They went inside and into the kitchen, guided by the delicious aroma as though hypnotized. 
 
    “I see that news flies as far as the inn,” Martha said as soon as she saw Ulf set foot in the kitchen. 
 
    “There’s no better place for finding out everything that’s going on in the village, and in the whole county,” Ulf said with satisfaction. “There are days when you find out what’s going on in the whole kingdom!”  
 
    “Oh, of course, it’s the cream of the village and the surroundings who spend their time there!” Martha said with heavy irony. 
 
    “By the icebergs of the north! Is that the magical creature?” Ulf had spotted Camu and was pointing at him. 
 
    “Yes, Ulf, it’s Camu.” 
 
    “He’s huge! He looks … I don’t know what that thing looks like, but he’s grown!” 
 
    “It’s been a while, and yes, he’s grown a little.” 
 
    “I’d say more than a little.” 
 
    Camu looked at Ulf, smiling, happy to have impressed the old warrior. Ulf stared at him for a long moment with his good eye wide open, tilting his head this way and that. “I don’t know what this creature is, but he looks more like a giant lizard every time.” 
 
    Lizard? Camu transmitted a feeling of annoyance to Lasgol. More than that, one of outrage. 
 
    Ona made a noise that sounded like a giggle. Camu’s mental message had reached her too. 
 
    “He didn’t like you calling him a lizard …” 
 
    “He didn’t like it? Does that bug understand me?” 
 
    I not bug. 
 
    “Yes, he understands you, and he doesn’t like the word ‘bug’ either … 
 
    Martha turned in surprise and looked at Camu. “How funny that he should be so intelligent. That means he’s special.” 
 
    “He’s certainly intelligent, and mischievous, and very stubborn. I don’t know about special,” Lasgol joked. 
 
    And handsome. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. “He also has quite an inflated ego.” 
 
    “Really?” Martha said. She sounded intrigued. 
 
    “What’s the lizard saying?” Ulf demanded. 
 
    “That he’s handsome too.” 
 
    Ulf burst out laughing, with deafening guffaws. His laughter was so infectious that Martha joined him unobtrusively, and Lasgol too could not resist and laughed in his turn. He had the feeling that even Ona was laughing. 
 
    Not funny, Camu transmitted, very offended. He stood up stiffly on the table and raised his head so that they could all see how offended he was. 
 
    Ulf pointed. “Look, now he’s taken offense and all.”  
 
    “I’m afraid he has,” Lasgol confirmed. 
 
    Ulf broke into his thunderous laugh again.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s very handsome among those of his kind,” Martha said to Camu, to make him feel better. 
 
    And smart. Camu added. 
 
    Lasgol was glad Martha and Ulf could not hear Camu’s comments. If they had, they would have had a ball. 
 
    “Leave the creature alone,” Martha said to Ulf. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll sit down at the table, and maybe if I’m lucky you’ll let me try that delicious stew you’re cooking.” 
 
    “Sure, and I suppose you’d like some Nocean wine with it.” 
 
    “Stews always taste better with a little wine, it brings out the flavor,” Ulf explained as he sat down stiffly. Lasgol offered to help him, but Ulf gave him his ‘don’t you even think of it’ glare, so he let the soldier manage on his own. Finally, he succeeded, although his crutch fell to the floor and Ona gave a start under the table. 
 
    “Some people will say anything …” Martha said. 
 
    Camu, please get down on the floor with Ona. Martha’s going to serve dinner. 
 
    Camu did as he was told and cuddled up to his sister under the long oak table. 
 
    “That thing isn’t going to do any magic tricks, is it?” Ulf asked. He looked as though this would be the last straw. 
 
    “He won’t do anything magical, don’t worry. Although you shouldn’t be so superstitious. Magic can be good too.” 
 
    “Magic is something I don’t want anywhere near me. Every Norghanian knows it never brings anything good.” 
 
    “That’s a village superstition,” Martha objected. 
 
    “You’re defending magic too?” 
 
    “My best friend, his mother, was a powerful sorcerer. He” – she waved at Lasgol – “has magic he must have inherited from her, and so has the creature, who’s harmless. Of course, I’m defending them.” 
 
    “Camu’s magic has helped me out of a few complicated situations,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “Well done, lizard,” Ulf told Camu, who stared back at him angrily. 
 
    “It’s a pity people distrust magic so much,” Lasgol said regretfully. 
 
    “The Ice Magi and the Nocean Sorcerers are very powerful and can do some really horrible things,” Ulf pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” Lasgol retorted, “and the Healers of the Temple of Tirsar can cure wounds and illnesses.” 
 
    “All right, then! I won’t criticize your blasted magic! Even though I don’t trust it, I only trust steel.” He touched his sword where it hung at his waist. 
 
    Ulf and Lasgol talked about everything that had happened in the village during the previous few months, until Martha had dinner ready. Then the three ate as a family, and once again Lasgol felt a great joy. He laughed at all Ulf’s crazy ideas, curses and shouts. He had not changed one little bit, which was what he had expected and which pleased him greatly. Ulf was Ulf and you simply had to love him or hate him, because he was never going to change. That was how Lasgol saw it, and he loved him for it. 
 
    Martha teased the old soldier, which made the evening even more enjoyable. As both of them had requested, Lasgol told them about his adventures from the time he had left for the Shelter until his return. Everything he could without revealing the secrets of the Rangers, or his own loyalty to the West. Nor did he mention the Dark Rangers, because he felt there was no need for them to worry, and he kept that to himself. 
 
    Between mouthfuls of the delicious stew, Ulf asked endless questions and teased him about everything to do with the Rangers and their way of doing things, as was to be expected of him. Martha was genuinely interested in everything that had happened to Lasgol, showing true affection for him, which was something he was grateful for from the bottom of his heart. Two of the things that completely captivated their attention were his encounters with the Ice Specter and the Mountain Ogre. 
 
    “I’d have given my other leg for the chance to fight against them!” 
 
    “I’d have been glad of the help.” 
 
    “Don’t be a brute, what do you mean, your other leg?” Martha scolded him. 
 
    “Well then, an arm. They still work perfectly well, both of them.” 
 
    “What doesn’t work perfectly well is your head,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, well, some days not so much,” Ulf admitted. 
 
    The three laughed, with great good-humor. 
 
    The conversation was so entertaining that Lasgol wished it would never end. With the dessert, which was nuts and the strong cheese of the region, Martha finally brought out the wine. Ulf was delighted, first with the joy of being able to taste it and afterwards with the effects of having enjoyed it. 
 
    “I see you’re happy,” Martha commented ironically. 
 
    Ulf nodded. “Very good wine.” 
 
    “Eat more cheese and drink less wine.”  
 
    “Of course,” Ulf said with a broad smile. His beard was stained red with wine. 
 
    Lasgol laughed and enjoyed these little spats between the two of them. Ona and Camu were resting under the table, dozing on and off happily after eating, enjoying the warmth. All the same, Ulf’s shouts always ended up waking them from time to time. But they did not seem to mind very much, and fell asleep again a moment later. 
 
    Ulf was incorrigible, which Lasgol knew, and was still as fierce and talkative as ever. Luckily Martha kept him under control. Lasgol wished he could stay a whole season and enjoy the company of both of them. He remembered that his father Dakon never stayed at home for long when he came to visit, and now here he was doing the same thing himself. He wondered whether one day he would be able to enjoy a long rest at home. Probably, but this was not the moment. The war had left the realm in a deplorable state, and there was work to do for everyone – and for the Rangers in particular. 
 
    The conversation, laughter and affection went on well into the night, when at last they withdrew to rest. Martha offered Ulf the guest room, but he refused in outrage. He was not so bad that he was unable to go home on his own two feet. One foot, he corrected himself, and they all laughed. The truth was that he had drunk two bottles of painkiller and was stumbling with his crutch. Lasgol was not in the least surprised, and Martha even less so. They saw him leave amid laughter. Luckily his house was not far away. Lasgol thought about going with him, but he knew the old soldier would take offense if he did, so he held back. Ulf was as tough as old boots and would have no trouble, even if a Zangrian regiment were to take over the village. 
 
    Martha had Lasgol’s room spotless and ready. He had not realized when or how she had done it. 
 
    “Will your little friends sleep with you?” Martha asked him, although she already knew the answer. 
 
    “Yes, they like to sleep close to me.” 
 
    “And you like to sleep close to them?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded eagerly. “I certainly do. They’re the best company anyone could want.” 
 
    Martha bade him goodnight and left all three of them in the bedroom. Lasgol undressed, while he looked around at the room and everything in it with longing. He lay down on the bed, which was a double. Camu and Ona did the same on the floor, one on either side of the bed. He got under the sheets and at once felt such a blissful sensation that his eyes closed straight away. He was so comfortable in that soft bed with its clean sheets that an irresistible sleepiness enveloped him. 
 
    Tonight I’m going to sleep like a king in this incredible bed, he transmitted to his two friends. It had been months since he had slept in a good bed, and he was going to enjoy it as the greatest of treasures anyone could wish for. 
 
    I want, Camu’s message reached him, and a moment later he jumped on the bed and on to Lasgol. 
 
    Ouch, be careful. Camu had landed on him, then rolled off to one side of the bed. Lasgol rolled to the other side to make room for him, when Ona landed on him as well. 
 
    What’s this? You too? 
 
    Ona gave a small groan. 
 
    He might not be able to sleep as comfortably as he had hoped to. The two cuddled on either side of him, and they slept together. Lasgol could not entirely enjoy the bed, but feeling the warmth of his amazing companions, he felt luckier than a king. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn the three of them came downstairs, fully recovered after an excellent night’s rest. Martha was already waiting with a breakfast worthy of a visiting foreign ruler: not only for him, but for Ona and Camu too. 
 
    “Martha, it’s too much …” 
 
    “Not at all. It’s a heartening breakfast so that you can go on with your mission with your energies restored.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It’s a breakfast for a whole regiment,” he said, seeing that the whole kitchen table was full of food. 
 
    Ona and Camu looked at Lasgol with pleading eyes.    
 
    You want to enjoy all this food, don’t you? 
 
    Food good. Delicious, Camu transmitted. With the message came a feeling of hunger and a desire for a banquet. 
 
    Ona stared at the food, wide-eyed, licking her chops. 
 
    All right then. Enjoy the food, but don’t gorge yourselves, because we’ve got a long journey ahead of us today. 
 
    Only a mouthful or two, Camu assured him. Lasgol did not believe him. 
 
    “Very well, my little fiends want to taste all this, so we’ll have a hearty breakfast.” 
 
    “That’s the way I like it,” said Marta with a smile. 
 
    The three ate as if they were not going to eat again for a whole season. Not because they were particularly hungry, but because everything was delicious. The more they ate, the more they wanted to go on eating. The moment came when Lasgol could not manage anything else. He felt at bursting-point. Camu was lying on the floor, belly up, with his blue tongue lolling out of his mouth and his stomach twice its usual size. Ona was beside him, finishing a roast chicken she could barely cope with. 
 
    “I think we’ve had more than enough,” he commented to his housekeeper. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want anything else?” 
 
    Lasgol patted his swollen belly. “Look at Camu, he’s about to burst. And I feel the same.”  
 
    Martha smiled. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “We all loved it,” Lasgol pointed at Ona and Camu, who by now were snoozing under the table. 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Let’s see how I can manage to make them move now.” 
 
    “Give them a moment to digest, and then you can leave. It’s too early in any case. The sun’s only just risen.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I suppose I have no choice.”  
 
    After a while he and Martha strolled around the estate while she explained how the orchard was faring, then about the minor repairs the outside walls of the house needed and some support that was needed for part of the perimeter wall. Lasgol gave his opinion, and Martha assured him that she would deal with it all and have it ready for his lordship’s next visit. It sounded very strange to hear her refer to him as his lordship. He did not see himself as that, even though he might be the rightful lord of the estate. He thought of himself as just another Ranger. 
 
    He said goodbye to Martha with a warm hug. 
 
    “Take good care of yourself, Lasgol.” 
 
    “You do that too, Martha.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the estate. I’ll take charge of everything.” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest doubt, it’s in the best possible hands.” 
 
    She smiled, grateful for the acknowledgment. 
 
    Lasgol went to fetch Trotter, who was delighted by his stable. He had to convey the bad news to him that they had to set off again. The faithful pony made no protest, and Lasgol loaded his gear and food supplies on to his back. Ona, Camu and Martha joined him at the front door. 
 
    “A goodbye hug for a crippled old soldier?” came a voice from beyond the gate. Ulf had come to see him off and was waiting outside. 
 
    “Getting up early must have been hard for him,” Martha told Lasgol with a wink. “He never gets up before mid-morning, and if he’s taken plenty of painkiller the night before, not till noon.”  
 
    Lasgol chuckled. “I can picture it perfectly. Which makes it all the more creditable that he’s here so early today.” 
 
    “He’s really fond of you.” 
 
    “And so am I of him.” 
 
    Martha nodded and smiled. “Take care and come back soon.” 
 
    Lasgol gave her a final hug and went to say goodbye to Ulf. 
 
    “Goodbye, Ona. Goodbye, Camu,” Martha said. 
 
    Both creatures turned to look at her. 
 
    Martha good. 
 
    She is, very good indeed, Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “Show them what a true Norghanian of the West is worth!” Ulf said as he hugged him. At the same time, he gave him three enormous slaps on the back. 
 
    “I’ll do that, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I won’t. And look after the little fiends, I like them,” he said with a wave at Camu and Ona. 
 
    “Even Camu?” Lasgol asked in surprise. 
 
    “Well, as long as he doesn’t do any of that weird magic of his, sure.” 
 
    I no weird magic, Camu protested. 
 
    “I’ll miss you, Ulf.” 
 
    “And I’ll miss you too, lad. Be careful.” 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to your return. We’ll see what new adventures you have to tell me when you come back.” 
 
    “Will you be waiting in the inn?” Lasgol asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be in the inn! Where else would I be?” Ulf thundered. 
 
    Lasgol set off, unable to wipe a broad smile from his face and his heart. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey from Skad to the capital, Norghania, would be an uncomplicated one. At least that was what Lasgol was expecting, since it was a safe and well-known road now that the war was over. No incidents were to be expected. Trotter went at his usual pace, calm and confident. Lasgol turned his head to see what Ona and Camu were up to and saw them playing a few paces behind, on the edge of the road. They were passing through a sparsely-inhabited area, so he let Camu show himself and enjoy the journey. 
 
    When he reconsidered things, he changed his mind. With his usual luck, it was quite possible that something would happen to him. This was always a possibility when he, Lasgol Eklund, was on the move. Suddenly he felt rather vulnerable, and immediately thought of Astrid. How he missed her, how he wished she could be there with him! Unfortunately, it seemed that the Ice Gods had granted them paths which crossed, but never coincided. He heaved a deep sigh. What he would have given to have her at his side, to hold her hand, to share the road, to caress her, to kiss her and love her! His heart wept for the absence of his beloved. There were days when a dark cloud hovered above his head and followed him wherever he went. Luckily his two crazy companions gave him so much to do, and so much joy, that they drove the dark cloud away and the sun shone once again. 
 
    Don’t stray too far away, he told them. And be very careful.  
 
    Ona moaned. 
 
    Not far, Camu assured him. 
 
    Sure, but keep your eyes open. You never know what danger we might come across on the road. 
 
    No danger. 
 
    You can’t be sure of that, so don’t be overconfident. 
 
    Ona chirped inquisitively. 
 
    Not that anything’s going to happen, Ona, I just don’t want you to be too confident. You always need to be alert. 
 
    Not play?  Camu asked with a feeling of great disappointment. 
 
    Lasgol felt bad. He could not stop them playing a little. After all, they were both very young. Once they grew up, they would grow out of the urge to play all the time. He had to let them enjoy their youth for as long as it lasted, even if times were difficult. 
 
    All right, you can play. But stay on the alert. 
 
    Always alert. 
 
    That’s the way I like it, Lasgol transmitted to Camu, who as usual heeded him just as much as he needed to, which was to say hardly at all. 
 
    Lasgol went back to his thoughts about Astrid, wondering when he would see her again. It was complicated enough to coincide with any of his Snow Panther friends, but even more so with Astrid and Viggo. The Specialty they had chosen meant that they moved secretly and never communicated their position to anybody. He cursed the day when Astrid had decided to become an Assassin of Nature. Now their paths barely crossed, and when they did it was only for a moment and often in highly dangerous situations, as at the Olafstone castle during the battle for Estocos. So, although he knew it was useless, he complained to the gods about his bad luck. Not only did he always find himself in the middle of the most terrible entanglements, but the one thing his heart desired, Astrid, was also denied to him. 
 
    “What miserable luck!” he grumbled as he stared up at the sky. 
 
    He resigned himself. Complaining was pointless, and in any case, it was not his style. He would keep going and find a way to be with Astrid again. It might not be right away, but he was confident that between the two of them, they would find a way of being together and going on with their love in spite of adverse circumstances. He longed to see her soon, and her memory brightened his spirit. Yes, they would come through. 
 
    He led Trotter along a byway around the city of Uriston. This was an important metropolis and he preferred to avoid it, even though the main road went through it. It was better to go unnoticed. They avoided meeting people, but followed paths that did not take them too far off the route. Little by little he was getting to know the regions of Norghana better, and often he did not need a map to find his direction, even though he carried a couple of very complete ones – made by Rangers – which were very useful since they marked paths which many people did not even know existed. 
 
    They stopped for a short break beside a river. Trotter would be grateful, and they could all have something to eat and relax a little. It was good to shake off the dust of the road every once in a while and get one’s energy back. He took care of Trotter, then fed Camu and Ona from the supplies he carried and finally had something to eat himself, sitting on a fallen tree by the water. By the time he had finished eating, Camu and Ona had gone off to play, or else get involved in some mischief. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Pond, he received from Camu. 
 
    Where’s that? 
 
    East. 
 
    Lasgol followed the river to the east, and in due course found a small pond where the two friends were playing. 
 
    What on earth are you two doing? 
 
    Hunting ducks, was the reply. 
 
    What was worse, they were not lying. Lasgol saw the two of them chasing a flock of ducks in the pond, who were startled into flight. The two friends followed them through the clearing. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, unable to believe what he was seeing. He did not even try to tell them off. Better if they learnt for themselves. He crouched, and stared at the undulations on the surface of the water as they slowly receded, until they vanished to leave only a flat, calm surface. He waited until the water was completely still and saw his own reflection. He wondered whether he really looked like his mother, as Martha had told him. He could not decide whether the resemblance was more to his mother or to his father. 
 
    Thinking about his parents brought bittersweet feelings. He missed them so much. He remembered that he had one way of seeing them, of sharing their past experiences, and reached under his tunic for his mother’s pendant, the Marker of Experiences. He had not used it for some time, and he felt an urge to do so now. He would try to produce a vision. He crossed his fingers for a moment, then put his finger in his eye to produce a tear, which he let fall on the jewel. 
 
    A blue flash coming from the pendant bathed him, which was a very good sign. His gaze turned to his two friends, and he saw them disappear behind some trees in pursuit of the ducks. He was almost grateful, knowing that neither of them were very fond of the magic of his mother’s pendant. Not that there was anything bad about it, they simply did not trust it: Camu because he instinctively tried to deny all magic and Ona because as a cat, her instincts warned her that something strange was going on. 
 
    There came a second flash, and Lasgol’s stomach lurched. There was going to be a vision, a memory, and he was delighted. He would discover a new episode of his parents’ lives and wondered what it would show him, what he would learn, how important it would be. 
 
    He shivered. For some reason, he had the feeling that these visions were not random memories, but happened for a specific reason. At first, he had been sure the jewel was nothing but a bank of past memories of his parent’s lives. But he was beginning to see that there might be a connection between what happened to him in the present and the visions he invoked from the past. He kept thinking that the visions shown to him were not simply plucked at random from a well of memories stored in the jewel. It was an idea he had been turning over in his mind for some time. Perhaps that was why he used the pendant so little, because if the connection was really there, the context became a great deal more complicated. It would certainly set events in motion which would lead him into dangerous and treacherous situations, something he did not want at all. 
 
    He would have given his half-year’s pay to be able to talk about the subject with Egil and look into it more deeply. Unfortunately, his great friend was at the Camp, looking after Dolbarar and taking charge of the thousand and one things the leader could not handle as a result of his illness. He hoped they were both well. He was not so worried about Egil, since he was safe as long as he stayed in the Camp, but Dolbarar was a different matter. 
 
    He gazed at the surface of the lake and sighed deeply. He would have to fend for himself. He already knew that he could not force the Marker of Experiences to obey his wishes, which was frustrating. He could not understand why, since his mother had given it to him intending him to use it. The fact that the pendant did not obey him must be due to some limitation on the magic that it had been imbued with, or else the spells, some powerful mage or sorcerer had cast on the jewel. Perhaps they had been his own mother’s. If so, it was even more painful that he, her son, a possessor of the Gift like hers, was unable to use the jewel. He had no clue as to why it was resistant to him, but he was sure it was not his mother’s wish. 
 
    There came the third flash, which would soon bring the beginning of the vision. He prepared himself to receive it, and try to decipher its meaning. He focused on the image, which was beginning to appear before him, above the waters of the quiet pond. To begin with it was blurred and unfocused, which did not surprise him as it always took a while to clear. It was as if the jewel were focusing what it was going to show him, since it could not do so directly in his mind. The first person he made out was his mother, which delighted him. He knew it was just one of her memories, but it was as though he was participating in her past, in her life, and for him this had an enormous significance after having lost her so tragically. 
 
    Mayra, dressed as Darthor, was inside a cave. He could not guess as to where that was. She walked to the center of a great cavern with bluish walls, which looked like the inside of an enormous bowl. She looked up, and saw a starry sky and a beautiful aurora borealis. There was no doubt about it: she was in the Frozen Continent. She was not alone. In the center of the cavern were a dozen Arcanes of the Glaciers around the flame of a bluish fire that went up to the sky as if it were a geyser, except that instead of a plume of water, what rose up, was a pure blue flame. Lasgol wondered whether there could be a volcano under the surface, and whether what he was seeing were the effect of a gas rising in flames. It was spectacular. 
 
    “Welcome, Darthor,” an elderly Arcane greeted her. Lasgol recognized him at once as Azur, the Shaman of the Ice, Chief of the Arcanes of the Glaciers. 
 
    Mayra bowed respectfully and came forward to stand beside him. “Thank you for inviting me to such an important meeting.” 
 
    “Your presence here this evening is necessary.” 
 
    “And welcome,” added another Arcane. Lasgol recognized him too: it was Asrael. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mayra said. “It’s an honor.” She bowed to Asrael, who went on to greet the other Arcanes around the great blue flame. 
 
    “This Council of Shamans around the Eternal Flame,” the leader began, “has been convoked in order to make a decision of the greatest importance for the future of our people, that of all the peoples of this continent and of the Frozen Continent itself.”  
 
    The other leaders struck the ice floor with their strange staves. “Around the Eternal Flame the Arcanes of the Glaciers decide,” they said as one, as if intoning a song. 
 
    “The Chief Shamans are gathered here today to decide on whether to support Darthor’s cause. We, the Arcanes of the Ice, do not represent all the peoples of the Frozen Continent, but our decision will carry a significant weight.” 
 
    “What the Arcanes of the Glaciers decide will be decisive in persuading the Wild Ones of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers to join my cause,” Mayra added firmly, underlining the importance of their decision. 
 
    “We do not speak for them,” Asrael said. “We will have to speak with them to gain their support in the event that we decide to go to war this evening.” 
 
    “I’ve met with them, with their leaders,” Mayra assured him. “There will be no support if the Arcanes do not join the cause. They need the power of the magic of the Arcanes to counter the power of the Norghanian Magi.” 
 
    “Our decision carries a great deal of weight,” Azur went on, “which is why it must be made calmly and carefully.”  
 
    The rest of the Shamans struck the floor with their staves. “The Arcanes of the Glaciers decide around the Eternal Flame,” they intoned again. 
 
    Suddenly a figure came in wearily, bent and leaning on a staff that appeared to be made of ice. He approached the others, then without a word went to stand in what appeared to his place around the flame. Lasgol had seen him before, but could not place him. He was very old, even more so than the other Arcanes, which among them meant several hundred years. His face was deeply lined, and he seemed to be half-asleep. His eyes were small and grey and looked at no-one, as if the remainder of his people were of no interest to him – more than that, as if nothing really interested him. 
 
    Asrael bowed. “It’s an honor that the Erudite Hotz has decided to leave his studies and join us this evening,” he said respectfully. 
 
    Hotz did not even look at him. He was watching the flame. 
 
    “Erudite Hotz is a member of this Council of Shamans.” Azur said, “and has a right to be heard.”  
 
    Mayra’s eyes were on the Erudite, who was still contemplating the flame. “Does the Erudite wish to express his opinion?” she asked. It sounded as though she would rather he did not. 
 
    “I have come to the Council, abandoning my solitary studies,” he said disapprovingly, as if being there represented a great disturbance for him. “If that is not to express my opinion, what else would it be for? Obviously I have no time to waste. I have no desire to leave my studies, and it annoys me to be interrupted by trivia,” he went on in the same disagreeable tone of voice. “Even so, I have come to warn my people that the path they are taking is not the right one. Allying ourselves with this foreigner” – he pointed to Mayra without even glancing at her, his eyes still fixed on the flame – “is a mistake. It will not lead us to victory. It will not free us of the accursed Norghanians. It will not save our people, and nor will it save this continent.” 
 
    “Our brother Hotz has expressed his feelings,” Azur said respectfully. 
 
    “What alternative does our erudite propose for the problem of the Norghanians?” Asrael asked. 
 
    “That of the study of the ice, of course,” Hotz said, as if the reply were so obvious that a child would be able to see it. 
 
    “The study of the ice?” Mayra repeated. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “It’s only natural that a foreigner from warmer lands on the far side of the sea should not understand,” Hotz said unpleasantly. 
 
    “Perhaps the Erudite will have to explain it to me,” Mayra said. Her tone of voice suggested that she was biting her tongue. 
 
    “If Shaman Hotz would be so kind …” Asrael said, trying to be helpful. 
 
    “It will be a pleasure to enlighten the foreigner, and anyone who thinks in the same way. Fighting against the Norghanians with steel, stone, wood and power is a mistake. We will not defeat them that way, nor will we free ourselves of them forever. To do that we need the study of what the ice hides, of the power it holds. Once we study and find a creature with great power, then we will be able to get rid of the Norghanians and any others who come after them.” 
 
    “That option would take an unknown length of time,” Azur said. 
 
    “The length of time that would be necessary. That is irrelevant. What is important is the discovery.” 
 
    “How much time does the Erudite estimate would be necessary to make that discovery?” Asrael asked. 
 
    “Only the study of the ice will tell us that.” 
 
    “You’ve been studying it all your life,” Azur pointed out, “and you still have not found what you seek to achieve.”  
 
    “True, I have made lesser discoveries, but not the definitive one. And yet these lesser discoveries assure me that I am on the right path. We must use all our power, all our strength, in searching until we find it.” 
 
    “The Norghanians will throw us out of the Frozen Territories,” Asrael reasoned, “and then invade us before we have found this great discovery you seek.”  
 
    “That may be so. I cannot deny it. What I can assure you is that only the power within the ice will save us. Other approaches are wrong and will only lead to failure. I will not waste my valuable time on them.” 
 
    “I don’t share that opinion,” Mayra said. “We can’t wait for this great discovery. If it hasn’t appeared in the course of a whole lifetime of searching, it might never appear. There is no certainty that it will.” 
 
    “It will appear. The study of the ice will lead us to it.” 
 
    “A belief, a hope, is not enough for us to shut our eyes and risk everything,” Mayra said. “That will destroy this continent and its peoples.” 
 
    “Not if we make the discovery.” Hotz insisted. 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    “I will find it sooner or later. Of that I am certain.”  
 
    “The problem is when,” Azur said. “Nobody is questioning the great efforts, knowledge and studies of our Erudite. The enemy will be upon us soon. We can’t keep risking everything for the sake of this discovery. We must prepare for war.” 
 
    “Only fools prepare for a war they will not win,” Hotz replied disdainfully. 
 
    “The Council ought to express its opinion,” said Asrael. 
 
    Azur nodded solemnly. “Let the Council speak and decide. The path of discovery or the path of war.”  
 
    The Shamans struck the floor of ice with their strange staves. “Around the Eternal Flame the Arcanes of the Ice decide.” 
 
    The verdict was unanimous. All of them, including Asrael and Azur, decided on war. 
 
    “You’re all useless,” Hotz said resentfully. “One day most of those here will never set foot on the ice again, because of the wrong decision you have made today. I shall go on looking for the discovery. When I find it, I will put an end to the enemies of all the peoples of the Frozen Continent. You will not be able to see it, because your existence will have come to its end.” 
 
    “We respect Erudite Hotz and his wisdom,” Asrael said, trying to calm him. 
 
    “Erudite Hotz and his wisdom, on the other hand, do not respect you. Do not disturb me again. I do not wish to know anything more about this Council, or about the war.” With these words he turned and left. 
 
    The image vanished a moment later. Lasgol was left staring at the water, trying to make sense of what he had just seen. It must have taken place before the other time he had seen his mother with the strange erudite of the Arcanes of the Glaciers. One thing left him utterly dismayed: Hotz had foretold the death of many who were there at that meeting, and he had been right. He felt a pang of intense pain in his chest, because his mother might have saved herself. But who would have paid attention to that strange, ill-humored erudite whose ideas barely made any sense? How could Hotz have predicted that his mother and the rest of the Council would fail? How did he know they were going to die? What was the great discovery he was seeking, and what did he intend to do? The vision had left him hurting, and with more questions than answers. 
 
    He took a moment to collect his ideas and recover from the pain. Probably the Erudite had died by now and had never made his great discovery, but there was no sense worrying about that now. He decided to leave the matter for the moment and go on with his duties. He called Ona and Camu, and they set off again in the direction of the capital. His spirits had fallen after the vision, and he did not get over it until the impressive city of Norghania came into sight. 
 
    They reached the outskirts of the capital with the noonday sun shining brilliantly. The great stone metropolis looked promising. A lot of work had been done in those areas which had been damaged by the war, and once again, it looked like a stoic, invulnerable city, where the brave and strong men of the north, the sons of the snows, had their glorious capital. He could make out the towers of the royal castle in the north of the city. One of these was occupied by the Rangers, and this was his destination. He could also see the smoke of the smithies and the other workshops, which were now busy again. Ox-drawn carts carrying minerals were entering the city through the eastern gate, and through the southern gate, a caravan of traders with mule-carts was setting off on its way to other cities. The mines were once again back in regular production. It was good news for Norghana, and the sight gave Lasgol hope. 
 
    Great city. Fun, Camu transmitted. 
 
    And dangerous. Remember, I was almost killed the last time I was here. We’ve got to tread very carefully, and keep all our senses alert. Unfortunately, we’re not as good in a city as we are in the open. 
 
    True. 
 
    Ona gave a long moan. She knew Lasgol would not be taking her with him. 
 
    I’m sorry, Ona. You attract too much interest in there. The people of the capital aren’t used to seeing wild animals. And least of all a snow panther. 
 
    Ona good. 
 
    You and I know that, but the people don’t. They get scared, and someone might even try to kill her. I don’t want anything to happen to her. 
 
    Ona moaned again, long and sorrowfully. 
 
    I’m sorry, Ona. I won’t be long. I’m only going to receive my mission. Then I’ll come back for you, I promise. 
 
    The panther lay down on the ground and put her chin on her right paw. Her eyes were sad. Camu lay down beside her and put one foot on her back. Lasgol’s heart was torn in two, but he could not take her with him. There was too much risk of an accident. 
 
    I with Ona. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu in surprise. You’re staying with Ona? 
 
    Yes. I company. 
 
    Ona looked at him wide-eyed, and her expression turned to one of delight. 
 
    You’re going to give up having fun in the city, to keep Ona company? Lasgol found it hard to believe the little creature could have had that idea. 
 
    Yes. I with Ona. 
 
    Lasgol was so taken aback that it took him a moment to react, but when he did so, he was very happy. Camu was growing up and showing his great heart, which at times was obscured by his mischievous nature and his stubbornness. 
 
    This does you credit. Look after your sister well. 
 
    I look after well. 
 
    Lasgol smiled from ear to ear and shook his head. Now it was he who did not want to go to the city. He wanted to stay with them, to share their camaraderie and fraternal love. Unfortunately, duty called, and no matter how much he might wish to stay with his two friends, there was no way he could. 
 
    I’ll be back soon. Don’t stray from this forest, and don’t get into any trouble until I’m back. Understood? 
 
    Understood, Camu transmitted virtuously. 
 
    Ona chirped in agreement. She did not need to put on a virtuous expression, because she already had it. 
 
    Come on then, Trotter, you and I are off to visit the great city. 
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    The pony snorted, bobbing his head up and down, and set off along the road to the southern entrance. As they neared it, Lasgol looked up at the imposing walls of Norghanian rock and saw the tips of the towers of the Royal castle. It seemed incredible to him that so much work had been done to rebuild the damaged parts of the city in such a short time. There were still parts of the wall, particularly the battlements, where workers were finishing repairs, but these were only minor. He wondered how long it would take them to rebuild a city like Estocos, the capital of the Western Realm, which had been badly damaged in the great battle there. Probably considerably longer than the capital, since it was not in King Thoran’s interests for Estocos and the West to make a quick recovery, which meant that he would not put in any effort – and especially any gold – into it. So Egil had told Lasgol. That was what politics was like. It took no account of the needs of the people, only those of the nobles and rulers. 
 
    At the gates in the outer walls, vigilance and control had relaxed considerably compared with the last time he had been there. He had been stopped because he had been carrying two bows at his back, although after identifying himself as a Ranger he had been allowed in without any more ado. He was glad to find that the atmosphere of war had largely faded, which was a good sign, one that augured peace and prosperity. That was what the kingdom needed now: to be able to forget about the war, to look forward with optimism and be able to focus on rebuilding and prospering. It would take time, but he was sure they would manage it. 
 
    The streets of the city were full of people. Among them he saw very few soldiers and many traders, which was very hopeful. The inhabitants went this way and that, doing their shopping, working, carrying out tasks and running errands. Lasgol was delighted to see all those people going about their business. It was like a huge beehive in which the bees labored endlessly to make it succeed. At the end of the main street, he could see the royal castle. Now things would be different there, since the Court with all its nobles – and especially King Thoran and his brother Orten – were there. Lasgol hoped he was wrong, but his gut feeling told him that both rulers were far from ideal for Norghana. Unfortunately, this was how things had turned out, and they had to be accepted. Thoran was king, and all Norghana was under his control.  
 
    He sighed, hoping that he was wrong, and that a period of peace and prosperity was beginning under Thoran’s rule. 
 
    At the entrance of the castle, he had to identify himself as a Ranger again to the King’s guard in order to gain admittance. The officer at the door directed him to the stables and the Rangers’ Tower, and though he already knew the way, he expressed his thanks for the help and went on. 
 
    He left Trotter in the royal stables, where he would be well looked after. He knew the pony loved the excellent treatment he was given there. 
 
    Enjoy yourself and rest, he transmitted. 
 
    Trotter neighed and allowed a stable-lad to lead him away. 
 
    Lasgol slung his travel-bag over his shoulder and set off to the Rangers’ tower. He had expected to find the barracks inside the castle more or less deserted now that the war had ended, but he could not have been more mistaken. There were soldiers everywhere, practicing with spears and war-axes. He stopped in surprise and watched them. There were more than a thousand of them. Could they be at war with Zangria, and the news had not yet reached him? Maybe Thoran had become more paranoid than he was already and had decided to give the castle more protection, which was possible. 
 
    As he neared the tower he saw several Rangers talking among themselves. Probably they knew what was going on, so he decided to ask them. The Royal Rangers were not particularly forthcoming, but at least he hoped that they would be polite enough to a Ranger Specialist like himself. He took out the two medallions he wore around his neck so that they would be visible, and had almost reached them when he realized that one of them was not a Royal Ranger. 
 
    “Nilsa!” he cried in delight. 
 
    The redhead stopped talking to the group she was with and turned. When she recognized Lasgol, her expression changed to one of amazement. 
 
    “Lasgol! I can’t believe it!” In three quick steps she hurled herself at him and gave him a hug that almost knocked him over. 
 
    “I’m very glad to see you too!” Lasgol said, laughing and at the same time trying to keep his balance. 
 
    “What a surprise!” she cried, and began to bounce up and down as she held his shoulders. 
 
    Lasgol was smiling happily. “You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you too.” 
 
    “Are Ona and Camu with you?” she asked. She was looking behind him in case Camu was nearby. 
 
    He nodded. She covered her mouth and whispered in his ear. “Is Camu here?” 
 
    “No, don’t worry. I left him with Ona in the oak wood outside the city. I can’t bring Ona into the city, and she didn’t want to be alone, so Camu offered to stay with her.” 
 
    “Poor thing. She’s so beautiful, and that was so good of Camu. He’s mischievous, but he has a kind heart. 
 
    He smiled. “They’re both very good, actually, although Camu drives me crazy at times.” 
 
    “Like me, then,” she said, and laughed. 
 
    Lasgol laughed too. “Not at all. You have a special charm.” 
 
    “Yeah, a clumsy one,” she said. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I’ve been called to be given a mission.” 
 
    “Here? To the capital? Or are you on your way to somewhere else?” 
 
    “Here.” He glanced up at the tower. 
 
    “Then it must be something important,” Nilsa said, and wagged her finger at him to emphasize the fact. 
 
    “Really? What d’you know?” 
 
    Nilsa looked around, then moved away from the soldiers of the guard so that they would not be overheard. 
 
    “I don’t know anything for sure, but I’m picking up a lot of rumors, seeing I’m Gondabar’s liaison and messenger, you know that … By the way, just so you know, our Leader wasn’t annoyed with me when he sent me to the front and dispensed with my services, he did it so that I could serve Gatik. Although the First Ranger didn’t pay any attention to me and didn’t use me as his personal messenger, which is what Gondabar had meant him to. The Leader himself told me about it when I came back after the war and took up my service again. In fact, he was quite surprised that Gatik hadn’t used me. He says I’m an excellent messenger and liaison.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it in the least.” 
 
    “Well, just so that it’s clear, because I was worried about how it might be misinterpreted. I always try to do everything as well as I can, and it’s true that sometimes I have minor accidents because I get nervous and all that, but in general I do everything pretty well.” She was talking so fast that she was tumbling over her own words. 
 
    “I know. You’re very good, and I’m glad you’re back in Gondabar’s service. It’s an important post. You were saying about the rumors …” 
 
    “Ah yes.” Nilsa brought her mouth close to his ear again. “Luckily my job also lets me find out the rumors going around in the palace and the capital. Apparently there’s trouble in the north. Serious trouble.” 
 
    “With the Wild Ones of the Ice?” 
 
    “That’s right, but it seems to be more than that, because King Thoran has been in meetings several times with Mage Eicewald. There was shouting involved, according to some of the Royal Rangers, and that’s not a good sign. When Thoran gets carried away by his temper it’s because something serious is afoot, or at least that’s what they say at court. I didn’t want to give you bad news the moment you got here, but I think it’s better for you to know, in case it’s got something to do with you.” 
 
    “You were right to tell me. I hope it’s got nothing to do with me, but it’s true, I’d rather know and be prepared than be caught by surprise and not know how to react.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought too.” 
 
    “How are things in the capital? How are you?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. A lot of work, though. I don’t have any chance to stop. You ought to see how many messages I have to carry and the number of Rangers I have to see who’re passing through between missions. It’s non-stop.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see they’ve got us all very busy.” 
 
    She jabbed her thumb at the tower behind her. “Pigeons, owls, crows and messengers go out day and night from here.”  
 
    “Any news from the rest of the group? I haven’t heard from any of them, although that doesn’t surprise me, considering I’ve been lost in the fields and mountains of Norghana on one mission after another.” 
 
    Nilsa smiled. “Well, I have got some,” she said, and looked mischievously at him. 
 
    “Come on, don’t be like that, tell me what you know.” 
 
    “I’d better not do it here,” she said, and looked unobtrusively around her. “Besides, I’ve got something to show you. Let’s go to the tower, somewhere quiet and discreet.” 
 
    Lasgol was intrigued. “Okay, then.” 
 
    Nilsa took him inside the Rangers’ tower. He thought she was going to take him to one of the rooms on the ground floor which were set aside for those Rangers who were passing through, but he was wrong. She set off up the wide spiral staircase, and he thought she wanted to take him to report at once on the third floor, where Gondabar had his office. He was wrong again, because she went on up the stairs, very fast. This did not surprise him particularly, as she rarely did things at a normal speed, and almost never at any that implied calm. They passed several Rangers on guard on the different floors, but when they saw Nilsa they did not even make any move to halt them. They seemed to know her well, her and her races. 
 
    “Where on earth are you taking me?” Lasgol asked.  He was beginning to be out of breath. 
 
    She laughed. “You’ll know when we get there.”  
 
    “Well, we certainly haven’t done that yet …” he said. His thighs were beginning to feel the hundreds of stairs. 
 
    “Don’t lag behind,” she teased him. 
 
    Lasgol saw her red hair and Ranger’s cloak appear and disappear with every turn of the stairs as they went up. 
 
    “Is there … any reason why we have to run up the stairs … at this rate?” he complained. 
 
    “Well, of course, a very important one.” 
 
    He frowned, waiting for the reply he knew was coming. “What?” 
 
    “Because I love to race upstairs like this,” she said, and laughed as she disappeared above him. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “You don’t say …” 
 
    Nilsa went on until she reached the pigeon house, and stopped there. They were one floor below the topmost one. Lasgol, panting, stopped at the door and saw Nilsa inside it with fifty or so of the birds which the Rangers used for communication. 
 
    “Isn’t it amazing? Look at these beauties.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the crows, pigeons, various kinds of owls, ravens, hawks and falcons in their cages and perches, and nodded as he recovered from the ascent. 
 
    “They’re wonderful.” 
 
    “They certainly are. I often come here. Although I don’t stay long.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I love them, but it smells terrible.” She indicated the floor of the pigeon house, which was covered with bird droppings, and shrugged. 
 
    Lasgol grinned. “Yeah, it’s usually the case. So why have you brought me all the way up here?” He suspected that it was not just to show him the Rangers’ beautiful birds. 
 
    Nilsa pointed. “Look who’s come,” she said. Lasgol followed her finger and saw an angry-looking owl. 
 
    “Milton!” he cried delightedly, and went over to make a fuss of him. 
 
    “He arrived a few days ago.” 
 
    “I’m very happy to see you, Milton,” Lasgol said, and stroked his head gently. The owl’s feathers were soft and beautiful. “You’re very handsome,” he whispered. Milton clicked his beak, but allowed himself to be petted. 
 
    “He always lets you stroke him,” Nilsa complained. “The rest of us can’t even get close.”  
 
    “That’s not true. He lets Gerd do it too.” 
 
    “That’s true, but only the two of you. It’s not fair.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He searched for a message on the bird’s leg, but found none. “Did he come without a message, or do you have it?” 
 
    “I have it. But we’d better not read it here,” she said. She waved at the birds around them. “Too many witnesses,” she said with a smile. 
 
    She led him up to the topmost floor of the tower. The square, open battlements were deserted. 
 
    “We’ve got some time. The guard only comes up here three times a day. There’s nobody posted here all the time, now the war’s over.” 
 
    “I’m sure that more than one of them’ll be grateful not to have to come up here. These battlements are pretty high up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but look at the views. They’re wonderful.” 
 
    From the height of the tower, the whole city was visible at Lasgol’s feet, and he was surprised by how much detail he could see of the different buildings and neighborhoods. Beyond the walls of the city, he could make out forests, fields and paths, in every direction. The Zangrian army would have been visible approaching from several leagues away. The views left him breathless. 
 
    “It’s really something,” he commented. 
 
    “Isn’t it just? I love to come up here, even if I have to climb all those stairs.” 
 
    “Who’s the message from?” 
 
    “It’s from Egil. Let me read it to you.” She made sure that nobody was coming up before she read the message to Lasgol in a whisper: 
 
    “Dear friends and comrades, dear Snow Panthers, I hope this letter finds you all healthy and free from danger. Before explaining the reason for these lines, I am writing, I would like to thank you all from the bottom of my heart for your unconditional friendship and the total support you have given me: particularly in a complex situation when the risk was so high for all of us. For this, and before I say anything else, you have my most sincere gratitude. It represents a great honor for me and makes me proud to count you among my loyal friends.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “There’s no doubt that it’s from Egil.” He had recognized his friend’s way of expressing himself, and a smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “He certainly is a bit affected,” Nilsa commented, and went on reading: “I have news which I think is significant, and you all need to know this since it affects us, even though I am not yet able to assess the extent or the gravity of the situation. The first piece of news I want to pass on to you is that Dolbarar is still very ill. The strange illness which is afflicting him, and which has had the Healer Edwina and the Master Ranger Eyra fighting for his life for months, has not eased. Far from that, it is extending through the whole of the Camp leader’s body, and the prognosis is beginning to be desperate. It is now common knowledge that he is seriously ill, and Edwina and Eyra are no longer hiding the fact. This, I’m afraid, is a sign of something very bad, not to say fatal.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Lasgol cried. “I was hoping he’d be better by now, that they’d have found a way of treating the illness.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. Her expression was grave. “It seems they can’t heal him, Gondabar’s very worried about him. He’s sending messages to the Camp all the time to ask about his health.” 
 
    “That’s very bad news.” Lasgol was shaking his head and looking at the ground, deeply worried. He had been sure that Edwina and Eyra would find some way to heal Dolbarar. This was alarming. He wanted to help, but had no idea how to do so. 
 
    Nilsa went on reading: “There’s no need for me to tell you that I’ll do everything in my power to save Dolbarar’s life. I owe him my own, and I’ll never forget that. It’s a debt of honor which I must repay. I won’t stop trying to help him get his health back. You have my word on that. Because of his illness, Dolbarar is no longer acting as Leader of the Camp. He can’t leave his bed and is getting weaker and weaker, with his state of health so delicate that he requires constant attention. Edwina and Eyra spend more time in the House of Command than they do in their own.  For the moment they’re keeping him alive, but every day that goes by he seems frailer to me. Soon he won’t even be able to tell me which things I need to take care of. Gondabar, seeing that he’s not going to be able to count on Dolbarar to lead the Camp, has appointed a new interim leader until he recovers.” 
 
    Lasgol was looking at Nilsa with narrowed eyes. “Not Haakon, I hope,” he interrupted her. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “Gondabar’s sent Veenerten.” 
 
    “Who?” Lasgol had never heard the name. 
 
    “Angus Veenerten,” Nilsa repeated. “He’s a Master Ranger who’s been here at the capital helping Gondabar. From what I hear, King Thoran likes him.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good recommendation.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “That’s what I thought too. But if both Gondabar and Thoran think he’s competent, then he must be.” She shrugged. 
 
    “I have no doubt he’ll be competent, and smart too. What worries me is that the King likes him. That means that he might not be a very good person.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. He might get along with the King because he’s smart and knows how to deal with short-tempered monarchs.” Nilsa laughed at her own joke and glanced at the door to make sure nobody had heard her. It was not good political strategy to laugh at the current monarch. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s that, but I think it’s more likely that he simply has a character like Thoran’s, and they get along well because of it.” 
 
    “Let’s see what Egil says about him,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Nilsa nodded and went on reading: “Angus Veenerten has already taken up the post. He’s kept me in my old duties, so I still have access to the mail and all the messages that pass through the Camp. I also keep access to some privileged information about what happens here. As far as that’s concerned, we haven’t lost access to information and intelligence which we’re sure to need. I don’t know him very well yet, but he gave me the feeling of someone quiet and serious. He must be around sixty, completely bald, short and thin. He looks like a scholar rather than a warrior, which surprises me, and even more the fact that he’s reached such a high position in the ranks of the Rangers. That may be precisely the reason, the lack of Erudites among us. Forgive me, I took this small license, seeing that I am in the minority among all those tall, strong, good-looking Rangers.” 
 
    “That was one of Egil’s jokes,” Lasgol said, “because he’s a scholar too, and one day he’ll be an erudite.”  
 
    “It certainly was,” Nilsa said, laughing. 
 
    “He’s always had a particular sense of humor.” 
 
    “Everything about Egil is particular,” Nilsa said, and giggled again. 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    “I’ll go on,” she said: “On the other hand, the first disagreements between Veenerten and the Master Rangers have already made their appearance. It seems that they don’t share his ideas for improvement, especially Eyra and Esben, with whom he’s had several meetings which have not, shall we say, gone too well. Esben’s shouts could be heard from the nearby peaks. Eyra, who rarely gets angry, was beside herself with Veenerten’s new impositions. Ivana and Haakon, however, haven’t taken it so badly.” 
 
    “How strange …” Lasgol’s expression was ironic. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought the same.” 
 
    “Those two aren’t altogether trustworthy, I’m more and more convinced of that.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to say. It’s one thing if you don’t like them, and another to think they’re plotting something. There’s a gap between suspicion and fact.”  
 
    “Well, okay, I can’t prove it, but Haakon’s surely planning something, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if Ivana were in it with him.” 
 
    “That’s just a theory,” Nilsa said. “The fact that Haakon doesn’t like you and you don’t like him doesn’t make him a suspect. And anyway, suspected of what?” 
 
    Lasgol folded his arms and frowned. “Of everything.” 
 
    “Can you be a bit more specific? It’s all a bit general.” 
 
    “Well … of … of Dolbarar’s mysterious illness, for one thing, and … and the Dark Rangers, for another.” 
 
    Nilsa was thoughtful. “We can’t rule out anybody at this moment as far as those two fishy affairs are concerned, but I doubt very much whether Haakon or Ivana are involved.” 
 
    “Well, I think they are. The last time I was at the Camp I was questioned as if I were a criminal, and they looked daggers at me. Haakon in particular, but both of them did.” 
 
    “Couldn’t it have been because you gave them some vague answers?” 
 
    Lasgol wrinkled his nose. “I tell you, the way they treated me wasn’t entirely normal. It gave me the shivers. I’m used to not being treated with love, but this was different. Esben and Eyra, on the other hand, treated me as well as usual. I don’t think it was my imagination, and nor do I think it was just chance that they asked for so many explanations and that they came pretty close to being rude, Haakon in particular.” 
 
    “Well, Ivana’s always been very cold with everybody, and Haakon and you – well, you know … it could be just that.” 
 
    “Something tells me there was something else behind all that, but obviously it’s only a hunch.” 
 
    “And hunches are often wrong.” 
 
    “That’s very true, I’m not going to deny it. I’m just telling you so you keep it in mind.” 
 
    She winked. “Okay, I’ll do that.”  
 
    “Go on reading, to find out what else Egil has to say.” Lasgol sighed in anticipation. 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “In addition, it looks as though the new leader of the Camp is a bit of a control freak. He calls it paying attention to detail. He wants to be on top of everything, to know it all, and for the four Master Rangers to request his direct approval before they bring in any new ideas or make any decision. That hasn’t gone down very well. Dolbarar is a lot more open to new ideas, and he’s always encouraged his four Master Rangers to feel free to act and make decisions in their own fields as they see fit. He trusted them. From what I’ve been able to see of Veenerten, I have the feeling he’s the complete opposite. In fact, I’m beginning to think he doesn’t even trust his own shadow. I help him daily, and he always asks me a thousand questions. At first I thought it was because there were things he didn’t know. Now I’m beginning to realize he’s really making sure I do everything the way he wants it. My first impressions of him are that we’re faced with someone who’s very intelligent, but equally distrustful, if not more so, and with a tendency to need to know absolutely everything and to have everything under his own strict control. I don’t know whether this is because of some quirk in his personality or whether he doesn’t trust any of us, which I find rather strange. He might suspect me personally for being the person I am, but not the four Master Rangers, because they’ve spent years serving Dolbarar faithfully. I’m beginning to think it’s more of a character trait.” 
 
    “So, in other words, he doesn’t trust anybody and wants to have everything under his own personal control,” she concluded. 
 
    “Sounds charming,” Lasgol said dryly. 
 
    “You’re not having another of your hunches about him planning something against us?” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “No, I don’t have any hunches. For now.” 
 
    Nilsa snorted, loudly enough for him to hear. “Thank goodness for that!” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I have one,” he said with a smile. “Go on reading, please, if you’d be so kind.”  
 
    “Another of the significant things I’ve noticed recently, that is to say since the end of the war, is that I’m being watched. At first, I ascribed this to my nerves, as I always have to watch my back. Unfortunately, I have been able to establish that I’m being watched very closely inside the Camp. I usually go to the Library every day, as you know, because of my duties, or else to broaden my knowledge. The former I usually do during the day and the latter at night, since I have the key, thanks to my responsibilities. During the day one of the veteran Rangers, Vincent Uliskson, always follows me at a prudent distance. At first I failed to notice, because he keeps himself very well hidden, even in broad daylight, but I had been having the odd sense that I was being watched, and I was unable to shake it off. By one of life’s coincidences – sometimes these things do happen – one day when I was loaded with books I bumped into a third-year who was coming out of the Library, also carrying several books. I fell backwards and the books flew all over the place. I tried to stop one of them – Essays on failed monarchies – hitting the ground and ruining its leather cover. I twisted on the ground, seized it with one hand and rescued it. In that forced move I saw a pair of boots vanishing quickly behind one of the trees behind me, and was surprised by the movement. I got up slowly and stared at the tree while several third-years picked up the books. To my great surprise the boots never reappeared, but instead stayed hidden behind the tree. I waited for some time, but neither the boots nor the Ranger they belonged to came out from behind that tree. Coincidence? I don’t believe very much in coincidences. From that moment I started paying more attention and finally spotted Vincent. It was a difficult business, but gradually I was able to spot him. Of course, I’d already had my suspicions and was almost certain that he was following me, which helped.” 
 
    “Does this Vincent ring a bell?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Nope. He might only just have been sent to the Camp.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be unusual. There’s been quite a turnover of staff, and even more with the war. Go on, please. I don’t like this.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “Then I got an even greater surprise. I was not only being watched during the day, but also at night. Another Ranger, Musker Isterton, also a veteran, is the one in charge of the night shift. I saw him from the Library window one night in a moment of distraction on his part. It was once again because I was watching in case Vincent was outside. I must admit, I’m not surprised that I’m being watched. I am the person I am and I bear the name I bear, and that’s not going to change, The war is over, but the West will regain its strength again in a not-too-distant future, which is beginning to make many illustrious people of our realm nervous. 
 
    “He means King Thoran and his brother Orten,” Nilsa explained, although Lasgol had already guessed.  
 
    “And half the Eastern nobles,” Lasgol added, “from Count Volgren onwards.”  
 
    “Also, Commander Sven and First Ranger Gatik.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, and she went on reading: “Finally, there has been one last event, or rather tendency, which has drawn itself to my attention. Both Ivana and Haakon are getting more and more interested in my comings and goings. I find this strange, because never before have they taken any interest in yours truly, either for good or ill. They ask me too many questions, and they do it quite rudely.” 
 
    “You see? I told you my hunch was a good one!” 
 
    “We don’t know that there’s any connection.” 
 
    “They showed a strange interest in me, and now in Egil. How can there be no connection? Those two are after something.” 
 
    “Let me finish the letter,” Nilsa said, and went on. “The observation they are keeping on me, and the recent interest shown by Ivana and Haakon, must have something to do with the two greatest dangers which threaten us. The first and most obvious is that the interest is because of my name and the possibility that some day, I might seek the crown. That leads us to the usual suspects, and you all know who they are. It’s a very real possibility. The second – and less obvious – danger is to do with the Dark Rangers, although it seems to me less likely. I favor the first option, although we must be cautious, so I’m not ruling out the second, at least for the moment. It could also be both, since we have two Veteran Rangers and two Master Rangers involved in the situation, which makes things a great deal more complicated. I’ll continue to investigate these matters and keep you informed. Don’t worry, I’ll be very careful. I now take my leave, your close friend, Egil.” 
 
    “That worries me a lot,” Lasgol complained. “And I can’t go to help him.”  
 
    “Yes, it’s rather worrying, but for the moment they’re only watching him. They haven’t tried anything.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel any easier. They might be waiting for the right moment to kill him.” 
 
    “I think they’re watching him to find out whether he’s planning anything, and as long as they have no proof, they won’t act.” 
 
    “Who do you think it might be?” 
 
    “I agree with you, it’s probably Thoran and his people. That’s what makes most sense.” 
 
    “Who else knows?” 
 
    “For now, just you and me. I haven’t seen the others. Milton arrived with the message only two nights ago.” 
 
    “That means it’s recent.” 
 
    “Take it easy, Lasgol. Egil knows how to take care of himself, and in the Camp it won’t be easy to try anything.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Lasgol said. But he could not shake off a sense of foreboding. “And you don’t know anything about the others?” 
 
    “Astrid and Viggo, not a word, but that doesn’t surprise me, because … you know … they’re assassins, and their missions are top secret. I haven’t seen them around here, though in any case, even if they were in the city they’d have orders not to be seen, so … well …” She shrugged. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have news from Astrid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It seems to me that we know less and less all the time about where those two are.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of too, and that we’ll see less and less of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a shame. They chose the most secret of the Specialties.” 
 
    “It wasn’t for lack of trying on my part.” 
 
    Nilsa half-smiled. “They obviously didn’t listen.”  
 
    Lasgol looked rueful. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Gerd’s in the south, watching the movements of the Zangrians. I got a message from him. He’s happy because he knows both the area and the ‘uglies’ as he calls them.” Lasgol nodded, looking amused. “Ingrid was sent north, to keep watch on the passes.” 
 
    “That’s odd. Are they afraid the Wild Ones will come down from the Frozen Lands?” 
 
    “No idea. I’m just a rather gossipy liaison and messenger. I’ve no idea what’s behind the reasons for the orders we get.” She smiled and shrugged. 
 
    “Keep your nosy instincts sharp. They’ll come in very handy.” 
 
    “Done deal.” 
 
    “But don’t get caught.” 
 
    “Never. I can pretend like a master.” 
 
    “You’re a real street comedian.” 
 
    “So I am,” she agreed. “Now come on, you’d better report.”  
 
    “Yeah, let’s see what Gondabar wants me for. I’m afraid it’s not going to be anything good …” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They went down the black stone spiral staircase to the third floor, where he was to report.   
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the dining hall on the first floor. I’ll see what’s cooking in the kitchen and sit at one of the long tables to see what the other Rangers have got to tell me” She winked at him. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you there as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good luck!” she said, and vanished downstairs like lightning. Lasgol hoped she would not trip, because at the speed she was going she would crack her head open. That was what Nilsa was like: the oddest thing about the redhead was that even though she was aware that she was not the most coordinated person in the realm, she did not let this small handicap get in her way and went on acting as she was herself: pure nerve. A great quality that Lasgol appreciated in his friend, even though he was afraid it was going to cause her the odd problem here and there. 
 
    He opened the door to Gondabar’s intelligence hall. In the enormous room he saw five Rangers working non-stop behind their large desks. This hall had fascinated him the first time he saw it, and on his second visit it still had the same effect. On one wall there were large maps of different regions of Norghana, drawn with infinite care. He wondered who had made them: some Green Cartographer, probably. Those maps caught his attention, but the ones of foreign kingdoms and distant areas of Tremia on the other walls fascinated him even more. 
 
    The Rangers who were at work there were too busy to pay any attention to him. They were writing messages and notes on parchment and in tomes, which Lasgol guessed were deeply important, so that he did not mind the fact that they never looked up as he came in. On his way to the end of the room he passed a map of Norghana and was forced to stop and take a closer look at it. It was full of pins, each bearing a ribbon with the name of the Ranger it represented. Using his Hawk’s Eye skill, he searched for his own, and to his great surprise, found it, halfway between the village of Isverien and the capital. It seemed incredible to him. He looked around at the five Rangers, who went on working. They knew he was on his way, and as he had not yet reported, they had registered him as if he were between the two points. 
 
    He shook his head, impressed, and came to Liriuson’s desk. The Ranger looked every one of his seventy years, since he did not have a single hair on his head and his eyebrows were thick and very white. He was writing a name on a ribbon he was intending to put in the map. 
 
    “Specialist Lasgol Eklund, reporting,” Lasgol announced formally. 
 
    “Orders, please,” Liriuson replied calmly, as if he repeated the same phrase a thousand times a year. He looked up and examined him from head to foot. 
 
    “I received this message,” Lasgol said. He handed it to Liriuson, who read it slowly. 
 
    “Right. Just a moment.” He took something out of a drawer in his desk: a silent whistle. He blew three times, without disturbing the other Rangers, and immediately a new Ranger came into the hall and joined them. 
 
    “Take Ranger Lasgol Eklund to Gondabar.” 
 
    “At once, sir.” The Ranger bowed respectfully and left, followed by Lasgol. They went up to the fourth floor of the tower, where Gondabar’s personal quarters were. Lasgol recognized the anteroom with its great oak door and the two Rangers on watch duty. His guide left him waiting there and went into the leader’s chamber. A moment later he returned and beckoned to Lasgol, who followed him along a corridor which ended in three doors. The Ranger knocked on the one on the left. 
 
    “Come in,” came a voice from behind the door. 
 
    Lasgol obeyed, and the Ranger left. Lasgol found the leader of the Rangers sitting behind his enormous, ornamented desk. His expression was stern as usual, that of a man with a sharp mind and a strong hand, and yet in his deep gaze there was a trace of kindness. There was a good soul inside that hard man, or so it seemed to Lasgol. 
 
    “Master King’s Ranger, Lasgol Eklund Ranger Specialist reporting,” he said very formally, and handed Gondabar his orders. 
 
    “Welcome, Lasgol,” the leader greeted him, and Lasgol saw in his eyes that he recognized him. “I’m glad to see you alive. We’ve lost good Rangers in this war. Too many.” 
 
    “It’s been tough for the corps,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “It certainly has. And that’s why I’m glad to see you here today. Don’t think I’d forgotten about you. I’ve been following your missions.” 
 
    The comment took Lasgol by surprise. He was not expecting the leader of the Rangers to take any special interest in him. 
 
    “My Leader honors me,” 
 
    “I hope you’re well. Any injuries? Any illness, or any other problem?” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by the questions. “Er … no, no injury or any other problem, sir.” 
 
    “You look well,” Gondabar said, looking him up and down as though making sure of his physical health. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Our leader looks very well too,” Lasgol said untruthfully. The truth was that Gondabar appeared to be bordering a hundred, when in fact he could have been no more than eighty. Lasgol felt that he was more gaunt and worn than the last time he had seen him. His long sharp nose was whiter than snow, full of spots like his bald head. His face was so creased that each blink added years to it. 
 
    “Ha! I doubt it very much, but thanks for the pretend-compliment. If you’re perfectly well, then you can leave on a new mission at once. Eh?” 
 
    “Yes … sir …” Lasgol replied, rather taken aback. 
 
    “Perfect. That’s why I had you summoned.” 
 
    “Is it anything to do with the Dark Rangers?” Lasgol decided to venture, hoping to draw out some information on the topic. The last time he had been in this office they had both talked about it, and Gondabar had promised to look into the unpleasant business. Perhaps he had found out something significant, and had called him for that reason. 
 
    “With that ugly business? No.” Gondabar shook his head several times. 
 
    “Has there been any significant progress that might help us find out the leaders of this secret organization?” 
 
    “I see you like to go straight to the point. That’s not always the best strategy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir … it’s just that it troubles me …” 
 
    “I can assure you, you’re not the only one who’s deeply worried about it.” 
 
    “I thought that maybe requesting my presence might have something to do with it.” 
 
    “No, it’s something else which also concerns you, but don’t think for a moment that I’ve forgotten the Dark Rangers. I’m very worried by that stain on the honor of our Corps. I’ve been able to find out one or two details which confirm the existence of the group, as I already suspected, and as you insisted before the final campaign against the West. As far as that’s concerned, you can relax.” 
 
    Lasgol gave a slight gasp. “I’m glad, sir,” he said, feeling very relieved. He had not been sure whether Gondabar was going to take the matter seriously or not. There was no knowing what leaders thought, or what direction their decisions would take. 
 
    The Leader nodded. “I understand. Nobody likes being taken for a lunatic with a head full of conspiracy theories.” 
 
    “There’ve been times when I’ve felt that way, it’s true.” 
 
    “There won’t be any more of them. You have my confidence and support in this shameful and terrible matter. The other Ranger Leaders have been informed, and they’ll help me resolve the situation. We’ll find out what’s behind all this. Unfortunately, the war and our service to the King haven’t given us any opportunity to delve deeply enough into the mystery. Whatever progress we’ve made has been minimal, and I’m not at all happy. I can’t have a group of traitors roaming the realm at will, particularly as they’re our own people. It’s a terrible dishonor, something we’ve got to resolve by ourselves, since we ought to clear up our own problems internally. I can’t take this to the King.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t King Thoran help us clear this up?” Lasgol asked, although he did not trust Thoran in the slightest. He himself might be the one behind the Dark Rangers, using them for his own dirty affairs. It was not unthinkable to imagine that he would use them to carry out secret work which he did not want Gondabar and the Leaders of the Rangers to know about. It was even possible that he was using them to destabilize the Rangers themselves, seeking to install a replacement in his own full confidence at their head without it appearing to have been forced by his own hand. It was a theory Viggo believed, and Egil had not dismissed it, which made it plausible. 
 
    “The King has too many worries already. Besides, if he knew about this business he might demand my head for bad management of the corps on my part …” 
 
    “No, sir …” 
 
    “He’d be within his rights to do so. This has happened under my leadership, and it’s a dishonor which I must take on my own shoulders and pay for the consequences. So, I will, but for the moment I must focus on keeping the corps clean, united, and working with integrity and honor. That, and finding the Dark Rangers so that I can uproot them from our revered corps. I’m going to correct my errors, even if it’s the last thing I do. There’ll be no traitors among our people operating on the fringe of the Path. I intend to find them all and get rid of them, one by one. I don’t have much time left as a leader, but I promise you one thing: I’ll leave with that evil completely eradicated.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lasgol bowed his head. Gondabar’s words, and his determination, had impressed him. 
 
    “That’s also one of the reasons why you’ve been sent on missions in distant parts of the realm.” 
 
    “Sir?” Lasgol was not sure he understood what Gondabar meant. 
 
    “To protect you. After what happened here in the capital, I mean the attempt on your life, I don’t want to run any risks with your safety. The Dark Rangers want you dead, and we need to find out why. It could give us a clue that would help us find the leaders. That’s why I’ve kept you away from the capital, and from big cities, where it would be easier to try and kill you.” 
 
    “I see, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I had to call you sooner than I’d hoped. You’re needed, and it’s not me who called you.” 
 
    “The King?” 
 
    “That’s right. The situation in the North has gotten a lot more complicated in the last few months. There’s a lot of activity in the Frozen Territories. The Wild Ones of the Ice have been stopping our soldiers and Rangers from going anywhere near there. Not only that, but they’ve begun to cross the passes, and carry out incursions on this side of the mountains. There’ve been several villages and farms sacked. The King’s orders are to move on the passes, secure them, then go on to the Frozen Territories and take them for the Crown.” 
 
    “I had no idea the Wild Ones were causing so much trouble.” 
 
    “The information is being kept restricted. We’ve just come out of a war, and the King doesn’t want to start another.” 
 
    “But if they cross to our side …” 
 
    “He has no choice but to act. He can’t afford to appear as weak King.” 
 
    “With all due respect, but what about the Ice Specter?” 
 
    “That’s why you’ve been called. You’re going to lead the King’s troops to the Specter.” 
 
    “Steel can’t kill it. I’ve seen that with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Mage Eicewald and his Ice Magi are also going.” 
 
    “I see. That’s why all those soldiers are practicing.” 
 
    “Exactly. You all leave at dawn.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “Yes. They were waiting for you.” 
 
    “Very well, sir. Let’s hope the Ice Magi and the soldiers together can take possession of the territories.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. In any case, there’s no choice. Those are King Thoran’s direct orders.” 
 
    “We’ll carry them out, sir,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It’s a great honor, to be guiding the King’s troops. We have to trust that the King’s forces will be able to deal with the Specter. The world of magic is extensive and complex. I only know a little about it, but I trust the knowledge and powers of the King’s Magi. With an army, together with the Ice Magi, there ought to be no creature or specter, magical or not, that can stand up to them. I don’t know whether they’ll kill it, but I’ve no doubt that they’ll banish it to the depths of some frozen abyss.” 
 
    “Yes, sir …”  
 
    “Good luck, Lasgol. Report when you come back.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, sir.” And with a respectful nod, Lasgol left. He thought about the Specter, and a long shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Lasgol joined Nilsa in the dining hall, where they sat down by themselves at one of the long tables. There were more Rangers at the other tables, and Lasgol lowered his voice so that nobody could overhear them. Quickly he told her everything Gondabar had said. 
 
    Nilsa listened wide-eyed, hanging from every word, biting her nails. When he had finished, she nodded repeatedly. 
 
    “I’ll keep on the lookout for any information or suspicious movements that point to the Dark Rangers. You needn’t worry about that.” 
 
    “Has Gondabar said anything to you?” 
 
    “Not much, actually, but when you and I were attacked he did question me long and thoroughly, three separate times.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good sign. I think it means he’s worried and wants to get to the bottom of the matter.” 
 
    “Now that you’ve told me he’s investigating, I’ll offer to help him, casually. Then he might share some relevant information with me and we might get an insight into who they are and how they operate.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. Do it subtly, so that he doesn’t know I’ve been telling you about this.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll mention it in passing, when anything odd happens in town – which is every week. I’ll tell him I’m worried we might be attacked again, or something like that, to see if I can get him to talk about it.” 
 
    “Fine, but be very careful and don’t get too involved. It’s very dangerous.” 
 
    She winked at him. “It’s dangerous for you. I don’t think they want to kill me.”  
 
    “If they find out you’re investigating them, I promise they will. They’re not going to let anybody find them out.” 
 
    “All right … I’ll be careful.” She stroked his arm to relax him. He was very tense, and it was noticeable. 
 
    “Thanks. I feel a bit easier now, though not much.” 
 
    “We’re safe here,” she assured him. 
 
    Lasgol looked around. Several Rangers were eating at long tables near them, and at the furthest a dozen Royal Rangers were chatting. He nodded toward them. 
 
    “We can’t tell whether any of them is working for the Dark Ones.” 
 
    Nilsa took a good look at them. “I know nearly all of them. I don’t think they’re with the Dark Ones.” 
 
    “There’s no way of telling. It could be anyone. And we won’t know until they act.” 
 
    Nilsa made a face. “That’s true.” She was watching them thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s why you need to be very careful and not trust even a Royal Ranger. We have no idea how high up they’ve infiltrated our corps.” 
 
    “You think they’ve infiltrated the different ranks? Specialists? Royal Rangers? Master Rangers? Leaders?” She was looking deeply worried.  
 
    “Specialists and Royals: I’d say very probably yes. As for the leaders, I hope not. It would be awful for the honor of the corps. In fact, what Egil said about Ivana and Haakon’s behavior – which I’d already experienced myself – worries me.” 
 
    Nilsa put her hands to her face in disbelief. “It can’t be them. I refuse to believe it. They’re Master Rangers.” 
 
    “Stranger things have been seen. Bear in mind that we know nothing about them. Nothing at all. It might be a good idea to look into their past and see what we can find out.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that!” Nilsa cried eagerly. 
 
    “Good. But very carefully and without raising any suspicion. Will you manage to be subtle and do it without being noticed?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Lasgol was not very convinced by this. “Mm … I don’t know …” 
 
    “Take it easy, you wait and see. Leave it to me.” She nodded toward the Royal Rangers. “I’ll start with them. I’m sure they know things …” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t forget that one of them might be a Dark One. Be very careful with how you get hold of the information.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll ask casually, as if I’m just making conversation, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’d prefer not to worry, but I do …” 
 
    “That’s because you have a heart of gold,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Suddenly a shadow took shape above him. He turned sideways on the bench and saw two Rangers behind him. He stiffened at once, and his hands reached instinctively for his weapons. Nilsa had also reached for her Ranger’s knife and short axe. 
 
    “Are you Lasgol Eklund?” asked a veteran Ranger. There was a younger one with him. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Enker Vastersen, Tireless Explorer Specialist. This is Misten Onsulson, Elemental Archer Specialist. We’ve been sent to find you. We’re leaving at once.” 
 
    Lasgol relaxed and let go of his weapons. “We’re leaving now?” 
 
    “Already?” Nilsa said, looking disappointed. 
 
    “The army’s already assembling in front of the Royal Castle.” Enker gestured with his thumb. “We need to get going.” 
 
    “Are you coming with me?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve been assigned to help you guide the army.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great!” Lasgol said. He knew that all the help he could get would be useful, particularly that of two Ranger Specialists. 
 
    “I know that area very well, the Frozen Territories,” Enker said. “I’ve had to go deep into them several times. Though I believe you know it too, right?” 
 
    “Not as well as an experienced Explorer,” Lasgol said, looking at him with respect. The veteran Specialist was blond and wore his hair tied in a queue in which silver strands were visible. Blue eyes in a hard face showed that he had lived through many experiences. “But yes, I know them. I’ve been to the area several times.” 
 
    “Good.” He nodded toward his partner. “Misten doesn’t know the area.”  
 
    “Most of my missions have been in the south of the kingdom,” Misten said. He looked four or five years older than Lasgol. “Around Orten’s duchy. That’s King Thoran’s brother.” 
 
    “We’ll wait for you outside,” Enker said. “Before you leave, call in on the second floor and get the gear you need. Ranger Helmond’s in charge of supplies, and he’ll give you whatever you need.” The two of them left the dining-hall. 
 
    “We’d better say goodbye,” Lasgol said to Nilsa. 
 
    She glanced at the other tables. “Better outside.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded and they went out to the tower stairs. There, away from prying eyes, they hugged tightly. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said. 
 
    “The same to you. See you soon.” 
 
    He went down a floor and picked up the equipment and food he would need. Helmond replenished the supply of herbs for his belt, and even gave him several ready-made elemental arrows. This seemed pure luxury to Lasgol, who thanked him. He fetched Trotter from the stables and joined Enker and Misten. 
 
    Commander Sven, First Ranger Gatik and no less than King Thoran himself, accompanied by his brother Orten and Count Volgren, were coming out of the castle, surrounded by the Royal Guard. Lasgol was impressed to see all the leaders of the East, who now controlled the crown and the kingdom, so close to him. Anyone could have reached out and seized them. Except that if he did, he would probably have his arm sliced off cleanly. It was not a good idea to get close to the lords of the Norghanian court. They spoke for a short time, then the King went back to his castle with his brother and the count, followed by the Guard. 
 
    Sven and Gatik mounted two magnificent stallions. As they went to join the soldiers, they passed next to Lasgol and clearly recognized him. He nodded respectfully and kept his head bowed as they passed. The Commander of the Guard and the First Ranger returned the greeting, their own being short and military, and went on without a word. 
 
    “Wow, you have important friends,” Enker said, impressed by what he had just seen. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them friends, more like acquaintances.” 
 
    “Important ones, either way.” 
 
    “I’ll grant you that. Are they coming with us?” 
 
    “It looks like it,” Enker said, watching them leave the castle. 
 
    “Isn’t it strange? Shouldn’t it be a general leading the mission?” Lasgol found it odd that two such significant people, the King’s right and left hands, should be leading it. 
 
    “Everything about this expedition is pretty strange,” Misten said. He indicated five riders who were approaching them from another of the castle towers. 
 
    Lasgol recognized them at once. They were unmistakable. They wore long white robes with silver motifs, and their long straight hair was as white as those robes. The staves they held in one hand, and the horses they rode were white. Everything about them, in fact, was snow-white. They were not soldiers, but Ice Magi. At their head was Mage Eicewald. Unlike the others, he was as strong as a Royal Guard, and his eyes, black as night, seemed out of place in his pale Norghanian face. They made you feel uneasy when you looked at them. He stopped beside Lasgol, as did the other four magi. 
 
    “Lasgol Eklund,” the King’s Mage greeted him courteously. 
 
    “Sir,” Lasgol replied, equally courteously. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you, Ranger.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord Mage of the King.” 
 
    “War usually takes many good men, among them Rangers who serve the Crown. I’m glad you’ve survived. Have they brought you up to date with the situation?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Our leader Gondabar, informed me of how things are, and the mission I have to carry out.” 
 
    “Excellent. You are to be our guide.” 
 
    “It’s an honor.” 
 
    “You’ve been in the Frozen Territories and faced the Frozen Specter. There’s nobody better to guide us to it.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll speak later on.” The Mage nodded again and went on with the other four Ice Magi. 
 
    Enker gave a long whistle. “Since when do you know all the heavyweight figures of the Court?”  
 
    “Those magi have left me stone cold,” Misten protested. He was shaking himself as if trying to get warm. 
 
    “Quite honestly, they’d impress the bravest of braves,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Particularly that Eicewald,” Enker said, shaking his head. “What eyes! They say he practices dark magic …” 
 
    “I doubt it. They’re Ice Magi who specialize in Elemental Magic of Water. And from what I’ve seen of Eicewald, he’s a scholar too. I don’t think he practices dark magic.” 
 
    Enker shrugged. “Well, you know more than we do.”  
 
    “Are they true … the rumors about the Specter?” Misten asked. 
 
    “I don’t know the rumors,” Lasgol said, “but it’s real and very dangerous, that much I can assure you.” 
 
    “So much for our luck,” Misten grumbled. 
 
    “But it’s not a Specter, is it?” Enker asked. 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “I don’t know what it is. It might be a Specter or not. That’s something the Magi will decide. I’m only a Ranger.” 
 
    “Then we’re screwed,” Misten muttered. 
 
    “And can you tell us everything you know?” Enker asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but now we’d better get going. I think they’re waiting for us,”  
 
    They mounted and left the castle. In the main avenue three thousand infantry soldiers were lined up in formation, with their red and white scaled armor and winged helmets, round shields and war axes in hand, ready to march. 
 
    Lasgol and his two comrades advanced to the head, where Sven was waiting, together with two dozen Royal Guards, and Gatik with another dozen Royal Rangers. When he glanced back he saw the five Ice Magi catching up after stopping to pick up a couple of travelling-bags which a couple of craftsmen had handed to them. They took their place behind Sven and Gatik’s groups. 
 
    Once they were all in position there was a tense, nervous silence. The campaign for the Frozen Territories was under way. 
 
    Sven raised his sword to the sky when Eicewald gave him a nod. “Move on!” he ordered. 
 
    Lasgol and his two comrades set off, with the army following them. As they rode down the great avenue toward the southern gate of the city, the citizens hurried to see them leave, and a crowd gathered all along both sides of the avenue. They were being sent off amid applause and cries of support and celebration. The people had not seen their army for some time, and although it was ominous to see them leaving for fear of what they might bring back, Norghanians were always proud to watch the best infantry of the continent setting off to battle. The soldiers felt the warm support of their people and marched on, their chests swollen with pride. 
 
    When they crossed the gate, Lasgol turned to his comrades. 
 
    “I’m going to fetch my familiar, my snow panther. I’ll be back in a moment. Head north along the main road. I’ll be back in no time.” 
 
    It did not take him long to reach the forest where he had left his two friends. When he called Camu and Ona they appeared at once, surprised by how quickly he had come back for them. They had not been expecting him for at least a couple of days more. Lasgol explained the mission very quickly, because he did not want to lag behind too long. It would make a bad impression if the Ranger in charge of leading the troops fell behind the moment he had left the capital. 
 
    Go north? Camu asked, transmitting a feeling of worry. 
 
    I’m afraid so. We’re going to deal with the threat of the Wild Ones of the Ice and the Ice Specter. 
 
    Wild Ones fun, Specter not fun, Camu transmitted. Lasgol understood his meaning perfectly well. He did not mind facing the Wild Ones, whom he considered stupid brutes, but the Specter was something very different. 
 
    I know. I feel the same. They’re the King’s orders. There’s nothing we can do. We have to follow them. 
 
    Better be careful. 
 
    Camu’s warning left Lasgol very uneasy. Camu was very rarely afraid of anything, but for some reason he was afraid of the Ice Specter, which was a very bad sign. 
 
    During the journey, stay half a league away and don’t come near the soldiers. All right? 
 
    When I join? 
 
    When we reach the Frozen Territories. 
 
    All right. 
 
    One more thing: five Ice Magi are with us, so you’ll feel their magical power. Stay away from them and don’t interfere with their magic. I don’t want them to find you out. 
 
    I well-behaved. Not prevent magic. 
 
    That’s a good boy. We’ll have enough trouble with the Wild Ones and the Specter, and I don’t want any problems with the Magi as well. 
 
    No problem. 
 
    Good. Ona, you come with me and don’t move from my side, not even two paces. There are too many soldiers, and I don’t trust them. They could be very aggressive toward you. 
 
    Ona growled affirmatively. 
 
    Right then, let’s go. 
 
    Lasgol rejoined the head of the formation, with Ona beside him, keeping close to Trotter, who snorted every now and then, so that Lasgol had to soothe him. 
 
    “What a beauty!” Misten exclaimed when he saw her. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “So she is.”  
 
    “A magnificent specimen, yes sir,” Enker agreed. 
 
    Lasgol jabbed his thumb behind him. “If you could lend me a hand to protect her from all those soldiers, I’d be grateful.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Misten said. “We’d be delighted to help.”  
 
    “You know what soldiers are like. Particularly on campaign.” 
 
    “We know,” Enker chuckled. “We’d better stay together, the three of us, and away from them. The soldiers aren’t like us, they don’t have our sensitivity to nature and animals. They only care for military matters and killing.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not far off the mark there,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “I’ve been dealing with them for quite a few years. We Rangers understand one another, and we see things differently to how they do. Often I wonder whether their brains are taken out when they’re training. I swear to you, the impression I get is that they’re no smarter than watchdogs. And they don’t know much beyond how to bite.” Enker pretended to look horrified. 
 
    “Smart, what people would call smart … that’s something they really aren’t,” Misten said, and laughed. 
 
    Enker did the same, and Lasgol smiled too, though he looked back unobtrusively to make sure nobody was listening. They were a hundred paces ahead of the beginning of the column, so that they were safe from being overheard, for which he was grateful. It was not that he had a bad image of the Norghanian soldiers, but Misten and Enker were perfectly correct. Soldiers and Rangers were very different in the training they had been given and in their way of seeing the world, as well as the ways in which they faced problems and carried out orders. Lasgol tried not to regard Rangers as superior to soldiers, but in many respects they were. Perhaps the exceptions were hand-to-hand combat and assaults on buildings and walls, where the Norghanian soldiers had no rival. Lasgol acknowledged these virtues, but not many more. When it came to thinking for themselves, looking for solutions to complex problems, survival in mountains and forests, they were hopeless. All the same, he was glad to have three thousand Norghanian soldiers with him, strong and trained to kill. He had an unpleasant feeling in the pit of his stomach that he was going to need them all. 
 
    “Much better to surround yourself with Rangers,” he commented under his breath. 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Enker said with a broad smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first days of the march were quiet. Lasgol, Enker and Misten took turns, so that two of them were always half a league ahead and exploring to make sure they met with no trouble. It was unlikely now that the war was over, but a Ranger who did not look ahead was a dead Ranger. So said the Path. The troops advanced slowly, even choosing broad roads in good condition, compared with those the Rangers were used to, but they would have to adapt. Infantry soldiers were hard as rock and strong as an ox, but quick, in any sense of the word, they were not. They went on steadily, all at the same military pace which ensured they could cover long distances – but slowly. 
 
    At night they camped on the road itself, lit campfires and put up wide red-and-white tents. They set up watch posts and rested. Sven and his Royal Guards did so alone in a group around a fire beside an enormous, beautifully-made tent, worthy of a wealthy nobleman. Gatik and the Royal Rangers made up another group with Ranger tents, which were small but very well-made. The Magi formed a third group around a fire, with a round, snow-white tent on whose surface Lasgol could make out silver runes. He supposed they would protect against other types of magic, though he had no idea which. Nobody went near the Magi’s fire, since everybody respected and feared them – the latter more than the former. There were few things a Norghanian soldier feared more than magic. The soldiers formed a hundred separate groups. Lasgol and his two comrades rested together a little ahead and observed this curious night-time military formation. 
 
      
 
    For a couple of weeks, they went on without complications. The weather was good, and the soldiers were holding up well. At first Ona was wary of Enker and Misten, which both they and Lasgol knew was normal in a great cat. The two Rangers treated her as if she were the fourth member of the team they had formed with Lasgol, and gradually, as the days went by, they earned the trust of both Ona and Lasgol. As they were experienced Ranger Specialists, both Lasgol and Ona felt very comfortable with them. They were excellent company, and he knew that when the moment of truth came, he could trust both of them. 
 
    That moment was drawing closer. 
 
    After making out the majestic Eternal Mountains in the distance which divided the northern part of the kingdom, they reached the pass of the White Dragon’s Gorge. 
 
    At the entrance to the pass, they found traces of death.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol crouched down to examine the tracks at the entrance to the pass, while Trotter waited a few paces behind him. He found a dozen footprints of Wild Ones of the Ice, which were unmistakable. The two Norghanian soldiers impaled on either wall of the pass left no doubt about who had done it. Each had been impaled through the torso with a war axe whose ice-blue tip was embedded in the rock. It was a brutal sight.  
 
    Lasgol sighed. A sad ending for these two poor wretches. 
 
    Ona was sniffing a little further into the pass. She growled. 
 
    Yeah, I’m sorry too, Lasgol transmitted to her. She could smell them. They were very close, probably at the other end of the pass, waiting for them to cross so that they could fall on them. Don’t go too far in. It’s dangerous. 
 
    The snow panther chirped affirmatively at him and stayed on guard just in case, while Lasgol went on studying the trails. When he had learned as much as he could, he waited for his two comrades to join him. The troops would take half a day longer to get here. 
 
    The first one to arrive was Enker, who shook his head at the sight of the grotesque scene. “Poor wretches,” he murmured. 
 
    “They were unlucky,” Lasgol said sadly. 
 
    “What I found isn’t much better.” 
 
    “What about the village of Isvengorg?” 
 
    “Completely destroyed.” 
 
    “No! Any survivors?” 
 
    “It’s gone, devastated, I’d say a few weeks ago: a group of a hundred and fifty or so Wild Ones of the Ice. I saw tracks of peasants heading south, so I think there were some survivors who managed to escape. I also found two dozen dead men. They must have stayed to fight and gain time for the rest to get away.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. “This is very bad news.” 
 
    Enker nodded. “I can’t believe they’ve dared cross the pass and attack a village on our side. It seems almost unthinkable to me. Don’t they realize King Thoran’s going to kill them for this?” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. He knew perfectly well that Thoran would not permit this kind of outrage to his honor. At the same time, he did not see how the King could punish the Wild Ones as he might wish to. 
 
    “What about the farms further south?” 
 
    “They’ve been attacked too, but luckily the families managed to escape. I haven’t found any bodies. The farms have been utterly destroyed.” 
 
    “They’re sending us clear messages, that they don’t want us on their side or anywhere near the pass,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Their side’s Norghana too, it belongs to the kingdom. The King won’t allow anybody to say otherwise.” 
 
    “I know, but the Wild Ones and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent don’t see it that way. Everything on the other side of these mountains they consider their own territory.” 
 
    “Well then, we’ve got quite a problem on our hands.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “We certainly have.”  
 
    Misten arrived a little later, and there was no need for him to say anything. His face said it all. 
 
    “As bad as that?” Enker said. 
 
    He shook his head. “The village of Tulkors isn’t there any longer. Half the inhabitants have been murdered.”  
 
    “That’s terrible,” Lasgol said sadly. “They’ve attacked the two villages closest to the pass and left this warning for anyone who dares cross it.” He indicated the macabre scene at the mouth of the pass. 
 
    “Have they gone mad?” Misten asked in disbelief. “They’re going to force another war, and one they can’t win.” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing. If the Wild Ones had the Ice Specter on their side, which he feared was the case, the ones who would not win the war might be themselves, the Norghanians. 
 
    When the troops arrived, Lasgol went to report to Commander Sven and First Ranger Gatik. Enker and Misten went with him and stood behind him. 
 
    “The Wild Ones have attacked the farms and villages near the pass, sir.” 
 
    “On this side?” Gatik asked, looking troubled. 
 
    “Yes, sir. There are no Norghanian farms or villages on the other side of the mountains. The Wild Ones destroyed them long ago, and we haven’t been able to take that area back. There are no Norghanians in the Frozen Territories, either soldiers or civilians. I was among the last to cross this pass, and that was in retreat, before the end of the civil war.” 
 
    “That’s going to change now,” Sven assured him firmly. He genuinely believed it. “They’re not going to push us back from the Frozen Territories. I’ve come to take them back for the King, and that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to take them and keep them, expel the Wild Ones of the Ice from this area and make them go back to the Frozen Continent. That’s what the King has ordered. He’s put me in command of this mission because it’s one that’s worrying him, and he wants to make sure that no mistakes are made. He’s left the generals of the army in Norghania and granted me the command personally. There won’t be any mistakes. We’re going to carry out Thoran’s wishes. The Frozen Territories will return to the dominion of Norghana.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lasgol replied with a respectful nod. But he was left wondering whether the Commander had really thought out the plan – or whether the King had, since they were following his orders and his wishes. The Wild Ones considered the Frozen Territories as their own, and what was more, as sacred territory. They had temples hidden in deep caverns in the mountains further north. He doubted very much whether they would abandon them, quite apart from the fact that there were semi-giants still living in those caverns. It was not that he doubted Commander Sven’s capacity. He was sure he was a good leader and strategist, as he had proved in war, both against Darthor and against the Western League. This was why Thoran had put him in command, since he trusted him more than anyone else. And he had sent Gatik for the same reason, so that he would support and help Sven. These two made up a winning team. They were the King’s most trusted and skilled men. Thoran was clever. He was not going to send his brute of a brother Orten with two generals to the other side of the mountain. It was too risky. The strategy seemed to be the right one, but what was not so clear to Lasgol was whether they could come out victorious after what he had witnessed. 
 
    “Many dead civilians?” Sven asked. 
 
    “Quite a few, sir,” Lasgol said, and Enker and Misten nodded. 
 
    Sven turned red with rage. “They’ll pay for this! Cowards! Attacking defenseless villagers and peasants is unforgivable. I’ll have no mercy on them. I’ll put them to the sword, all of them!” 
 
    “There’s something else, sir …” After seeing the Commander’s reaction, Lasgol almost did not dare show him the message that had been left at the entrance to the pass. 
 
    When he showed them the two dead soldiers, Sven roared with rage, as he had expected. 
 
    “How dare they! These are Norghanian soldiers! They have no respect!” 
 
    “It’s a message they’ve left for us,” Gatik explained in a more restrained voice. “They knew we were coming. It’s a clear warning.”  
 
    “So that we don’t cross?” Sven asked. 
 
    Gatik nodded. “That’s right. They’re warning us what’ll happen to us if we cross. It’s a rather barbaric way of sending us a serious warning, but a very effective one. I’ve understood it, and I have no doubts about it. Right, Lasgol?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” He glanced at Enker and Misten. “That’s what we understand too.”  
 
    Sven shook his head and muttered something under his breath. “Take them down from there and give them a decent burial. They’re Norghanian soldiers.” 
 
    “With honors?” one if his guards asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” Gatik warned him. He pointed up at the snow-capped peaks. “They’ll see the smoke and know we’ve arrived.” 
 
    “The tracks indicate that they have watch patrols on the other side of the pass,” Lasgol said quickly, confirming what the First Ranger had suggested. A Norghanian soldier’s burial with honors involved burning his corpse on a funerary pyre, and the Wild Ones would see the smoke from the far side of the mountains. 
 
    “Fine,” Sven said. “We’ll move on and leave some men behind to give them a decent burial. Take them down.” 
 
    The two soldiers were quickly taken down and carried away. 
 
    “You three,” he said to Lasgol, Enker and Misten. “Go forward and make sure there’s no ambush waiting for us on the other side. When it’s clear, one of you come back and let us know.”  
 
    Lasgol knew that this was a very dangerous order. There was a good chance that their enemies would be waiting for them on the other side. It might be an advance party, or it might be an ambush by a thousand Wild Ones. In either case, it was extremely dangerous, and the look on Enker and Misten’s faces confirmed this. 
 
    “The Rangers will do their duty and warn us if we’re going head-first into an ambush,” Gatik said. “There’s nothing better than a Ranger for this type of errand,” he added with conviction, and glanced at Lasgol. 
 
    They could not refuse. Gatik was the most senior of the Rangers after Gondabar and the leaders of the Camp and the Shelter. 
 
    Lasgol signaled to Ona, who was waiting beside Trotter on one side of the entrance to the pass, to let her know they were moving on. The three Rangers mounted and went on into the pass, while the troops rested and prepared to cross, once it was established that it was safe. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Enker said as they entered the deep, rocky gorge. “I’m an Explorer, and the most experienced.” 
 
    “I can do it too,” Lasgol objected. “Ona helps me.”  
 
    “It’ll be better if I go. You follow a little behind in case I’m attacked or fall into a trap, and Misten can go last with Fire Arrows. If we’re attacked, release high toward our own side as a signal, so they can see it.” 
 
    “I’ve got two Fire Arrows ready,” Misten said. “They’re soaked in oil, and they burn with a very black smoke that’s visible from a long way off.”  
 
    “Perfect. That’s that sorted out, then,” Enker said, and took the lead. 
 
    As they went forward through the pass at a distance of five hundred paces from one another, they looked constantly in every direction, almost involuntarily. Lasgol had the feeling that at any moment hundreds of gigantic Wild Ones were going to hurl themselves at them, although his mind told him that this was impossible. The walls of the gorge were very high and practically vertical. Even so, he was distinctly uneasy. He used his Gift and called upon Hawk’s Eye, Cat-like Agility, Improved Reflexes and Owl Hearing, just in case. 
 
    Alert. Track, he told Ona. 
 
    The panther looked at him. Her eyes were uneasy. 
 
    Yes, there’s danger. The Wild Ones of the Ice are right ahead, I’m sure of it. We have to see whether we can cross the pass. 
 
    Ona growled. She had understood. She would be on the alert. 
 
    Enker went on, bow in hand, his eyes fixed on the ground, checking everything in front of him. Lasgol kept an eye on the heights and the distance, trying to decipher the sound of the breeze as it brushed against the walls of the pass on its way to him. He was restless, and nor was he the only one: Ona was equally so. She had discovered the trail of a dozen Wild Ones beside the right-hand wall and was following it with her ears pricked and the fur on her tail on end. Misten, behind them, was carrying three elemental arrows in one hand and his bow in the other, ready to raise the alarm. 
 
    They were nearing the exit of the pass, and this was the most complicated moment. Enker dismounted, crouched and studied the trail, trying to see whether there were any signs of a trap ahead. Lasgol did the same and leapt off Trotter. He nocked an arrow and watched Enker, who was already leaving the exit at a crouch, hugging the left wall as he went. Lasgol was aware that the older Ranger’s chances of survival were growing incrementally less with each step he took outside the canyon mouth. 
 
    Suddenly Enker released in a lightning-fast move. He nocked again and released again, confidently, then turned and ran into the pass. As he did so he whistled five times, short and shrill. Lasgol understood the message in a flash before he saw them: five huge Wild Ones of the Ice chasing Enker. His horse took fright at the sight of the savages running toward it, clutching axes, and ran off, leaving Enker behind. 
 
    We’re going to defend Enker, Lasgol said to Trotter and Ona. 
 
    He aimed and released at the Wild One who was in the lead. The arrow caught him in the chest, but he kept running. Enker stopped for a moment and released again. The second Wild One took the arrow in his chest, where the two previous ones had hit him. Enker turned, still running like lightning. The Wild Ones were not gaining on him, which did not surprise Lasgol, as the other Ranger was a Tireless Explorer. The third arrow seemed to tip the balance, and the Wild One fell dead on his face. 
 
    Lasgol released again at the one in the lead. This second arrow too struck him in the chest, but did not stop him. Enker came to a rapid halt and released at the same Wild One. The third arrow finished him, and he fell dead to one side in mid-run. Enker reached Lasgol’s side and stood beside him as he nocked. The three remaining Wild Ones were almost on them. 
 
    “The one on the left,” Lasgol said. 
 
    They both released at the same time and hit the closest Wild One simultaneously, but he did not fall. As he reached them he prepared to hit them with his colossal axe, but Ona leapt on him. With a powerful blow she toppled him on to his back. He tried to struggle to his feet again, but she bit him savagely in the arm which held the axe. He dropped the weapon and turned to face her. 
 
    Lasgol and Enker released their last two arrows and hit the two Wild Ones a moment before they reached them.  One of them tried to launch a blow at Lasgol with his axe, but he slid to one side, drawing short axe and long knife as he did so. Enker threw himself to one side and rolled away from the other’s axe-blow, at the same time drawing his own weapons. They were faced with a one-to-one combat with two Wild Ones of the Ice. The odds were against them. 
 
    Lasgol’s attacker was about to deliver a circular slash with his axe, to cut him in two at the waist, when an arrow hit him in the forehead. There was a small explosion, and a tremendous discharge struck his head, making him howl in pain. Lasgol saw Misten out of the corner of his eye releasing another Air Arrow and hitting another Wild One in the same way. He and Enker seized the chance to attack their opponents’ legs, their weakest points, seeking to maim them. 
 
    Two new elemental arrows hit the Wild Ones. These were Fire arrows, so that their heads burst into flame. They died amid screams of pain. Lasgol and Enker hastened to help Ona, who was fighting the last Wild One on the ground. She had his arm firmly in her jaws and was not letting go. Between them all, they put an end to the last Wild One of the Ice. 
 
    Lasgol hurried to see how Ona was. She had taken several hard blows, but luckily was not seriously hurt. 
 
    Ona, good. Ona Brave, he transmitted to her. 
 
    The panther moaned faintly, and he petted her. 
 
    “Your panther’s a fierce one,” Enker said. “She fought like a true warrior.”  
 
    “She certainly is,” Lasgol agreed proudly. 
 
    “Thanks for covering my back.”  
 
    “That’s what the Path teaches.” 
 
    Enker nodded. “Even so, thanks.” 
 
    “Thank Misten. If it weren’t for him we wouldn’t be here to tell the tale,” said Lasgol. “That was amazing marksmanship with the elemental arrows. It was spectacular!” 
 
    Misten shrugged. “I can’t track like you two, but there’s one thing I can do, and that’s release elemental arrows just as if they were the normal ones. I have a good eye and a strong arm.” 
 
    “I can swear to that,” Enker said. 
 
    “I have a lot of trouble hitting my target with elemental arrows,” Lasgol said, “because of the added weight and the shape. They don’t cut the wind so well. I can tell you, you’ve left me really impressed. You got them all in the forehead … several times …” 
 
    “The Wild Ones have very large heads,” Misten joked. “Hard to miss. It’s nothing.”  
 
    “It’s nothing for an Elemental Archer,” Enker insisted with a smile. “For the rest of us it’s certainly something.” 
 
    Ona stretched. She seemed to be uninjured, which Lasgol was very grateful for. He thought of Camu, far behind. He wished he could have been with them, because he could have used the creature’s help. But for the moment it was better that he had stayed away. 
 
    “Are there any more Wild Ones out there?” Misten asked. 
 
    “I didn’t see any more,” Enker said. “It seemed to be a watch patrol.”  
 
    “Let’s go and check,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    They tracked the area, bows at the ready, but only found the trail of the group they had just fought. They went on a little further until they were sure there was no danger. 
 
    “I’ll go and tell them they can go on,” Lasgol said.  
 
    “Right. We’ll secure the area.” 
 
    Lasgol mounted Trotter, and with Ona at his side he went back to the army and told Commander Sven what had happened. 
 
    “Good. In that case we move on. Pass the order.”  
 
    Once they crossed the pass, there would be no turning back. Lasgol could see from Sven’s face that he was determined to gain another victory for Thoran. Nothing would stop him.” 
 
    “Tell the troops to get ready!” Sven ordered. “We’re leaving!”  
 
    “Lasgol, ride with me for a while,” Gatik asked him unexpectedly. 
 
    “It’ll be an honor, sir,” Lasgol replied almost automatically, although immediately his mind began to ask questions. Why did the First Ranger want to talk to him? Was it only to get more information about the trail he had found, or was it something more? He had a strange feeling, because although Gatik was First Ranger, the best among all of them, he was also the one who had launched an arrow against Egil on Uthar’s order and caused the death of Duke Olafstone, who had thrown himself at Egil to shield him with his own body. He would never forget that, and still less would Egil. In fact, one day Egil would want to settle that particular score. Lasgol knew his friend and knew that he would not let it go, not that particular act. Egil had done nothing yet because the right moment had not yet come, but as soon as it did, Lasgol was certain that he would. 
 
    “A little privacy,” Gatik said to his Royal Rangers, who at once fanned out around their leader and Lasgol, far enough away not to hear what they were going to say. The request surprised Lasgol. 
 
    He tried to probe. “My lord wants to speak to me …?” 
 
    Gatik ignored the bait and began to chat casually. “That’s a beautiful familiar you’ve got there, and very well trained.” He indicated Ona, who was walking close to Trotter, but half a head back so as not to startle the pony. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. She’s very intelligent and good.” 
 
    “Those are the best qualities for a familiar.” 
 
    Lasgol agreed. 
 
    “You look like your father,” Gatik said after he had looked him up and down for a moment. 
 
    “So, I’ve been told, though I don’t see the resemblance …” 
 
    “Not in the face, but in everything else, definitely. I knew him well.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that” Lasgol said. The vision in which his father had welcomed Sven and Gatik into King Uthar’s service came to his mind. 
 
    “Yes, he taught me a lot when I came into the Royal Rangers. He took a special interest in training me. I think that if I’m First Ranger today, it’s largely thanks to him.” 
 
    “Thanks to him?” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. He was always a role model for me. I followed him everywhere, the way a puppy follows its master. In fact, those were really good years when your father was First Ranger. He taught me a lot … I was always trying to be close to him to acquire as much knowledge as I could. There are things which you can only gain through experience, but there are plenty of others you can learn from, a good teacher or mentor.” 
 
    “That’s very true, sir,” Lasgol said. He was remembering everything his father had taught him and everything he had learnt later on, both at the Camp and at the Shelter. He wondered why Gatik should have mentioned this. 
 
    “He lit the spark that made me want to become First Ranger, and there you are: in the end I did.” 
 
    “It’s a great honor to become First Ranger, and very difficult,” Lasgol said admiringly. 
 
    “That’s true, both those things. Have you ever thought about it?” 
 
    “Me? No, sir.” 
 
    “You should. It’s a great thing to aspire to, and it would give you the impetus to want to improve a lot. Besides, as Dakon’s son, I’m sure you have all the qualities.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure I have …” 
 
    Gatik smiled. “A lion king’s cub will one day be a lion – and a king too.” 
 
    Lasgol looked less sure about this. All he could say was: “I wish …” 
 
    “At your age you’re already a Specialist, and so a little birdie has told me, in no less than two specialties. That’s very interesting, and it shows what great potential you have.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. How had Gatik found out about his double specialty? It was not something he had spoken about openly himself. If Gatik did know, it meant that he had a special interest in him, and he wondered why. They were not on the same side, that was obvious. Lasgol was with Egil and the West, Gatik with Thoran and the East. Was that it? Very probably. Gatik was intelligent and would want to know everything about his rivals, especially the Rangers. 
 
    He tried to make light of it. “It just happened …” 
 
    “Not at all. That doesn’t ‘just happen’. It’s not often that a Ranger attains more than one Specialty. It didn’t happen in my case, and I was the best among those of my year, both at the Camp and the Shelter. That’s why I’m so interested, because it only happens with very special people. And when it happens, I hear about it, as well as a lot of other important news that concerns the Rangers.” 
 
    “Oh …” The First Ranger had informants among the Rangers – which was not so strange, when you thought about it. 
 
    Gatik smiled. “One day I won’t be First Ranger, but I’d like to stay on as long as I can. Knowing the secret of how it’s possible to attain a double specialty would help me in that.” 
 
    Lasgol was beginning to understand Gatik’s motives. “If I can be of any help to my First Ranger, I’ll be delighted to,” he said, and remembered Sigrid’s enthusiasm for creating Super-Rangers. He had the impression that Gatik had the same enthusiasm, but for himself, not for the good of the other Rangers. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. There’ll be time for you and me to work together, and then you can teach me how you did it.” 
 
    “I’m at my lord’s disposal,” Lasgol said. He did not want to make an enemy of Gatik, or give him any reason not to trust him. 
 
    “Besides, one day, when I’m no longer First Ranger, I hope to achieve a position of leadership, and I’ll remember those who’ve helped me along the way.” He winked. 
 
    “It’ll be a pleasure to help my lord,” Lasgol said again, although what he really wanted was to find out what he was scheming. 
 
    Gatik smiled. “Good. Gondabar is getting on in years, and from what I’ve heard Dolbarar is very ill. Soon there’ll be a generational change in leadership. I want to be at the head of those under consideration for the new posts.” He spoke with total confidence, as if it were unthinkable for him not to be chosen. 
 
    “My lord will make an excellent leader,” Lasgol assured him. He was impressed by the avidness in Gatik’s eyes and voice. Suddenly he had a better understanding of who this man really was and what his goals were. Lasgol had always seen him as a figure in the service of the King, of the East, and although this was so, it was now absolutely clear that Gatik was acting in his own interest, not the King’s. He wanted Gondabar’s post, and Lasgol felt that stopping him would be very difficult. On the other hand, there was no reason to oppose his political career. He might not be the best candidate for the post, since he gave the impression that he would put his own personal benefit before that of the corps, but apart from that, there was no real reason to oppose him. Nor did Lasgol know who his rivals would be for the position.  
 
    Whatever the case, this was something for the future. What he certainly intended to do was tell Egil about all this, because his friend would be very interested to know about it. 
 
    “Then I can count on the support of Dakon’s son, a Ranger with a double specialty?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Lasgol said untruthfully, hoping he would not notice. 
 
    “This conversation must remain between us,” Gatik said gravely. “I have rivals among the Rangers who seek to reach the top before I do. I don’t want them to know my intentions.” 
 
    “Not a word will pass my lips.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the end of the pass, they emerged into the open. Enker and Misten had secured the perimeter and were waiting five hundred paces to either side of the way out of the rocky gorge. They were watching very attentively. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. They were now on the other side of the great mountains. He stood up on Trotter’s stirrups, and in the distance he could make out the Frozen Territories. 
 
    The Wild Ones and the Specter were waiting for them there. 
 
    And with them, death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol stayed behind with the excuse of tracking the rearguard to make sure they were not being followed as the army made its way on toward the Frozen Territories. What he was really doing was making sure that Camu had crossed the pass safely and was managing to follow them. 
 
    Camu, everything all right? he messaged, hoping for a reply. Ona, beside him, shifted restlessly. 
 
    There was no answer. He decided not to worry, since Camu might still be too far away for the message to reach him. 
 
    Ona moaned. She was now pacing back and forth, visibly uneasy. They waited for some time, and Lasgol tried again. 
 
    Everything all right, came the message. 
 
    Lasgol gave a gasp of relief. Camu became visible a hundred paces away, approaching calmly. Ona gave a leap of joy and ran to greet him. 
 
    For a moment I was starting to worry. 
 
    Not worry. 
 
    You’re all right, then? 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Camu came to him after he and Ona had rubbed against one another and licked one another’s heads. Lasgol too stroked his crested head, and his friend showed his gratitude by wagging his long tail. 
 
    I far away. 
 
    Very well done. I’m very happy when you do as I say. 
 
    I always do. 
 
    Yeah … yeah … Now you’re going to have to be even more careful. We’re approaching danger. 
 
    I careful. 
 
    Follow me a little closer now, but stay away from the Magi in case they can detect you. 
 
    Not detect. 
 
    Good. Be careful, and if you need me, communicate with me at once. 
 
    Camu put his forelegs on Lasgol’s chest and licked his face with his blue tongue. Lasgol rubbed his head and back and hugged him in return, and they said goodbye. Ona moaned at having to leave her brother. Lasgol rejoined the head of the formation and told his comrades that he had seen nothing suspicious in the rear. Ona walked by his side at the head of the column. 
 
    They marched for a whole day, very alert to the presence of Wild Ones of the Ice or Tundra Dwellers. They met no resistance, though Lasgol found prints of two groups of Wild Ones and one of Dwellers. He reported to Commander Sven, who was at the head of the army with his Royal Guards. A little behind him was Gatik, with the Royal Rangers. 
 
    The Commander glanced back. “Gatik, I need your advice.”  
 
    The First Ranger came forward, with a brief nod to Lasgol as he passed. 
 
    “Do you think they’re war groups?” Sven asked him. 
 
    Gatik turned to Lasgol. “How many Wild Ones in each group?”  
 
    “A dozen, sir.” 
 
    “Then they’re not war groups,” Gatik said. “They’re patrols.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t want to fall into an ambush.” 
 
    “If they were war groups, there’d be more of them – something like a hundred.” 
 
    “Did you find a group that size?” Sven asked Lasgol. 
 
    “No, sir. But we haven’t tracked the whole area yet.” 
 
    “I don’t want to waste time, or else give them a margin of maneuvering so that they can prepare an ambush for us. Gatik, have your Rangers help in the tracking. I want all of them half a league ahead of us in an arch formation. And don’t get caught up in any skirmishes. If you find any groups of Wild Ones, come back to report.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll pass on the order.” 
 
    For two days they continued on their way with all the Rangers in the lead. To everybody’s surprise, they met no opposition. The trails of the enemy patrols were always retreating toward the north. Lasgol had no doubt that the Wild Ones knew they were there and were looking for them, and yet instead of fighting them they were retreating into the depths of the Frozen Territories. Were they drawing them into a trap? 
 
    That evening Gatik came to where Lasgol, Enker and Misten were looking after their mounts in preparation for the night. 
 
    “When you’re done, come and share dinner with us,” he told them, indicating his own campfire, where he and the Royal Rangers were warming themselves. 
 
    When Lasgol, rather surprised, thanked him, Gatik said: “We Rangers must stay together.” It sounded as if he meant it. 
 
    “It’ll be an honor to share a fire with the First Ranger and his Royals,” Enker assured him sincerely. 
 
    Gatik smiled and nodded, then turned and went back to his group. Lasgol noticed the lightness and poise of his walk. It was as though he were doing it on a tightrope. You noticed at once that he was someone with exceptional physical qualities. The Royal Rangers accepted them gladly and treated them well, as comrades, which the three were grateful for. 
 
    At dawn they went on northwards, and in the course of the day they found no trace of the Wild Ones. Lasgol described to his comrades the locations of the villages he had found on his previous expedition, and how surprised he was that they were being allowed to advance without any resistance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, while Gatik was in Sven’s command tent planning the next day’s moves, a soldier came to the fire Lasgol was sharing with the Royal Rangers. 
 
    “Lasgol Eklund?” he asked, seeming a little intimidated by the stares of the Royals. 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “The King’s Mage would like to see you.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by the request, and all eyes turned to him. He shrugged. “I’ve no idea what he wants from me,” he said defensively. 
 
    “Good luck,” Enker said. His smile suggested that he was glad he was not the one who had been summoned. 
 
    Ona. Stay here with the Rangers. 
 
    Ona moaned in protest. 
 
    You’ll be fine with them, and you’ll be warm too. I’ll be right back.  
 
    “Look after her, please,” he said to Enker and Misten. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of her,” said Misten. 
 
    Lasgol did not want to take Ona with him, because although the Rangers were perfectly accustomed to the natural world and to animals, Magi were not, and they would be sure to be nervous at the sight of a snow panther, even though they knew she was his familiar. 
 
    Three of the Magi were sitting around the fire in front of the tent. One of them was concentrating deeply on a tome, while the other two were sitting, facing one another across the fire with their eyes closed. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, which was usually an indication that he was in the presence of magic. Suddenly he caught a white flash on the index finger of one of the Magi. A bolt of lightning flew from the finger and struck the chest of the other Mage. For a moment Lasgol was frightened. What on earth were they doing? They were sure to hurt themselves. Then he caught sight of something which made him understand: the bolt did not get as far as the chest of the other Mage, but hit something that looked like an armor of ice covering his body. It was not visible to the naked eye, only to those with the Gift. Lasgol relaxed. They were only practicing attack and defense with controlled spells. 
 
    He announced himself at the door of the tent. 
 
    “Please come in, Lasgol,” came a voice he recognized as Eicewald’s. 
 
    Inside, he found the Mage and one of his colleagues deep in the examination of a tome on a trestle table. It was of some size, with a striking cover of a golden and black hue. It seemed very unusual to him, presumably some book on magic or sorcery. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” Lasgol said, although he did not want to interrupt them. 
 
    Eicewald looked up. “We’ll go on later,” he said to the other Mage, who nodded, gave Lasgol a brief nod and left the tent. “Yes, Lasgol, I wanted a word with you. Please make yourself comfortable.” He indicated two campaign chairs. “I’d like to talk with you, since you’re one of the few who’ve seen the Ice Specter, or Frozen Specter, as it’s known, and lived to tell the tale.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, of course. I’m at the disposal of the King’s Mage.”  
 
    “All the same, what I’m going to say to you is information I would rather were not be known outside of this tent. Call it Ice Mage’s zeal, but we like our business to stay private, and even though we may have a whole army with us, this campaign is first and foremost a matter for Magi.” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes opened wide. He had not expected that confession-request, least of all from the most powerful Mage in Norghana. 
 
    “You honor me with your trust,” he said as politely as he could, though he was beginning to get the impression that Eicewald had his secrets and wanted to keep them to himself. Which was not strange among Magi, according to Egil. They were very jealous of their own power and knowledge, and rivalries and treachery were common among them. 
 
    “I need you to tell me everything you saw and experienced when you met the Frozen Specter, all over again. I want to make sure we haven’t overlooked anything.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lasgol told him everything that had happened, with as much detail as he could remember. While he did so, Eicewald watched him very attentively. 
 
    “And that’s all I remember …” 
 
    Eicewald nodded repeatedly and remained thoughtful for a while. “I see. The creature – and we’ll call it that, because it isn’t a specter – is a Creature of the Ice. Have you ever heard of them?” 
 
    Lasgol wondered whether to tell the truth, but decided not to risk it. He did not know whether he could trust the Mage, and considering how the conversation had started, he preferred not to. “It doesn’t sound familiar,” he said evasively. 
 
    “They’re Creatures of the Frozen Continent, and they’re very special. The reason why they’re special, has three aspects. In the first place they’re creatures like no other in Tremia. They are unique, special, and only to be found in the Frozen Continent. Unfortunately, we don’t have much information about them. There’s very little in writing, and they haven’t been studied as well as they should be, for obvious reasons connected with the enmity between Norghanians and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. It’s a real pity, in my opinion, as they’re extraordinary beings which ought to be studied in depth. There’s a lot we could learn from them. The second reason that makes them special is that all of them have a link with Ice, or to be exact, to low temperatures, which determines their physical characteristics. And finally, the most important feature about them is that they’re creatures which possess and use magic. These three things make them extremely interesting, powerful and dangerous.” He emphasized the last two words sharply, and his deep black eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was a Specter,” Lasgol said. “Also, I had supposed that a being like that only existed in the Frozen Continent, and also I have to admit that I was left with no doubt that it had some kind of power, that meant steel had no effect on it.” 
 
    Eicewald looked at Lasgol and smiled. “An intelligent young man. I noticed that when we first met. I’m pleased to have it confirmed.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Lasgol had not expected the compliment, and he was surprised. 
 
    “Although there’s very little information about these creatures, since few have been able to study them, there is some knowledge.” He indicated the thick volume on the table. “This tome of wisdom is a study on the subject. It was written by Irgen Gundarsen, an eminence among Norghanian scholars of the Magic Arts. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “No, sir … do I understand he was a Mage?” 
 
    Eicewald nodded and smiled. “He was. One with great power, and greater knowledge. A Norghanian by birth, who was driven by his studies to move to live in the Frozen Continent. He had no interest in wars, or in Norghanian conquests. He was a scholar in search of the secrets hidden in the Frozen Continent. He was fascinated by everything to do with that tundra. The people, the climate, and most of all the magical creatures he found there: the creatures and the basis of their power, of their magic. Needless to say, he had great difficulty in carrying out his investigations, because the peoples of that continent are not exactly friendly toward Norghanians. Still, Master Irgen managed to get them to allow him to work. How he did it is a mystery.” Eicewald shrugged. “I think he came to some kind of agreement with the Leaders of the Arcanes of the Glaciers. Unfortunately, we’ll never know.” 
 
    “He didn’t survive?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. He disappeared a long time ago. There were several expeditions to find him, but they were unsuccessful. I led the last of them.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised by this. Why had Eicewald gone in search of Irgen? Why risk his life? There must have been an important reason. “Was he a relative?” he said to try to draw out the reason, though he did not suppose they had been family. 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “Not by blood, but you could say we were thanks to our field of study. I too am passionate about the Ice Creatures.” 
 
    “Oh, I see, you study them too.” 
 
    “Exactly. Except that my interest is not just in those particular creatures, but all those which have power, which are born with magic.” 
 
    “I see, all the magical creatures of Tremia.” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s something that fascinates me. A long time ago one of Irgen’s tomes came into my hands by chance, when I was a young novice mage. It spoke of creatures which were possibly distant relatives of the vanished dragons, which lived in the Frozen Continent and had power. From that day on I began to study the subject in the hope of becoming an erudite. I don’t think I’ve done that yet, but my studies have taken me to different regions of Tremia, and I’ve learnt a lot.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting subject,” Lasgol said. He was beginning to understand why Eicewald had not appeared at the court of Norghana until relatively recently. He must have been away on one of his journeys of investigation. 
 
    “It is. That’s why I went in search of Irgen. I was very interested in rescuing his studies.” 
 
    Lasgol was very interested now. “Did you succeed?” 
 
    Eicewald smiled. “Yes. In the expedition to save Irgen’s work I was able to rescue several of his tomes, and the most important of them you see on this table. The scholar named it Compendium of Magical Creatures of the Frozen Continent. He liked to call things by their proper names, and he was very descriptive, hence the thickness and size of the volume, as well as its title.” 
 
    Lasgol craned his neck to see it better. “It looks really old.” 
 
    “It is. It required a lot of work to keep it in good condition. The creature we’re going to confront is mentioned in this volume.” 
 
    Lasgol froze. Then there was information about the Specter. This was wonderful. 
 
    “That’s good news,” he said. “There’ll be information that’ll help us destroy it.”  
 
    Eicewald made an odd gesture, which Lasgol did not know how to interpret. “It mentions the creature. It also says that it’s possible that a large amount of power might affect it, but this isn’t necessarily good news. That’s why I told King Thoran I needed some time to study the creature and how to destroy it.” 
 
    “And you’ve found out how to?” 
 
    The Mage nodded. “I believe I have. Let’s hope so.” 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily in relief. “I was getting quite worried,” he admitted. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy. The spell we’re going to have to cast is one of great power and might not work, because it’s never been worked before on a creature like this and in the conditions we’ll have to face. From the references I’ve found in the tome, and the analysis of the kind of power this creature possesses, I believe we can find a spell that will destroy it. That’s why I’ve brought the other Ice Magi with me. We’ll need all their power.” 
 
    “A great spell on a large scale, all working together. That makes sense.” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “There’s one last very important detail.” From his traveling bag the Mage took out something wrapped in a white scarf with silver symbols on it. He opened it, slowly and carefully, and showed Lasgol a huge, crystallized snowflake the size of a human hand which shone an intense white. The hair on the back of Lasgol’s neck stood on end immediately, and he had the clear feeling that this was neither a jewel nor some anomaly created during the formation of snow. It was imbued with power, a great deal of power. Suddenly he felt a terrible cold gripping his entire body. 
 
    The mage arched an eyebrow. “Do you know what this is?”  
 
    “I’m not sure, sir, it looks like an oversized crystallized snowflake, but it shines too brightly …” He narrowed his eyes, unable to take his gaze off the extraordinary object. Vapor came out of his mouth. The temperature went on going down inside the tent. 
 
    “The reason why it shines like this, and why the temperature in the tent is going down so drastically, is because we’re in the presence of an Object of Power.” 
 
    “Of power?” Lasgol repeated. 
 
    “Magical. Imbued with, or possessing, magic, to be precise. In Tremia there are different Objects of Power with exceptional qualities. This is one of them.” 
 
    “It’s charmed,” Lasgol said. His legs had begun to shake from the freezing cold. Eicewald, on the other hand, seemed to be perfectly comfortable, which Lasgol assumed was because he was a Mage of Ice and had spent his life manipulating snow and ice, creating winter storms and all kinds of things which involved the Element of Water and the extremes it could be driven to at very low temperatures. 
 
    “This one in particular isn’t, though there are others which are. This one is even more special because the magic it possesses is its own. It hasn’t been charmed.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about magic, but I thought objects couldn’t have magic, only living creatures.” 
 
    Eicewald smiled. “Unfortunately, we don’t have enough time for me to explain all these concepts. Perhaps someday, if you’re interested … What I can assure you is that there are three types of these objects. I’ll summarize them so that you can get an idea. There are charmed objects, which a Mage or a being with magic has charmed or put under a spell. These are Minor Objects of Power. They’re the commonest. You mostly find them in the form of charmed weapons such as swords, bows or shields and suchlike. Also, in jewels, because they’re easy to carry. The type of spell depends on what’s being sought: improving one’s attack or defense, deceit, optical illusion – there are all kinds. The Medium Objects of Power are those imbued with magic which can be used for different purposes. They have no specific function. They’re a reservoir of magic which a mage can use to make his spells more powerful or to extend them, by using the object as an extra store of power. Do you understand?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I think so, sir.” He put his hands under his armpits, because it was now so cold. 
 
    “The Objects of Medium Power are as a rule finite, although one or two exceptions have been found which have the capacity to regenerate themselves. The source of power they store is usually consumed completely, but in exceptional cases it can regenerate after a while until it has once again regained its initial power. These objects are very highly valued and hence sought after. Great Magi and Sorcerers have created them, or in rarer cases, nature itself has. Some are especially valued because they can store a considerable amount of magic.” 
 
    “Is this snowflake a Medium Object of Power?” 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “No, this is a Greater Object of Power. It hasn’t been imbued or charmed by anybody. It has a large amount of energy stored within it, as well as its own inner source of power. It regenerates this when it’s consumed. This type of Object, of course, is the most sought-after in Tremia by people like me who understand and appreciate their value. Most humans aren’t even aware of their existence. Those of us who belong to the magical world, on the other hand, and in particular those of us who study it, are. They interest us greatly. Few are known, and to possess one or more is the goal of many Magi and Sorcerers. As a result, they’re usually surrounded by disputes and shady or violent pasts.” 
 
    “It produces its own magic?” Lasgol was genuinely impressed. Egil had never told him anything about this. He would have to tell him as soon as he saw him. 
 
    “That’s correct, and like Medium Objects it could have a finite energy or else could regenerate, except that the amount of power it stores is very great, which is why it is a Greater Object. In this case it can regenerate completely, which makes this beauty an invaluable object. It’s called an Eternal Snowflake.”  
 
    Eicewald put it away in the scarf and back into his bag. At once Lasgol felt the temperature of the tent begin to rise. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Ye…es,” Lasgol said. His voice was unsteady. 
 
    “The power which radiates from the Eternal Snowflake affects the temperature around it. To prevent that you must prevent its light from spreading.” 
 
    “Does it have some power, or does it only store energy?” 
 
    Eicewald smiled. “That’s a good question, I see you have a nimble mind.” He stared into Lasgol’s eyes. A shiver ran down his spine as he felt the scrutiny of the Mage’s dark eyes, which seemed to be delving into his mind. 
 
    “It has both, and they’re very special. We use them as an enhancer for the spell against the Frozen Specter. You must be wondering why I’ve confided all this information to you.” 
 
    “I … well …” 
 
    “It’s logical.” His gesture indicated that he had expected this. “Magi are reserved by nature, and we like our secrets. This is because of our profession. If I’ve told you all this, it’s because I need something from you,” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes widened. He had not been expecting this. “From me?” 
 
    “Yes. You see, when we are casting the great spell, we won’t be able to touch the Eternal Snowflake. We’ll need someone to hold it and assist us. I thought about you. You know the Creature we’re up against, and you have an open mind, quite apart from the fact that you’re a Specialist Ranger. I think you’ll do very well, and it guarantees us a certain safety. Will you help us?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Lasgol replied. He was rather confused, and very surprised, at having been chosen. 
 
    “It won’t be a pleasant experience. As you’ve seen, you’ll experience the low temperatures the object produces. Don’t worry too much, we’ll prepare you so that you can do it, and protect you from the effects of the cold.” 
 
    This sounded rather alarming to Lasgol, but he did not want to tell the Mage this after he had been entrusted with all that information. 
 
    “Very well, then. Go and get some rest. We’ll let you know when the time comes. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “I just hope we can get rid of the creature.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re all hoping,” the mage assured him. 
 
    When Lasgol came out of the tent he saw that the other four Ice Magi were still practicing and studying. This reassured him a little. They would protect him. He went back to the Rangers, puzzling over everything Eicewald had revealed to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn they went on deeper into the Frozen Territories. The nights were now very tense and long. As they were in enemy territory, fires were forbidden, and though the season meant that the temperature was mild, they were now very far north and it was colder, so that it seemed autumn had come instead of the summer that was on its way. Luckily Norghanians were used to these temperatures, and the cloaks and blankets were enough to make the nights bearable. 
 
    Lasgol and the other Rangers were keeping watch ahead. The only good thing about this was that he could enjoy the company of Camu and Ona, since he was alone most of the day. 
 
    If you detect anything I don’t, Lasgol messaged his two friends, you tell me, agreed? 
 
    Yes, we warn, Camu replied. He was staring out over the plain that stretched out in front of them. Ona chirped affirmatively. 
 
    I have the feeling that they aren’t going to attack us, and that’s worrying me. 
 
    No attack? 
 
    That’s what it’s starting to look like. They should have attacked us somehow. The Wild Ones aren’t exactly patient, and we’re deep into their territory. Tomorrow we reach one of those new large villages of theirs we found last time we were here. It isn’t normal for them to let us get so far, knowing as they do that we’re on our way. They’re planning something … 
 
    Ona hissed, showing that she did not like this either. 
 
    Brutish Wild Ones, always attack. 
 
    Yes, and that’s exactly why I’m surprised they’re not. 
 
    Tomorrow see. 
 
    Yeah, we’ll see what they’re up to, but I’m not at all easy. They’re not behaving the way we’re used to, and when things don’t go the way they ought to, it’s usually a bad sign. 
 
    The following day they came to the outskirts of the village, but found it deserted. The prints they found indicated that the whole village had fled north. Taken aback, they went on. They sent Royal Rangers to the other village Lasgol had discovered, and when they came back they reported the same news. The village had been abandoned, and all the Wild Ones had fled north. 
 
    “What are they trying to do?” Sven asked Gatik, looking troubled. “They never withdraw, they always fight. This is really strange.” 
 
    “They seem to be leading us on to the north.” 
 
    Sven was examining one of his maps. “There’s nothing to the north. The land comes to an end and we reach the sea.”  
 
    “Well, that’s where they’re going. That’s what the trail indicates,” Gatik said with a shrug. 
 
    “There’s one last village, sir,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “To the north?” Gatik asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I didn’t get that far, but I saw it in the distance.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ve all gathered there in this last village?” Sven asked Gatik. “As if it were a meeting point for all their forces?”  
 
    “It looks that way. All the trails indicate they’ve gone north. If there’s a village there, it must be their meeting point, where they’re waiting for battle.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree. Let’s move on. I don’t care if we have to chase them as far as the sea. We’ll do that, then throw their bodies over the cliffs.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Gatik said. 
 
    The following day, when they arrived at the last village of the Wild Ones, more than a thousand Wild Ones and Tundra Dwellers were waiting. With them were small groups of Semi-Giants and Arcanes of the Glaciers. 
 
    It was true that they had been waiting for them. 
 
    To kill them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sven raised his sword and gave the order: “Battle formation!” 
 
    The Norghanian infantry took up its position in three long, compact lines, each man separated from the one in front by an arm and a half. They gripped shields and war axes and stretched the muscles in their necks, shoulders, arms and legs in preparation for the battle. 
 
    Behind them, covering the left flank, the Royal Rangers took up their positions, with Gatik at their head. Sven and the Royal Guards moved to cover the right flank. In the center, behind the infantry, the Ice Magi took their places, with Eicewald at their head. Enker and Misten joined the Royal Rangers. Lasgol did not know where to go, and after a moment’s indecision he too went towards the Royal Rangers. 
 
    “Lasgol, you come with us!” Eicewald called. 
 
    Lasgol obeyed uneasily and went to stand behind the Magi, with Ona beside him. Camu remained further back, camouflaged. 
 
    Five hundred paces below was the village of the Wild Ones. They could see it perfectly well, both the buildings and the enemy host, which was waiting in front of them in a long line. Lasgol was impressed by the sight of all the Wild Ones of the Ice: over six feet tall, impressively muscled, their skin glowing ice-blue and their bluish-blond hair and beards standing out from afar. What impressed him most were those eyes, practically white, with a very pale iris. The axes they carried were as massive as their muscles. They always gave him the impression that beside them, the Norghanians were no more than teenagers they could easily destroy. They were so huge and strong that they awoke fear in the fiercest of the Norghanians. 
 
    He swallowed. Even more than the Wild Ones and their lords the Semi-Giants, who were as tall and strong as two Wild Ones, he was worried by the Arcanes of the Glaciers and their magic from the Frozen Continent. It was not a good sign that a group of them were there. As a rule, they did not leave their own land unless there was some good reason, and this battle was certainly it. Luckily they themselves had the Ice Magi, who would confront the magic of the Arcanes.  
 
    Another circumstance troubled him even more. In the middle of the great circular plaza, he could see the strange three-tiered totem, and his skin prickled. Almost without thinking, by reflex, he used his Gift and called upon his Hawk’s Eye and Owl Hearing skills. He glanced to see whether any of the Magi had noticed anything, but their attention was focused on the enemy and nobody was paying any attention to him. 
 
    Suddenly a scene he recognized began to unfold.  The leaders of the three Peoples of the Frozen Continent assembled beside the totem, and a Semi-Giant stepped forward on behalf of the Wild Ones of the Ice, taller than two Norghanians and broader at the shoulder than three. His skin was ice-blue, streaked with diagonal white veins. His hair and beard were long, apparently frozen, of a white that was almost bluish. The great eye in the middle of his forehead, with its large blue iris, chilled Lasgol. He could never get used to seeing these figures. They inspired terror. 
 
    The second leader, of the Tundra Dwellers, had brilliantly white skin and snow-white hair. Everything about him shone like crystallized snow, and his eyes were an intense grey. Like all his race he was very tall, very athletic and very slim. In his hands he carried a long javelin. 
 
    The third leader, of the Arcanes of the Glaciers, was far smaller and slighter than the other two, so that beside them he looked like a child. His skin was bluish, marked with areas of crystal-white. Like all Arcanes, his head was shaven and tattooed with a strange rune in crystal white. In his right hand he carried a staff of animal bones, decorated with strange symbols. Lasgol knew that this was a powerful Shaman. 
 
    He heaved a deep sigh. He had realized that he recognized them. They were the same three Chiefs he had seen at the ceremony with the Frozen Specter. If they were still here, beside the totem, there could be only one reason. 
 
    He was not mistaken. 
 
    All the Wild Ones, Dwellers and Arcanes began to intone their strange ceremonial chant, a slow rise and fall of deep tones, sung at the tops of their voices. 
 
    The ritual was beginning. 
 
    Amid the chanting of the long prayer, the three leaders knelt before the enormous totem. 
 
    Lasgol touched his mother’s ring, the Ring of the Frozen Languages. Soon enough the chanting reached him on the breeze, and the ring translated in his mind: 
 
    “Come to us, your servants. Come to us, Horror of the Frozen Abyss of No Return. Come and accept our offer. Come and take their souls with you. May they serve you in your abyss and never return. Deliver your servants from their presence. Feed your hunger for impure souls.”  
 
    They were summoning the Frozen Specter! He warned Sven and Gatik at the top of his voice: “Sir! The ritual chant! They’re calling the Frozen Specter!” 
 
    Sven glanced at him for a moment, then at the Ice Magi. 
 
    “We’ll deal with his forces! Eicewald, the Specter is yours!” 
 
    “We’ll deal with the creature,” Eicewald assured him.  
 
    “Don’t fail! Death to the enemy!” Sven shouted, and in his eyes Lasgol saw that he knew he was gambling with the lives of three thousand Norghanian soldiers. 
 
     “Destroy it!” Gatik called to the Mage. “Death to the enemy!” 
 
    Sven and Gatik continued their advance, with the Norghanian lines descending toward the village like a giant wave about to crash against a dam. 
 
    “Lasgol, with us,” Eicewald said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded and hastened to the Mage’s side. 
 
    “Don’t move from here,” Eicewald told him. 
 
    Sven pointed to the enemy with his sword. “Forward! Attack!” 
 
    The first line of soldiers began to advance. A moment later the second line followed, and then, with a coordinated movement came the third. As the three lines advanced, the soldiers yelled war-cries which spread from one end of each line to the other. 
 
    Behind the infantry lines, at the same pace, came Sven, Gatik and their men on their mounts. 
 
    “We’ll kick those brutes out of our territory!” Sven shouted. 
 
    “To the sea with them!” Gatik yelled. “Make them swim back to their continent!”  
 
    The soldiers joined their leaders with shouts of defiance against the enemy they were approaching with measured steps. 
 
    The magi now followed the soldiers, keeping a prudent distance of twenty paces. Lasgol followed Eicewald. From time to time he looked back to make sure Camu’s tracks were not obvious. 
 
    Be careful with your tracks. 
 
    I careful. 
 
    Don’t interfere in the battle unless I ask you to. 
 
    I with you. Defend. 
 
    That’s good. Thank you. 
 
    Beside him Ona growled, showing that she was ready to stand up to whatever she was confronted with. 
 
    Lasgol was grateful in his soul, because he knew it was true. 
 
    The war-cries of the Norghanians mingled with the strange ritual chant of the Wild Ones, Dwellers, Arcanes and Semi-Giants, who never interrupted their funereal intonation or moved in the slightest. The chanting grew stronger every moment, thunderous, competing in volume with the shouts of the Norghanians. 
 
    Suddenly what Lasgol had been fearing happened. 
 
    From the north, into the village, came the Creature of the Frozen Continent. 
 
    The Frozen Specter. 
 
    They made way for it, and it made its way to the Totem, where the three leaders were still kneeling and intoning the summoning. Lasgol shuddered at the sight. It was even bigger than the last time he had seen it: enormously tall, as tall as a Wild One together with a Semi-Giant. It was not wide, but lean, considering how tall it was. How was it managing to grow? Did this mean it was even more powerful now? It moved as if levitating a couple of paces above the partially snow-covered ground. The spectral face, even bigger now, looked as though it had been frozen in an expression of horror for all eternity. Lasgol saw that its body was still translucent, partly formed of ice and frost. Its color and the look of its body gave the impression of some unusual mixture of Semi-Giant and Arcanes of the Glaciers. He wondered whether such a race really existed, or had ever existed, or whether the creature was simply an abomination whose appearance happened to echo that fusion of races. That it was a creature with power there was no doubt, once you saw how, as it walked, its body gave off a mist that sank to the ground and froze everything it touched. 
 
    Danger! Specter! came Camu’s warning. The creature could feel the powerful magic of the being. 
 
    Thanks, Camu. Stay hidden and don’t do anything unless I tell you to. This is going to turn nasty very fast. 
 
    I alert. 
 
    That’s right. And wait for my command. 
 
    “The Frozen Specter,” Lasgol said to Eicewald. “It’s grown in size, and I suppose that means in power too.” 
 
    The Mage watched the creature in the distance for some time, and shook his head. 
 
    “It truly resembles some spectral being, something from a nightmare.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?”  
 
    “We need to come to within two hundred paces so that the spell reaches it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, although the idea did not appeal to him at all. Getting close to that thing meant death. He felt it was too close, but he knew that spells failed from any further away. 
 
    Concern began to make itself felt among the soldiers. They could see the Specter in the middle of the village, and some of them missed a step at the sight. Even the most daring of the warriors shrank before the icy abomination facing them. 
 
    “Keep up the pace!” Sven ordered. 
 
    “All together, forward!” came Gatik’s commanding voice. 
 
    “Our Ice Magi will take care of the Specter!” Sven assured them, trying to raise their morale. 
 
    The soldiers picked up the beat again and shouted at the tops of their voices. 
 
    The three leaders of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent stood up and watched as the Specter stopped in front of the Totem. They intoned the chant again and pointed to the enemy forces, which were now a hundred and fifty paces away. The entire army of the Frozen Continent chanted, as one. The Specter watched the three lines of Norghanian soldiers approaching, then without a word or any sound it began to move forward. The line of defenders parted to let it through as it made its way alone toward the Norghanian forces, which it did not seem to fear in the least. 
 
    The scene looked unreal. Three thousand Norghanian infantry soldiers were advancing, and the Specter was coming to meet them as if it could deal with them on its own. The Wild Ones, Dwellers, Arcanes and Semi-Giants, without moving from where they were, went on intoning their ritual chant. 
 
    Eicewald halted, with his eyes fixed on the creature. “We’re less than two hundred paces away now,” he said.  
 
    The five Magi dismounted. Lasgol leapt off Trotter and gave him a pat. Stay close, he transmitted, and followed the Magi, who were forming a circle around Eicewald. Ona followed him as far as the Magi. 
 
    Stay here. Don’t move, he transmitted. Ona gave a moan and lay down. 
 
    At an order from Eicewald, the five Ice Magi formed themselves into a line. At a second order, they cast a spell at the Specter. Eicewald, in the center, attacked with a powerful Frozen Bolt with the aim of piercing it. At once the other Magi conjured up Stakes of Ice which shot out and hit the Specter with enormous force, together with a Frozen Stalagmite which formed above it and came down to crush it with its massive weight. The two Magi at the far ends conjured a Crystallized Sphere, which flew at the Specter and exploded into thousands of cutting shards, then a Frozen Trident which struck it full in the chest with tremendous force. All the spells were of enormous power and would have destroyed any creature. 
 
    But not this one. 
 
    The Specter received the impacts and noxious effects of the spells, and survived. Lasgol’s jaw dropped, and there was a feeling of horror in his stomach. 
 
    “That was to be expected,” Eicewald said. “We had to establish that our spells wouldn’t finish it off.” He turned to the other Magi. “We’ll take up our positions.”  
 
    “What about me?” Lasgol asked. He wanted to help, whatever way he could. 
 
    “In the middle,” Eicewald said, and beckoned with his mage’s staff. 
 
    The war cries of the Norghanian soldiers thundered in front of Lasgol. Eicewald handed him a pair of strange, orange-gold gloves.  
 
    “Put these on. They’ll protect you from the noxious effects of the Eternal Snowflake.”  
 
    The gloves were metal, and as soon as he put them on he felt the temperature around him rising. “Are they charmed?” he asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, but don’t worry, they’re a Minor Object of Power. The spell is a protective one. It’s not too powerful.” 
 
    This reply did not entirely reassure him. 
 
    Eicewald unwrapped the Eternal Snowflake from its scarf and gave it to Lasgol, who took it using the gloves. 
 
    “Hold it high above your head. Whatever happens, don’t let go of it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, though whatever happens did not reassure him very much. Eicewald took hold of his arms and raised them above his head, so that the Eternal Snowflake would be as high as possible. 
 
    “Remember, don’t move under any circumstances.” 
 
    He went back to the circle to join the other Magi. Lasgol stared at the Eternal Snowflake, while at the same time he felt the temperature around him beginning to go down. His gloves began to give out an orange glow, protecting him from the increasing cold. After only a moment he realized that they were not going to protect him completely, because his feet began to grow cold. 
 
    The Magi held their staves in front of them, holding them with both hands. Eicewald began to pronounce words of power which Lasgol could not understand, and the other Ice Magi joined in the incantation He felt that the gloves were now protecting his arms, his head and his upper body, but the cold in his lower limbs was beginning to bite into his flesh. He would just have to put up with it. 
 
    While the Magi invoked the great spell, the army went on with its advance. The soldiers in the front line attacked the creature as they reached it. They yelled war-cries to counter their terror in the face of something which seemed to have come from some icy abyss, seeking to devour their souls. They launched axe-blows at it, which passed cleanly through those insubstantial limbs, though their axes found elements of ice in its torso and made contact. The Specter was undisturbed by this, and they barely managed to graze the steel-hard ice. Those who sought the creature’s neck or heart found only air. 
 
    Seeing that their comrades were unable to kill the Specter, more soldiers joined in the attack until it was completely surrounded. They hit it with all their strength, but either they only found ice they were unable to break, or else their blades met thin air in those parts of its body that were ethereal. A whirlwind of Norghanian soldiers had now formed around the Specter, trying to destroy it. 
 
    They were not succeeding. 
 
    The Frozen Specter decided to get rid of this disturbance. Its insubstantial arms reached out and touched the chests of the soldiers in front of it. Enormous, spectral hands touched their hearts. The soldiers gaped and arched back, and their gaze was lost in the infinite sky. Their faces turned ghostly white, and a moment later they fell to the ground with an expression of infinite horror on their faces, as if they had been robbed of their souls alive. 
 
    The Ice Magi cast their spell, more intensely this time. A blue arc of pure magical energy left Eicewald’s staff and made contact with the Eternal Snowflake, which now turned sky-blue. A moment later a second arc formed between the staff of another of the Ice Magi and the Eternal Snowflake. One by one the others joined in, and the energy began to build up in the Snowflake, so that little by little its brightness grew. 
 
    The Specter, surrounded now by soldiers, began to move its immaterial arms at great speed, seeking to steal the souls of all around it. Those arms stretched out to touch the chests of the soldiers, and an instant later they fell dead. It was as if the more that fell, the faster it could kill the next ones. The soldiers, seeing that their weapons were having no effect, hurled themselves on it to bring it down, but without success. As soon as they touched its body the mist it was giving out froze them, leaving them as statues of ice. 
 
    The soldiers who were clustered around the Specter broke ranks in chaos, unable either to kill the Specter or escape alive from its deadly touch. 
 
    A moment later the situation turned even more complicated. The Leaders of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent stopped their ritual chant. 
 
    They gave their forces the order to attack. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sven and Gatik realized that the enemy line was advancing and that their own lines were broken at the center. They tried to redress the situation immediately before the clash occurred, and realized that they were likely to lose because of poor positioning. In battle, formations and correct strategy were as important as courage and skill with weapons, if not more so. 
 
    “Line formation!” Sven ordered. 
 
    “In three lines!” Gatik added. 
 
    “Back into formation! Now!” Sven repeated. 
 
    The soldiers at the ends went obediently back to their positions, but the center of the lines was sheer chaos. The Specter was finishing off all the soldiers around it, either by freezing them alive or by stealing their souls and taking them with it to an abyss of terror they would never come back from, and which their faces would show forever. 
 
    “Stay in line!” Sven was still shouting. He knew this moment was crucial. 
 
    The Wild Ones, the Tundra Dwellers, the Arcanes of the Glaciers and the Semi-Giants roared at the tops of their voices and moved forward. 
 
    “Rangers, release!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    “Get away from the Specter! Keep the line!” Sven shouted to his own soldiers. 
 
    The Rangers tried to reach the Specter, but just as with the soldiers, their efforts were in vain. The arrows either went through the incorporeal areas of its body, or struck ice, but did no more than chip it. 
 
    “Use Elemental Fire arrows!” Gatik ordered. Water or Earth arrows would do nothing, but fire might be able to affect it, since it was partly ice. 
 
    The Rangers nocked fire arrows, aimed at the Specter and released. Each arrow produced a small explosion, followed by a flame. When several arrows struck it at the same time the burst of flame produced was enormous, and this was followed by another when the remaining arrows were fired. The Specter stopped and gave an abysmal screech, a mixture of rage and pain. Fire certainly seemed to affect it. 
 
    “More fire arrows!” Gatik insisted. 
 
    While the Rangers kept the Specter occupied, the Norghanian soldiers went back to their original formation. They managed to form into three lines to confront the enemy forces, which were coming upon them with deafening, icy shouts. 
 
    The Rangers went on releasing fire arrows, but although the explosions and flares of fire seemed to hurt the Specter, they could not succeed in making it burn. Its body was partly formed of ice, and the frost it was producing eventually put out the fire which covered the ice. They fired and fired until they had used up all their fire arrows. 
 
    “Use the Air Arrows!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    When the Rangers did so, the discharges hit the Specter with every arrow, so that once again it screeched with rage and pain. And yet, just as had happened with the fire arrows, they could not produce any significant effect on it. 
 
    “Release all your Elementals!” Gatik called. By now he was desperate. 
 
    The results this time were even worse. Arrows of Earth and Water had no effect on the being from the Frozen Continent. 
 
    Lasgol was watching Eicewald as he chanted more strongly, joined by the other Ice Magi. He could see them concentrating hard, eyes shut. He could barely feel his feet, which were freezing. He focused on keeping his arms up and holding fast to the Eternal Snowflake, which seemed on the point of bursting into a thousand crystal shards, so intense was its radiance now. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers and the enemy line crashed together with an impact of steel and wood. A moment later, amid deafening cries and brutal blows, steel and wood met flesh. The fight between the two armies resembled the clash of two herds of stampeding wild horses. Meanwhile, in the center, the Specter was once again unstoppable, wreaking havoc among the Norghanians. 
 
    In the front line the Norghanian soldiers delivered blows with their axes from behind their shields. The Wild Ones, bigger and stronger, were not afraid of them and in many cases overcame them by brute strength. In others, the skill and training of the soldiers enabled them to overcome their opponents. The Dwellers hurled their javelins against the Norghanian lines as one, and though the soldiers tried to protect themselves with their shields, many fell dead or wounded. Those who were not hit hurled themselves at the Dwellers, who now felt the fury of the Norghanian infantry. 
 
    The fighting between the two sides became fiercer with every slash, every sword-stroke, every accurate shot. The Peoples of the Frozen Continent fought with greater strength and brutality, while the Norghanians had more military understanding, better training and greater skill with weapons. The Semi-Giants were a brute force of Nature. With a single blow of their colossal axes and clubs, they could kill two or even three Norghanian soldiers. The soldiers did their best to evade the blows and went for their colossal opponents’ legs, seeking to fell them as if they were huge trees. Only when they fell to the ground could they jump on them and kill them. 
 
    The Arcanes of the Glaciers had stayed a little behind, conjuring powerful spells from the Frozen Continent. These confused the Norghanian soldiers’ minds. Some were left stunned, as if they had been hit on the head and did not know where they were. Others fell asleep on the spot under the influence of a powerful spell which made it impossible for them to stay awake even in the midst of a brutal battle. But the worst of all was when the Arcanes managed to dominate the soldiers, who then turned against their own comrades. The ones being attacked did not know what to do. They did not want to kill their own comrades, and yet if they did not manage to stop them, they would lose their own lives, 
 
    Gatik realized this. “Kill the Arcanes!” he ordered his Rangers. “Don’t let them cast spells on our men!” 
 
    With their great marksmanship The Royal Rangers managed to kill the closest group. When the Shamans saw this, they protected their own people with spells of protection against attacks with piercing weapons. Now, although the Rangers went on releasing, their arrows could no longer penetrate the protective spell. 
 
    “Use Poisonous Gas arrows!” the First Ranger shouted. 
 
    The attack which followed was not piercing but gaseous, and hence the protective spell had no effect. When the arrows hit their targets the containers shattered, creating poisonous clouds. Some fell under the effect of the poison, and most of them had to flee to avoid it reaching their lungs. 
 
    Several Semi-Giants realized what the Rangers were doing and pushed their way through to deal with the threat. Gatik ordered his people to release at them before they succeeded. They had no more special ammunition left, so they were forced to use plain arrows. These impacted those huge torsos, but the Semi-Giants simply went on advancing with the fixed idea of crushing the Rangers with their enormous wooden axes and clubs. 
 
    Lasgol was watching all this as he endured as best he could the tremendous cold in his legs. He did not know how much longer he could go on, but if he collapsed, the great spell would come to an end and they would have failed. He knew he had to go on somehow. Meanwhile Eicewald went on conjuring with his eyes shut, chanting words of power, invoking his ice magic. The other four Magi were doing the same. Lasgol looked up at the Snowflake and had to avert his eyes because the blue brilliance was dazzling. 
 
    Suddenly Eicewald opened his eyes and stopped conjuring, followed by the others. The spell was over. Eicewald pointed his staff at the Frozen Specter in the middle of the battle. A bolt of light shot out of the staff and reached it. Eicewald gave a command of power, and the Eternal Snowflake seemed to explode in blue light. A tremendous bolt rose to the sky, and a moment later it fell on the Frozen Specter. 
 
    The creature gave out an agonizing scream. It stopped in its tracks and stopped its attacks on the Norghanian soldiers, who were moving away from it in an attempt to stay alive. Its twisted face of horror became more terrible still. 
 
    Eicewald repeated his command of power, and a new explosion issued from the Eternal Snowflake. An instant later, a second great blue bolt rose to the sky. Lasgol followed it with his eyes as it fell on to the Specter, hitting it fair and square. The Creature from the Frozen Continent gave another roar of pain and bent double in pain, as if the blue bolt were torturing its soul. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers and the forces of the Frozen Continent went on fighting with all their might, not realizing what was happening to the Specter. Nobody yielded a foot of terrain in the battle, and the fighting was ferocious. The battle had reached a crucial point. The opposing forces were finely balanced, and in a moment, victory would fall to one or the other side. 
 
    Lasgol realized that the spell of the Magi was working and the Specter was being defeated. All that was needed was to put an end to it. Once they had done that, there was no doubt that victory would fall to Norghana. Realizing that he would be unable to hold up the Snowflake for much longer, he called upon his Cat-like Reflexes and Improved Agility skills. There was nothing else he could think of, and they might give him a trace of extra support. He did not even worry about whether any of the Magi had noticed that he had called upon power. Two green flashes had run through his entire body as he invoked his two skills. 
 
    He clenched his teeth hard and held on. Time seemed not to be moving, but on the other hand the suffering went on. He made a final effort and noticed that the Object of Power was barely shining. Its energy was running out. Lasgol went from optimism to fear in the blink of an eye. They had to do it. He glanced at Eicewald, who was staring at the Eternal Snowflake with half-closed eyes. He too had realized what was going on. 
 
    “We’ve got to destroy the Specter,” Lasgol said. “I can’t keep this up any longer …” He was on the brink of collapse. 
 
    The Mage gave a command of power. There was a final blue explosion, and a third bolt of light rose from the Eternal Snowflake into the sky. The Snowflake died out, its energy exhausted. Lasgol could keep going no longer and collapsed. He could not feel his legs, and he fell as if they were made of crystal and had shattered. From the ground he saw the bolt of light fall on the Specter. He hoped that it would kill it once and for all. The being screamed in pain, a chilling sound that could be heard across the whole battlefield. It fell to the ground and was still. 
 
    It had worked! They had killed the Specter! Lasgol was so happy that even though he could not walk and his legs were in agony, he did not care. 
 
    “We did it …” he said. 
 
    Ona moaned, worried about him. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’m fine, he messaged to her. 
 
    Help? Camu offered. 
 
    No, stay close but don’t reveal yourself. I’m fine, I really am. 
 
    Eicewald was still looking at the Specter on the ground. The Mage looked drained; the spell had consumed him. Lasgol saw that the other Magi too were deeply affected by the efforts they had made. It was as if, quite apart from the magical energy they had consumed, they had given a part of their own vital energy to the spell. 
 
    “Wait a moment …” Eicewald said. He was leaning on his mage’s staff. 
 
    Lasgol turned to look at the Specter again, and his soul froze. 
 
    It was beginning to rise. 
 
    Specter not dead! Camu called in warning. 
 
    “No!” Lasgol cried in horror. 
 
    The Specter slowly got to its feet. It shrieked with rage, a shriek that froze the blood in his veins. 
 
    The soldiers tried to finish it off, but once again their efforts turned out to be useless. They died at the creature’s spectral touch. 
 
    “We didn’t succeed,” Eicewald said sorrowfully. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. “We didn’t? But why?” 
 
    Specter still Power, Camu messaged him. He could still feel its magic. 
 
    Eicewald picked up his Eternal Snowflake from the ground and put it away. “It’s empty. Its power is exhausted, and so is ours, very nearly. There’s nothing more we can do.” 
 
    Lasgol feared the worst, and was not mistaken. The battle which had been on the brink of being decided was suddenly clear. The Specter went on robbing lives, and the Norghanian soldiers lost their hope of winning that battle. They began to withdraw, while the Specter and the forces of the Frozen Continent moved forward, gaining territory, and with it the battle. 
 
    Sven and Gatik saw this. Sven rode to the Magi. 
 
    “You haven’t destroyed it!” he said accusingly. 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “We weren’t able to. Its power is stronger than we thought.” 
 
    “Hellfire! Then the battle’s lost!” 
 
    “The troops had better retreat,” Eicewald advised him. 
 
    “Is there nothing else you can do? There must be something that can kill that being!” 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “There’s nothing more we can do.” 
 
    “The King will skin us alive if we fail! We’re not going to leave here defeated! I can’t let that happen!” 
 
     “We must retreat, or else we’ll all die,” Eicewald insisted. 
 
    Sven watched the battle for a moment longer and had to resign himself. 
 
    “Retreat! Call the retreat!” 
 
    The horns sounded. The Norghanian soldiers obeyed the signal as soon as they heard it and began to withdraw in an orderly manner. 
 
    “Cover the retreat!” Gatik ordered his Rangers. 
 
    There was a moment of indecision among the hosts of the Frozen Continent. They could not decide whether to chase after the Norghanians. They saw that the Specter was not moving from where it was. It seemed to be wounded, and had no intention of chasing the soldiers. Instead, it turned and set off to the north. 
 
    Sven saw this. “Forced retreat!” he shouted. 
 
    The soldiers broke into a run. 
 
    The three leaders beside the Totem saw the battle won. When they gave the order to pursue the Norghanian soldiers, their forces hurled themselves in pursuit. 
 
    “Move on! Quick! Forced retreat!” Sven ordered. 
 
    “We’ll delay them,” Eicewald said. He called his Magi, and the five of them began to cast a final great spell with what little energy they had left. 
 
    The soldiers meanwhile were fleeing south as fast as they could. And while they fled, the Magi completed their spell. Suddenly a wave formed behind the Norghanian soldiers, nine feet high, and as long as the enemy line that was pursuing them. At an order from the Magi, the wave moved forward and fell on the enemy. As they stopped, it broke over them and soaked them all. 
 
    The Wild Ones laughed at the spell when they realized that it was unable to sweep them away, which they thought was what the Magi had intended. But that was not what Eicewald and his assistants had conjured. The enemy line broke into a run once again to continue the chase, and instantly the water which had fallen on them froze on their bodies in the form of great blocks of ice and frost. They were unable to move or to advance, not even the Semi-Giants, who were frozen from the waist down. 
 
    “It won’t kill them, because they come from the Frozen Continent and low temperatures don’t affect them,” Eicewald said, “but it’ll delay them a little.”  
 
    “Retreat!” Sven shouted. “Everybody run!”  
 
    The whole Norghanian army fled toward the south, putting a distance between themselves and the Wild Ones, who were still trying to break the blocks of ice that held them prisoner. 
 
    “Someone take care of Lasgol,” Eicewald said. He himself was barely able to stand. 
 
    “We’ll look after him,” Enker said. Quickly, with Misten’s help, they tied Lasgol to Trotter and took him with them. 
 
    You okay? Camu’s message reached him, full of concern. 
 
    Yes, little one, don’t worry. It’s just that my legs are frozen and I can’t move them, but it’ll pass. I’ll be all right. 
 
    Sure? Camu was very worried. 
 
    Yes, so don’t worry. We’ve got to run. You and Ona get to safety. Don’t let them catch you. 
 
    Ona moaned beside him. 
 
    Ona and I with you, Camu transmitted, still sounding unconvinced. 
 
    Fine. But be very careful, and don’t let the enemy catch you. 
 
    Not catch, Camu assured him. 
 
    In that moment of utter defeat, Camu decided to try to help instead of doing what Lasgol had asked of him. 
 
    I try. 
 
    No! Don't try anything! 
 
    Camu did not obey his command. The creature scuttled in his invisible state until he was within a hundred paces of the Frozen Specter, who was standing still, behind the ice-covered enemy lines. He tried to use his power to negate that of the Specter. There was a flash of silver which Lasgol sensed, and immediately he knew it was Camu. His heart skipped a beat. 
 
    No, Camu! It's too dangerous! 
 
    I try, the creature insisted. 
 
    The Specter turned to where Camu was standing. He could not see him, but he had felt the magic. Camu tried again, and used his power to attempt to destroy the Specter. There was another flash of silver. The Specter screamed, not from pain, but from rage. Camu's power was affecting him, but not strongly enough. 
 
    Not working. Specter very powerful, Camu realized. 
 
    Get out of there! Come back! 
 
    He tried a third time, refusing to accept the evidence. The Specter screamed in rage and stretched out its arms towards him. 
 
    Not worked. Specter magic too powerful. 
 
    Run! 
 
    Camu finally decided to listen to Lasgol and ran as fast as he could to meet him. The Specter, realizing that its attacker was gone, turned and set off north, leaving the battlefield. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The enemy hosts chased after them for days, never stopping. Sven and Gatik forced everyone to keep going until they reached the pass, which they managed to cross before the enemy reached them. 
 
    The Peoples of the Frozen Continent did not cross the gorge, but stopped on their own side and turned back. 
 
    Lasgol recovered the use of his legs, with Eicewald’s help. With barely any rest, they made their way back to the capital. They needed to report to King Thoran what had happened, and they were all very much aware of what his reaction would be. 
 
    They had failed, and they would be made to pay.  
 
    All of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is outrageous!” Thoran yelled as he rose from his throne. “My army and my Magi defeated!” 
 
    Sven, his head bowed, was telling him what had happened in the Frozen Territories. They had just arrived in the capital after days of forced march. 
 
    “We came very close to succeeding, your majesty,” Sven added apologetically. 
 
    “Very close?” Orten, the King’s brother, retorted with a sneer. He was sitting on the right of the throne. “A defeat is always a defeat, whether close or crushing.”  
 
    “The battle went awry at the last moment.” 
 
    Thoran, his face red with rage, raised his fists to the heavens. “You left with three thousand soldiers and all my Ice Magi! How could you have failed? How?”  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Sven said, “the soldiers fought like brave Norghanians.”  
 
    “Then it was the leaders who failed,” Orten said accusingly. He jabbed his finger at Sven and Gatik. “I told you to let me handle it, brother.” 
 
    “No. It was their business to deal with it, not ours. We have enough problems without having to deal with this too.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve been defeated by a Specter and a few Wild Ones of the Ice,” Orten said. “It doesn’t look to me as though they’ve proven their worth, if anything, the opposite.” He was staring at Sven and Gatik with clear disdain. 
 
    “Your Majesty …” Sven said apologetically. “The Specter … we were unable to destroy it … we’d have won if we could’ve killed it.”  
 
    “You infernal good-for-nothings! Must I do everything myself?” Thoran’s yells bounced off the walls of the throne hall as though they were echoing, which made them even more unpleasant. The soldiers of the Royal Guard who were standing along the walls shrank back with each yell, as if it were striking their faces. 
 
    “Neither steel nor arrows could do anything to that abominable being,” Gatik said. “Only magic had any effect.” 
 
    “That’s what he’s already told us!” the monarch shouted. He jabbed his finger behind Gatik at Lasgol, who shrank back in the face of the accusations. 
 
    “It’s true that only magic can destroy it,” Eicewald agreed. His gaze was dark, his tone calm but grave. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t seem to have!” Thoran shouted, this time directly at the Ice Mage. 
 
    “Your Majesty is right, our magic could not overcome the creature. Nevertheless, it did manage to harm it. This is very significant. It means that we tried the right approach, and our strategy for destroying it was the correct one. The great destructive spell we used was the right one.” 
 
    Orten laughed. “The right approach, the cretin says, and he comes back defeated.” He dismissed the Mage with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “The only thing that means is that my Magi are a bunch of incompetents!” Thoran added, barking like a mad dog. “Why wasn’t it destroyed? Why?” 
 
    “Well, your Majesty …. you see, the type of magic we used as an enhancer for the great spell wasn’t the appropriate one. It didn’t allow us to finish the creature off, even though it let us hurt it, which I insist is a very important fact. If we hadn’t done that there would be no hope of destroying it, but now we have a chance, and we need to take it before the creature becomes even more powerful.” 
 
    The reply made Thoran think. He seemed to calm down a little, and sat back on his throne. “Explain yourself, and in a way we can all understand.” He indicated his brother. “No arcane nonsense.” 
 
    “I’ll try, your Majesty,” Eicewald stared at the King with his dark gaze. “Yes,” he explained, his voice gentle and unhurried, “the spell we worked was successful, because it weakened the creature. We made it fall, and it was on the brink of being defeated. And yet it recovered, because the type of magic we used to enhance the spell wasn’t the right one. That’s why we weren’t able to destroy it completely, only to hurt it.” 
 
    Orten folded his arms. “What a load of nonsense! In that case, use the right kind of magic!” 
 
    “That represents a certain added complexity, my lords,” Eicewald said, sounding troubled. 
 
    “A problem, you mean, so I understand from your tone of voice.” Gatik said. 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “That is so.” 
 
    “What problem?” the King asked. 
 
    “Allow me to show you something. I think it will clear up a number of doubts.” The Mage took something out of his satchel, wrapped in a white and silver scarf, and Lasgol realized what it was. Eicewald unwrapped it to reveal the Eternal Snowflake, which shone again in all its intensity. The brilliance reached everyone in the throne hall, so that they were forced to squint. 
 
    “What’s that?” Thoran asked distrustfully. “Is it magic?” 
 
    “It is, your Majesty. This is an object of Greater Power. The magic it possesses is very powerful, and that’s what we used to enhance the spell we cast against the Specter.” 
 
    “Is it that object which is lowering the temperature in the hall?” Orten asked. 
 
    “That’s right. It has that effect on the area around it.” 
 
    “Go on,” the King said. “Explain, before we all freeze.” 
 
    “To be able to destroy the creature we need another Object of Greater Power, but with a different type of magic. The magic of this object is of Water and Death. I thought that this combination would be lethal for the Specter, but I was wrong. It was able to resist it. What we need is Magic of Water and Life.” 
 
    “Are you sure this time, or is this just a new guess? Think about your answer carefully, because I don’t tolerate people lying to me.” Thoran threatened Eicewald with his finger. “I might forgive your ineptitude, but I won’t forgive a direct lie.”  
 
    “After casting the spell and seeing how the creature reacted, I have no doubt that with a Greater Object of Power, imbued with Magic of Water and Life, we’d be able to destroy it.” 
 
    “Are you sure enough of that to stake your life on it?” Orten asked threateningly. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the Mage assured him, and his tone was one of absolute certainty. 
 
    Thoran glared at Eicewald with barely-contained rage. “It had better be true. It’s your life if you don’t succeed.” 
 
    Eicewald wrapped the Eternal Snowflake and put it back in his satchel. At once the temperature in the hall began to rise. 
 
    “The only handicap, your Majesty,” he went on calmly,” is finding an object like that for us to use.” 
 
    “Tell me you know where to find it!” the King snapped. 
 
    Eicewald nodded slowly. “I do, your Majesty. I saw it with my own eyes once.” 
 
    “Well then, we’ll get hold of it,” Orten said. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s going to be an extremely complicated task,” 
 
    “And why’s that?” the King demanded. 
 
    “The object in question is called the Star of Sea and Life, and is in the possession of the Turquoise Queen.” 
 
    Thoran frowned. “The Turquoise Queen? And who’s she? I’ve never heard anything about a Turquoise Queen.” He turned to his brother, who shook his head, equally puzzled. 
 
    “That’s natural enough, your Majesty, since she’s very little known. In fact, there are only a few in all Tremia who know of her existence – hers, and that of her people.” 
 
    Orten was staring distrustfully at the Mage. “Who are they? What kingdom is that?”  
 
    “I don’t know about them either,” Sven said. “Nor have I heard them mentioned at court.”  
 
    “The Rangers know nothing of her either, your Majesty,” Gatik said. 
 
    “Uragh the Turquoise Queen, as she is known by her people,” the Mage explained, is the ruler of a very strange and little-known tribe which lives in the islands of the western seas.” 
 
    Thoran shook his head, as did his brother. “I’ve never heard tell of her, nor of any islands.”  
 
    “What are these islands called?” 
 
    “The Lost Islands, your Majesty.”  
 
    “The Lost Islands? Why are they called that? What realm do they belong to?” 
 
    “No, your Majesty, they’re a free realm. They always have been. People call them the Lost Islands because very few know how to reach them. It’s a tropical paradise, lost in the midst of the ocean in the far west, between the kingdoms of Rogdon and the Nocean Empire.” 
 
    Orten was scratching his chin. “Do they have a great army? Is it an advanced culture?” 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “Not in the least. It’s a small kingdom, no more than a rather backward tribal civilization in regard to knowledge, and social, or military progress.” 
 
    “Well then, we’ll send the army, attack this kingdom and conquer it!” Orten shouted, obviously ready to do so himself. 
 
    “That wouldn’t be advisable, my lord,” Eicewald cautioned him softly. 
 
    “Why not?” Orten demanded angrily. He was not accustomed to anybody opposing him and did not like this at all. 
 
    “Because the Turquoise Queen is a powerful Sorceress: one of the most formidable in all Tremia, I’m afraid. Her magic of Water and Life is extremely powerful. It would not be advisable to antagonize her. She might be as difficult to kill as the Specter we’re trying to destroy, if not more so.”  
 
    “If she’s such a powerful sorceress or wizard, how is it that we don’t know about her?” the King asked. “We know about the most powerful magi of the rival realms. We know about Haradin the Mage of the Four Elements of the Kingdom of Rogdon, Zecly the Sorcerer of Magic of Blood and Curses of the Nocean Empire, Zanker the Mage of Spiritual Magic of the city-state of Yatro on the far eastern coast of Tremia, and others. If she’s so powerful, why do we know nothing about this Sorceress?” 
 
    “She’s not known because that’s what she wants, and she takes great care that nothing is known of her or her tribe. They live in peace within her realm, which is an archipelago of sixteen islands surrounded by a perpetual mist.” 
 
    “Perpetual mist?” Sven repeated in some surprise. 
 
    “That’s right. It surrounds the islands and is more than two leagues across. It hides the archipelago from greedy eyes. Even pirates don’t dare go into it. They say it’s cursed, and that ships which enter that mist vanish, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “Bah! Nonsense!” Orten roared. “That’s just to scare off brainless idiots!” 
 
    “That’s what’s said. Many ships have vanished in that mist.” 
 
    Sven was looking curiously at the mage. “You believe that too? That it’s cursed?”  
 
    Eicewald shrugged. “Cursed is one way of looking at it. What I think is that the mist isn’t natural. The Turquoise Queen creates it as a defense mechanism, a magical one, and hence I believe many ships go into the mist and their crews perish, unable to find their way out.” 
 
    “If she’s capable of creating and keeping up a mist like that,” Gatik agreed, “then she must be a very powerful sorceress.”  
 
    Thoran rose to his feet in great annoyance. “Whatever the case, we’re not in any condition to send an army anywhere after this fiasco in the north. Besides, I want what little manpower we have right here, defending the capital in case we’re attacked. Let’s not forget, we find ourselves in a very delicate situation. We could be attacked by the Peoples of the Frozen Continent, or by the Zangrians, who have their greedy eyes set on our lands. Remember: they were helping the Western League, and they’ll try to conquer us again. That foul Caron, the King of Zangria, wants the north and center of Tremia for himself. It’s always been his family’s dream, and he’s not going to stop trying. I’m absolutely sure of it.” 
 
    “He’s had a couple of defeats in the Thousand Lakes, fighting against King Dasleo of Erenal,” Orten added, “so at the moment he’s in just as bad shape as we are ourselves.”  
 
    “All in all, I’m not easy. I want all our forces here in the capital. We don’t want to embark on distant conquests, still less if we have to confront a powerful Sorceress and her wretched mist. We’ve got quite enough trouble with the Frozen Specter, which might decide to cross the mountains at any moment and make its way here. That’s what worries me now. We’ve got to stop it. We’ve got to destroy it.” 
 
    “I understand that’s why we need the Star of Sea and Life,” said Sven. 
 
    Eicewald nodded. 
 
    “Then if we don’t send the army,” Orten asked sulkily, his arms crossed, “how are we going to get hold of it?” 
 
    “My Royal Mage knows a lot about this Queen,” Thoran said. His voice seemed to hiss. “I wonder how he happens to know so much, and whether he has some solution to our problem …” 
 
    “I know the Queen because years ago, when I was younger, I accidentally ended up in her realm. The ship I was travelling in ran into a violent storm which drove us to the islands. We entered the perpetual mist and were lucky enough to run aground on the coast of one of the islands in her archipelago.” 
 
    “And you lived to tell the tale?” Orten asked, sounding intrigued. 
 
    “That’s right. The Queen let me live, and what’s more important, she let me leave.” 
 
    Gatik was listening very attentively. “She doesn’t let people leave?” he asked. 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “That’s how she keeps her secret. Nobody who ends up in her realm ever comes back. Either they die, or else they join her tribe.” 
 
    “Nice way of keeping her secret safe,” Thoran said. “Why did she let you go?”  
 
    “Because of my magic. We shared that interest. I’m a scholar of magic, of its different types and powers. The Queen decided to allow me to go on with my studies outside her kingdom. She gave me a small boat and a special compass and let me go. As far as I know, I’m one of the few she’s allowed out of her realm.” 
 
    The King arched one eyebrow. “If that’s the case, then you can go back and persuade her to lend us her ‘Object of Power’.” 
 
    Eicewald looked dubious at this. “I could try … what I don’t know is whether I’ll be able to reach her, or equally whether I’d be able to persuade her. I doubt whether she’ll want to part with it, and as for our troubles, they’re sure not to interest her. To her the kingdoms of Tremia, their needs, their wars and their politics, are trivial. She considers us irrelevant.” 
 
    “Not only will you try, but you’ll also succeed,” said Thoran, and there was no mistaking the threat in his voice. “You’ll bring me that Star and you’ll destroy the Specter that’s threatening my kingdom, otherwise you’ll lose your head. I’m not going to lose my kingdom because of your incompetence, Mage. The fact that this queen thinks us trivial or irrelevant is her mistake, because I assure you we’re nothing of the sort.” 
 
    Orten was shaking his fist furiously. “I could gladly teach her just how irrelevant we Norghanians are,” he said. 
 
    “You go to see her, and persuade her. I’ll give you gold and weapons you can use to negotiate for the object.” 
 
    “Your Majesty’s wishes will be fulfilled,” Eicewald said resignedly. He bowed respectfully, although his voice sounded unsure, which was unusual in him. 
 
    Thoran waved his hand at Orten, who had a malicious grin on his face. “I warn you, if you fail, I’ll leave it to my brother to deal with you, and you know how much he enjoys that kind of thing.”  
 
    “Oh, I’d be delighted,” Orten said. “I can’t stand magi in general, and least of all one who fails.”  
 
    “I’ll get hold of the object for his Majesty,” Eicewald said reluctantly. 
 
    “Good. Orten will provide you with a ship, gold and weapons, and a regiment of his best men.” 
 
    “Me?” Orten began, but Thoran raised one hand. 
 
    “My coffers are empty, and yours aren’t yet. You’ll be the one who’ll pay for this mission.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll pay a visit to Count Volgren and one or two more of our loyal noblemen and collect what I need, by force if necessary.” Orten gave a somber chuckle. “For some reason unknown to me, they don’t like it when we take their gold and possessions to finance our campaigns – especially Count Volgren, so he’ll be the first one I visit.”  
 
    “Gold and weapons are always a good medium of negotiation, your Majesty,” Eicewald commented. “On the other hand, taking soldiers in this case is not such a good idea. If the Turquoise Queen sees a ship loaded with soldiers, she won’t let us reach her coasts. She’ll send us to the bottom of the ocean. I’m absolutely sure of that.” 
 
    “The ship, the gold and the weapons have to be protected,” Sven pointed out. “There are pirates in all the known seas. It would be insane to send them without any protection.” 
 
    “I agree with Sven on this,” Orten said. “We must send soldiers.” 
 
    Thoran was thoughtful. “Even I would feel nervous about a ship full of soldiers. It might not be the best option.” 
 
    “But we need to protect the cargo,” Sven insisted. 
 
    “And we will protect it,” Eicewald said. 
 
    “Who?” Orten retorted. “You and your Magi? I don’t know whether–” 
 
    Thoran interrupted him immediately. “No, your Magi will remain here to protect the capital.”  
 
    Eicewald, who did not seem surprised by the comment, raised his hand. “I have a suggestion that might work.” 
 
    “Go on, let’s hear it,” the King said. 
 
    “A small group of men could go with me to protect the cargo, and not being soldiers, they wouldn’t arouse so much reluctance in the Queen.” 
 
    “What group of men?” 
 
    Eicewald looked aside at Gatik. “Rangers, my lord. They’d be perfect for this mission. They could protect me and the cargo, in case of problems they’ll know how to confront them better than soldiers would, and they wouldn’t attract as much attention or distrust, since they’re not soldiers.” 
 
    The King considered the idea. 
 
    “My Rangers can take charge of the mission without any problem,” Gatik assured him. 
 
    “No, not yours,” the King interrupted him again. “I want you and your Royal Rangers with me here.” 
 
    Gatik was quick to fall into line. “Oh, of course, your Majesty.”  
 
    “Nevertheless, it seems a good idea to me,” Thoran said to Eicewald. “A group of Rangers could protect the ship, safeguard your life and not arouse suspicions. Yes, I like the plan.” 
 
    “If your Majesty will allow me, I’ll take personal charge of choosing the team who’ll come with me.” 
 
    “Fine. But choose well, Mage. You know what’s at stake …”  
 
    “Of course, your Majesty.” 
 
    “If you need anything, I’m at your disposal,” Gatik said to Eicewald, and the Mage gave a small bow of gratitude. 
 
    “And if even so, the mission fails?” Sven asked suddenly. 
 
    “In that case,” said the mage, “I fear the Specter and the hosts of the Frozen Continent could descend on the capital.” 
 
    “Of course, they’ll come, now they know we can’t defeat them!” Orten protested. 
 
    “I’d have no doubt about it myself,” Thoran reasoned. “I’d attack and conquer this kingdom with an advantage like that.”  
 
    “Then it’s just a matter of time,” said Sven. 
 
    “So it is,” Thoran agreed. “I don’t think they’ll wait for long before they cross the Eternal Mountains and attack us.” 
 
    “Then we need to get ready to stop it any way we can, and quickly,” Orten said. 
 
    “Get together what you need, and leave without delay,” the King told Eicewald. 
 
    “So, it shall be done, your Majesty. Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a great deal to prepare.” The Mage bowed to the King and the nobles and began to withdraw. 
 
    “Go, and don’t fail me,” was the King’s parting message. 
 
    Eicewald came to Lasgol’s side. “You’re coming with me,” he whispered in his ear. 
 
    Lasgol’s blood froze in his veins. 
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    On board the ship, Lasgol stared out at the wide harbor of the coastal city of Oslenbag, in the northwest of the kingdom. He had still not gotten over the shock of learning that he was to form part of Eicewald’s expedition. It was five days since the Mage had told him, in the throne hall: days frantic with preparations for the journey, during which he had barely had time to think of all its implications. 
 
    A group of harbor workers were loading boxes of supplies as well as barrels of drinking water, which were essential for long sea journeys. He had to admit that the vessel was solidly-built. Eicewald had asked for a large merchant ship in excellent condition. The King’s brother had advised him to take one of the warships, or even one of the assault ships, which were the kind generally used by the army and which were properly equipped for this type of mission. The Mage had declined the offer courteously but firmly. He did not want to take anything resembling a warship, preferring a merchant ship, which would not appear threatening when it was spotted. Orten had assured him that this was a bad idea and would attract pirates, whereas a warship would scare them away, guaranteeing them a safe passage. Eicewald had insisted. If they went anywhere near the Turquoise Queen’s islands on a warship, not only would they not be made welcome, but she would sink them with her magic. In the end Orten had given up and granted the Mage what he had asked. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t she?” came Eicewald’s voice. 
 
    Lasgol, who was leaning on the gunwale, turned to greet the Mage. “Yes, sir. A big solid ship.” He had already noticed the width and length of the single-sailed vessel. 
 
    “They’re almost done loading the supplies,” the mage added. 
 
    “Will they load the cargo afterwards?” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “First the supplies, since without them we can’t make the trip, and then the precious cargo.” He nodded toward the end of the dock. A regiment was escorting a caravan of carts, which was moving in their direction. 
 
    “Oh, they’re here already.” 
 
    “That’s right. As you can see, they’re quite striking …” 
 
    The soldiers wore armor of silver scales, with winged helmets of the same color and red-and-white breastplates and cloaks. They were armed with spears and round wooden shields reinforced with metal, light but sturdy. 
 
    “In fact, ‘discreet’ is exactly what they aren’t …” 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want them to come with us on an unusual journey like this.” 
 
    “Sir …” Lasgol began. 
 
    “Yes, Lasgol? What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I was wondering … why out of all …” 
 
    “Why I chose you to help me in this mission?” 
 
    Lasgol looked into the dark eyes of the Mage, who had been expecting the question, doubtless along with many others Lasgol was asking himself. 
 
    “Yes, why me?” 
 
    “For two important reasons. First, because you did very well in the Frozen Territories. You held up during the great spell, and I know it was a difficult job. You demonstrated a strong will and a capacity for suffering. A little more, and we’d have had problems getting the use of your legs back. That says a lot about you, about your courage and your character, because those were what gave you the strength to hold on to the end. And secondly, because during the ceremony I noticed something that surprised me very much and which I wasn’t sure I’d perceived correctly.”  
 
    Lasgol stiffened, fearing that the Mage had found him out.  
 
    “That ‘something’ was two minor spells which someone had cast on you. Of course, I thought one of my Mages must have done it to help you, because I caught a glimpse of the two flashes that ran through your body. To my surprise, when I spoke to them they assured me that none of them had cast any spell on you. If it wasn’t them and it wasn’t me, that leaves only one alternative: it was you. There was nobody else anywhere near.”  
 
    Lasgol wanted to say something, but had no idea what. He had been found out.  
 
    “You needn’t deny it, because when I was treating your legs to help you recover, I could perceive the well of inner energy you possess. That’s something which not all mages can do, but some of us are capable of perceiving the Gift in others if we look hard, and I found it in you. It’s genuinely surprising to find someone like you – special, gifted with the Talent – among the Rangers. That’s not the usual route for someone with the Gift. As a rule, the gifted seek the help of Magi in order to develop their innate potential. I don’t think it was like that in your case. You cultivated it yourself, which is even more surprising and commendable. Those are the two reasons why I chose you to accompany me on this mission.”  
 
    Eicewald’s voice had been calm but somber, as if he had not explained everything behind his reasons. Lasgol had the impression that the Mage was not telling him everything. 
 
    “I …” he began. He had not been expecting the Mage to come out with that, and he had no idea what to say. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m wrong in my theory?” 
 
    Lasgol looked down and nodded. “No, it’s quite correct…”  
 
    “And there’s a third and last reason. I’m a pretty good judge of character, and I know you won’t fail me when things get hard and I need you, just as you didn’t fail me during the spell. I value that above all else. I don’t care how intelligent, strong, or powerful a person is if in the end he fails me. Those are things you learn in the course of life.” 
 
    The caravan stopped alongside the ship. The officer in charge exchanged a few words with the one in charge of guarding the ship, and a moment later the dock-workers began to load the boxes of weapons on to the ship, then down into the hold. 
 
    “They’re starting to load,” Lasgol pointed out. He was trying to change the subject, because he did not feel at all comfortable with it. 
 
    “The crew’s ready too,” Eicewald said. He indicated the sailors, who were adjusting the sail and carrying out a thousand and one tasks in every part of the ship. He glanced back at the stern, where the captain was giving orders to his sailors in an authoritarian voice. He must have been in his fifties, tall and thin, with a red beard that reached halfway down his chest and very clear grey eyes. He looked unfriendly. From what Lasgol had seen so far, all ship captains had the same expression, or at least assumed it when they were on board their ships.  
 
    “Captain Olsen has a very good reputation,” Eicewald added.  
 
    Lasgol had noticed that all the sailors were in their forties. “They all look experienced,” he commented. 
 
    “I asked for an experienced captain and crew. And a small one, just those needed to man the ship. The fewer of us we are, the more chance of success.” 
 
    “Because of the Turquoise Queen?” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “She doesn’t like strangers or visits, so we need to look harmless. That’s vital if we’re to reach her.” 
 
    “Will we be able to?” 
 
    “Let’s hope so, although quite honestly I can’t guarantee it. It’ll be up to her to decide, when the time comes.” The expression on the Mage’s face was not very confident. “Now all that remains is for the Rangers to arrive. They must be nearly here.” He gave Lasgol a slight nod. “Thanks for the recommendations.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, sir. They’re the best company for any mission, and I’d put my life in their hands without a second thought.” 
 
    “That’s high praise. They must be special.” 
 
    “They truly are.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I trust your judgment.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Were all the names I suggested accepted?” 
 
    “I had to put pressure on Gondabar and Gatik, but in the end they accepted.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “All but one.” 
 
    “Oh … Is it the one I was afraid of?” 
 
    “It is. I can assure you I tried, but it was impossible. It seems that someone very influential doesn’t want him to come with us – or rather doesn’t want him to leave his present post.” 
 
    “I guessed something like that might happen.” 
 
    “Here come the first ones, if I’m not mistaken.” The mage pointed with his staff to three riders who were galloping towards the ship. 
 
    Lasgol narrowed his eyes to see them clearly. There was no doubt they were Rangers, from their clothes. They presented themselves to the officer on watch duty and showed him their orders, which the officer read carefully. After they had answered a number of questions, they were finally allowed to pass. A stable boy took their mounts and the three Rangers boarded the ship by the long ramp which connected it to the dockside. 
 
    “Rangers requesting permission to board!” called the one at the head of the group. 
 
    Captain Olsen looked them up and down for a long moment. “You have permission to board.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled and spread his arms to welcome them. “Welcome, my friends!” 
 
    The one leading them finally recognized him. “Lasgol!” It was none other than Ingrid, who strode forward and hugged him heartily. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!” said the second Ranger. His size made him unmistakable. 
 
    “Gerd, this is great!”  
 
    The big guy gave Lasgol a bear hug the moment Ingrid let him go, and Lasgol laughed in delight.  
 
    “Put me down!” he begged. He was smiling broadly at the reunion. 
 
    “I guessed this must have something to do with you!” the third one said. She pushed back her hood, revealing red hair and a face full of freckles. 
 
    “Nilsa! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “And me to see you again!” She too gave him a big hug the moment Gerd had put him down on the ground again. 
 
    “How are you all?” 
 
    “I’ve never been better,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Gerd flexed his muscular arms. “Flourishing like an oak!” 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!” Nilsa said. She was clapping her hands in delight. 
 
    “I’ll let you catch up, then afterwards we’ll have a talk,” said Eicewald, who had remained a little to the side. He went to speak to Captain Olsen. 
 
    Ingrid was looking around. “What are we doing here?”  
 
    “Haven’t they explained anything?” Lasgol asked, although he had guessed that bearing in mind the importance of the mission, presumably it would have been kept top secret. 
 
    Gerd shrugged. “Not a word, just that we had to come here urgently.”  
 
    “We met on the way,” Nilsa added. “I’ve told them it’s something very important and secret. Gondabar didn’t want to tell me anything, but he did say it was a special mission for the King.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was about to explain when a new rider appeared on the dockside. It was another Ranger. 
 
    “Who else is coming?” Nilsa asked. She was hopping up and down excitedly, while everybody else was looking down, trying to guess who it could be. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “We’ll soon know,” he said conspiratorially, and all of them turned to him eagerly. 
 
    When the Ranger had shown his orders, he made his way to the ship, and after asking permission of the Captain, he came on board. Lasgol had already recognized his voice and the way he walked. 
 
    “Oh no, not him!” Ingrid protested bitterly. 
 
    “D’you need the best Natural Assassin of the realm for anything special?” Viggo asked. He pushed back his hood and let them see his face. 
 
    Lasgol smiled from ear to ear. He was glad from the bottom of his heart to see his friend. 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “Viggo!” Nilsa cried, and before Gerd could react she had already thrown herself on Viggo to hug him. She did it with such impetus that Viggo had to shift his posture so as not to fall backwards. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too, red-head,” he said, and winked. “I see you’re still as poised and nimble as ever.” 
 
    Nilsa poked her tongue out at him. “And you’re as charming as ever.” 
 
    “Come here, Romeo!” Gerd said. He lifted him in the air with a bear-hug and began to twirl. 
 
    “Let me down, you giant, you’re going to make me feel sick. What’s all this passion for bear-hugs, anyway?” 
 
    “I love them.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. The problem is, the rest of humankind doesn’t.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you all love them!” 
 
    “This one’s got more than enough muscle, but he’s a bit short of brains,” Viggo murmured ironically. 
 
    “Don’t mess with Gerd,” Ingrid scolded him. “He’s a good person, unlike you,”  
 
    Gerd put Viggo down, and he went up to Ingrid. “You’re more beauti— I mean bossy every day, my little Blondie.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, ‘my little Blondie’? I’m going to give you a black eye!” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too,” Viggo said. He gave her a seductive smile and spread his arms wide for a hug. 
 
    “Don’t even think of it!” 
 
    “Just a little cuddle?” he begged, almost in a whine, and gestured to her to come and hug him. 
 
    “A kick where it hurts the most is what you’re going to get from me!” She gave him a fierce glare and took up a fighting stance. 
 
    He smiled mockingly. “Always so charming, and with those seductive ways of yours.” All the same, he refrained from taking a step toward her, just in case. 
 
    “Come here,” Lasgol said. “I’ll give you a hug.”  
 
    “Good thing someone loves me,” Viggo said. He turned to Lasgol with his arms wide, and Lasgol hugged him tightly. 
 
    “I’m really glad to see you,” he said. 
 
    “Aren’t they all?” Viggo replied with a mocking grin, as if the whole world were in love with him. 
 
    “Yeah, the whole kingdom,” Nilsa said, and burst out laughing. 
 
    Ingrid put her hands to her head. “By the Ice Gods! Who put this bonehead on the list? This mission is going to be insufferable!”  
 
    “It must have been some very influential noble, or else one of the leaders of the realm,” Viggo said, strutting like a peacock. “They’re all desperate to get hold of me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it in just a moment,” Lasgol said. He was scanning the docks in search of the last of the Rangers he had selected. 
 
    Nilsa, Gerd, Ingrid and Viggo began to joke among themselves as he stared out, getting more and more impatient. Would she come? Had she been notified about the mission? Had she finally been given permission? The doubts were beginning to pile up in his mind. They would soon be setting off, they had already finished loading the boxes of weapons, and now a group of soldiers was carrying up a couple of chained trunks. 
 
    Nilsa had noticed this. “Those look important,” she said. 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow. “I’d say that’s a mass of gold they’re loading, and part of the reason we’re here.”  
 
    “A cargo of gold on a ship?” Gerd said in puzzlement. “What kind of mission have they given us?” 
 
    As the soldiers were carrying the gold down into the hold, one last rider appeared in the distance, galloping toward the ship. It was a Ranger, who dismounted, presented orders and came on board. They all stared, trying to puzzle out who it could be. 
 
    “Am I late for the party?” came a feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol recognized her at once, and his heart turned such a summersault that it nearly leapt out of his chest. 
 
    “I think you’re just in time,” Viggo said. He gave her a mischievous smile. 
 
    The Ranger pushed back her hood, and they all saw Astrid’s smiling face. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to give me a welcome hug?” she asked Lasgol roguishly. 
 
    Lasgol stepped forward, took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. The two of them kissed as if their friends were not there, as if they were not on board a ship in the middle of a crowded harbor, as if nothing around them existed and they were absolutely alone, in one another’s arms. Lasgol and Astrid lost themselves in their love and went on kissing, carried away, lost in delight at their reunion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Viggo cleared his throat loudly. “Ahem … there are children around.” He jabbed his thumb at Gerd. 
 
    “I’m not a child!” the giant protested. He shoved Viggo aside, although he could not help blushing. 
 
    “It is rather embarrassing …” Ingrid admitted. She was looking at them with her arms crossed. “They don’t even know we’re here.” 
 
    “I think it’s really romantic,” Nilsa said. She was watching them kiss with a broad, slightly envious smile, clapping silently in appreciation. 
 
    “I think if the ship were to catch fire on the spot,” Viggo said, “these two wouldn’t even notice, they’d go on kissing, absolutely wrapped up in each other. We’d have to carry them away as they are, because we wouldn’t be able to separate them.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “We certainly would.” 
 
    Finally, Lasgol and Astrid moved away from one another, although they remained locked in one another’s gaze. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much, my sweetheart,” Astrid said. 
 
    “And so, have I, my love,” 
 
    “If you don’t stop this right away,” Viggo interrupted, “all this mushiness is going to make me throw up. Any moment now I’m going to start kissing Gerd all over his huge face.” He put his hands to his throat as if he were really about to vomit. 
 
    “Me? Why would you kiss me?” Gerd protested, looking horrified. “You’d much better kiss Ingrid.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” said Nilsa. “That’d be worth seeing.” 
 
    Ingrid was holding up her fists at the ready. “If you take one step nearer me, I’ll punch you!” 
 
    Nilsa laughed out loud, and Gerd smiled from ear to ear. The comment made Lasgol and Astrid come out of their reverie and return to reality. 
 
    “She’d really love it if I kissed her,” Viggo said, “but there’s no chance of that.” His expression suggested that this would have been way below his expectations. 
 
    “Love it? I’m going to kill him!” Ingrid cried. 
 
    They all laughed, and even Viggo could not keep up his cynical expression and gave a chuckle. 
 
    Astrid greeted the rest of the team, exchanging hugs and affectionate greetings with all of them. 
 
    “There’s only Egil left, then all us Snow Panthers will be together again,” Nilsa commented. She was looking down toward the dock with great interest. 
 
    “Egil isn’t coming with us,” Lasgol told them, looking resigned. “I’d have loved him to be with us, and in fact I asked for him, but they wouldn’t let him come.” 
 
    “Why not?” Gerd said. “He’s the smartest of all of us. His brains would get us out of more than one tight situation, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I think so too,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “He’s not allowed to come because of who he is,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Because he’s an Olafstone, you mean?” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo nodded several times. “That’s right. They want him safe and nicely under control where he is.” 
 
    “That seems to be the case,” Lasgol said sadly. “I was afraid it would happen. It would’ve been great to have his brains to rely on, because this mission is very complicated and there’s a lot at stake.” 
 
    “How about telling us what it’s all about?” said Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol looked around to check that there was no-one at the prow, and beckoned them to follow him there. When they reached the figurehead, which represented a dragon, he told them what had happened in the Frozen Territories, the reason for the mission and where they would be going. When he had finished, his friends were left staring at him with expressions of unease and incredulity. 
 
    “Let’s see if I’ve got this straight,” Viggo said. He was scratching his chin and looking up at the clear sky. “We’ve got to get on board this nutshell, with a deeply sinister Ice Mage we can’t trust, then dodge pirates on our way to a bunch of remote islands surrounded by an eternal mist which swallows up whoever penetrates it, all so that we can ask a powerful Sorceress Queen who doesn’t like foreigners to lend us a very powerful magical object – all so that we can come back and use it to destroy a Frozen Specter that the Peoples of the Frozen Continent hope to use to conquer Norghana. Have I left anything out?”  
 
    This was said with all the sarcasm he was capable of, and as he was Viggo, it was a great deal. 
 
    Lasgol was blushing in shame after hearing somebody else describe what the mission involved, with emphasis on the dangers. “Well … yeah … I think you’ve summed it up pretty well …” 
 
    “Wow … that’s quite a mission!” Gerd said. He gave a snort that could have filled the sail and taken the ship out of the harbor. 
 
    Astrid waved a hand uneasily. “Yeah, this is one of the really complicated ones.” 
 
    “So it is,” Ingrid said very proudly, “but they’ve chosen the best team for it. When somebody’s got to carry out a mission as important as this for the realm, who are they going to call but the best Rangers of all?” She beat her chest with her fist. “And that’s us.” 
 
    “I don’t think we were picked because we’re the best,” Nilsa objected almost in a whisper, unwilling to disagree with Ingrid and shifting from one foot to the other. “I think we were picked because Lasgol asked for us. Gondabar was sent a list of chosen names, our names. I saw it on his desk.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Yup, I recommended you to him.” He told them about the conversation he had had with Eicewald. 
 
    “Well, we’re still the best team for any mission, I’m absolutely certain of that,” Ingrid insisted. 
 
    “Blondie has got a point there.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ve got a point, you knucklehead.” 
 
    “But there are very experienced Specialist Rangers and Veterans who must be a better choice than us for a mission like this,” Gerd reasoned. 
 
    “More experienced, certainly,” Ingrid agreed. “But better at carrying out a mission as a team: not one of them. I know that. I’ve had to work with experienced Rangers, and even some very good Specialists, but I can assure you that I’d never choose them over you, not even if I were out of my mind!” 
 
    “Well, there are plenty of days when you do seem to be out of your mind,” Viggo taunted her. 
 
    Ingrid glared at him. “At least I go crazy because I’m sane, but you – you could never lose your wits, because you haven’t got any to begin with!” She jabbed her finger at his forehead. 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “You’ve both got a point there,” she murmured. 
 
    “As a team, working together,” Ingrid went on with her usual charisma and determination, “we’re a lot better that any other half-dozen of the best and most expert specialists. We know each other perfectly – our strong points and our weaknesses – and we’re exceptional, you can take my word on that. There’s nobody I’d rather go with on this mission than you.”  
 
    “When you get like that, I’d follow you into the eye of a hurricane!” Viggo said. He winked at her. 
 
    She drew back her fist. “I’m going to shut that eye of yours with a punch!”  
 
    Gerd stepped casually in between the two of them to forestall this. 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “I decided to choose the Panthers because you’re the only ones I trust and the only ones I’d set sail with on this really difficult mission. You’re the only ones I know who’re capable of standing up to any situation, just as Ingrid said. I think the same as she does. We may not be the best, and we may not have the most experience individually, but together we’re capable of dealing with anything that comes our way and coming out victorious. We’re fantastic, to paraphrase Egil.” 
 
    “I like that. Very well said, and all true. We’ll succeed, we’re the Snow Panthers,” Ingrid said encouragingly. 
 
    “Besides,” Lasgol went on, “Eicewald asked me for a bunch of Rangers I completely trusted, and that could only mean you. What would you have done in my place? The kingdom’s in great danger. The Specter and the hosts of the Frozen Continent might cross the mountains at any time, and there’d be no way of stopping them.” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Ingrid said encouragingly. “I’d have done the same thing without a second thought. Don’t feel bad about it.” 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd were nodding in support of Lasgol’s decision, although from their faces it was obvious that they were troubled. 
 
    Astrid rubbed his back encouragingly. “Never doubt your instincts, and still less your friends. You did the right thing to call us. If you hadn’t done it and something had happened to you, how d’you think we’d feel?”  
 
    “We’d never have forgiven you,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Astrid was looking at him with eyes bright with love. “I always want to be here with you, and I’ll follow you to the end of the world if that’s where you’re going. Always.”  
 
    Viggo raised his eyebrows. “Well, the way this mission looks, that’s exactly where we’re headed …” Ingrid was about to say something, but he raised his finger so that she would let him finish. “All the same, if we have to go to the end of the world and back to save the realm, then there’s only one option, which is for me –for us to go, the Snow Panthers, I mean. Nobody else would ever be able to manage it, so don’t think about it anymore. We’ll take on the job of sorting out this insignificant tangle.” His chest swelled. 
 
    Nilsa laughed, and Gerd joined her. Even Ingrid smiled, although she was trying hard not to. 
 
    “And now,” Astrid said with a smile, “tell me, where have you got those two dears Ona and Camu? I’m dying to see them.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    Lasgol brightened up and smiled too. “They’re below deck, with the cargo. You’ll see how happy they are to see you all.” 
 
     “They’d better not throw themselves on me and lick me all over,” Viggo began to protest.  
 
    “Just shut up, you twit,” Ingrid snapped. “All you do is complain about everything all the time.” 
 
    The group went down to see Ona and Camu. 
 
    Very soon, the ship would be setting sail. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Olsen ordered his crew to ready themselves for departure. With the sun at its highest, the cargo on board, and the Snow Panthers along with Eicewald ready for the expedition, they weighed anchor. The sail was spread, and the ship sought the breath of the wind on its western course. 
 
    The journey would be a long one. They had to reach the north coast of the kingdom of Rogdon, then sail along it and head south, following the coast until they reached the territory of the Nocean Empire. From there they would keep a southern course for a few more days, then a western one, sailing deeper into the unknown ocean until they reached the archipelago surrounded by eternal mist. If they ever found it, that is. 
 
    The captain explained everything they needed to know about the manning of the ship and the rules on board. He made it very clear that he was the supreme authority while they were on the ship and that they were required to obey his orders without complaint, since there was no place on the high seas for dissension. The chain of command needed to be respected at all times, or else there was the risk of mutiny. Eicewald assured him that they would respect his leadership as captain of the ship and follow his instructions without querying them. The Panthers had no choice but to accept this, since Eicewald took it for granted that they agreed.  
 
    Viggo, of course, had other ideas about who he was going to obey and which orders he was going to follow. Ingrid put her hand over his mouth so that there would be no problems so soon after setting out. 
 
    The first days involved a lot of getting used to things. Although they had all been on a ship before, it had been a river barge with oars, on fresh water, on its way up-river. This new situation was similar in one way because the ship was not very different – albeit larger and with more crew – and yet it was very different in setting. The river had been calm, and the swaying movement of the ship minimal. This was not the case out at sea, as they soon found out. Gerd was wretchedly sick, and Viggo, who put on a tough act and would not admit it, was equally so. Lasgol felt a few twinges of nausea, but not too much, which he was very grateful for. What surprised him was that the three girls in the group were not in the least sick, and spent their time teasing the boys. Poor Gerd threw up over the gunwale several times. Viggo followed suit, excusing himself on the grounds that it was Gerd’s fault for having influenced him by doing it first. Lasgol was on the brink of doing the same, but saved himself by breathing deeply through his nose and facing into the wind. 
 
    After the first week, the three of them got used to the swaying of the ship and found their sea-legs. They were very grateful for this, because what little they had eaten had ended up in the sea. Gerd glutted himself the moment he stopped feeling queasy. Viggo did the same until he almost burst, and Lasgol, not to be left behind, also ate his fill. Then they slept like logs and made up for some of the sleep they had missed during all those nights they had spent awake and sick. 
 
    The days went by slowly on board. Lasgol and Astrid spent as much time as they could together. Ona and Camu stayed with them at times, then let them be, as if they felt the couple needed time by themselves. The two wild creatures would go to the bow, where the rest of the team normally gathered, beside the figure-head, which was in the form of a dragon’s forequarters. It was the least-frequented spot in the whole ship, which meant that they were left in peace. The ship was rather larger and with a slightly deeper draft than a Norghanian ship of war, so that it could carry more men and cargo. The small cargo hold under the deck was not particularly deep, but it was long. They had to go into it bent double to avoid bumping their heads. At the same time the ship was very maneuverable and quite speedy. The problem was that the two dozen sailors who made up the crew already occupied most of the space on board. 
 
    “They could’ve given us a bigger ship,” Viggo complained when he saw that he had to dodge two sailors in order to reach the group. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid retorted, “and with special chambers for the young master.”  
 
    “That would certainly have been very welcome. This business of sleeping in two great tents on deck doesn’t seem too civilized to me.” 
 
    “Civilized, he says, just as if you were nobly born.” 
 
    He smiled. “So I am, in spirit.”  
 
    “I’m not complaining,” said Gerd. “At least they’ve divided us. The Captain and his sailors sleep and rest in one tent and we have the other. It’s a treat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo pointed out, “but they’ve put the Mage in with us, and he really gives me the creeps.”  
 
    He was watching Eicewald at the other end of the ship. For some reason the Mage always went to stand at the stern, beside the figurehead which represented the dragon’s tail. He spent most of his time studying a number of enormous tomes and talking with Captain Olsen, whose habit was also to stand at the stern so that he could shout orders to his men and steer the ship. 
 
    “Everybody gives you the creeps,” Ingrid retorted. 
 
    “That one has a dark look, I’m telling you, those eyes … I don’t like them …” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s dark. He’s the King’s Mage, which means he’s completely trustworthy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and since here, nobody betrays anyone else, changes sides or has his own agenda …” 
 
    “Viggo’s right about that,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    “Don’t encourage him. The Mage is in charge of the expedition, and he has the King’s trust. We have no reason not to trust him.” 
 
    Viggo let the breeze blow full in his face. “I don’t trust anybody,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, not even your own shadow.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “The Norghanian court’s very dangerous. If you knew the stories they tell” – she was shaking one hand – “you wouldn’t believe them. The nobles, the lords and the Magi are the worst. It’s best to be like Viggo and not trust anybody.” 
 
    “I don’t know … in this case I’m with Ingrid,” Gerd said. He was petting Ona, who was lying at his feet. “We’ve got no reason not to trust him, and he’s in charge of this expedition. Besides, he’s the King’s Mage … and it’s not that I’m very fond of Magi myself, but if the King trusts him, then so should we.” 
 
    “You’re too friendly and trusting,” said Viggo. “I’m happier when you have a panic attack because of some nonsense or other. At least then you’re on the alert.” No sooner had he said this than Camu, who had been camouflaged, licked his hand. Viggo gave a start of surprise and almost fell overboard. He grabbed the head of the dragon to stop himself falling into the sea. 
 
    Ingrid burst out laughing. “Look who’s being skittish now!” 
 
    Gerd jabbed his finger at him. “Exactly,” he said accusingly. “Serves you right for teasing me!”  
 
    Ona chirped in amusement. 
 
    “That wretched creature is here!” Viggo complained as he regained his balance and wiped Camu’s drool off his hand. 
 
    “Well, of course he’s here,” Astrid said, laughing. “Where else would he be?”  
 
    “Yeah, go ahead and laugh, he doesn’t lick you when you’re not expecting it.” 
 
    “It must be for some reason,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Well, it can’t be for the love I show him!” 
 
    “The creature can feel that deep down, you do love him,” Gerd said, “and that’s why he shows his affection. “Isn’t that so?” he asked Ona in a gentle voice. 
 
    Ona replied with an affectionate moan and rubbed her head against his leg. 
 
    Viggo meanwhile was staring straight ahead, trying to work out where Camu was. “Where are you, vermin?” he called out. 
 
    Nilsa stroked Ona’s head. “These two little ones are certainly sleeping well down there below deck, all by themselves among the supplies.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking of going down to sleep with them,” Viggo said. “I might do that tonight and get away from Gerd’s snoring. Or better yet, you can go down and sleep with them.” 
 
    “I’m not going below deck, it’s very low down,” Gerd objected. 
 
    “And you’re a walking mountain and can’t be taken anywhere,” Viggo said resignedly. 
 
    “I’m not that big.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “You actually are a little bit huge. But you’re also huge in heart, and that makes you wonderful.” She gave him a couple of pats over the heart. 
 
    Gerd blushed. “Thanks,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Well, at least we don’t have to row,” Nilsa said to console herself. 
 
    “For now,” Viggo said. He was staring at the great sail with the Norghanian coat of arms, which the wind had swollen. 
 
    “But if someone has to row, they’ll be the ones who do it, right?” Gerd asked. He pointed to the sailors. 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “We’ll all row if necessary,” said Ingrid. “A bit of exercise would do us good. We’re going to be spending quite a long time on this ship, and it’s not as if we can take much exercise.” 
 
    “I’ll let you take my shifts at the oar,” Viggo said with a smile. “I’ll sacrifice myself for your sake. I want you to be in the best possible shape, and above all I don’t want you to lose that Ice Goddess figure of yours.” 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the northern seas, I’m going to kill him!” Ingrid cried to the heavens, as Nilsa and Gerd muffled their laughter. 
 
    “What are you two laughing at?” 
 
    Nilsa shrugged. “It was just funny,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” 
 
    Gerd joined in to support Nilsa. “It was, just a little.” 
 
    “I can’t cope with you, I’m going to the stern.” She walked away, fuming, while the others laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several days at sea, Lasgol went to talk with Mage Eicewald and Captain Olsen at the stern. 
 
    “Good morning, Lasgol,” Eicewald greeted him with one of his enigmatic gazes. 
 
    “Everything all right?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, everything’s fine,” Lasgol said, and Olsen nodded. “I was wondering – well, so were my comrades – how long the journey’s going to take.” 
 
    Eicewald and Olsen exchanged a serious glance. They did not seem too happy about the question. 
 
    “Over two months,” Eicewald said. 
 
    “Roughly,” Olsen added. “We don’t know exactly how long.” 
 
    “We don’t know the exact location of the islands,” Eicewald said. “We only have an approximation.”  
 
    “A vague approximation,” Olsen admitted reluctantly. He did not seem at all happy about it. 
 
    “Isn’t there a map to show their location?” Lasgol asked. He was surprised, because Eicewald had told him that he had been to the islands and come back from there. He must know where they were. 
 
    “No, they aren’t shown on any map, because nobody knows exactly where they are. I have an approximate idea of the area, although it’s a very wide one. Captain Olsen has sailed in this area before, and that’s why he’s part of this mission.” 
 
    “I can take you to the general area,” Olsen explained, “but I’ve never seen any island in that quadrant. Or the eternal mist your Mage speaks of. What I do know is that there are rumors of a giant sea-monster in the area that devours sailors and sinks ships. Perhaps that’s why so many disappear there.” 
 
    “A giant sea-monster? Ships disappear there?” Lasgol repeated in alarm. 
 
    Olsen nodded. “Not many sailors dare venture into that quadrant. In my humble opinion this business of a sea-monster is just superstition. If ships are lost in this area, it must be because it’s very prone to storms. Or perhaps there’s a pirate base, and they do away with the unwary who come near. Be that as it may, we have to take all possible precautions, particularly because we’re going to have to track the area in search of these islands that don’t appear on any map.” 
 
    “The Captain doesn’t think we’ll find them,” Eicewald said. 
 
    Lasgol was surprised at this, since the Captain was the one who was supposed to take them there. 
 
    Olsen shook his head. “I’ll do as I’ve been told and take you to the area to search, but I don’t hold out much hope. As I’ve said many times, there are no islands in this quadrant. No sailor has ever seen them, and if they existed they’d already have been discovered.” 
 
    Lasgol was taken aback by this. He passed the news on to his friends, who were as surprised as he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later, as Lasgol and Astrid looked out at the sea in one another’s arms, the breeze blew their hair as if it were deliberately setting out to ruffle it. He looked at Astrid’s jet-black hair fluttering in the wind, gazed into her intensely green eyes and lost himself in that fierce face he loved so much. Having her beside him, holding her by her waist, her body against his own, filled him with joy. He had yearned so much for this meeting, to be able to be with her like this, to enjoy every little moment of her company, her warmth, her love.  
 
    Astrid looked into his eyes. “You’ve no idea how happy I am to be with you,” she said lovingly. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    “I wish this moment would never end, that it could stay like this forever.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” he said with a shy smile, knowing it could not be. They both knew that. “I was so happy when you appeared,” he admitted. 
 
    “Me too, when I was ordered to join the mission.” 
 
    “Who ordered you to come? Gondabar?” 
 
    Astrid shook her head, then nodded. “Yes, the request came from him, but the order was from higher up.” 
 
    “Higher than Gondabar? There’s nobody higher than he is, he’s our lead—” Before he could finish the sentence, he realized who she must mean. “The King himself?” 
 
    Astrid nodded. “Yes. Thoran assigned this mission to me.” 
 
    “What were you doing with him?” Lasgol asked her. He was worried and a little angry, even though he did not know why. 
 
    “Some of the missions I carry out are for the King, or on his direct orders.” 
 
    “Are you his personal Assassin?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    Astrid saw the anger in his eyes. “We can’t choose our missions, you know that. We just carry them out.” 
 
    “But … missions for the King? He’s not someone we can trust, and he must give you some very dangerous missions …” 
 
    She smiled. “Like this one, you mean?” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about …” 
 
    “There’s not much I can do about it. We’re Rangers, we serve the realm, the King. The missions come from our leaders. It’s the same with Viggo. He’s being assigned missions by Orten, the King’s brother. I’m sure Viggo isn’t at all happy having to work for someone like that, but he can’t refuse, and neither can I. And nor can you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Lasgol snorted, long and hard. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, and nor do I want the King to lead you down some dark path.” 
 
    Astrid smiled at him tenderly and stroked his blond hair. “You look so handsome when you worry about me. It makes my heart melt.” 
 
    “I mean it,” he insisted. His gaze was very serious. 
 
    “And so, do I,” she said, and smiled even more broadly. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He was not getting Astrid to take his worry seriously, and it troubled him deeply. The fact that Thoran was using her was bad news, and he knew it. It was the same with Orten using Viggo. They were two people to be kept away from as much as possible: because of the danger they would plunge Astrid and Viggo into head-first, and also because they would end up corrupting his friends’ souls if they dealt too long with them. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be very careful not to let Thoran influence your decisions.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much about me. I have very good judgment. I chose you, remember?” 
 
    “That’s exactly why,” he joked, to lighten the tone a little. 
 
    She kissed him gently and stroked the back of his neck. Lasgol felt the love and tenderness in her heart. 
 
    “I love you. That’s why I worry.” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart. I love you too, and I’m deeply grateful for it.” 
 
    The days went by peacefully. The weather was fine, and the ship sailed the calm waters without too much swaying. There was not much to do on board, so during the day Ingrid and Nilsa practiced archery. Nilsa climbed the mast to the crow’s-nest – not without difficulty, given her clumsiness – and tied on a target which they had made out of a shield. They both practiced shooting at it repeatedly from different positions, the further away the better. 
 
    Ingrid for her part had tied another shield to the dragon’s head as a target, and what she practiced was evasive movements, during which she would release at a short distance with her favorite bow, Punisher. Her speed and agility when she released – and the way she always hit the target at such a short distance – left everyone open-mouthed. The sailors were so much afraid that they would not even come near either of them when they were practicing, but instead hurried away immediately to wherever their work required them. Captain Olsen had not put any difficulties in their way, as long as they were careful not to hit any of his men. 
 
    Viggo and Gerd meanwhile also practiced close combat. Gerd wanted to get better at this, and Viggo was an expert, so he could have chosen no better teacher. His agility when it came to evading Gerd’s attacks was amazing. Gerd worked as hard as he could, but it was impossible for him to catch Viggo. His friend seemed to guess every move, every attack, in advance. 
 
    “I’ll catch you!” Gerd said. 
 
    Viggo gave a cynical laugh. “Maybe in your dreams, but out here in the real world? Never!” 
 
    “You wait and see!” Gerd said, and delivered a combined attack, first with knife, then with his short axe. 
 
    Viggo dodged both attacks masterfully. “Come on, you move like a Mountain Troll. I can see every attack before you’ve even started.” 
 
    Gerd tried a feint, but he was too slow, and his opponent dodged it without difficulty. 
 
    “I almost got you there!” 
 
    Viggo burst out laughing. “Yeah, that was really close.” 
 
    The two friends went on fighting for a while longer, until Gerd ended up with his tongue out, and of course without having touched Viggo a single time. 
 
    “I’d better give you some lessons and teach you a couple of tricks, because with that big body of yours you’d have a job catching someone more agile and slippery.” 
 
    “Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “On the other hand, if it’s a question of pushing down a door, or fighting against an Ogre, I think you’d be ideal.” 
 
    Gerd smiled. “Let’s focus on the first.” 
 
    “Fine. By the time this journey’s over, you’ll be an excellent fighter.” 
 
    “D’you promise that?” 
 
    “As my name’s Viggo, I promise.” 
 
    Gerd laughed out loud. “Okay then, do what you can.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Done!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days went by peacefully. Captain Olsen was an expert sailor and knew these waters well. He avoided storms and other ships as soon as he caught sight of them, and often he seemed to know they were on their way even before that. It was because of his many years of experience, he said, having spent his life at sea. According to him, at sea you could never trust either the course of a storm or the intentions of a merchant ship. 
 
    “I think Olsen is half a wizard,” Viggo said, “and that’s why he knows where the next storm or ship’s going to come from.” The captain had just avoided heading directly into an ugly storm. 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure, it’s got nothing to do with knowledge and experience, it must be witchcraft.” 
 
    “He’d better not be a half-witch or wizard or anything,” Nilsa protested. “You know how much I hate magic, it puts me in a foul mood.” She folded her arms protectively and glared at the captain, who was chatting with Eicewald on the port side. 
 
    Gerd was looking out at the horizon. “Well, the storm he got us out of was one of the bad ones. Look how black the sky’s turned, and all that thunder and lightning.”  
 
    “He’s not a witch, and nor do you need to be afraid of a storm,” Ingrid said to both of them. “And you, smartass, stop talking nonsense,” 
 
    “I love it when you get angry with me. Your face lights up. You look so much prettier.” 
 
    Ingrid, red with fury, grabbed one of the oars and tried to hit Viggo with it. Luckily it was too long and heavy to be wielded easily, which gave him time to run to safety. At the stern he joined Lasgol and Astrid, who were on the starboard side playing with Ona and Camu. The latter was camouflaged. 
 
    Astrid stared at Ingrid, who was fuming at the other end of the ship. “What did you do just now?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing,” Viggo said, looking as if he had never broken so much as a plate in his life. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Lasgol said, convinced his friend had been up to his tricks again. 
 
    Astrid smiled and shook her head. “Oh, sure, and that’s why Ingrid’s spitting feathers at you.” 
 
    Viggo petted Ona, who evidently enjoyed this and pretended that like him, she was a picture of pure innocence. Camu, invisible, gave Viggo a friendly shove. Caught unawares, he was forced to do a pirouette to avoid losing his balance. 
 
    “Very good move, that,” Astrid said. 
 
    “You wretched fiend, at least you could have warned me!” 
 
    Warn not funny, Camu transmitted to Lasgol. 
 
    No, not funny at all, Lasgol agreed, and laughed. 
 
    “You and the creature aren’t laughing at me, are you?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Of course not.” He smiled at Astrid. 
 
    Viggo funny. 
 
    Yeah, you’re absolutely right there. At least he always makes things entertaining. 
 
    “I think at least you ought to paint a red dot on him, so we know where he is.” 
 
    “No way,” Lasgol snapped back. 
 
    “Nobody else would notice, and we’d know where he was.” 
 
    “How’s a red dot floating around the ship not going to attract attention?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Well, we’d make it really small …” 
 
    “No and no again,” Lasgol said, shaking his head. 
 
    No paint, Camu protested, and Ona chirped in amusement. 
 
    Don’t worry, I won’t let anybody paint anything on you. 
 
    “Well then, don’t let him catch me off guard!” 
 
    “But he’s just showing his affection,” Astrid said. She smiled and reached out her hand. Camu went to her and licked it. “See? He does it to me all the time, he’s adorable.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, adorable, a pain is what he is.” 
 
    Camu went over to Viggo and licked his hand too. Viggo leapt back at the touch of his moist tongue. 
 
    “But why does he like licking so much?” 
 
    “Because he’s a sweetheart,” Astrid explained. 
 
    Viggo protested to high heaven. 
 
    I sweetheart, Camu transmitted to Lasgol and Ona. Ona growled as if to say ‘sweetheart my paw’. 
 
    Yeah … a real sweetheart … Lasgol transmitted to her, full of irony. 
 
    They spent a while enjoying conversation and games while the ship sailed on westwards. They soon found out that Camu loved climbing the mast up to the crow’s-nest, as well as sliding down the sail. Since the palms of his four feet stuck to any surface, he had a wonderful time letting himself slide down the sail. The optical effect he created in the process made it look as though a whimsical gust of wind had decided to strike only one part of the sail, from top to bottom. Captain Olsen would stare at his sail, hands on hips, unable to understand what was going on. Lasgol had to tell Camu that he was only to play this game when Olsen was not looking. 
 
      
 
    The next day, very early, Captain Olsen saw two ships in the distance. Immediately he ordered a series of maneuvers to distance themselves from them. Lasgol and his team woke to the shouts of the captain to his crew, and watched the ships in the distance. Olsen was trying to get away, but the two ships went on getting closer, which was not a good sign. Olsen ordered the ship to veer into the wind in order to lose them. The two other ships did the same. 
 
    “Who are they?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “I’d prefer to ask, what do they want?” said Viggo. 
 
    “They’re still approaching from starboard,” Ingrid said, “in spite of the Captain’s efforts.”  
 
    “I’ve got a feeling this is going to get ugly,” said Astrid. 
 
    “They’re not merchant ships, are they?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “No, those are ships of war,” Ingrid said. “They look very much like the ones we use.” 
 
    “What kingdom are they from?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Lasgol had called upon his Hawk’s Eye skill. “They’re not carrying the flag of any kingdom. Their flag is black …”  
 
     The Captain’s voice thundered throughout the ship and confirmed their fears. 
 
    “Pirates!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pirates?” Viggo protested in disbelief. “You must be kidding, right? As if this mission weren’t complicated and dangerous enough already!”  
 
    “Well, it looks as though it’s just got a bit more dangerous still,” Ingrid said. “Run for your weapons, we’re going to need them!”  
 
    “You just wait and see,” Viggo muttered acidly. “We haven’t come across a giant sea monster in this mission yet!” 
 
    Ingrid was already leading the way, a few paces ahead. “You’re the real monster. Shut up and get your weapons.”  
 
    Viggo smiled. “Well, I seem to be improving. I’d rather be a monster than a numbskull.” He ran off. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “Now that’s something I wasn’t expecting. Danger’s come before we’d expected it.” He followed Viggo with long strides, and the others ran after him. 
 
    “Trim the sail!” Captain Olsen shouted to his sailors. 
 
    Eicewald went to join him at the stern, to watch what was going on. “Will they attack us?” 
 
    “We’ll know very soon. If we don’t manage to leave them behind they’ll almost certainly attack.” Olsen was looking through his double spyglass as he spoke. “We’re a merchant ship with no escort on board. We’re too good a bite to pass up.” 
 
    “Are we going to leave them behind?” 
 
    “We’ll see. They have warships, and they’re fast,” the Captain commented as he looked through his spyglass again. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “About ninety in each ship, and they look like a well-equipped bunch of pirates.” 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “Very bad business in that case.” He was thoughtful as he watched the enemy ships, which were beginning to narrow the distance which separated them. 
 
    “To the oars!” Olsen ordered his sailors. “Every man to the oars! We’ve got to leave them behind, and the wind’s not strong enough to let us do that. Hellfire!” 
 
    Ingrid came up to the Captain, with the others beside her. “Ready to repel the attack, Captain.” 
 
    Olsen glanced at the six of them, then at the pirate ships. He looked uncomfortable. “Don’t get me wrong, but you’re six against two hundred or thereabouts, and at sea, which is not exactly home ground for a Ranger. I don’t think we can keep them off if they catch up with us …” 
 
    Eicewald half-closed his eyes and showed his mage’s staff. “There are seven of us,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Even so. Best if they don’t catch up with us. Pirates aren’t like the soldiers you’re used to fighting. They’re a lot more daring, they always fight dirty, and they make the most of every advantage.” 
 
    “Then they’re like me, so there’s nothing for me to worry about,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    Gerd went white. “Well, there is for me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nilsa joined in unsurely. 
 
    “Easy, pals,” Astrid said cheerfully. “No matter how dirty they fight, we’re way better than they are. Trust your training and your skill.”  
 
    Pirates? asked Camu, who did not know the word. 
 
    Attackers at sea. Bad people, bandits of the seas, Lasgol explained. 
 
    Fight? 
 
    Not for the moment. Wait for my signal. You go up the mast. Ona, you stay close to me, but be wary. 
 
    I go up mast, Camu agreed. 
 
    Ona growled, to show that she was ready to fight. 
 
    “Row! Row for your lives!” Olsen roared. 
 
    The crew was rowing as one, trying to outdistance the enemy ships. Unfortunately, the pirates had been given the same order. Since the pirate ships were faster and could count on more oarsmen, the chances of escaping were decreasing every moment, and Lasgol could see this immediately, as could Astrid. They glanced at one another, and she shook her head. No, they were not going to escape. 
 
    “They’re getting closer,” Eicewald observed. “They’re faster than we are.”  
 
    “They have faster ships and more oarsmen. We’re in a tight spot,” Olsen summarized gloomily. 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “Get yourselves in place. Three on one side of the dragon’s tail, three on the other. As soon as they’re within range, begin to release. We might make them a bit less enthusiastic about chasing us.”  
 
    “Right,” Ingrid said, and they took up their places. Eicewald moved a couple of paces back to stand between the two groups. 
 
    For a moment the sail swelled with the breath of the gods, bringing hope to Olsen and his people that they would be able to get away, but it did not last long. The sail slackened, and they could all feel that the wind was dying. Without it they had no escape-route. 
 
    “We’re losing the wind!” Olsen shouted to his crew. “Row! All together!” They were strong, experienced sailors, who were rowing skillfully and propelling the ship over the undulating waves. Despite this, they could not manage to distance themselves from the two pursuing ships, which were still coming closer. 
 
    The chase went on all afternoon, and little by little the exhaustion of the effort began to take its toll on the oarsmen in the merchant ship. Captain Olsen went on exhorting them to go on rowing with all their might, as though they were demigods whose strength would never fail them. 
 
    “They’re five hundred paces from us,” Ingrid said. She was watching the pirate ship with one eye shut and the other open to get a better sense of the distance between them. 
 
    “Can you hit them?” Eicewald asked. “They’re too far away for a spell.”  
 
    “Five hundred paces is a bit far, but we can try,” Ingrid said confidently. 
 
    At that distance she could not use any of her three bows. Punisher, the tiny one, had a maximum range of about twenty-five paces; Swift, the short one, would not reach a hundred and fifty; and Spot-on, the compound bow, would not reach two hundred and fifty. She nocked a bigger long bow and aimed. They were very unreliable, but at that distance they were her only option. Nilsa, who was much better than Ingrid with this kind of bow, did the same. Lasgol and the others, on the other hand, did not even try. They knew the distance was beyond them. The two girls waited a moment, gauging the shot. It was not an easy one at all, not only because of the distance, but because of the swaying of the two ships. 
 
    Viggo wrinkled his nose in protest. “This nutshell won’t stay still.”  
 
    Astrid was calculating with her eyes half-closed. “If it were only this one that was moving it would be easier, but the two ships go up and down ten or fifteen hand-spans every four strokes.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll make it,” Gerd said encouragingly. 
 
    Suddenly, as if they had come to a silent agreement, they both released. Ingrid’s arrow flew to the head of one of the pirates beside the figurehead, the image of a horrifying sea snake whose sole function was presumably to frighten the enemy. The arrow passed close to his head, but did not hit him. The pirate shouted in triumph, raising his scimitar in the air, and his partners beside him shouted excitedly. Nilsa’s arrow hit him fair and square in his chest. With an expression of disbelief, he plunged into the sea, and the shouts of his colleagues suddenly subsided. 
 
    “You’re pretty impressive at a distance,” Ingrid said to Nilsa. 
 
    The redhead shrugged. “I’ve got a good eye for long shots, don’t ask me why, or why I haven’t got it for medium and short range.”  
 
    “Keep shooting,” Viggo said. “See if you can lighten the load a bit.”  
 
    Nilsa winked at him. “Done,” she said as she aimed again. 
 
    “This time I’ll get him too,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Both arrows flew, and two pirates at the bow were hit squarely, one in the chest and the other in the stomach. They fell backwards on to the deck from the force of the impact, and a moment later they were dead. 
 
    “That’s the way to do it!” Viggo said. 
 
    “What amazing marksmanship!” Astrid exclaimed. 
 
    Gerd had a broad smile on his face. “One day I’d like to be as good an archer as you two are.” 
 
    “One day, he says,” Viggo teased him. “Not in a million years, with those great mitts of yours.” 
 
    Gerd smiled, looking down at his big hands. “What can I say? At least they’re pretty useful for smacking people around.” 
 
    Nilsa and Ingrid released again, and once more two pirates at the prow were hit and fell into the sea. 
 
    “They’re only four hundred paces away now!” Ingrid said. “Want to try?” she asked her partners, with a definite touch of irony. 
 
    “At your command, captain,” Viggo said. He, Astrid, Lasgol and Gerd armed their compound bows, nocked and aimed. 
 
    “We’ll release at the same ship,” Ingrid said. “We’ll cause the most damage like that.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded in agreement. “The one on the starboard?”  
 
    “That’s right, all at once. Aim! Release!”  
 
    The six arrows sped to the enemy ship’s foredeck. The pirates tried to seek cover, but there was not much space to hide in. Three of them fell, either wounded or dead. Three arrows fell short. 
 
    “Well done!” Ingrid said. “We’ll do it again! At my command!” She was gauging the distance and the swaying of the other ship. “Now!” 
 
    The six released at the same time, and the arrows flew straight at the pirates as they retreated to the center of the ship, some even as far as the stern. The pirate captain was going hoarse as he barked orders to his men, who did not seem too willing to obey them. 
 
    “Row with everything you’ve got!” Olsen’s voice was heard encouraging his sailors. The pirate ships were already three hundred paces away and would soon catch up with them. 
 
    “We need to shoot at the oarsmen!” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    “That’s complicated,” Viggo said. “They’re sitting down.”  
 
    “At three hundred paces, if you miss a sitting man you’re a disgrace as a Ranger!” 
 
    “My thing is close-range weapons, and in case you haven’t realized, their ship and ours go up and down at different rhythms, so it’s not exactly an easy shot.” 
 
    “Shut up, you numbskull, and just aim!” 
 
    They released again, and though it was a complicated business, their shots were all accurate. The front oarsmen fell dead on their rowing benches. 
 
    “The ship to port is mine,” Eicewald said suddenly. “I’ll deal with it.” He began to cast a spell with his staff raised above his head, intoning strange words of power as if in an ancient chant. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop them getting any closer,” Astrid warned them. 
 
    “We’ll get rid of their oarsmen,” Ingrid said. “That’ll delay them.”  
 
    The six went on releasing again and again, as fast as they could, each one trying to hit the men on the front benches. There were only six of them, but the quantity of arrows that fell on the bow and center of the enemy ship were wreaking havoc among the pirates. 
 
    “They’re only two hundred paces away!” Ingrid called in warning. 
 
    Suddenly several archers appeared on both pirate ships and ran to the bows in readiness. 
 
    Viggo gave a superior chuckle. “It looks as though they want to compete with us.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to go seriously wrong for them,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Show them what a Ranger’s worth!” Ingrid roared. 
 
    Before the first enemy archers could aim and release, they fell dead, struck by Nilsa, Ingrid, Viggo and Gerd’s arrows. 
 
    Lasgol, on the other hand, did not release. He had noticed that nobody was covering the archers on the other ship. By now Eicewald was finishing his spell. He had begun conjuring at a prudent distance, expecting to have finished by the time the ship was two hundred paces away. It was already there, but he had still not finished his spell. They needed to cover him, or he would be shot by the archers on the port-side ship. 
 
    “We need to cover Eicewald!” he shouted, and went to his side. Astrid, who as usual was alert to what Lasgol did, went to stand beside him. Their arrows hit two archers, who fell into the sea. Two arrows passed close to Eicewald, who without even flinching went on conjuring, with his staff held above his head. 
 
    “Viggo, Gerd, help to port,” Ingrid shouted. “Nilsa, with me. We’re going to finish off all those archers.” 
 
    “Done,” said the freckled girl. 
 
    They both released, and two archers met their death as they aimed. They had not been given enough time to release. Astrid, Lasgol, Viggo and Gerd began to shoot at the archers, who were already a hundred and fifty paces away. They released again and again, without blinking, concentrating hard, sending the enemy archers to the kingdom of the ice gods with their accurate shots. Viggo hit one in the center of his forehead and was congratulating himself, when two enemy arrows nearly hit him. He had to hurl himself to one side in a sudden leap. 
 
    “Be careful,” Astrid warned him. “Don’t let yourself get distracted …”  
 
    “Protect Eicewald!” Lasgol cried. He was sure that by now the Mage was about to finish his spell. 
 
    Luckily he was not mistaken. 
 
    Eicewald ended the great spell with a few words of power, then used his staff to make a circular movement in the direction of the ship to port. Suddenly an enormous winter storm began to form above it. The sky darkened over it, even though the rest of the sky remained clear. Massive lightning bolts struck the deck and its occupants, followed by deafening thunder. A powerful wind began to buffet the pirate ship, and at the same time the temperature fell drastically. The pirates ran from one side to the other, not knowing how to escape the lightning, the wind and the icy temperatures that were falling on the ship and beginning to freeze them alive. 
 
    “Phew! Full marks to the Mage!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “Very powerful,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    “The storm’s killing them,” said Gerd. He was watching a tremendous lightning bolt hitting four men, then forming an arc which hit another one. 
 
    “And freezing them,” said Lasgol. He could see the whole ship, from the sail to the hull, passing along the mast and deck between them, was being covered with ice and frost. 
 
    “That’s it for them,” said Astrid. 
 
    The strong wind of the storm was lashing the ship from side to side. By now it was on the point of capsizing. 
 
    Gerd was staring at the few pirates who were still on their feet, half-frozen. “There’s barely anybody left alive.” 
 
    “To this side!” Ingrid shouted. “We need help!” Astrid, Viggo, Lasgol and Gerd ran to join them. 
 
    “Row! They’re going to ram us!” Olsen shouted to the crew. 
 
    The enemy ship on the port side was fifty paces away and closing in. The pirates were readying for boarding with ropes and hooks. They were armed with short swords, scimitars and knives. 
 
    “We’ve got to set fire to that sail!” cried Ingrid. “Fire arrows!” 
 
    The six searched for them in their quivers and nocked them. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, and they all nodded. 
 
    “Volley!” 
 
    Six arrows of fire flew at the sail and mast of the enemy ship and impacted in small explosions, followed by a burst of flame. A moment later both the upper and lower parts of the sail were aflame. 
 
    Ingrid clenched her fist in triumph. “Great!” 
 
    But the enemy ship, carried on by its own momentum, rammed into them. 
 
    “Get ready for boarders!” Olsen shouted. 
 
    The crew abandoned their oars and grasped short swords and knives. Ropes and hooks sailed through the air and gripped the merchant ship. The two ships bumped several times, but in the end were held together. The pirates leapt to board their victim. 
 
    The sailors prepared to repel them. Olsen led the defense, holding a huge Norghanian sword in both hands. 
 
    “Let’s get rid of them!” Ingrid cried. She had grasped Punisher. 
 
    “Make sure these rubbishy little pirates find out who they’re messing with!” Viggo cried, and hurled himself into the attack like lightning. 
 
    Ona, with me. Camu, stay on the mast. Don’t come down. 
 
    I fight. 
 
    An attack like this isn’t your type of battle. Stay still and hidden in the sail. 
 
    There was no reply from Camu, which did not leave Lasgol feeling very much at ease. The others followed Viggo, with their weapons at the ready. The moment for close combat had come, and it was going to be a chaotic one, because the ship’s deck was far from being a clear surface where they could carry on a controlled fight. Oars, rope, boxes, barrels, sailors and their attackers would mean a tangled battlefield. 
 
    The pirates yelled as they attacked, with impressive skill and agility. Lasgol could see that they were a mixture. Among them were Noceans, unmistakable thanks to their brown skin, although there were varying shades of this as they came from different areas of the huge Empire. It was said that the further south in the Nocean Empire, the more punishing the sun, and the bigger and darker-skinned their inhabitants. There were also a number of light-skinned pirates, dark of hair and beard, slightly shorter and less sturdy than the Norghanians. These must be Rogdonians, since at the moment they were off the coast of the kingdom of Rogdon. 
 
    The pirate ship’s sail and mast, and now part of its deck, were in flames which sought to consume the entire vessel. The pirates were doing nothing to put it out, but instead had all given themselves over to the boarding, following the instructions of the pirate captain, who was shouting himself hoarse. He was a thin but tall man whose movements were agile. He was wielding a thin, elegant sword, its pommel encrusted with gems, in his right hand, and an equally thin, elegant and richly-decorated dagger in his left. He wore a strange hat decorated with red feathers. His clothes seemed to have been matched to his hat: a red corselet over black pants, and high boots, also black. He wore a large, crossed belt with a silver buckle, and on it, could be seen two other daggers. 
 
    The sailors repelled the pirates as best they could, but they were neither soldiers nor fighters, so they were falling behind. Olsen was leading them, and it was obvious that he himself had experience and skill with weapons. Many years at sea had taught him how to use them, since this was not his first encounter with pirates – although it might well be his last. In the chaos of the fighting on deck anything might happen, and it was not always the most skilled with weapons who survived. Olsen, who knew this, moved nimbly, making sure of his steps as he shouted orders to his crew. 
 
    At that moment Viggo reached the middle of the fray and began to deliver death with his two knives. He moved so fast that he killed the pirates even before they could see him. Those who tried to stab him were not even able to graze him. 
 
    Astrid gave Lasgol a swift kiss. “I see Viggo’s doing his thing. I’m going to help him. Be careful.” A moment later she was beside Viggo in the middle of the fray, and began to deliver death with him. 
 
    For a moment Lasgol feared for them in the chaos of the situation. Several pirates had now turned their attention on him, so it was time to worry a little less about the fate of his assassin friends and a little more about his own. 
 
    He threw himself into the fray, and Ona went with him. 
 
    It was time to fight and repel the enemy attack. 
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    Gerd joined him in the fray immediately, which Lasgol was very grateful for. There were too many enemies. Both friends began to fight together, wielding Ranger knife and axe, in harmony, back-to-back, against the pirates who seemed to be leaping on to the ship from every direction. Ona made up the third point of the triangle. At the sight of the snow panther, the pirates backed off in fear. The presence of an aggressive big cat was not something they were used to, least of all in a boarding raid. 
 
    Ingrid and Nilsa meanwhile were fighting shoulder to shoulder. Ingrid was not letting any pirate near her, bringing them all down with her tiny bow Punisher, ceaselessly moving from one side to another, hopping and rolling over herself. She used every movement to avoid being hit, and nocked and aimed so quickly and naturally that it looked as though she was making no effort at all, not even appearing to aim. Nilsa followed her and helped her, armed with her Ranger knife and axe. These were not her forte, but even so, she was more skilled than the pirates, who were no more than the scum of the seas: not exactly great fighters – although certainly dangerous, because they were both treacherous and experienced. 
 
    The pirate captain boarded the ship with the help of a rope, as if it were the easiest thing in the world, shouted several orders to his men and attacked. The sailors who stood up to him died under his accurate sword-strokes and slashes. The expression on his face showed that he had had plenty of experience. Olsen, seeing that his men were in danger, went to confront him. 
 
    “To me!” he shouted. “I challenge you! Captain against captain!” 
 
    He waited by the mast with his great sword at the ready, and the pirate captain walked confidently across to meet him. It was clear that he was a dangerous man. 
 
    He gave a respectful nod. “Captain against captain.”  
 
    “For the ship!” Olsen cried, and launched a powerful two-handed blow with his great Norghanian sword. 
 
    The pirate Captain slipped to one side easily. “For the ship,” he said in turn. He launched a swift thrust at Olsen’s heart, and the captain leapt back to avoid it. They exchanged cuts and strokes, taking one another’s measure, noting one another’s styles and weighing up possible strategies. Olsen fought in the Norghanian style, seeking to end the fight with a single brutal blow. The pirate captain, on the other hand, fought with skill and finesse, with neither brusque movements nor exaggerated strokes. They were two completely opposing styles. The fights between the sailors and pirates around them were very similar, showing the differences between both sides: the sailors clumsy, the pirates with more experience. 
 
    Lasgol and Gerd, on the other hand, fought with experience and skill, which allowed them to take down their enemies and make some progress. Gerd kicked a pirate hard, so that he fell backwards over the gunwale. Lasgol wounded one in the leg and another in the shoulder. The two pirates tried to run away, but then saw that their ship was burning intensely. Lasgol by now was moving towards them with his knife and axe at the ready, and they jumped into the water to avoid confronting him. Another tried to attack him from behind, but Ona leapt on him and with one huge bite took the sword out of his hand. 
 
    Well done! Thanks! 
 
    Ingrid was fighting like a true Norghanian warrior. She had dropped her bow, and was now fighting with knife and short axe, launching cuts, kicks and punches with tremendous power. When the pirates saw that she was a woman, they mocked her. It was a massive error. Ingrid, with fire in her eyes and fury in her heart, made them pay for those sneering insults with their lives. Then she smiled as she stepped over their bodies. Nilsa went to help her, but in fact Ingrid did not really need it, because she felled any pirate in her way in three blows. Nilsa focused on protecting her friend’s flanks, just in case. You never knew where a treacherous attack might come from, and these were pirates, the least honorable and respectful fighters in Tremia. 
 
    In the midst of the fray was Viggo, with Astrid helping him. They were surrounded by pirates who were trying and failing to hit them with swords, knives and clubs. Viggo was moving with amazing speed, agility and balance, dodging attacks and counterattacks with lethal slashes, Astrid was practically his shadow, with almost identical movements, swift and precise. Between the two of them they were wreaking havoc among the assailants. 
 
    At the bow, a group of four pirates set on Eicewald, thinking he would be easy prey. Their mistake was to cost them dearly. The Mage made a movement with his staff and conjured up Ice Stakes. A dozen stakes appeared in front of him, suspended in the air, aiming at the pirates, who were approaching at a run. The pirates stopped short at the sight, eyes and mouths wide, choking back a yell. The Mage lowered the staff, then with one word of power launched the ice stakes against them. The icy missiles pierced their bodies, killing them instantly. 
 
    Beside the mast, Olsen launched a tremendous blow diagonally downward. It would have split the pirate captain in two if it had hit him, but instead he dodged to one side out of reach. He countered by feinting with his sword, which Olsen managed to block with difficulty. Unfortunately, he was not able to stop the dagger which followed and buried itself in his right shoulder. He grunted in pain and took a step back. The pirate seized his chance and with another quick deceptive movement wounded him on the hip. 
 
    “Skill’s worth more than strength,” he said with a smile of triumph. 
 
    Olsen realized that he was lost. “Everyone fights with what he has,” he grunted. 
 
    “Very true,” the pirate said. “It’s been an honor, but now it’s time to end this duel.”  
 
    He attacked with tremendous speed, and his sword went straight to Olsen’s heart. The captain tried to deflect it with his own sword, and he opened his eyes in horror, knowing that the stroke was going to kill him. 
 
    Suddenly the pirate’s sword was deflected to one side. Olsen was so surprised that he tripped and fell backwards. 
 
    The pirate captain looked around, but could see nothing. He was standing beside the sail, and could not understand how his sword had moved aside. He tried to kill Olsen where he lay on the deck, but an invisible force pushed the pirate away from him. He was left staring in bewilderment at the sail. It was as if it had pushed him, and yet there was no wind. What was happening? 
 
    Viggo appeared behind Olsen. “Nice sword and dagger,” he said casually. “Worthy of a nobleman from inland. Certainly not of a sea pirate.”  
 
    “What’s going on here? Magic? Was it you?” 
 
    “Me? Not at all. Magic? Yeah, it might be that.” Viggo could see that something was pushing the sail inwards. He could imagine who it was. “There are things the human eye doesn’t see, but they’re there all the same.” 
 
    The pirate captain faced up to him. “Magic or no magic, I’m going to finish you off, and the captain of this ship too.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re going to. And as for killing the captain of the ship, it’d be a terrible loss. We need him to steer this ship.” 
 
    “I’m here to do that, and that’s what I’m going to do, just as soon as I’ve killed you all.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very reliable to me, and even less respectable. We’d do much better to keep our own captain. We trust him.” Viggo indicated Olsen, who was unable to get up. 
 
    “Wrong choice,” the pirate said, with a look of feigned disappointment. “This sword and dagger are going to put an end to your life now. You shouldn’t have interfered in a duel between captains.” 
 
    Viggo gestured at the pirate’s weapons with his own two black knives, as if this threat did not trouble him in the least. “They’re a set. Some craftsman must’ve made them for someone with a lot of gold. Where did you get them? Looting?” 
 
    The pirate smiled. “I see you appreciate quality and luxury, like me. Unfortunately for you, that’s the closest you’re going to get to these beauties.” 
 
    “I think you’re wrong there. Those weapons are going to have a new owner very soon.” Viggo smiled, sure of himself, and gave his opponent a threatening look. 
 
    “There are plenty who’ve wanted them and tried to take them from me. They all failed, as you will. These beauties are going to pierce your heart.” 
 
    Viggo tilted his head, undaunted. “I doubt it. This evening I’ll be polishing them, and you’ll be shark-food. Unless you surrender now, and we decide we don’t need this fight that you’re not going to win.” 
 
    The pirate smiled, and his eyes gleamed. “Captains, soldiers, and much better warriors than you have failed. I’m not in the least scared of you.” 
 
    “Well, you ought to be,” Viggo said, and his smile was confident. “You’ve never fought anyone like me, and you won’t ever again. Last chance. Do you surrender?” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t. I’m going to take away that arrogance of yours with one clean stroke.” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Let it not be said that I didn’t give you a chance. As for my heart, there are some who say I don’t have one.” He smiled ironically and attacked like lightning. 
 
    The pirate captain blocked Viggo’s knives with his sword and dagger. Viggo launched a second combined attack, aiming first at the pirate’s stomach and then at his heart, but his victim managed to avoid the first stroke and block the second. He was obviously experienced in combat, which was hardly surprising, given his profession and title. They exchanged rapid, skillful attacks and counterattacks, but both defended themselves well and managed to avoid being hit. The captain tried several feints with his sword, followed by a dagger-attack at Viggo’s neck, but he could not manage to overcome him. 
 
    Around them the boarding raid was dying out. The shouts were fading, and the silence which gradually fell was only broken by the moans of the wounded and dying. Lasgol and Gerd had their area secured by now, and those pirates who were still on their feet were yielding to them, dropping their weapons on the deck and raising their hands. Ingrid and Nilsa had cleaned their area of the last pirate. Eicewald, who was protecting a group of sailors at the stern, had finished off the last of those who had tried to reach him. They were now ice statues, their weapons raised, frozen alive in their attack. 
 
    Astrid ran to where Viggo and the pirate captain were fighting. She was about to intervene when Viggo saw her. 
 
    “No! Leave him to me!” 
 
    “Viggo … there’s no need …” 
 
    “It’s a duel, one to one, a matter of honor and all that sort of thing. You know how these things go.” 
 
    “As if you knew anything about honor and all that …” She got ready to attack. 
 
    Viggo was still defending himself from the captain’s attacks. “Come on, be a lady and don’t interfere.” 
 
    She shrugged. “As you like … it’s your life that’s at stake. But don’t take too much time over it, because the moment Lasgol arrives he’ll make us take a hand.” 
 
    Viggo nodded and speeded up his attacks. He was sliding from side to side as though the deck were an ice-rink. The captain tried to reach him with a sword-slash at his forehead, but he crouched, then instead of dodging the dagger that followed the sword, stepped forward and blocked it by crossing his own two daggers. He swiveled them sharply, and the pirate’s dagger flew out of his hand. The sword sought his heart, but he deflected it with his two daggers in parallel, then leapt on the captain like a cat. One knife stabbed his victim’s heart, the other his throat. He grunted in pain and collapsed. Viggo withdrew his two black knives and stepped back. 
 
    “You’ve …” But the pirate captain did not finish the sentence. He fell backwards, dead. 
 
    “Defeated you,” Viggo said, finishing the sentence for him. He put his own weapons away and picked up the captain’s sword and dagger, which he examined critically. 
 
    “What d’you want them for?” Astrid asked. “We fight with knives.”  
 
    Viggo smiled as he stared at the weapons. “For no reason. But you must admit, they’re really beautiful.” 
 
    Astrid laughed out loud. “Yes, they certainly are. They’ll look very nice in the armory of the nobleman’s chambers in that castle of yours.” 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. “One day I’ll have that armory.” 
 
    “And the castle as well, I suppose.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Eicewald meanwhile was finishing casting one last spell on the second pirate ship. He conjured Icy Waves, using his Ice Magic. The pirate ship was going down in the midst of the winter storm the Mage had created, and the captain was shouting to those of his men who were trying to reach the merchant ship to board it to find refuge from the storm. But his crew were either freezing to death or being thrown into the sea by the tremendous force of the wind and the huge waves that lashed the ship. The Mage’s second spell seemed to have stirred the icy sea around the pirate ship into fury. 
 
    The vessel, covered in frost and lashed by brutal waves and winds, was beginning to break in half. There came a terrible, chilling crack and it split down the middle. It took the storm only a moment for it to sink, taking with it the few pirates who were still alive on it and with the captain shouting curses at Eicewald from the bow. It vanished under the waves, leaving only the storm over the space where it had been only a moment before. 
 
    The rest of the team joined Viggo and Astrid at a run. Lasgol, worried, checked to see if any of them were wounded. “Everybody all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Looks that way,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Viggo brushed the dust of the fight from his shoulders, as if it had all been child’s play for him. “Not a scratch.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass!” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “Were you worried about me?” he asked her, looking saintly. 
 
    “About the trouble you were going to get us in, not about you.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to pretend …” 
 
    “I’m not pretending!” 
 
    Gerd waved at the deck. “You’d better keep the quarrel for later. We’ve got piles of wounded and some prisoners to worry about.”  
 
    “Let’s get down to it, then!” Nilsa said, and ran to help. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the prisoners,” Ingrid said, and Astrid joined her. 
 
    Lasgol went over to Captain Olsen. “How are you, Captain?” 
 
    “Wounded, but it’s not too serious. I was saved by a miracle. He had me, and then something deflected the sword … and shoved him … like a divine force … In all my years at sea I’ve never seen anything like it. Could it have been an intervention by the sea-goddess?” 
 
    “It must’ve been Eicewald and his magic,” Lasgol suggested. 
 
    No Eicewald. Me, Camu transmitted proudly. 
 
    It was you? 
 
    I save captain. 
 
    Very well done! 
 
    No captain, no reach islands. 
 
    Very true. Besides, he’s a good person, and we ought to save him if we can, because we don’t let anybody hurt good human beings. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Lasgol was not altogether convinced by this laconic reply but he had to look after the Captain’s wounds and suture them, so he got down to work. 
 
    The other pirate ship, enveloped in flames, was still managing to stay afloat, although the whole deck was burning, from bow to stern. The mast broke and fell into the sea, consumed by the flames. While the team restored order on board and helped the wounded, the enemy ship was completely swallowed up by the fire. It sank amid a black cloud of smoke and a crackling of burning wood. It broke up before being swallowed by the sea. 
 
    They worked without stopping well into the night, looking after the wounds of all those who needed them. Unfortunately, there were some who would not see the dawn. It was a hard night, because comforting the dying is difficult for anyone. Lasgol and his friends concentrated on saving those who still had a chance. Rangers had knowledge of healing and were equipped to deal with nearly every kind of wound. Eicewald’s knowledge also helped, even though he was no Healer and there was little he could do with serious wounds. In some cases, he used his ice magic to freeze wounds so that they did not hurt, or to prevent the suffering of the dying by numbing much of their body, which they were grateful for. 
 
    Viggo and Astrid were in charge of keeping watch on the prisoners, whom they had tied up to avoid unpleasant surprises. They seemed to have learned their lesson, but it was better not to trust people who had spent their whole lives attacking ships, pillaging and killing. The problem was what to do with them. 
 
    “I think the best solution would be if they were to fall into the sea accidentally,” Viggo proposed the next morning. 
 
    “Accidentally?” Gerd said, looking puzzled. 
 
    “Yeah sure. With an accidental push.” 
 
    “Viggo!” Ingrid exclaimed. 
 
    “Eh? You’re thinking exactly the same thing, and you know it.” 
 
    “It might have crossed my mind, but we can’t do that.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Viggo insisted. “They’re pirates, they’ve killed a whole lot of people.” 
 
    “Because we’re not like them.” Ingrid said. 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Astrid reasoned. “If we leave them alive, they could turn against us and we might get a nasty surprise.”  
 
    “You too?” 
 
    Astrid shrugged. “Having them on board is a risk for all of us. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “See?” Viggo said, glad of the support. 
 
    “We can’t kill them.” Lasgol put in. “That would make us into cold-blooded murderers, just like them.” 
 
    “I don’t think it would be right to kill them either,” said Gerd. 
 
    “We could prepare a poison,” Viggo suggested. “They wouldn’t even know what had hit them …” 
 
    “No way!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I’m sort of half-way between,” said Nilsa. “I think killing them is wrong. But I see the risk of leaving them alive. What if one of them escapes and kills the crew, or one of us?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It’s probably not going to happen,” Astrid corrected her. 
 
    “We’re not going to kill them. It’s wrong, and you all know that,” Lasgol said. He was looking at Astrid so that she would stop. She sighed.  
 
    “All right. We’re not going to kill them.” 
 
    “Don’t let your boyfriend persuade you,” Viggo said. 
 
    She shrugged. “He’s not persuading me … he’s right.”  
 
    “We’d better not kill them,” Nilsa said after a while. “We’d feel terrible afterwards.”  
 
    “You’re a bunch of softies,” Viggo objected. “You just wait and see if something happens. And don’t come weeping to me afterwards.”  
 
    “I have a solution for that problem,” said Captain Olsen, who had been listening to the conversation from where he lay against the mast. 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “We chain them to the rowing benches and let them work for their living. That’s something quite normal at sea among pirates. They won’t be surprised.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “Me too,” said Lasgol. “It’ll be a good thing to have new oarsmen. We’ve lost some very good sailors.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Gerd agreed. “I think it’s a great idea.”  
 
    “Then that’s decided,” Ingrid said, bringing the argument to an end. 
 
    “My idea was better,” Viggo grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Ingrid’s gesture warned him to leave it at that. Astrid winked at Lasgol to show that she too was in favor of the idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, recovered by now from the pirate attack, they were once again setting their course to the southwest, away from the coast, avoiding islands where they knew pirates had bases. Lasgol was watching the endless sea and its unfathomable blue beauty, with Ona at his side and Camu settled on the dragon’s head, when Astrid came to his side. 
 
    “Pure beauty,” he commented. 
 
    “The sea? Yes, it is. Infinite and beautiful.” 
 
    He smiled. “No, I meant you.” 
 
    She smiled back. The compliment had touched her heart, and she kissed him lovingly. “Don’t ever change.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    “Promise me that whatever happens, whatever we have to face, you won’t let anything change you. Because we’re going to be up against a great evil, not only now, but later on in our lives as Rangers, and it might affect us, change us. I don’t want you ever to change. Your heart is pure and good, and I want it always to stay like that.” 
 
    “It won’t change, I promise,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Astrid smiled at him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    They went on looking out at the horizon, and Lasgol had the feeling that Astrid’s worry would soon come true. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They continued their journey to the Turquoise Queen’s archipelago. The mission had to go on, despite the attack, or anything else that might happen on the way. Eicewald took over command of the ship while they waited for Captain Olsen to take up his functions again. He was recovering little by little as the days went by, and would soon be able to resume his duties. The pirates were not giving any trouble once they had been chained to the rowing benches, as Olsen had anticipated. They knew what was expected of them, and also the ominous alternative. Viggo, who did not trust them, watched them out of the corner of his eye. The rest of the group took up their usual activities on the ship once the wounded sailors had begun to recover. 
 
    The days went by peacefully and the journey turned quiet, though a little monotonous, except when they saw sea-creatures. Then it was all excitement, particularly for Camu, who had never seen animals like this. 
 
    They leap over the waves! 
 
    They’re dolphins, Lasgol explained. They’re beautiful animals, and they’re said to be very clever.  
 
    I clever too. 
 
    Yes, you’re clever too, nobody’s saying any different, but they say that out of all animals, dolphins are among the most intelligent. 
 
    So… not hunt? 
 
    Exactly. You should never hunt dolphins. 
 
    Can have one? 
 
    No. 
 
    Ona gave a mournful moan. She too wanted to have a dolphin. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe it. He slapped his forehead and shook his head emphatically. 
 
    We can’t have a dolphin. It’s not an animal anyone can have. They have to be free, roaming the seas, with other dolphins. 
 
    I want a dolphin. 
 
    Ona joined in the request with another moan. 
 
    You two are hopeless. 
 
    Days later they saw an enormous whale, and excitement returned to the ship. The sailors talked about hunting it, but luckily Olsen refused. They had no time to waste and they had to reach their destination. 
 
    Whale monster? Camu asked watching the great mammal. 
 
    Because it’s big? 
 
    Yes, very big. 
 
    Suddenly the whale leapt out of the water, and they were able to see it in all its splendor. 
 
    A magnificent animal. D’you still think it’s a monster? 
 
    No. Not monster. 
 
    That’s right. It’s a beautiful, peaceful animal. It communicates with other whales by whistles that they can hear under the water … 
 
    I want wha— 
 
    You can’t have a whale, Lasgol interrupted him. He glared at Ona, who was about to moan, but seeing Lasgol’s look she was silent. 
 
    What a hopeless pair you are. 
 
    A thousand and one questions and comments followed his refusals either to adopt sea mammals as part of their company or to add to the family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days began to turn never-ending, since there was nothing but league upon league of water around the ship and no sign of land in any direction. Puzzlement and exhaustion were beginning to affect everybody, and they were rather more irritable than usual. 
 
    Lasgol went to see Olsen and Eicewald at the stern, hoping to get some information. 
 
    “Hi there, Lasgol,” the Captain greeted him. 
 
    “Sir,” Lasgol replied respectfully. “How are the wounds?” 
 
    “They’ll leave some pretty scars,” Olsen assured him, “but there’s nothing to worry about. I’ve survived worse things, wounds as well as illnesses. I’m an old sea-lion, hard to kill.” He winked. 
 
    “The Captain’s an experienced man,” Eicewald said, “and he knows how to handle himself. I’m sure this isn’t his first encounter with pirates.”  
 
    Olsen smiled. “And it won’t be the last either, I’m afraid. By the way, I’ve already said it to the great Mage” – he gave Eicewald a deferential glance – “but I haven’t had the chance to say it to you. I’d like to thank you for the way you fought during the raid. It was truly impressive, something exceptional. I’d never have thought six people could repel a pirate raid.” 
 
    “They aren’t just any six people,” Eicewald pointed out. “They’re six extraordinary Rangers. That’s something that was made very clear during the fight.” 
 
    “More than clear. I still find it hard to believe the way you fought and saved the ship. It was amazing. I’ve carried Rangers before and seen them fight: very good and very well trained, always efficient. But I can assure you that the way you fought is on another level altogether. It was truly spectacular. If all the Rangers were like you, I’m sure we’d conquer all the known seas.” 
 
    “And half of Tremia,” Eicewald added with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. We only did what we could to repel the attack.” 
 
    “Please pass on my congratulations to your companions. Now, tell me, what was it you needed?” 
 
    “I was wondering …” Lasgol began, feeling a little like a child with an awkward question. 
 
    “… how long before we reach our destination?” Eicewald finished the sentence for him. 
 
    “I’m sure everybody’s thinking the same thing,” Olsen said. 
 
    “We’ve been traveling for a long time, and we’re not used to it,” Lasgol said apologetically. 
 
    “It’s natural. Only old sea-lions like me enjoy spending a lot of time at sea. You’re all mountain cubs, and here in the middle of the ocean you’re lost.” 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Eicewald put in. 
 
    “We are?” Lasgol looked at the horizon and could see nothing but water. 
 
    “The problem is that we haven’t any certainty of where this archipelago is,” Olsen explained. “We only know the approximate location, and that’s right here.” He waved in front of him. 
 
    “It’ll come into sight soon,” Eicewald added confidently. 
 
    “It’s there, and we’ll find it,” the Captain said. “At least we won’t see pirates again, they don’t venture into these waters. Ships tend to vanish in this area. It has a bad reputation.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very encouraging,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Don’t worry, seamen speak of an area that’s cursed, enchanted, but actually it’s an area prone to heavy storms, nothing more than that. The rest is hearsay, fear and superstition. There’s nothing supernatural about it. I’m telling you this to put your minds at rest, because the crew must already be telling you ghost stories about the waters we’re coming into.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve heard some already … about giant sea monsters … huge whirlpools in the middle of the sea that swallow ships … deadly storms with a thousand lightning bolts, and so on …” 
 
    Olsen waved dismissively. “Nonsense. Don’t you believe anything they tell you. Sailors tend to be superstitious and very much afraid of the unknown.” 
 
    “Like most Norghanians,” Eicewald added, although he was probably thinking about magic. 
 
    “Even more so, but you shouldn’t believe them. Now take it easy, we’ll soon see our destination.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded respectfully and went back to his friends. When he told them everything that had been said, they seemed to relax. Over the following days they received many congratulations and expressions of gratitude from the sailors, in particular from the wounded whose lives they had saved. The six friends took it gracefully, making light of the whole thing. The sailors, like their captain, knew that the Rangers had saved them from falling into the hands of the pirates, and some of them expressed their thanks very effusively. This charmed Nilsa, although Ingrid less so. 
 
    Viggo and Gerd went on practicing close combat. The giant was improving with every lesson, although Viggo never acknowledged the fact to him. Astrid was also helping Ingrid and Nilsa in that area, so their time was fully occupied. Lasgol sat down and practiced communicating with Ona and Camu at different distances in the ship, as if it were a game. 
 
    The following day, Camu decided to practice ‘making Ona vanish’ when she was next to him and he himself was camouflaged, which surprised Lasgol pleasantly. He decided to challenge Camu to see whether he could manage to put his skills into practice faster this way, or strengthen them. 
 
    Happy about making Ona disappear? 
 
    Very, his little friend transmitted, along with a feeling of happiness. 
 
    Let’s see if you can make me vanish. 
 
    I can, Camu said confidently, even though he had never done it before. 
 
    I don’t think so. In fact, I doubt it. A human is very different from an animal. You won’t be able to. 
 
    Yes I can, he replied stubbornly. 
 
    Try it. 
 
    The creature came to stand beside Lasgol, who sat down beside the dragon-head at the bow. Lasgol could not see him, but he reached out and touched him. As usual, he was surprised by how cold he was. He gave him a few encouraging pats, and his friend began to try and reproduce the skill, this time with Lasgol himself as the object. He could not manage it. He spent the whole afternoon trying, without success, and by dinnertime, exhausted, he was reluctantly forced to give up. He slept all night to recharge his energy, and the following day they tried again, with no more success than before. Lasgol encouraged Camu to keep trying, although without much hope of success. Some skills had restrictions which even they themselves did not know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a whole week they went on trying. Every night before going to bed Lasgol told Camu that he would succeed the following day. Finally, after ten days of fruitless attempts, he concluded that it would be best to stop trying. He tried to persuade Camu, who refused to give up. 
 
    I do it, he transmitted stubbornly. 
 
    Camu … you’ve been at it for days without rest. I don’t think it’s possible just now. Perhaps further ahead. 
 
    Ona moaned, to show that she agreed with Lasgol that it might be better to leave it for the time being. 
 
    Get some rest. We’ll try again later on, Lasgol transmitted. He got up and together with Ona, went to where Viggo was chatting with Nilsa. He was showing her the pirate captain’s weapons, which from Nilsa’s expression and gestures obviously interested her. Lasgol joined in the conversation, and Ona lay down beside them. They handed him the sword and he studied it carefully. It was extraordinarily fine. 
 
    “By all the stormy heavens!” Viggo cried suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol and Nilsa looked at each other in puzzlement, and Ona started in surprise. 
 
    “What is it?” Nilsa asked in alarm. 
 
    Viggo put his hands to his eyes and rubbed them. “Either I’m going crazy, or else I’m getting sunstroke, or what the heck is going on here?” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” said Nilsa. “What d’you mean?”  
 
    “The big guy … something’s wrong with him.” 
 
    Nilsa and Lasgol looked to where Gerd was having a quiet nap, lying on the deck with his back to the gunwale. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Lasgol asked. “He’s just taking a nap.” 
 
    “I’d swear he wasn’t there a moment ago.” 
 
    Nilsa giggled. “I don’t think he’s moved in a good while, judging by his snoring.” 
 
    “I’m serious. He was there and then he wasn’t. It was super-weird.” 
 
    “Have you been at the Nocean wine again?” 
 
    “I wish, but unfortunately there’s not a single drop of alcohol left on the whole ship. Believe me, I searched long and hard.” 
 
    “It must’ve been some odd optical effect,” Lasgol said. He did not think it was very important. 
 
    “Yeah … I must’ve seen wrong … even though my sight’s excellent, and so is my perception. Anyway …” 
 
    The three friends went on chatting about the weapons and how much gold they might get for them. Nilsa did not want him to sell the sword and dagger, which were too beautiful to get rid of as mere weapons. 
 
    “Now I’m really hallucinating!” Viggo exclaimed suddenly. He pointed to where Gerd was peacefully asleep. When Nilsa and Lasgol looked, they understood the reason for his surprise. Gerd was not there. They looked around, but could not see him. 
 
    “Has he gone?” Nilsa said. “I didn’t even notice.”  
 
    “No, me neither,” said Lasgol, who was beginning to suspect that something very odd was going on. 
 
    Viggo threw his head back and stared. “I’m losing my mind! I’m going crazy!” 
 
    Nilsa and Lasgol followed his gaze and saw Gerd as they had seen him before, napping, oblivious to the world. At last, Lasgol understood. 
 
    “No, take it easy, you’re not going crazy.” 
 
    “Hey, I think I’m seeing strange things too,” said Nilsa in bewilderment. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Lasgol said. Camu, are you making Gerd disappear? 
 
    It works?  the creature asked excitedly. 
 
    Yes, I think so. Gerd vanished for a moment, and now he’s back again. 
 
    I try again. 
 
    Suddenly Gerd vanished again before the eyes of the three friends. Viggo muttered an oath, and Nilsa gave a small cry. 
 
    It definitely works. I don’t know how you’ve done it, but you made Gerd disappear. Are you beside him? 
 
    Yes. Beside. 
 
    Congratulations. You did it. It’s wonderful. 
 
    I do it. I tell you. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, I wasn’t so sure … 
 
    I know. 
 
    I’m really glad you did it. Particularly when I was thinking you never would. It’s a great achievement. Now make him visible again before Viggo and Nilsa have a fit. 
 
    I do. 
 
    Gerd appeared again. Nilsa and Viggo started in surprise. 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s an explanation for this. There’s nothing wrong with either of you.” 
 
    “It had better be a good one,” Viggo muttered, “because this is the weirdest thing.” 
 
    Lasgol told them how Camu had developed a new skill which allowed him not only to camouflage himself, but also someone beside him. Lasgol was thrilled by this, his friends less so. Viggo cursed the little fiend and all the inconveniences he was causing him, and as for Nilsa, the moment she realized that Camu had used magic she left them angrily, muttering curses. They decided to find a name for Camu’s new skill, as Egil had recommended they always should whenever they developed a new ability. After much discussion, they named it Extended Camouflage because Camu-Smart, which was the option Camu wanted, lost with the votes of Lasgol and Ona against his own. 
 
    This new event helped to make the following days go by quickly, especially because now Camu could amuse himself getting close to one of the team members when they were away from the others and using Extended Camouflage without the person realizing. According to Camu it was very funny, though not so much for the victim. 
 
    Astrid thought it was funny, and Camu adorable. The rest of the group did not share her opinion in the least: Ingrid because it was puzzling, Gerd because it gave him the creeps when someone vanished in front of him, Nilsa because she hated magic, and Viggo because he was Viggo and exaggerated any annoyance Camu caused him. 
 
    In the end Lasgol had to forbid Camu to use his new skill, because apart from the displeasure of his friends, he had noticed that a number of sailors had been left puzzled by these games. People disappearing and then reappearing again out of the blue at a moment’s notice was decidedly puzzling. Luckily they attributed it to the area they were journeying through and its bad reputation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later a new threat appeared suddenly, in the blink of an eye. The sea was calm, with a gentle breeze. They were sailing peacefully westward when suddenly a storm appeared on the port side, closing in at great speed. The sky turned black as if a tornado were about to engulf them. Strong winds and huge, threatening waves appeared out of nowhere. It was as if the sea-god were seeking to throw them out of the area immediately, as if it were refusing to grant them permission to sail there. It all happened in a moment, so that they barely had time to react. Captain Olsen, with great skill and experience, veered to starboard, and by ordering his crew to row faster, managed to outrun the storm. They had to cling fast to avoid the winds carrying them away. The huge waves made Gerd and Viggo throw up all over again.  
 
    Two days later they found themselves in a similar situation. Another terrible storm appeared behind them and came very close to sinking them. Once again they were saved by Captain Olsen’s expertise and knowledge. Now they understood why so many ships had vanished in this area so strangely. These violent storms had sunk them: storms which appeared at a moment’s notice, struck, and then vanished again. 
 
    Finally, the following dawn, they had good news. 
 
    “I think we’re finally getting close to our destination,” Ingrid said as she scanned the horizon. 
 
    “Really?” Nilsa said, without much hope. “How do you know?” 
 
    Ingrid pointed to the north. “I can see a mist. A lot of mist.” 
 
    “That’s right! I can see it too!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just sea-fog,” Gerd commented. He had one eye closed, and the other fixed on the mist. 
 
    “Don’t be a wet blanket, big guy,” Viggo said. “It’s got to be the mist that surrounds the islands Eicewald told us about.”  
 
    Astrid saw that Captain Olsen was talking eagerly with Eicewald. “Olsen’s changed course. He’s heading towards it.” 
 
    “I think that’s the mist that hides the Lost Islands,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Nilsa clapped her hands in excitement. “Fantastic!” 
 
    “Thank goodness, it was getting so boring I was thinking about courting Blondie, just to make my life more interesting.” 
 
    Ingrid narrowed her eyes. “Shorter, you mean.” 
 
    Viggo smiled at her. “The one and the other.”  
 
    Ingrid was so pleased at the sight of the mist that she did not pursue the argument. 
 
    After Captain Olsen had spoken with Eicewald for a while, he changed course and turned the ship toward the mist. He ordered the great sail to be hoisted and all hands to man the oars. The ship moved on swiftly in the direction of the wall of mist which covered the horizon. The sailors rowed, but without much conviction. On their faces was fear: the fear of approaching somewhere accursed. 
 
    “Heave!” the Captain ordered. “All together!”  
 
    Eicewald meanwhile was consulting one of his tomes as he watched the strange barrier. 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” said Gerd, who was pale as a ghost, “but the closer we get to that wall of mist the more nervous I get.”  
 
    “It’s just fog,” Viggo pointed out. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat.”  
 
    Nilsa wrinkled her nose. “A very strange fog,” she said. She was watching the barrier of mist closely. It was more than sixty feet high, and wide enough now to cover everything as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “It’s certainly impressive,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “It looks solid,” Astrid pointed out. “As if we were going to crash into it and break up.” 
 
    Magic. Powerful, Camu warned Lasgol. 
 
    You can feel it? 
 
    Yes. I feel. Great magic. 
 
    Do you know what kind? Whether it’s dangerous? 
 
    Not know. Only feel. 
 
    Lasgol realized that Camu had not yet developed the ability to identify or quantify the magic he detected. The day he managed that – and he believed he would, since it was an innate part of his power – it would be a great skill that would help them in situations like this. Now they were sailing head-first towards a magical mist without knowing what awaited them once they reached it. 
 
    Try to feel it and see what it transmits to you. Try to find out what type of magic it is and whether it’s dangerous or not. Is its source of the magic near, or far away? Everything you can find out. If you can, that is. 
 
    I try. I can. 
 
    If you can’t, don’t worry, it’s okay. 
 
    I can, Camu insisted.  
 
    Very well. Go ahead, Lasgol said encouragingly. He knew that once Camu set his mind on something, there was no way of making him change. 
 
    The ship reached the wall of mist. Nothing could be seen beyond it.  
 
    “Ready to go in!” Captain Olsen called out. 
 
    Astrid held Lasgol’s hand and turned to him. There was worry in her eyes. 
 
    The dragon-figurehead of the ship touched the strange barrier. 
 
    And they entered the Eternal Mist. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship entered the mist gently, without bumping against anything. The effect of sailing straight ahead into a wall vanished from their minds. Suddenly they found themselves surrounded by a fog so thick that they could see no further than two hand-spans. At the same time a ghostly silence fell on the ship. They could hear nothing, neither the wind nor the oars going in and out of the water. Nothing. 
 
    Nobody said a word. They were all looking around them: the sailors with their hearts full of fear, the others of worry. 
 
    “The fog will cause you no harm!” came Eicewald’s voice. Unfortunately, it was not exactly the most relaxing of voices, and did little to calm the sailors. 
 
    “Lower the sail,” Captain Olsen ordered. “There’s no wind inside here!”  
 
    Several sailors set to work on this task, but the lack of vision meant that they found it a very difficult one. 
 
    “Don’t move from where you are!” Olsen called. “If anyone falls overboard, we won’t be able to save him!” 
 
    “That’s neat,” Viggo protested. “This is getting better every moment. First we almost die of boredom, and now we’re going to die of ‘blinding mist-itis.’” 
 
    “Stop talking nonsense, pumpkin-head!” Ingrid growled. 
 
    “You can’t see me,” he said in a provoking voice, “but I’m winking at you.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed. 
 
    “You’re lucky I can’t see a thing, because otherwise you’d get what for.” 
 
    “Don’t mess with me. If you’re upset because your boyfriend Captain Fantastic doesn’t do what you tell him to, that’s not my fault.” 
 
    “Where on earth did you get that from!” 
 
    “Nilsa, who else!” 
 
    “Nilsa! Don’t tell anything I tell you to anyone, least of all to him!” 
 
    “It just slipped out,” she apologized. “He asks me a lot of questions … and you know I love talking … you know me …”  
 
    “Well then, don’t talk to him! Talk to Astrid, she’s more discreet!” 
 
    “What with all this chatter, I’m not afraid of this mist any longer,” Gerd admitted. 
 
    “I’m glad of that, big guy,” Viggo said. There came the sound of a loud slap on the back. 
 
    “Ouch!” cried Lasgol. 
 
    “Oops, sorry, I saw a shadow and I thought it was Gerd. I made it a pretty hard slap.” 
 
    “Yeah, you certainly did,” Lasgol protested. The blow had hit him in the middle of his back, and he was trying to ease the pain by moving his shoulders around. 
 
    Astrid laughed. “Don’t even think of kissing Ingrid under cover of the fog,” she said to Viggo. “I bet you’d end up kissing me instead.” 
 
    “What a good idea!” Viggo said enthusiastically. 
 
    “If you try,” Ingrid said threateningly, “I swear when we reach solid ground I’ll hang you by the feet from a tree and leave you there to rot!”  
 
    Nilsa and Gerd laughed. 
 
    Ona moaned behind Lasgol, and he turned to soothe her. Ona, good. Don’t worry, it’s only fog. There’s no danger. Camu’ll warn us if he detects anything, won’t you, Camu? 
 
    I warn. Ona relax. 
 
    “Keep rowing and make sure you keep those oar-strokes steady!” Olsen shouted. 
 
    The fog appeared to be getting thicker all the time. It was as dense as smoke, and was deeply disconcerting. They could see nothing any longer and had to walk with their arms stretched out, so they soon gave up and, sat down where they were. 
 
    An idea occurred to Lasgol, and he decided to test it. He called upon his Animal Presence skill, and to his surprise, it worked very well. A circular wave of intense green issued from his body and spread, widening, throughout the ship. When it met a person or an animal, a green dot flashed in front of him, showing its position. In this way he managed to locate everybody on the ship in spite of the fog. The skill would presumably be very useful in the dark as well. He found it odd that with each new strange situation he found himself in, he always learnt something new. He wondered how many more things he had left to discover. 
 
    The night turned out to be a problem, because nobody could go to the tents, so they stayed where they were. At least, it was a problem for all of them except one: Camu no longer needed to keep himself camouflaged and was delighted with the situation. He had cuddled up next to Ona, beside Lasgol and Astrid. Further to the right were Gerd and Viggo, and a little further still Nilsa and Ingrid. Lasgol had used his skill to see whether Viggo was trying one of his little jokes or tricks, but so far he had done nothing and simply stayed where he was. Lasgol was grateful, since Ingrid’s shouts if Viggo were to try anything would frighten half the crew. 
 
    For three days they sailed on in the midst of the depressing mist. They found serious difficulties when it came to distributing food and drink among the crew. There was a lot of tripping over, and most of the time the food ended up on the floor. There was no sign of a breeze, and any sound died out the moment it was emitted. It was all decidedly gloomy. The oarsmen went on rowing, under Captain Olsen’s orders. 
 
    “How do we know where we’re headed?” Gerd asked suddenly. 
 
    “That’s a very good question, big guy,” Viggo said. “I’d like to know too, because we can’t see either sky or stars. How’s the captain finding his way?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “He’s not steering blind, because he’s veered several times,” said Astrid, who had felt the changes of course. 
 
    “I know the answer to that,” said Lasgol. “Eicewald has an object that lets him navigate in this fog, or in a starless night, toward the islands. It’s a magical thing the Turquoise Queen gave him. I’ve seen him use it, and it’s really fascinating. It’s a small pearl with a blue incrustation on the surface, like a small precious stone. The Mage put it on the palm of his hand and used his power to make it levitate. As it did, the sphere rotated on itself and the blue dot swiveled to point in one particular direction. Then Eicewald moved to the right, and all at once the pearl swiveled again and the blue dot showed the same direction as before. Then the Mage moved a few steps to the left and the pearl swiveled again, with the blue dot pointing at the same place again.” 
 
    “We’re being led by an object with magic?” Nilsa protested. “The thought makes me sick!”  
 
    “Well, as long as it works,” Astrid said nonchalantly. 
 
    “But it’s filthy magic!” 
 
    “In case you hadn’t noticed, redhead,” Viggo pointed out, “we’re completely lost at sea and blind. Any way out is acceptable, even filthy magic.” 
 
    Nilsa protested, but had to admit that they did not have much choice. “Well, anyway, I don’t like it at all,” she ended up saying. 
 
    They went on in the same way for two more days. On the third day, Lasgol suddenly felt a breeze caressing his face. He was so surprised that he craned his neck to try and see something, but found that they were still surrounded by thick fog. He felt the breeze again, this time in his hair. 
 
    “D’you feel it?” he asked his friends. 
 
    “Yeah, a breeze,” Astrid said beside him. “It’s just appeared.” 
 
    “I can feel it too,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Me too,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Then the breeze ruffled Lasgol’s hair. He had the impression that it was growing in intensity. He craned his neck and the breeze reached him again, but this time as wind. 
 
    A moment later the Captain was ordering the sail to be hauled, to take advantage of this. 
 
    “Great!” Gerd said. “This’ll make us go faster.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Viggo said. “I’m not so sure …” 
 
    “Why d’you say that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “It’s growing stronger …” 
 
    Lasgol had noticed this too. What had begun as a gentle breeze was now a strong wind. 
 
    “Very true,” said Astrid. “I think it’s building up to –” 
 
    “… a storm,” Lasgol finished for her. 
 
    They were not mistaken. The wind began to blow harder and the sea to turn wild, with a massive swell. Captain Olsen had to order the sail to be lowered, and what with the blinding fog, the strong wind lashing the ship and the growing swell, this turned out to be a complicated maneuver. They managed to save the sail at the last moment, but nearly lost two sailors, who ended up rolling across the deck, then hitting the gunwale and nearly being thrown into the sea. 
 
    “Hold fast, everybody! Storm!” yelled Captain Olsen. 
 
    The trouble was that they could see nothing. The fog did not move even under the force of the wind, which by now was lashing the ship hard. 
 
    “Hold on to whatever you can!” Ingrid shouted. 
 
    A huge wave broke on to the deck, knocking over several oarsmen, who were sent rolling across the deck and trying to grab whatever support they could. A deluge of rain was now falling on them, driven by the wind and mingled with the enormous waves on both sides of the ship. 
 
    “Why doesn’t the wind blow away this wretched fog?” Viggo demanded angrily. 
 
    “Because it’s not natural, it’s a spell,” Lasgol explained. 
 
    The ship tilted forward as if it were about to fall from a mountain-top into the valley at its foot. 
 
    “Hold on!” yelled Astrid. 
 
    The ship slid down a gigantic slope, then rose again as if it were ascending to the heights again. It felt as though their stomachs and hearts were trying to leave their bodies. 
 
    “I’m going to throw up!” Gerd yelled. 
 
    “Don’t, or you’ll make me do the same!” Viggo said beside him. 
 
    The ship tilted forward again and slid down a thirty-foot wave, only to rise as high again a moment later. 
 
    “This is horrible!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    A new wave broke on them, followed by more rain and wind, which made it very difficult to gulp air without swallowing water at the same time. They were soaking wet by now, and the rain showed no sign of stopping. 
 
    “The sea’s going to swallow us!” said Nilsa. 
 
    Lasgol tried to encourage them. “Hold on, we’ve got to ride out the storm!”  
 
    “We’ll make it!” Ingrid shouted. 
 
    Gerd and Viggo were having such a rough time that they could not even speak. 
 
    The tremendous wind and gigantic waves swept several oarsmen from their benches. They were immediately swallowed up by the sea. 
 
    “It’s going to drown us all!” Nilsa yelled. 
 
    “Hold on!” Lasgol shouted He was holding Ona as hard as he could to prevent the wind from taking her with it. Astrid was holding Camu, though thanks to his palms he was firmly held to the deck and did not move. All the same, he appreciated Astrid’s efforts to help him. 
 
    Suddenly they felt a terrible impact. Several more sailors were plunged into the sea amid cries of horror and the sound of splintering wood. Lasgol held on to Ona with all his might, and the panther sank her claws into the wooden deck to avoid being dragged away. They felt another terrible sway which ended with another, even louder impact. The timber of the hull was cracking. More sailors were thrown to the sea under the force of the terrible impacts. 
 
    “We’re aground!” came Captain Olsen’s cry. 
 
    The storm went on lashing the ship, which by now had stopped moving. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They woke up on deck. The ship was slewed on to its starboard side. Lasgol got to his feet carefully. Beside him Astrid too was waking up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked her as he watched her. 
 
    “Soaked, bruised, but fine,” she smiled. 
 
    “Let’s find the others.”  
 
    When he tried to find why the ship was listing, he saw they had run aground between rocks. Beyond the rocks he could see land. A long beach of white sand and turquoise waters disappeared into the horizon. Tropical plants and jungle covered the foreshore and rose toward hills. The Eternal Mist could be seen in the distance, out at sea. 
 
    Meanwhile Astrid had found Nilsa beside two sailors who were beginning to recover. “Nilsa, are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah … I think so,” she said, and tried to stand up with Astrid’s help. 
 
    Lasgol saw Ona coming toward him, with fear in her eyes. Ona. Good. How are you? 
 
    He stroked the shivering panther and tried to calm her down. The experience had been traumatic, and the great cat was deeply frightened. 
 
    Camu, are you all right? 
 
    I fine. I hold tight, he transmitted, to Lasgol’s enormous relief. 
 
    Look after Ona. I’m going to see about the others. 
 
    Gerd got to his knees and felt his head. He was bleeding, and Ingrid checked the wound.  
 
    “You’ve bumped your head on something,” she said. “It’s nothing. A couple of stitches and you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding too,” Gerd pointed out. 
 
    “Me? Where?” 
 
    “Your leg.” 
 
    “Oh, that? It’s just a couple of grazes. I must’ve scraped against something sharp. Nothing serious.” 
 
    “What a trip,” came Viggo’s voice as he came up the slanting deck to them. “I want my money back! Who on earth thought of running aground? I ended up at the stern with a lump on my head the size of a pelican’s egg!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Clearly his friend was fine. 
 
    “Come with us,” Astrid said to him. 
 
    They gathered at the dragon’s head and waited for Nilsa and Gerd, the ones who had been most badly hurt in the wreck, to recover. While they did so, the survivors among the crew – less than half of them – were also trying to recover. 
 
    “All the wounded, astern!” came Captain Olsen’s order. He had survived. Beside him was Eicewald, and although the Mage’s white robe was dirty and bloodied, he seemed to be all right. He waved at them and put his hands to his mouth.  
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Everyone’s fine, sir!” Lasgol called back. “Battered, but okay!”  
 
    Eicewald nodded. “So am I,” he assured them, although he was limping as he moved. 
 
    Gerd and Nilsa recovered under the care of Ingrid and Astrid. The survivors too, recovered slowly. Captain Olsen went through the ship and down into the hold to assess the damage. 
 
    The team went carefully astern to be near the Captain and the Mage and see what they were to do now in this new situation. 
 
    “Two holes in the hull,” came the Captain’s voice from the hold. “We’re stranded. The ship was driven into the rocks on this side of the island by the storm. It’s not going to be going anywhere for a while.” 
 
    “At least we reached land,” the Mage said, sounding optimistic. 
 
    The two men surveyed the beach, then the mist out at sea. 
 
    “It looks as though the storm freed us from the mist, only to drive us ashore on this island,” Eicewald said. 
 
    “It’s wrecked us on this island, the Captain said angrily, “which is a different matter.”  
 
    “We’re still alive, which means we carry on with our mission.” 
 
    “I’ve got some bad news. We lost the cargo during the storm.” 
 
    “All of it?” 
 
    “The gold, the weapons and almost all our supplies are gone. They must’ve drifted out of the big hole on the port side.” 
 
    “Now that really is bad news. We’ve got nothing left we can use to bargain with the Turquoise Queen.” 
 
    “If we really are in her territory.” 
 
    “We are. I’ve checked.” Eicewald brought out his pearl-guide. “We’re in one of the islands of the archipelago that makes up her realm.” He pointed to the Eternal Mist in the distance. “I’m sure of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They helped the surviving crew members to get over their injuries. Lasgol realized that his forehead was covered in sweat, and saw that Viggo and Gerd were sweating too. He saw too that the sun was shining intensely. This was not the sun of his own country of Norghana. Then he looked down at his white skin and saw that where it was exposed to the sun, it was turning very red. He also realized that it was very hot.  
 
    Gerd was wiping perspiration off his forehead. “I can’t stop sweating,” he said. 
 
    Viggo pinched his nose and made a face. “Actually, you’re a bit smelly.” 
 
    “You’re not smelly, don’t pay any attention to him,” Nilsa said.  She was sniffing the big guy as if she were Ona. 
 
    “It’s very hot here,” said Astrid. She was tying her Ranger scarf around her head, pirate-style. 
 
    “Why are you putting that on your head?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “This sun’s very strong, and we’re not used to it. It’ll burn our skin and affect our heads. We need to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “Very good idea,” Ingrid agreed. “Use your scarves and clothes to cover your skin, before we all roast completely.” 
 
    “And make sure it’s light cover,” Astrid pointed out. “We can’t wear our hooded cloaks here, we’d roast.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to repair the ship?” Eicewald asked Olsen, who was inspecting the holes in the hull with a couple of men. 
 
    “The port hole can be repaired. The starboard one, we’re on top of it, so it’s going to be a lot more difficult.” 
 
    “But can it be done?” 
 
    “With help, perhaps. By ourselves, I doubt it.” 
 
    “We need the ship to get back,” Eicewald said. 
 
    “We’ve saved the mast and the sail. The Ice Gods have blessed us by their grace. The ship can be saved. But making the return journey on it is another matter altogether. I’ll see what can be done. We need to look for help as soon as we can.” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “I’ll try, but I don’t know whether we’re going to find help in this place. It’s quite possible that there won’t be any.” 
 
    “Well then, we’re going to have problems getting back. Anyway, I’ll do whatever’s in my hands. We’ll start with the repairs as soon as we get the food safe.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I’ll try to get help,” the Mage said, though he did not sound very confident. 
 
    Suddenly Viggo pointed his thumb at the beach. “Ahem … I think we have visitors.” 
 
    They followed his gesture and realized that a dozen or so people were staring at the ship. 
 
    “And they’re very interesting …” Astrid said, half-closing her eyes to stare. 
 
    “A pretty weird bunch, I’d say,” Viggo commented. 
 
    Lasgol was watching them, wide-eyed. They were like nobody he had ever seen before, of a different race: neither very tall nor very strong, more or less average in size, and slender. Over their chests and backs they wore what looked like the shells of giant turtles as armor. They carried tridents as weapons and round shields which looked like giant seashells. But this was not the strangest thing: what made their jaws drop was their skin, which was a very pale turquoise, and their eyes and hair, which were intense green. 
 
    “Fascinating, as Egil would say,” Gerd commented. 
 
    “They’re really weird!” Nilsa said. “Look at their skin, what a really lovely color.” 
 
    “And you can see their hair a league away,” Ingrid added. “Is it just me, or is it seaweed hanging from their heads instead of hair?” 
 
    “I had that impression too,” Gerd agreed. “That hair really is strange.”  
 
    “Well, they don’t exactly look very advanced,” Viggo commented. “They go around under turtle shells, and are those shields giant seashells? The trident isn’t steel. I don’t know what it’s made of, but I’d swear it’s not metal. I get the impression that they don’t know about iron. Or bronze, or copper …”  
 
    “Yeah … it looks that way …” muttered Lasgol, who still found it hard to believe his own eyes. 
 
    “I thought this business about a Turquoise Queen was more like a nickname,” said Gerd, “not that her people were literally turquoise.”  
 
    “It looks like that,” Ingrid said. “They look tribal, though we’d better not be too confident till we know more about them. They might be dangerous.” 
 
    “They don’t look dangerous to me,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass and keep your eyes open. We don’t know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better not trust them,” Nilsa agreed. “Although they are really unusual.” 
 
    “I think we’re looking at an unknown race,” Astrid said. “Or at least one that’s unknown in the north and west of Tremia.”  
 
    “I don’t think they know about them in the south either,” Ingrid said. “I have the feeling that they live on these islands and they’ve never been out of here.” 
 
    “They’re looking at us, but they’re not doing anything,” Nilsa wondered. “Doesn’t that seem odd?” 
 
    “They’re probably as surprised to see us as we are to see them,” said Astrid. 
 
    Ona growled. She did not like the new arrivals. 
 
    Easy, girl. Lasgol transmitted. We don’t know whether they’re hostile.  
 
    Not magic, Camu warned. 
 
    It’s better if they’re not. The situation’s already odd enough as it is. They look like warriors, or a watch patrol. As we still don’t know how they’re going to react, we’d better be prepared. 
 
    I prepared. Ona too. 
 
    The panther growled, 
 
    Good. Don’t do anything until we know what their intentions are. Let’s hope they don’t attack. 
 
    For a moment the group watched the inhabitants from the starboard gunwale without saying or doing anything. As the ship was leaning to one side and they were holding fast so as not to slide, the situation was picturesque in the extreme. The turquoise warriors, in return, were watching them intently. 
 
    Lasgol decided to warn Eicewald. “Sir, we have company!” he called. 
 
    The Mage and Captain Olsen looked toward the beach, where Lasgol was pointing. The look of surprise on Olsen’s face was like their own. But the Mage did not even flinch. 
 
    “I’ll take care of this,” Eicewald said to Olsen and the team. “Don’t show your weapons, or any aggressive attitude.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo, who was looking saintly, as if he would never dream of doing anything bad. Lasgol glared at him to make him behave. 
 
    “Shall we go with you?” he asked. He was concerned about the Mage’s fate. 
 
    “No, I’ll go alone. Wait on the ship.” 
 
    “And if they kill him …?” Viggo said. 
 
    “They’re not going to kill him,” Ingrid assured him. “He’s a very powerful Ice Mage.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t go near those turquoises with their tridents, just in case,” he said. It was clear from his face that he thought it might be dangerous. 
 
    Eicewald clambered down from the ship on to the rocks, not without some difficulty, then from there down on to the sand. Very slowly, he walked toward the natives. 
 
    Suddenly one of them took out a conch and blew on it hard. The call echoed throughout the island. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Viggo muttered. “This doesn’t look good.”  
 
    “Yeah, it sounds like an alarm call,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    The Mage ignored the call. When he reached the natives, he showed them his hands to make it clear that he was unarmed. He was not even carrying his staff. The natives responded by threatening him with their tridents. 
 
    Eicewald showed them his pearl-guide. “I request an audience with the Turquoise Queen,” he said. Then he spoke in a strange language which they guessed was that of the natives. 
 
    Then from the jungle two other groups of natives appeared, to surround the Mage. 
 
    The situation was now very tense. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group watched from the ship, with their nerves on edge.  
 
    “This is turning ugly,” Nilsa asked restlessly. “Shall we pick up our bows?”  
 
    “Eicewald told us not to do anything,” Ingrid warned her. 
 
    “Yeah, but that lot don’t mean well.” 
 
    “Still … we’ll stay where we are.” 
 
    Gerd joined Nilsa in her plea, looking worried. “But they’re going to skewer him.” 
 
    “The Mage knows what he’s doing,” Astrid said firmly. 
 
    Mage use magic. 
 
    Did he cast a spell? 
 
    Yes, before. 
 
    “Don’t do anything,” Lasgol told them. “Eicewald used his magic before he went down. He must’ve protected himself.”  
 
    Eicewald repeated his words: “I request an audience with the Turquoise Queen.” And he said it in the language of the islands. 
 
    The natives stared at him and went on making aggressive gestures. One of them – apparently the oldest, since his hair showed white streaks amid the green, even though his age was not so obvious from his face – addressed the Mage. He pointed at the ship with his trident, then at the Mage himself. He did not seem to like the answers he was getting, because he was waving his weapon angrily, which made everyone even more nervous. 
 
    Eicewald pointed to the ship and gave various explanations in a voice which was serious, albeit neutral and calm. In the end the native seemed to grow calmer, and he signaled the others to lower their weapons. 
 
    “It looks as though things are calming down,” Ingrid said with relief. 
 
    “At least for the moment,” Nilsa said. She let out the tension she was feeling in a long snort. 
 
    “It could be a maneuver to make us relax,” Viggo pointed out. 
 
    “We’d better stay on the alert,” Astrid agreed. 
 
    Eicewald spoke for a while longer with the natives, and they let him leave. He came back to the ship and called Captain Olsen, Lasgol and the rest of the team. Meanwhile the natives vanished into the jungle, leaving the tropical beach deserted. 
 
    “We really are in the domains of the Turquoise Queen,” the mage confirmed. “This is one of the islands of the archipelago, but it’s not the main one, where Uragh lives. I’ve requested an audience with her.”  
 
    “Will she grant it?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Let’s hope so. Still, we ought to be ready for a negative answer.” 
 
    “What’ll happen if she refuses?” Olsen asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid they’ll attack us. As far as they’re concerned we’re invaders, and they’ll want to do away with us.” 
 
    “We can’t be invaders,” Olsen said. “We haven’t brought an army.”  
 
    “I explained that, and that we need the Great Queen Uragh’s help. It was hard to convince them. I told them that I already know their Queen and I have her permission. The fact that I speak their language seems to have persuaded them.” 
 
    “They didn’t know you?” Olsen asked. 
 
    The Mage shook his head. “I was on the main island, the biggest one, and that was many years ago. The natives are scattered across all the islands of the archipelago. I’ve never been to this particular one.” 
 
    “We ought to prepare ourselves for a refusal from the Queen,” Olsen suggested. “We might try to get away.”  
 
    “That isn’t a good alternative. Where would we go, Captain?” Eicewald waved at the surrounding sea and tropical vegetation. “We’ve no boats to escape by sea, and if we go into the jungle they’ll catch us by surprise. Here on board, thinking of the worst that could happen, at least we’ll see them coming and we’ll be able to confront them.” 
 
    Olsen had to admit that he was right. “Quite honestly, I belong on salt water. The jungle doesn’t attract me at all,” 
 
    “Rangers, draw your weapons and get ready, but don’t attack unless I give you the order,” Eicewald told them. “Captain, tell the sailors to arm themselves too, but discreetly.” 
 
    “Right.” The captain turned to the team. “Take up your positions.” 
 
    The six found positions where they could get a good view of the beach, which was the only way to reach the ship, since the rocks where they had come aground were inaccessible from inland. They waited with bows at the ready, in silence. The sun was beginning to be a problem by now. It was really scorching, and had already burnt a part of Gerd’s arm which he had not covered properly. The Norghanians’ skins, so white and unaccustomed to the sun, were a great weakness in that tropical climate. 
 
    At mid-afternoon the natives came back, and the waiting was over. 
 
    “Here they are,” Ingrid warned them. “Stay alert.”  
 
    “Weapons at the ready,” Astrid said. 
 
    A dozen natives appeared on the white sand of the beach, making their way toward the ship. 
 
    “Well, there’s only a dozen of them,” Viggo commented. “That’s not too bad …”  
 
    Gerd snorted. “Thank goodness …”  
 
    The natives walked nonchalantly over to the ship. Eicewald and Olsen waited on the side which gave access to the rocks. 
 
    Nilsa pointed toward the sea. “It looks like more than a dozen to me.”  
 
    Following the beach in the direction of the ship, twenty or so canoes with several natives in each were approaching. They were long and narrow, unusual because they had something like a guide-arm joined to one side of the boat. 
 
    “Jinx!” Ingrid said to Viggo. 
 
    “There still aren’t so many,” he said defensively. 
 
    “In all, more than a hundred,” said Lasgol, who had counted them. 
 
    “What are a hundred savage warriors from a bunch of tropical islands beside the Snow Panthers? I won’t even break into a sweat if they attack.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, you dumbass, you’re already sweating!” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Well, that’s because of this scorching sun, not from the effort.” 
 
    “Pah! Shut up and pay attention!” 
 
    As the leading canoe approached their ship, a man stood up in it. There was no doubt that he was old. His hair was completely white, but it was a very strange greenish-white. His face was marked by wrinkles which ran from side to side, like long lines. His clothing too was unusual. He wore something like a tunic, but made of long, braided strands of seaweed of different colors, which fell from his shoulders to the ground. In one hand he carried a staff decorated with corals of different, intense, colors, which seemed to have been treated somehow in order to make them into adornments. He began to speak, with a powerful voice. Eicewald went to the point on the gunwale which was closest to his canoe. 
 
    “Arrain, Shaman of Life and Sea,” he greeted him. “My friend, my brother, it gladdens my heart to see you again.”  
 
    The native switched languages and went on in Norghanian. “Eicewald, Mage of the Ice, my heart rejoices to see an old friend.” 
 
    “I see you are as young and healthy as always.” 
 
    “As a Shaman of Life, if I were unable to keep myself young and healthy, little use would I be to my people.” 
 
    “Very true,” Eicewald said, and bowed respectfully to the old man. 
 
    “I had not expected to see you again in this life.” 
 
    “Neither had I, but life takes these unexpected turns and leads us into situations that are unforeseen. And nor was I expecting you to be the one sent to welcome us.” 
 
    “The warriors mentioned a man with power who spoke our language. I had to come in person to see who it was. Besides … if it is someone with power, it is my duty to help my warriors with my own.” 
 
    “It could not be otherwise.” 
 
    “Although as you well know, my power is more aligned with the magic of life than with that of destruction.” 
 
    “True, but despite that, if you had to use your power for death, I’m sure you’d be able to.” 
 
    “Let us hope this meeting doesn’t lead to that.” 
 
    “It would be a great pity. The last thing I want is a confrontation with the Turquoise People, and especially not with you, my old friend.” 
 
    Lasgol was not liking the tone of the conversation very much. At first it had seemed that they were old friends, but now it was clear that this was not entirely the case. They respected each other, true, but they did not seem to be altogether friends. This awoke many doubts in him. If Eicewald had been to the islands years before and knew the Shaman, why was the situation so tense? Why such a cool welcome? Beside him, Astrid looked at him questioningly. Lasgol gave a small shrug and gestured to her to stay alert. A little further to the right, Viggo glanced at both of them, and in his eyes Lasgol saw the same doubts. 
 
    “You should not have returned to the turquoise realm.” 
 
    “It wasn’t of my own free will, that I can assure you. I had no choice.” 
 
    “You are taking a great risk, one which will very probably cost you your life. You know this as well as I do.” 
 
    “I knew the risk, and even so, I’ve come. I’ll accept whatever must be.” 
 
    “The Turquoise Queen will dictate your fate: yours and that of your people. As it should be.” He pointed his coral-covered staff at the ship. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Astrid whispered to Lasgol. “The Mage was supposed to lead us to the Queen and make things easier for us, not the opposite.” 
 
    “I don’t think Eicewald has told us all the truth about what happened to him in these islands.” 
 
    Viggo bent and whispered into Ingrid’s ear: “The Queen’s going to ask for the Mage’s head. There’s something strange going on here. It’d be better if we attacked first. We’d stand more chance that way.” 
 
    “I’m with you in that something fishy’s going on here and that Eicewald isn’t very welcome, but they still haven’t attacked us or done anything suspicious. We’re not going to attack them without provocation.” 
 
    “By the time they provoke us it’ll be too late. We’ll be in the thick of it. It’d be better to start it ourselves. Nilsa can hit that Shaman easily from this distance.” 
 
    “No, nobody’s going to release unless Eicewald orders it, or unless they attack us. Stay put and don’t make trouble.” 
 
    Viggo sighed. “Someday you’ll do as I say, and we’ll all be better off.” 
 
    “For the moment we’re doing pretty well without needing to listen to you,” Ingrid replied with a touch of irony. 
 
    Eicewald spoke calmly. “I know you’re not seeking to put an end to me here today, are you, my old friend?” 
 
    “That depends very much on you and your people.” 
 
    “I can assure you we have no hostile intentions. You know I value your people greatly.” 
 
    “That’s true, but the value might be overridden by reasons, or feelings, that are more important. You haven’t told me why you’ve come back to these islands.” The Shaman raised one bushy greenish-white eyebrow skeptically. “What is the reason for this surprising visit?”  
 
    “I need something. It’s very important.” 
 
    “The powerful Norghanian Ice Mage needs something from our uncivilized people?” 
 
    “That’s so,” Eicewald admitted with a look of resignation. “Not even the most powerful magi or the strongest kingdoms always have the weapons to solve all problems.” 
 
    The Shaman gave a slight smile, and his eyes shone as if he were enjoying a small victory. 
 
    “The Turquoise People have this weapon you seek?” 
 
    “Yes, Arrain, your people have it.” 
 
    “Then it must be a weapon of power.” 
 
    “So it is.” 
 
    “What do you need it for?” 
 
    “To save my people.” 
 
    The reply took the Shaman aback. He studied Eicewald for a long moment. 
 
    “The great and powerful realm of Norghana is in danger, and its Great Mage comes in search of help?” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “That’s so. My King has sent me.” 
 
    “Now I understand your reasons, and I can understand better why you take the risk of coming back here. Your King will not accept your failure.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Knowing the benevolence of the monarchs of the North of Tremia, which is something you taught me yourself, failure will cost you your life.” 
 
    “Once again, you’re right.” 
 
    “So, you find yourself in a very complicated situation. Failure in Norghana means your death. Coming here practically means the same thing.” 
 
    “Here, I have a chance. There, I don’t. Will you take me to your Queen?” 
 
    The Shaman thought about this. “Have you brought any gift of great worth to present to her?” 
 
    “I brought it, but unfortunately the sea has taken it.” 
 
    “Our Mother the Sea Goddess is sometimes capricious.” 
 
    “And temperamental,” the Mage added. 
 
    “She is within her rights when man sets foot in her realm,” the Shaman recited, as if it were a dogma. 
 
    “Mother Sea took away our offerings and threw us on these rocks.” 
 
    “You were always a daring man, but this time I think you are going beyond what your luck allows you. To come back here and request an audience with the Queen without even having anything of value to offer her goes beyond what is sensible.” 
 
    “I know that, but I have no choice. Not now that I’ve come this far.” 
 
    Arrain studied the Mage, then Lasgol and the other Rangers. 
 
    “Very well. Let us see whether you have gone beyond the limits of your luck, my old friend and daring traveler. I will take you to the Queen, I will request an audience. I wish you luck. You are going to need it.” 
 
    “Thank you, old friend. I hope Mother Sea will grant it to me.” 
 
    The Shaman gave him a smile which was crooked and not in the least encouraging. 
 
    “May she protect you.” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “If you don’t mind, I’ll bring a small escort with me. There are only half a dozen of them. They won’t cause any trouble.” 
 
    “Ice Magi? Too dangerous.” 
 
    “They’re not Ice Magi, they’re Rangers. Like your Island Trackers.” 
 
    The Shaman meditated his answer for a moment. “If they are not Magi, and they are Trackers … an escort for a Great Mage is acceptable. They can come with you, but I must warn you, you will be answerable for their actions with your life.” 
 
    “I understand. They won’t cause any trouble. They have my complete trust.” 
 
    Ingrid elbowed Viggo in the ribs. “You see, you numbskull?” 
 
    “Yes, my mermaid, I see.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, mermaid?” 
 
    “It’s this paradisiacal environment we’re in, it goes to my head. I’m sure there are mermaids here.” 
 
    “There’s certainly a great idiot here.” 
 
    Nilsa shushed them. “I can’t hear Eicewald.” 
 
    Viggo smiled and said no more. 
 
    “Get into the canoes,” the Turquoise Shaman ordered, with a wave of his staff. 
 
    Eicewald turned to Lasgol and the team. “Take your weapons and equipment. We’re going with them. Don’t try anything, and be very careful not to create a situation. The Turquoise People are quite savage in the way they understand life. They’re not as civilized as we are, and don’t forget that.” 
 
    “We’ll be very careful,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    Ingrid looked Viggo in the eye, and her gesture clearly said be very careful. Viggo’s gesture in response said who, me? accompanied by an innocent expression. Ingrid rolled her eyes and gave him a shove to start him on his way. 
 
    “What about us?” Olsen asked. “What do we do?”  
 
    “I fear they’re going to leave those guards on the beach,” Eicewald said. “Don’t leave the ship until you have no other choice. And when you do, try to explain to them why you’re doing it, and don’t confront them. They won’t attack you if you don’t pose any threat to them. I’ll try to persuade the Queen to help us repair the ship, but right now, that looks very complicated.” 
 
    “We’ll try to repair as much as we can, and wait for news.” 
 
    “Fine, Captain. See you soon.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Eicewald went down himself to the canoes, with the team following him. The savages on the beach let them pass to the edge of the water, which was such a clear blue that you could see the white sandy bottom. Four canoes approached, with several turquoise savages sitting side by side, rowing with short wooden oars. When the canoes reached the shore, they indicated with signs that they should board. Eicewald took the first canoe, Astrid and Lasgol the second, and Lasgol gestured to Ona to sit between them. The turquoise savages were not very happy about carrying the panther, but when they saw that she obeyed Lasgol, they finally allowed her to get on board. Nilsa and Gerd took the third canoe, and Ingrid and Viggo the last. 
 
    Camu, go with Viggo. Let him know you’re with him, but don’t attract attention. 
 
    I warn. 
 
    Lasgol saw Viggo reach the canoe. At that moment, Camu licked his hand. 
 
    “What –” he began, but fell silent. He turned to Lasgol, who nodded. 
 
    Viggo gave a snort. He nodded back to Lasgol, then as Ingrid climbed into the canoe, whispered something into her ear. Unobtrusively, they left a wide space between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The savages pushed the canoes into the water, climbed into them and began to row with their flat oars toward the other boats. Lasgol and Astrid exchanged glances. They were on their way to see the Queen, accompanied by a hundred turquoise savages, and the mission seemed have taken a wrong turn.  A very wrong turn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The canoes made their way across a transparent turquoise-blue sea which allowed them to see the sea-bed of white sand inshore and the colorful coral reefs further out to sea. Lasgol was unable to take his eyes off the paradise around them: the still waters, the exotic beaches with their fine white sand and the tropical vegetation had him enchanted. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. With each stroke of the oars, they seem to be going deeper into an environment which had been created by gods who had themselves emerged from the waters, led by their desire to shape an environment of sea and land as warm and colorful as it was fathomlessly beautiful. 
 
    Astrid gestured around her. “This place is amazingly lovely,” she whispered. 
 
    “I couldn’t have imagined anywhere like this in my wildest dreams,” Lasgol admitted. “It’s amazing. I’m absolutely under its spell.” 
 
    “Our snowy land with its mountains and valleys and the freezing cold that covers it the whole year long is very beautiful, but I have to admit that this place, since it’s the complete opposite, might even be more beautiful …” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue, even though I love Norghana and her snowy landscapes.” 
 
    “It might be just because of the novelty, and it’ll fade away as soon as we get more used to these surroundings.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled faintly. “I don’t know why, but I don’t think that’s going to be the case.” 
 
    Ona, crouching in front of Lasgol, was absorbed in watching the schools of intensely colorful fish swimming under the canoes. Lasgol stroked her, trying to keep her calm. A strange bird with a long yellow bill and green feathers flew past the canoe, and at once she followed it with her gaze and stiffened. The environment might be new and surprising for them, but it was even more so for his two inseparable companions. 
 
    Take it easy, enjoy the landscape and don’t move in the canoes, Lasgol transmitted to both of them. He glanced toward the canoe where Ingrid and Viggo were traveling to make sure Camu was doing nothing to reveal himself. If he was found out, they would find themselves in deep trouble. Those turquoise savages did not seem the understanding type: far from it. 
 
    We calm, Camu summarized. Lot of transparent water, fish and beaches. Lot of heat.  
 
    Bear with the heat as best you can. I don’t think it’ll be long before we get to wherever they’re taking us, and there’ll be some shade. Don’t get distracted by the fish or the exotic birds. 
 
    Not distract. 
 
    Oh yeah, that’d be the first time … 
 
    They passed several small islands and circled around two bigger ones. The savages steered their canoes close to the islands, so that they were able to appreciate their exotic, tropical beauty. On several of the islands turquoise savages were fishing or catching birds. Some came down to the beach and rocks to greet the canoes as they went by. Lasgol realized that all these islands were inhabited, which meant that the turquoise people was scattered all over the archipelago. On nearly all the beaches they glimpsed those unusual canoes, very similar to the ones they were on themselves. Some seemed built for fishing, others for moving cargo, judging by the way they had been strengthened with long wide planks to support heavy loads. 
 
    What they discovered on the next island left them all open-mouthed. In front of one of the white sand beaches they saw twenty or so huts, except that these were built on the water. They rose from sea-level and seemed to be floating on the quiet turquoise water. 
 
    “They can’t be floating!” Astrid exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s not possible,” Lasgol reasoned. “The sea would wash them away,”  
 
    “Look, there’s a long boardwalk between them and the beach.” 
 
    Now they were closer, Lasgol could see them better: round huts with pointed roofs made of wood, fern and ropes. They did not float, but were held to the bottom by supporting pillars, in the same way as quays were built in Norghana. 
 
    Astrid pointed to a spot not far from the strange huts. “There are people in the water.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Lasgol asked in puzzlement. He could see them quite well thanks to the transparency of the water. 
 
    “They’re diving … and judging by the time they spend underwater without surfacing for air, I’d say they’re expert at it.” 
 
    Watching them, Lasgol realized what Astrid meant. They were not fishing, but instead seemed to be picking something from the bottom. It took them an eternity to resurface to breathe. For a moment he thought one or two of them were going to drown, but instead they came up to breathe far beyond the time a normal person could have gone without air underwater.  
 
    “They seem to be very well adapted to the water,” he commented. “I’ve no idea what they’re doing, but they’re amazing divers, better than any I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “I get the impression they’re picking something up from the bottom. It could be oysters, or looking for pearls to wear, or to use for trade.” 
 
    “Yeah, that could be, assuming pearls here are as valuable as in other parts of Tremia.” 
 
    “Or it might be for coral … although I don’t know what they’d use it for.” 
 
    As they passed near the houses, they saw people inside. Some of them came out to greet them as the canoes passed. Others were resting, others repairing the boardwalk and one of the houses. 
 
    “This place is more and more fascinating,” Astrid commented. 
 
    “It certainly is. I wonder what other surprises we’re going to find.” 
 
    She winked at him. “See what comes,” she said, and smiled mischievously. 
 
    The canoes went on through colorful coral reefs of immense beauty. At last, they came to a much bigger island than the ones they had left behind or seen in the distance. It appeared to be round, completely surrounded by a wide, deserted beach almost as white as the snowy lands of Norghania. However, behind this beach there was no jungle and no rocks as with the others they had seen, but instead a rocky hillside: a tapestry of green more than a hundred and twenty feet high. As they went closer they could see that the whole island was like this except for a section where a huge waterfall poured down from the top of that rocky wall into the sea. This was the only part where the beach vanished, swallowed up by the waterfall on its way to the sea. Its roar contrasted with the peaceful silence that held sway over the waters around the great island. Stranger still was the fact that there seemed to be no way to the interior through that great wall of natural rock that surrounded the island. 
 
    “That must be the main island, where the Turquoise Queen lives,” Astrid said. “I can’t see an entrance. Can you?” 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift and called upon his Hawk’s Eye skill, but although he looked thoroughly, he could see no entrance or passage, either natural or man-made. 
 
    “I can’t see the whole island, but at the moment I can’t see any way in.” 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, that’s not a normal mountainside. It looks like … I don’t know … not a mine … a …” 
 
    “It looks like a volcano,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it. I couldn’t place it in my mind, but that’s it. I’d say it’s – or else it was once – a volcano.” 
 
    “With no way in …” 
 
    “There must be some way in, if they’re taking us there.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded in agreement, though at that moment he could not see how that could be. Perhaps on the other side of the island there would be an entrance which they could not see from this side. They would soon find out. 
 
    The canoes arrived at the island and waited twenty paces from the beach. The water around this island was even more transparent and turquoise than around the others, as if they emanated a yet-greater purity. 
 
    Arrain, Shaman of Life and Sea, stood up and waved his hand. One of his companions took out a huge conch, put it to his mouth and blew hard. There came a long, deep call, as if from the very depths of the ocean. He repeated the call twice more, then put the conch away. Nobody spoke. They seemed to be waiting for something. Viggo exchanged looks with the rest of the team and made faces, suggesting that he was not pleased with this. Lasgol and Astrid also exchanged expectant glances. How were they going to get into the island without even leaving the canoes? 
 
    All of a sudden fins appeared in the water, approaching from the east. Lasgol feared the worst: sharks. But when they were closer they realized that these were dolphins, and this astounded him. The animals had come to the call of the turquoise savages. He wondered why they had come. 
 
    Ona and Camu were very excited at the sight of the dolphins, and Lasgol had to calm them down. 
 
    Stay still, the two of you. They’re dolphins, I know, and no, we can’t play with them, or adopt them either. So quiet, both of you. Don’t make any trouble, please. 
 
    Dolphins pretty. Smart. 
 
    So they are, but they’re free creatures and they seem to be friends of the Turquoise Queen, so let’s not have any trouble. 
 
    I never trouble. 
 
    Oh yeah? Then it must be Ona. 
 
    The panther moaned. 
 
    Lasgol petted her, Ona good. I know Camu’s the naughty one. 
 
    Arrain spoke in the language of the natives. The dolphins emitted the characteristic sounds of their species and headed to the island. Shortly afterwards, they dived and vanished from sight. The Shaman turned round and explained deferentially: “I have warned the Queen of our arrival. We are requesting permission to enter her dwelling. Her beloved creatures will announce us and come back with the reply.”  
 
    “Frankly astonishing,” Astrid whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Everything in this otherworldly place is truly interesting and extraordinary.” 
 
    “Let’s see what happens now. Quite honestly, I’m intrigued.” 
 
    “No more than I am,” Lasgol said with a smile. Astrid winked at him and smiled back. 
 
    While the canoes waited in the quiet waters for the dolphins to come back, nobody moved or spoke. It was as though speaking would offend the savages, as though the waiting were a kind of ritual. Lasgol thought that it might be just that, and that they were doing it out of respect. Since nobody moved or spoke, they did the same, waiting for a reply from the Queen and her marine envoys. 
 
    He thought how different this wonderfully warm setting was from his beloved Norghana, and how far they were from their own country, as if they had sailed until they were lost in the immensity of the sea to reach this place. The arrival of the dolphins brought him out of his reverie and back to reality. They could be seen leaping out of the water on their way to Arrain’s canoe. The Shaman stood up and spread his arms wide, said something in his own language and then turned to the group of visitors. 
 
    “What is the wish of Uragh, Turquoise Queen of Life and Sea?” he translated. 
 
    The dolphins moved their flukes underwater, leaving half their bodies out of the water and nodded with affirmative whistles. 
 
    Lasgol was left breathless, and Astrid muffled a cry of surprise. Their friends’ faces were as astonished as theirs at what they were seeing. 
 
    “The Turquoise Queen permits us to enter her dwelling,” Arrain announced. “We will follow her guards.” He indicated the dolphins, which were already swimming toward the island. The turquoise savages began to row, and the canoes followed the beautiful sea creatures. 
 
    “How d’you think we’re going in?” Astrid asked Lasgol in a whisper. 
 
    “The dolphins are heading for the waterfall.”  
 
    “The force of the fall is tremendous. It’ll crush us if we go any closer.” 
 
    “That’s what I think too, but that’s where we’re heading.” He looked back. “And it’s only us going.” 
 
    And it was true: the other canoes that had escorted them were not moving. Only the canoes they themselves were in were moving, and they were doing so in the direction of the waterfall. 
 
    Ingrid and Viggo arched their eyebrows inquisitively, revealing the same concern Astrid and Lasgol were feeling. In the other boat nearby, Gerd’s face was as white as the Norghanian snow, and Nilsa’s as red as the restlessness she felt and the impossibility of moving in the small canoe. Lasgol signaled them to stay calm. They were going in somehow, of this he was sure, and he did not believe they would all die in the process. Although he could be wrong, but in that case the results would be catastrophic. They would die, and with them the hope of saving their kingdom. Norghana would fall into the hands of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. 
 
    Arrain and Eicewald were in the leading canoe, apparently unconcerned that they were heading straight for the waterfall. The roaring of the water thundered in their ears, and the splashing of the waterfall as it broke reached them in the form of a damp mist which soaked them from head to foot. 
 
    “We’re going headlong,” Astrid said. She held fast to the edge of the canoe with both hands, because she was beginning to feel the strength of the turbulence from the fall, which was making her unsteady. Lasgol followed her example, and their friends did the same. The turquoise savages went on rowing toward the waterfall as if nothing were amiss. 
 
    Suddenly Arrain rose to his feet, as if he felt nothing of the movement of the canoe. He said something to one of his companions, who gave another call on his strange, enormous conch. Everybody waited expectantly, even the dolphins, which had not gone away and were waiting in front of the great waterfall. 
 
    Magic. Powerful, Camu warned Lasgol. 
 
    Where? Who?  
 
    But before Camu could reply, he was able to see it with his own eyes. The great waterfall emitted a strange blue flash first from the top, then down through the flow of water that broke below, as far as the sea: a great outburst of an intense sea-blue. An instant later the falling water parted in two, revealing a way through. 
 
     “Now that’s something I wasn’t expecting!” cried Astrid. 
 
    “Camu warned me of very powerful magic. It’s the Turquoise Queen.” 
 
    “If she’s capable of doing that …” 
 
    “… Then she’ll be able to do a lot more. So, we’d better tread carefully.” 
 
    Gerd was totally white from head to foot. Nilsa had folded her arms and was showing her anger in the form of a scowl because of the use of magic. Viggo looked impressed, and Ingrid’s eyes were half-closed. But she looked fearless, ready to face whatever might come next. 
 
    At Arrain’s order, the canoes set off again. The dolphins went into the pass which had opened up within the waterfall. As they came closer, they could see that behind the waterfall was a long tunnel, which led from one side of the wall to the other. When the canoes were all inside the tunnel there came another blue flash, and the flow of water closed again, shutting off the entrance. 
 
    “The dolphins came in through here, underwater, avoiding the waterfall,” said Astrid. She now understood how they had managed to enter the heart of the island. 
 
    Lasgol smiled, trying to lighten the tension they were all feeling as a result of all these strange events and landscapes. “I’m glad they didn’t make us dive like them.” 
 
     “Me too,” Astrid smiled back. “And I’m sure Camu and Ona are too.” 
 
    I dive very well. 
 
    Ona not so much. 
 
    True. And I haven’t seen you dive a lot. Can you really swim underwater? 
 
    Dive a little well. 
 
    Very well or a little well? It can’t be both. 
 
    A little well. 
 
    Yeah, you swim little and badly. 
 
    Not bad. Little and well. 
 
    Oh dear … Lasgol gave a snort and let the matter rest. Neither Ona nor Camu were made for diving or excelling in this environment of crystalline water. Nor were they themselves, in fact. Although it was true that they had swum and dived in the Camp lakes while they were training as Rangers, and they were all strong swimmers, he feared that in comparison with these turquoise savages, they were very much inferior. It was logical, since they were not used to this environment and had not been able to adjust to it. They probably never could, not having been born here. 
 
    The canoes emerged from the tunnel, following the dolphins, and a new surprise awaited them. They were approaching the center of the island, and Astrid and Lasgol were now able to confirm their theory. It was indeed the crater of an ancient volcano. From inside they could get a better sense of it. A second, interior beach, now surrounded them completely in a circle. Beyond the beach of pure white sand, inside the crater, a great expanse of jungle stretched in every direction. Near the beach could be seen a number of huts which had been built in different places, forming both settled and wild areas, as if this were some great circular city or realm. They could see the clear blue sky shining in all its splendor aloft and the earth beneath the crystal-clear water. Although they had the impression that they were in a calm lake, they were actually in salt water, and in the interior of an island. 
 
    Lasgol was utterly absorbed by the beauty and exotic quality of the landscape around him, almost impossible to have imagined, still less as the home of a tribal queendom. The canoes moved as far as the center of the salt lake, then stopped. The turquoise savages bowed deeply in a reverent gesture, Arrain included. Eicewald, by his side, bent over in his turn, and when they saw this Lasgol and the others followed their example. They all bowed with their heads down, but went on watching everything that was going on, because they did not understand it. 
 
    Suddenly, in the middle of the lake, in front of the canoes, the dolphins formed themselves into a circle. From within it there issued a beam of light of that same intense sea-blue they had seen before. A moment later a head rose from the water, slowly, followed by a turquoise feminine torso, and finally a pair of legs of the same color. The female figure remained above the surface of the water in the center of the beam of light which rose to the heavens. 
 
    “Welcome to my realm,” she announced. “I am Uragh, the Turquoise Queen of Life and Water.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol stared at the Queen, his eyes like saucers, finding it hard to keep his jaw from dropping. She was incredibly beautiful and exotic. Her long hair was a very light blond, and as with that of her people, it seemed to be made of seaweed. Her face was that of a sea-goddess, and in her dark eyes could be seen a blue radiance which came from within her. All her skin was a beautiful turquoise-blue. She wore no clothes, but had covered her intimate parts and breasts with large sea stars. 
 
    An aura of power emanated from her body, and it was strongly magical. Lasgol had an intense feeling of water. He could feel it all over his skin, as if the Queen’s mere presence was making his body cover itself in moisture. At the same time, he felt like he was being filled with a rejuvenating power, one of energy, of pure life. He had not the slightest doubt that this woman was a very special being, unique and marvelous. 
 
    “My Queen of Life and Water,” Arrain said with great respect. 
 
    “I see we have foreign visitors, my Shaman of Life and Sea,” said Uragh, who was looking at all of them one by one. Her eyes were dark, but showed flashes of blue as intense as the magic she wielded. Her gaze was held by Eicewald for rather longer.  
 
    “One of them is an old acquaintance,” she said. 
 
    “My lady Queen of the Turquoise Seas,” Eicewald said with enormous respect, without raising his head, barely glancing at her for a moment. 
 
    “Follow me to my home and we’ll talk there,” she said, and to their great surprise, she began to walk on the surface of the water, as though she were a goddess. The blue light moved with her, and it was as if it were keeping her above the water in some magical way. 
 
    Uragh, lot of power, came Camu’s fresh warning. 
 
    I can see that. She can walk on water. That’s something that’s reserved for the gods. 
 
    Also, underwater.  
 
    She can walk underwater? 
 
    She can breathe underwater. 
 
    Like a fish? 
 
    Not like fish. With Powerful Magic. 
 
    Oh, you mean she transforms the water into air? 
 
    Yes, she can. 
 
    Can you feel what kind of Magic she uses? They call her the Turquoise Queen of Life and Water. It would be good to know whether she can only use those two kinds of magic, or if there are more. 
 
    I try. When I know, I tell. 
 
    Great. Tell me if you manage to. Be careful not to be spotted. She might be able to feel your power too, and your attempts to sense her type of magic. 
 
    I careful. 
 
    The savages began to use their oars, and the canoes followed the Queen as she made her way to the southern shore. The dolphins surrounded her, appearing to be her personal escort. Viggo gestured toward the Queen, impressed, while Ingrid glared at her distrustfully. Gerd was so pale, that he looked as though he would faint at any moment. Nilsa was clutching her weapons tightly, her jaw clenched. She did not like the Queen’s powerful magic one little bit. When Uragh reached the beach and stepped on to the sand, the blue light vanished. She walked across the sand, and they could see her footprints on it. 
 
    “It looks as though her power works in the sea and not on land,” Astrid murmured to Lasgol. 
 
    “Or else she may not want us to see.” 
 
    Astrid shrugged. Lasgol signaled her to stay observant, just in case. 
 
    The Queen stopped, and at once twenty turquoise warriors came to surround her. Lasgol saw that instead of bows they carried those curious tridents, and in some cases a kind of short javelin, together with the strange shields, and armor of seashells. They must know nothing of archery. He found it strange, although looking around, he realized that living off the sea, as most probably these turquoise people did, it made little sense to develop that particular art. 
 
    When they landed, they were able to better appreciate the natives who were staring at them with great curiosity, as if they had never seen anybody like them before. These were not warriors or explorers, like those who had come to meet them, but the inhabitants: women, children and elders. The men wore something like a very short skirt of dried seaweed, which covered their genitals. On their feet they wore strange shoes, large green soles with cords in the form of two loops, one at the front and the other behind the heel, with their feet inserted in between. 
 
    “What d’you think they wear such strange, oversized shoes for?” Gerd whispered to Nilsa. 
 
    “Not a clue. But they’re ugly and primitive, and I’d imagine they’re quite uncomfortable for walking or running.”  
 
    Astrid spoke into Lasgol’s ear: “They look a little like our snowshoes. I think they must use them for the same thing, but since there’s no snow here, they must use them to help when they’re diving.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “That makes sense. But why would they wear them on dry land?” 
 
    “I get the impression that these people spend most of their time in the water. They probably live off it.” She pointed to several natives with containers hanging from their waists, who were getting into the water. 
 
    “They must have adapted their shoes so they work in both environments.” 
 
    Astrid watched them diving with great thrusts of their feet. “I guess so.” 
 
    “That’s what it is,” Lasgol agreed as he watched them vanish into the depths and not reappear again. 
 
    Viggo was staring at the native women with great enthusiasm. They had an exotic beauty, with their turquoise skin and their intense green and blue eyes. Their hair, like that of the men, was green, with a texture that resembled long strands of seaweed, but unlike the men, they wore theirs in braids. They wore striking coronets of coral on their heads, no two of them alike. They wore skirts like those of the men, but in vivid colors: green, orange, blue, yellow and white. They also wore pendants in the form of shells of all kinds: cockles, clams, conches and other kinds of marine mollusks. But what was most surprising was that instead of wearing tunics or jerkins, they covered their breasts and navels with three shells, and these magically, and without any kind of support, stayed in place without falling off. 
 
    “What on earth are you looking at with that goofy expression?” Ingrid whispered in Viggo’s ear. She sounded annoyed. 
 
    “What d’you think? Don’t you see these marvelous creatures?” 
 
    “You mean those girls in skimpy clothes?” 
 
    “How much more clothes would they need with this scorching sun and these crystal-clear waters all around?” 
 
    “Don’t get started on that! I know you!” 
 
    “They’re a real bunch of exotic beauties.” 
 
    “And you’re an idiot. Close your mouth, you’re drooling.” 
 
    “I don’t know why it bothers you so much that I should admire such delightful creatures,” Viggo said, and made a slight bow to three girls who were staring back at him. The turquoise savages laughed at the gesture, sweetly and melodiously. 
 
    “We’re not here so that you can flirt with the first savages you see!” 
 
    “I’m trying to look friendly,” he replied, ignoring Ingrid and smiling from ear to ear at the three savages, who were whispering to each other and giggling under their breath. 
 
    “Stop trying to look anything!” 
 
    Viggo went on bowing and making friendly gestures to all the girls he saw, which infuriated Ingrid to the point where she was barely able to contain herself. 
 
    The Queen, accompanied by her warriors, now went among the huts of what seemed to be the center of this city-realm. At Eicewald’s gesture, they followed her. The city was made up of what must have been thousands of huts, stretching around the entire circular beach. There must have been several thousand turquoise savages living there. 
 
    As they went on from the beach to the jungle, more and more natives came closer to see them. Gerd and Nilsa stared in astonishment at the strange clothes and ornaments they wore. Viggo went on smiling at all the girls he saw, and spoke a word or two to them here and there. Ingrid, beside him, was red with rage as she walked. Lasgol and Astrid, who brought up the rear, gazed at this people and their world, so strange and at the same time so beautiful and exotic. 
 
    Keep close to me and tread carefully, Lasgol transmitted to Camu and Ona. 
 
    I close, Camu confirmed, and Ona chirped beside him. 
 
    They came to a huge cave, which to their surprise, turned out to be the Queen’s dwelling. The walls were covered in moss, and moisture spattered their faces and bodies at every step. On the floor they could see openings which looked like puddles, but once they were beside them they could see the water beneath the island, with its corals and schools of fish. 
 
    “This is a strange palace,” Astrid said to Lasgol. 
 
    “Really strange …” 
 
    Through several openings in the roof in the center of the cave, the sun shone in and lit up the whole space. The Queen’s guard was posted against the walls. The Turquoise Queen’s throne was as curious as her home itself. It used a giant shell as a back, and a seat which was not really a seat at all but crystalline water. She sat down slowly on it, introducing her body into the water on to what looked like live coral and seaweed, and rested her hands on two large pearls which seemed to be floating on the water. When she emitted a blue light, the corals and seaweed kept her seated as if guided by her will. Under her feet they could see the crystalline water and the sea-bed. Arrain took his place on her right. 
 
    Lasgol now saw that there were other shamans in the hall, dressed like Arrain. It seemed that he was the highest-ranking one, because the others stayed behind the throne. All around the hall, the Queen’s guards watched the new arrivals with alert eyes. 
 
    The Queen waved her hand. “You can rest assured that no harm will come to you in this hall.” 
 
    “We offer our heartfelt gratitude for the Turquoise Queen’s benevolence,” Eicewald said. He gave a deep bow. 
 
    “Don’t misunderstand me, Ice Mage. I haven’t said that you will leave my realm alive. Only that nothing will happen to you in here.” 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a warning glance, as did Gerd and Nilsa. Ona was now as tense as Ingrid and Viggo, who were ready to leap into action. 
 
    “To try anything against me would be a great mistake,” the Queen warned them. “My Shamans and warriors would put an end to you. But in fact, there is very little you could do to harm me.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t dare –” Eicewald began, but the Queen interrupted him.  
 
    “Who is your best warrior?” 
 
    The six exchanged glances. Viggo was about to speak, but Ingrid was quicker off the mark. 
 
    “I’m the best warrior, and the leader of this group,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Good. I see you carry three bows at your back. My people don’t know that type of weapon. I want you to try to hit me with them.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at her in surprise. “With my bows? At this distance?” she asked. She knew it would be impossible for her to fail. 
 
    The Queen nodded. “That’s right.” She gestured to her to try. 
 
    “Your Majesty, it’s not necessary –” Eicewald began, but the Queen raised her hand to interrupt him. 
 
    Ingrid took her compound bow and nocked an arrow. “Your Majesty?” she said, hoping to receive a countermanding order. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the Queen said, and with a wave of her hand she caused part of the water in which she was half-submerged to rise and create a barrier around her. 
 
    Ingrid sighed and released. At this distance the arrow would transfix the Queen, water barrier or no. 
 
    She was wrong. The arrow hit the water it was supposed to go through, and as it did so the crystalline liquid turned black. Instead of piercing it, the arrow broke apart and fell to the ground. 
 
    “What –?” Ingrid said, taken aback. 
 
    “Try again with your other two bows, and use those elemental arrows I know you have with you.” 
 
    Ingrid obeyed, and as had happened with her first attempt, the elemental arrows broke apart in the same way, without either exploding or producing the elemental effect. 
 
    “They’re useless,” Ingrid said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    The Queen waved her arm again and murmured something. The barrier of water vanished, then reappeared around Ingrid, who started in surprise. 
 
    “Don’t touch the water!” Eicewald warned her. “It breaks down everything it touches, including humans.” 
 
    Immediately Ingrid froze still as a statue. 
 
    Viggo reached for his knives. Lasgol glared at him to dissuade him from doing anything. Viggo held back, but grasped the handles of his knives, ready to leap on to the Queen if necessary. Lasgol knew that his friend would do that without a second thought, whatever the consequences. 
 
    “Quite right. If you touch it, warrior, you’ll lose the limb you touch it with.” 
 
    Ingrid, still motionless, glowered at the Queen. Astrid and Nilsa tensed, anxious to help Ingrid. 
 
    “No, no, my guests …” murmured the Queen, and waved both arms. From the water around her there emerged five new barriers which rose around the rest of the team and imprisoned them. Eicewald alone remained free of the spell. 
 
    They were all aware that they could not move, but the situation of danger almost forced them to do so. Ona, on whom the Queen had not cast the spell, stared at the barriers of water fearfully. 
 
    “Everyone keep calm,” Lasgol said to his companions. Don’t do anything. Ona, stay. Camu, don’t interfere. 
 
    I can with magic.   
 
    I know, but this isn’t the moment. Don’t do anything. 
 
    Sure? 
 
    Yes, sure. If I need you, I’ll let you know. 
 
    “Everybody stay absolutely still. If you don’t, there’s going to be a tragic accident,” Eicewald warned them. 
 
    “You’ll be wondering about the reason for this little demonstration,” Uragh said calmly. “In fact, it isn’t to show you how powerful my magic is, or how easy it would be for me to kill you all – including my dear Eicewald – but in order that you understand that the magic of water may be used either for life or for death. That is usually the case with nearly all kinds of magic, and although I practice that of life, I can also use that of death when it is necessary.” 
 
    “Our Queen makes her people prosper with Magic of Life,” Arrain said, “and protects them with Magic of Death.” The other shamans in the chamber nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Your Majesty, if you let me explain –” Eicewald began, but the Turquoise Queen raised her hand to stop him. 
 
    “Visits from the great continent do not please me – as you know well, Ice Mage. The realms of Tremia are all different, but at the same time they have one thing in common: they seek wealth and power. Ships from many of those realms have come to my lands, bringing men with vain promises, with hostile intentions. I protect my people from those realms and their greedy leaders. I protect them with tooth and claw, as would that beautiful panther if anybody were to try to harm the young man beside her.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised to be mentioned, and also that the Queen had noticed that Ona was with him. He had the feeling that she saw further than she seemed to. She was very beautiful, even when her expression was one of animosity, as was the case at the moment. He could understand her reasons, even the thinking behind them, because he himself knew the rulers of Norghana, and they were exactly as she had described them. He also knew that kings like those of Zangria or the Nocean Empire were scarcely better. 
 
    Arrain nodded. “Our Queen watches over the wellbeing of her people,” he said, and the other Shamans nodded too, amid murmurs of conviction. 
 
    “You taught me that yourself when you came to these lands many years ago. When you were young and your face showed no marks of the passage of time. When you taught me your language, when you told me about Tremia, her realms and her peoples. I learnt much with you and from your books, and I have learnt a great deal more in all these years before your return, since many are the ships which have reached my coasts.” 
 
    “It was an honor and a pleasure to instruct the Turquoise Queen,” Eicewald said, nodding. 
 
    “I learnt much with you and from you, Eicewald. Not only how the world of those realms which are called civilized operates” – there was clear disdain in her voice – “but something beloved and valuable as far as I am concerned: magic, power.” 
 
    “That is something we both love and study,” Eicewald agreed. 
 
    “Very true. My people and my magic are the most important things to me, as you know well, since we spent so much time together once upon a time.” 
 
    “Much time, and precious it was,” the Mage added. 
 
    “Yes, it was indeed precious. And because of that, I rewarded you with a unique gift, something I have never granted anybody else: the possibility of leaving my realm, of returning to your own and continuing with your arcane studies.” 
 
    “And I will always be grateful to your Majesty for that honor.” 
 
    “And yet you have come back, when I expressly forbade you to do so. Know further, that I am neither a patient woman nor one who forgives mistakes. To have returned after all these years, it seems to me, has been a very unfortunate mistake on your part, and one, I’m afraid, which will have disastrous consequences for you and your friends.” 
 
    Hearing this, Lasgol swallowed. They were in serious trouble. And imprisoned as they were, there was nothing any of them could do about it. 
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    “Before your Majesty passes judgment,” Eicewald pleaded, “if you would allow me to explain the situation and the reason for my return …”  
 
    Uragh stared hard at him, seeming to debate with herself as she did so.  
 
    “Very well, then. For the friendship which once united us, I shall let you explain yourself. But be brief, and let there be no half-truths. My patience is short.” 
 
    “I will be brief, your Majesty. Thank you.” 
 
    Eicewald explained about the Frozen Specter, about the desperate situation the realm of Norghana found itself in and the reason why they were there. When he had finished, he lowered his eyes as though aware that what he had just told the Queen was not worthy of her ears. 
 
     Uragh raised her chin, and her eyes flashed blue. “The affairs of foreign realms are no concern of mine, nor am I in the least interested in them. I am not concerned with whether the Peoples of the Frozen Continent conquer Norghana. Have the Norghanians ever helped me? Are they better than the Peoples of the Frozen Continent? I doubt it. Why did you think I was going to help you? Why would I lend you one of my most precious possessions, the Star of Sea and Life?” 
 
    “We’d brought gold and weapons with us … but the storm which stranded us took them with it.” 
 
    “That is extremely inconvenient. I won’t say that they wouldn’t be welcome, because my people are not rich, nor do they possess weapons, but we do have many enemies.” 
 
    “Perhaps your Majesty, with your great power, may be able to locate the gold and weapons. They can’t be too far from where we were wrecked.” 
 
    “Perhaps … but the sea is far greater than my power. Even so, I would not help your realm. Not for gold and weapons.” She shook her head determinedly, as if such a thing were beneath her, beneath her honor. 
 
    Eicewald fell silent. He had no further case to make. 
 
    Uragh stared into his eyes. “Anything else you would like to add, Mage?”  
 
    Eicewald, who looked defeated, said nothing for a moment. 
 
    “Perhaps for an old friend?” he asked at last. 
 
    “To save your life from a Norghanian King?” 
 
    Eicewald nodded heavily. 
 
    “Do you then value our friendship and the respect I have for you so highly?” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    “I showed you my generosity once already by letting you leave. I owe you nothing.” 
 
    “That is correct, your majesty … but my realm and my life are at stake. I had no other way out.” 
 
    “You have always been honest. That does you credit. I will give you that. Unfortunately, you put too high a value on your life, or on the love I have for you, or had.” 
 
    “I will accept your Majesty’s wishes,” Eicewald said, sounding defeated. He had not managed to persuade the Turquoise Queen, and his fate was now sealed. 
 
    Astrid looked intensely at Lasgol. The Queen was going to sentence them to death: all of them. Perhaps she would have pity on them, because there was no real reason for her to kill them. Unfortunately, the Turquoise Queen did not need any reason to put her will into practice. 
 
    “You have entered my realm without my permission. A mage and six warriors. You represent a danger to my people. I can’t let you leave this place.” 
 
    Lasgol knew that they were finished, and the worst of all was that they were unable to defend themselves, imprisoned as they were within the barrier of water. The Queen could put an end to their existence in a moment. 
 
    Suddenly something totally unexpected happened. The barriers of water which surrounded them dissolved, and the water fell back to the ground. Lasgol thought that the Turquoise Queen was setting them free, but that made no sense, not after what she had just said. He saw her eyes widening and her face twisting in surprise and annoyance. This was not something she had done herself. She waved her arms and murmured something once again, repeating the spell which had imprisoned them. There was a blue flash around the six of them, which vanished in a single moment.  
 
    The Queen threw her head back in astonishment and stood up in the water beneath her throne. Her eyes glinted.  
 
    “Who has stopped my spell?” 
 
    Then Lasgol understood what was happening. It was Camu! He had neutralized the Queen’s spells! 
 
    He glanced at Astrid to see whether she was all right, and she nodded. Luckily none of the rest of the team had touched the water. Gerd gave a loud snort of relief, letting out all the air of his lungs. Nilsa’s expression was furious, and her fists were clenched. Ingrid and Viggo exchanged a look and a tense gesture. 
 
    “Now!” Ingrid ordered, and with a lightning move she nocked Punisher. 
 
    Viggo and Astrid reached for their long knives and prepared to attack the guards who were racing toward them. Nilsa and Gerd reached for their own bows with rapid movements and aimed at the Queen and the Shamans behind them. 
 
    Camu, Ona, alert! Lasgol called as he too nocked his bow. 
 
    I protect from Queen magic. 
 
    Good. Stay close, so you can keep us within your area of influence.  
 
    I with you, Camu transmitted, and Lasgol felt him brush against his leg. 
 
    Good! Cover us. 
 
    The Shamans of the Sea of the Turquoise Queen now cast a spell, and from the water around the Queen emerged six threatening-looking creatures. They were sea serpents with enormous jaws, formed of turquoise water, the size of two Norghanians, each looking more ferocious than the other. They reared up to protect the Queen and attack the team.  
 
    The guards hurled themselves on Viggo, and Astrid rushed to help him with an impressive summersault. Ingrid launched an arrow at the Queen, aiming at her heart. In response Uragh moved her hand, and a bubble of turquoise water surrounded her completely. The arrow disintegrated on contact with it. Gerd and Nilsa launched arrows against the horrifying serpents, but the arrows too disintegrated as they touched their bodies. 
 
    “The arrows don’t have any effect on them!” Gerd shouted as he reached for his knife and axe to fight a serpent which was nearly on him. 
 
    Lasgol aimed at Arrain, who at that moment was finishing casting a spell. A colossal crab made of turquoise water reared up in front of him. Lasgol’s arrow hit the crab, but like the others it fell to the ground, shattered. The crab opened and closed a pair of huge bloodcurdling pincers and made for Lasgol. 
 
    Eicewald sent an icy wave against the guards, who were left with half their bodies frozen, unable to move forward or attack. 
 
    “Withdraw!” Lasgol shouted. He took two steps back, with Ona at his side. 
 
    Ingrid took her cue. “We move back!” she ordered, and the six of them quickly went to stand beside Lasgol. 
 
    “Eicewald, you too!” Lasgol shouted. 
 
    The Mage cast a spell against Arrain, who protected himself from the frozen bolt with a bubble of water. Eicewald then stepped back to join the others. 
 
    The sea serpents hurled themselves at them, and though they fought back, it had no effect. 
 
    “We’re lost!” Gerd shouted. 
 
    One of the serpents tried to bite his head, but there came a blue flash and it disintegrated, leaving Gerd staring in disbelief. The remaining serpents hurled themselves at them, but one after the other, as soon as they reached them, they disintegrated as the first one had done. 
 
    “What on earth is happening?” Ingrid yelled. 
 
    “It’s Camu,” Lasgol explained. “He’s nullifying the magic and protecting us. All of you, stay close to me, because his area of influence isn’t very wide.” 
 
    Arrain and the Shamans began to conjure once again, but Uragh raised her right hand. “Stop, all of you,” she ordered. “Don’t attack them.” 
 
    The Shamans stopped their spell, and the guards stepped back. Meanwhile the team watched them alertly, ready for whatever might happen next. 
 
    “Who is this who is negating my magic?” Uragh asked, her eyes half-closed. “I know it’s not you, Eicewald, you don’t have that kind of power. Is there another mage among you?”  
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “You’d better tell me. You might be able to protect yourselves from our magic, but I doubt whether it would be for long. And in any case, I can call another hundred warriors, and then that protection would be no use to you.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at Lasgol, and he knew that she was leaving things to him. He thought about it, and knew the Queen was right. Camu would not be able to keep his protection active forever, and if those hundred warriors appeared … there was no way they could fend off so many. The best thing would be to try to negotiate. 
 
    “I can explain it,” he said to the Queen. 
 
    Uragh was staring fixedly at him. “What is your name?”  
 
    “Lasgol.” 
 
    “Is it you who is destroying our magic?” 
 
    “Before I answer … do I have the Queen’s word that we will not be harmed?” 
 
    Uragh was thoughtful for a moment. 
 
    “I’m very intrigued by what’s just happened. I’ve never seen anything like it. Everything arcane interests me, this especially.” 
 
    “Have we the Queen’s word?” Lasgol insisted. 
 
    “You have my word that you’ll come out of this cavern unharmed, and that you’ll live to see another dawn.” 
 
    Lasgol knew this was no guarantee that they would leave the islands alive, but, considering the situation they were in, it was something. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head, clearly unwilling that he should accept the deal. Astrid made a gesture that Lasgol understood to mean ‘better than nothing’. 
 
    “All right,” he agreed. “Camu, show yourself.” 
 
    The creature appeared beside him in the middle of the team, and the Queen and the Shamans started in surprise. They stared at him in amazement. 
 
    “What is this creature?” Uragh asked at last. 
 
    “He’s a Creature with Power from the Frozen Continent,” Lasgol explained. “He can cancel the magic around him.”  
 
    Uragh fixed her gaze on Camu and studied him thoroughly. Eicewald, looking utterly taken aback, stared first at Camu and then at Lasgol. He would demand an explanation later, but that did not trouble Lasgol for the moment. The situation was complicated enough already, and the Mage’s annoyance at having had this concealed from him was the least of his worries at the moment. 
 
    Camu, seeing that all gazes were fixed on him, stretched out his neck and tail, trying to make himself appear bigger and more dangerous than he really was. In fact, if he had been able to, he would certainly have roared, but he was not very good at roaring, he was more one for shrieking. Since nobody was saying anything and the tension was rising, he decided to show them his skills. He disappeared in front of the Queen, to reappear a moment later on Lasgol’s other side. 
 
    “I’m going to cast a spell on Lasgol. Stop me,” Uragh said to Camu with the clear intention of establishing that this was not simply by chance. 
 
    Camu gave forth a silver flash and created a protective sphere which covered Lasgol and all those with him. Uragh launched a spell against Lasgol in the form of an arrow of turquoise water, which crashed against the sphere and disintegrated. Uragh conjured a second time, this time trying to create a spell inside the sphere. There was a blue flash in her hands, and the spell failed. 
 
    “Impressive!” she commented, and now her expression was deeply intrigued. Once again she was silent and thoughtful. 
 
    Camu stretched out his head and tail, proud of what he had managed to show. I prevent magic, he transmitted to Lasgol. 
 
    Well done. Now don’t do anything till we see what happens. 
 
    All right, the creature agreed happily. 
 
    The Queen stared with great interest at Camu. When she finally spoke, what she said was not what Lasgol had expected, considering how the audience had been going until then. 
 
    “This new discovery changes things. It interests me very much. Go away now and let me think. I’ll let you know what I decide about this case, and about your fate.” 
 
    The team exchanged looks of disbelief. They looked from the monarch to Arrain and the Shamans, expecting a ruse of some kind, but there was none. 
 
    Eicewald bowed deeply. “Thank you, your majesty,” he said gratefully. 
 
    “Arrain, this evening let them enjoy our hospitality.” 
 
    The Shaman nodded respectfully. “I’ll make sure of it, your majesty.” He signaled them to leave the chamber. 
 
    They had come out of it alive. For the moment. Lasgol breathed out heavily. Would they live to see another dawn? 
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    Arrain, accompanied by a group of both Shamans of the Sea and Guards, escorted them to a hut. It was set a little apart from the ones the natives used, larger and more solid. Lasgol had the feeling that it had been already used as a place of detention, because the windows were bricked up. The door had been left open, but it revealed a fire with twenty or so guards beside it. Eicewald was taken to another nearby hut and locked in under the watchful eye of Shamans of the Sea, in case he tried to use his magic in any way. 
 
    “What on earth has been going on here?” Ingrid asked furiously once they had been left alone in the hut. 
 
    “Our charming Ice Mage hasn’t managed to win over our bitchy host?” Viggo replied acidly. 
 
    “Yeah, that obviously, but why hasn’t she killed us?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Astrid. “That was really weird. I was sure we weren’t going to get out of that cave alive.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lasgol had to admit. “Thank goodness Camu stepped in.” 
 
    “Did you tell the bug to rescue us?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Well, no. He acted on his own initiative.” 
 
    “Nice bit of work!” Gerd said to Camu. “If you hadn’t stepped in, we wouldn’t have gotten out of there.”   
 
    I happy to help, Camu transmitted, and became visible. Gerd went over to pet him immediately. 
 
    “He says he’s happy he was able to help,” Lasgol explained. 
 
    “You were fantastic, Camu!” Astrid said to him. She too made a fuss of him, full of affection for the creature. 
 
    Ona too went to him to congratulate him, and he was delighted. Camu good, he transmitted happily. 
 
    The panther rubbed against Camu, showing her affection. 
 
    All right, Lasgol said, smiling from ear to ear. This time I admit it, you were magnificent. Camu. Good.  
 
    “I had no idea he could do things like that,” Ingrid said. She arched an eyebrow, staring at Camu as though she were seeing him for the first time. 
 
    Lasgol waved his hands. “He’s been developing various skills, and some of them are really beginning to stand out.” 
 
    Ona licked Camu’s head repeatedly, which delighted him. 
 
    Viggo frowned. “There they go, licking each other.”  
 
    “That’s how they express their love,” Astrid said as she stroked both of them, smiling. 
 
    “For once,” Viggo said gratefully, “I’m even going to let him lick my hand.” He offered it to Camu, who licked it happily. Then, before Viggo could escape, he licked his face. 
 
    Viggo leapt to one side. “I said my hand, you fiend!” 
 
    Nilsa grimaced. “You know I hate magic with all my heart,” she said, putting her finger on her heart, “but this time I have to admit that Camu’s magic has saved our lives.” 
 
    “Perhaps not all magic is bad after all,” Gerd admitted. 
 
    “Magic isn’t good or bad,” Lasgol replied. “It’s just that the person who uses it can use it for good or for evil.” He was trying not to sound as if he were lecturing them. He knew perfectly well that Nilsa loathed it and Gerd feared it. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “It’s certainly powerful.” 
 
    “And there are plenty of situations where it would be really useful to have it on our side, like just now,” Astrid added. 
 
    Nilsa did not protest about magic anymore and was silent, weighing up the hatred she felt for it and what had just happened with Camu. Gerd was nodding silently, and seemed more convinced than his friend, the redhead. Lasgol sensed that they were both a little closer to accepting magic, even though they still had some way to go before they fully accepted it as something positive. 
 
    “Let’s focus on the subject at hand,” Ingrid said, imposing order on the conversation. “We’re in a really difficult situation, and we have to find a way out of it.” 
 
    “I’d say a deadly situation,” Nilsa added, looking horrified. “That Sorceress Queen of Water doesn’t pussyfoot around.”  
 
    “At the moment we’re still alive and safe, so we mustn’t lose hope,” Lasgol said in an attempt to raise the group’s spirits. 
 
    “It’d be great to have Egil with us here,” Gerd said. There was longing on his round face. 
 
    “That’s true,” Ingrid said. “He’d be sure to think of a good plan, but we can’t rely on him, so we’ll have to sort this one out by ourselves.”  
 
    “Something tells me it’s not going to be by force,” said Viggo, who was looking out of the hut. “I can see more than a hundred turquoise savages, just here around us.” 
 
    “Escape by night?” Nilsa suggested. She indicated the sun, which was beginning to set. 
 
    “Now that we could manage,” Astrid said confidently. 
 
    “How would we cross the waterfall?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “That is a problem,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “We’d have to dive, to avoid being caught,” said Astrid. “Dive long and deep. The savages do it.” 
 
    “It might be managed …” Lasgol said optimistically. 
 
    “I can’t see it,” Viggo objected. “Let’s say we manage to pass the waterfall without being seen and without drowning, which is a lot to ask. Once we’re out, then what? Do we swim all the way back to Norghana? Not to mention that we wouldn’t be taking the wretched Star with us.” 
 
    “It pains me to have to agree with this numskull,” Ingrid said, “but this time he’s right. That plan wouldn’t work.” 
 
    Viggo batted his eyelashes at her. “Thanks, Blondie.” 
 
    “I’m going to …!” 
 
    “So, let’s think of something else,” said Astrid. “Something that includes stealing the Turquoise Queen’s Star and escaping by ship.” 
 
    Nilsa made agitated gestures. “But we don’t even know where it is!”  
 
    “Well then, we find out.” 
 
    “She must have it,” Gerd put in. 
 
    “The sorceress queen, you mean?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, then it’ll be easy as pie to steal it, and while we’re at it, we steal a ship too.” 
 
    “Great idea.” 
 
    “I see you didn’t pick up my touch of sarcasm.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the best of the Natural Assassins in Norghana?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Viggo’s chest swelled. “So I am,” he said. 
 
    “Well then, stealing a jewel must be like falling off a log for you.” 
 
    “Well … Astrid’s better than I am at that kind of thing. What I do best is murdering, killing and that sort of thing.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Thanks for the compliment. What we need to do is find out where she keeps it, and start from there.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible.” Gerd objected. 
 
    “Don’t be a whiner,” Viggo said. “We’ve been in worse messes.” 
 
    “And we came out victorious,” Ingrid added enthusiastically. 
 
    “And we can’t count on Eicewald’s help either,” Gerd pointed out. “Why have they put him in another hut?” 
 
    “Probably because he’s a Mage,” said Viggo, who was looking out curiously. “He’s being watched by the Shamans.” 
 
    “And he knows these people,” Astrid pointed out. “The Queen doesn’t want him to start plotting anything with us.” 
 
    “Quite honestly, a bit more information would come in very handy,” Lasgol said. He had sat down on the floor of the hut and was petting Camu and Ona. 
 
    Ingrid too was looking out of the hut in the direction of Uragh’s dwelling. “What’s clear is that the Queen was going to put an end to us, and changed her mind at the last moment. That’s sure to be for some reason.”  
 
    “Something about Camu interested her a lot,” Astrid commented. “I’d say she’s thought she can use him for something, and that’s why she hasn’t killed us.” 
 
    “If that’s so, we might be able to negotiate with her,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I don’t see the Turquoise Queen as much of a negotiator,” Viggo objected. “It’s one thing to have caught her by surprise with Camu’s power, so that she’s had to rethink. It’s quite another to say what she’s going to do when she’s decided. I don’t think she’s going to negotiate anything. She didn’t give me the impression of someone you could make deals with.” 
 
    “And she doesn’t take any notice of pleas either,” Astrid added. “Look how she treated Eicewald, and he’s supposed to be her friend …” 
 
    “Exactly,” Viggo agreed. 
 
    Ingrid was looking thoughtful. “At the moment we know she might need Camu for something. That gives us a chance.” 
 
    Queen wants what? Camu asked Lasgol. 
 
    I’ve no idea, pal. Wish I knew. 
 
    Bad? 
 
     Let’s hope not … 
 
    Suddenly they saw a group of girls approaching, carrying baskets. They got to their feet uneasily. The girls came as far as the fireside, where the guards were standing, and left the baskets on the ground. It seemed that they were being brought food and drink. Viggo smiled at them at once and beckoned them to come closer. The girls smiled back. One or two of them gave a playful giggle, to which Viggo replied with a greeting and a small bow. 
 
    “Will you please stop flirting with turquoise savages the moment you get the slightest chance?” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “Why would I stop doing that? They’re charming and exquisite, not like certain others …” 
 
    “Because we’re in a life-or-death situation!” 
 
    “Right now, we aren’t. Maybe in a short while,” he replied. Turning back toward the departing girls, he began to blow kisses at them.  
 
    “I’m going to kill him!” 
 
    Astrid laughed out loud. “That Viggo! He’s hopeless!” 
 
    The others smiled, and the tension they were feeling dissipated a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day they were allowed to take a short walk along the beach. They were grateful for this, even though they spent all the time closely guarded. They were able to see the natives fishing in the middle of the great salt lake in canoes, while others dived into the water and searched the sea-bed. Viggo thought that they were searching for pearls, Nilsa, that it was corals which the women would later fashion into ornaments, Astrid, that they were searching for seaweed to make into clothes. As they discussed the question, they enjoyed the landscape and managed to relax a little. Viggo tried to approach a group of girls who were swimming nearby, but the guards stopped him, and of course he was immediately scolded by Ingrid. 
 
    At noon Eicewald was allowed to join the team. Four Shamans came with the Mage, and never took their eyes off him. 
 
    “Put this on,” he said, and gave them each an empty coconut shell in which was a turquoise-green ointment of some kind. 
 
    “What is it?” Ingrid asked distrustfully. 
 
    “It’s an ointment, to protect you from the sun. The Norghanian skin is too sensitive to this sun. You’ll soon be completely burned, and it’s a most painful experience, believe me.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to experience it already,” said Gerd. His forehead and neck were red, and the skin on his arms was beginning to peel. 
 
    Nilsa showed them her own arms. “My hands are in a terrible state.”  
 
    “Put this on. It’ll protect you from the sun and stop you burning.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not poisoned?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Astrid sniffed it, then tested a bit with the tip of her tongue. “Not with anything I know.”  
 
    In the end, reluctantly, they accepted the ointment. It smelt terrible and painted their limbs and faces turquoise green, leaving them looking very strange. 
 
    Viggo chuckled. “You all look disgusting.”  
 
    Astrid pointed at his own face. “We all.” 
 
    Gerd too chuckled. “Yeah, we look … I don’t know, like the cousins of these savages.” 
 
    “I think you look very nice,” Nilsa said with a laugh. 
 
    Very ugly, Camu said to Lasgol. 
 
    Thanks for being so truthful!  
 
    I truthful. 
 
    Oh, sure … don’t you need some yourself? 
 
    Skin bears. Ona too. 
 
    How strange. Our skins can’t bear this strong sun, and yet yours can? 
 
    Our skin tough. Good. Your skin very bad. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. Oh well … I guess so. 
 
    Ingrid turned to Eicewald with an inquisitorial air. “You need to tell us what happened when you were first here,” she demanded. 
 
    The Mage sighed, which was unusual in him, and nodded. He seemed prepared to tell them what had really happened, although his dark eyes always gave the impression that he was hiding something. 
 
    “I was shipwrecked in this realm. The Turquoise Savages found me on a nearby island and took me to the Queen. Uragh is no friend of foreigners, as you’ve all seen. She guards her lands and her people jealously. She does it for a perfectly good reason, because she wants to protect her people and their way of life, even though her methods might not be the most peaceful and civilized. I thought she’d get rid of me, as she’d done with others who’d come to the islands with the intention of exploring them, or conquering them. Thinking I wasn’t going to survive, I resorted to magic to defend myself. I created a protective sphere of ice, and fought against various of her warriors and a couple of her Shamans. I defeated them. Uragh was interested at once. The kind of magic I used wasn’t the kind that she or her Shamans possess. Hers is of water – of the sea, to be precise – and mine is of ice. They didn’t even know what ice was. That impressed her and stirred her curiosity. She wanted me to explain my magic to her, together with everything else I knew about other kinds of magic. Everything to do with power and its different varieties interested her greatly. She allowed me to live and stay here.” 
 
    “How good of her,” Viggo said with deliberate irony. 
 
    “Her people had suffered from attacks by pirates, slave traders, conquerors from other realms, and so on. It’s natural that she should be wary of foreigners. This place is a paradise, and the kingdoms of Tremia would set their greedy claws on it if they knew of its existence, or knew how to get here. That’s why Uragh protects it with measures that might appear drastic to us.” 
 
    “Killing those who get lost and get here by chance seems more than drastic to me,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “She doesn’t kill all foreigners.” 
 
    Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “She doesn’t?” 
 
    “There’s an island where she allows people to live, if she doesn’t consider they pose a threat to her.” 
 
    Gerd too raised an eyebrow. “But they can’t go back to their homes.”  
 
    Eicewald nodded. “That’s right. I’m not saying I share her extreme methods of protecting her people, but nor would it be fair to say she kills everyone who comes to these islands.” 
 
    “What else did you teach her?” Astrid asked. 
 
     “Before I could teach her anything I had much to learn. I spent time studying her language, and once I’d managed to learn it, I began to teach her everything I knew about magic. During that time, I also taught her our language. Not only her, but also some of her Shamans, like Arrain. They were good times, I won’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
    “Good times?” Nilsa asked. “Weren’t you a prisoner?”  
 
    “Yes, but after a while they stopped treating me as that, and began to show more respect to me, as to any other Shaman of the tribe, only with a different appearance, and a different magic to their own. Uragh allowed me to live here, on this island, and it was an experience I treasure.” 
 
    “Did you become good friends?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Yes. We spent a lot of time together, studying, learning and experimenting with our magics.” 
 
    “Friends, and something more than that …” Astrid added. She glared at the Mage like an inquisitor. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” asked Ingrid, who had not caught on. 
 
    “Well, it’s clear enough,” Viggo pointed out. “They were lovers.” 
 
    “Lovers?” Nilsa repeated in surprise. 
 
    Eicewald was silent for a moment, looking up at the sky. “That was a very long time ago. I was young …” Then he nodded. “It’s true, Uragh and I … had a sentimental relationship.” 
 
    Lasgol wanted to be shocked by the fact, but for some reason he was not. It made sense. 
 
    “And you’re telling us about it now?” Ingrid demanded indignantly. “Didn’t you think that little detail was something we might need to know before we set off on this mission?”  
 
    “I didn’t think it was a significant detail.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about as significant as it can be!” 
 
    “For once I agree with Blondie here,” Viggo said. “It would’ve come in handy to know that trivial detail before we got into this mess.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have changed what happened,” the Mage assured them. 
 
    “But it would’ve put us on our guard.” 
 
    Eicewald said nothing more. 
 
    Gerd was rubbing his chin in puzzlement. “But … I don’t get it. How can that be possible? The Queen’s still young. She can’t be older than twenty-five.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Nilsa said, and turned to Eicewald. “While you must be around sixty.”  
 
    “Uragh is no young woman of twenty-five, even though she might look like one. She’s like your friend.” He waved his hand at Camu. “She’s a special creature, with a special power. She must be more than five hundred years old.” 
 
    “By all the Ice Gods!” Nilsa exclaimed. “I’d never have imagined!” 
 
    Viggo nodded, with a lecherous look in his eyes. “Well, I find her most attractive, for her age,” he said ironically. 
 
    “You’d find a sea urchin attractive!” Ingrid retorted. 
 
    Viggo gave her his most charming smile. 
 
    “And as for secrets, we’re even. Nobody warned me that a Creature of Power from the Frozen Continent was traveling with us. And yes, it would have come in handy to know that beforehand.” 
 
    “We don’t reveal his presence, because he’s a special creature and attracts too much interest,” Lasgol explained. 
 
    “Of course, he attracts interest. He’s exceptional, and what he did was extremely interesting and worthy of study. If I had the time, and we weren’t in this complicated situation, I’d love to study him. Perhaps when we get back …” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Lasgol said. “But this isn’t either the time or the place.” He had no intention of letting anybody study Camu, least of all the King’s Ice Magi. 
 
    “If we get back,” said Gerd. 
 
    “We will get back,” Ingrid assured him. 
 
    Astrid was staring at the Mage. “Maybe the reason why Queen Uragh didn’t want to help us wasn’t lack of interest, but spite.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Viggo. “When you parted, did you do it by mutual accord and on good terms? Or the opposite?” 
 
    Eicewald stared ahead, apparently lost in memory. 
 
    “It took me a long time to persuade the Queen to let me go back, to go on with my studies.” 
 
    “She might not have wanted you to leave,” Astrid said, “and when you did it, you broke her heart. And now she doesn’t want to help you because of that.”  
 
    “I don’t think so … Uragh is a very strong woman. Our parting left no mark on her. I’m convinced of that.” 
 
    “But you could be wrong,” Ingrid insisted. 
 
    “The heart of a woman is a mystery,” Viggo said. He was looking aside at Ingrid as he said this. 
 
    “And a jilted woman might have room for plenty of spite in it,” Astrid added. 
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “I don’t think that’s the case.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Ingrid said. “Things are bad enough as they are without adding a jilted woman’s spite.” 
 
    “I don’t see our Mage as very … seductive, shall we say,” Viggo commented. “The opposite, if anything, however young and attractive he might have been then. No, I’m with him, I don’t believe we have this extra problem.” 
 
    Nilsa sighed. “Let’s hope not.”  
 
    “There are things you never forget,” said Astrid, who did not seem too convinced. “And one of them is a love story.”  
 
    Lasgol saw things more clearly now. “Do we understand that you parted on good terms?” he asked Eicewald, staring into his eyes, trying to resolve the question. “And the fact that Uragh doesn’t want to help us has nothing to do with what happened?”  
 
    “That’s how I understand it,” the Mage said, and Lasgol thought he was sincere. 
 
    “Well then,” Viggo said, “let’s accept that. Now what?”  
 
    “Now we wait for the Queen to decide,” Eicewald replied. 
 
    “How long?” Gerd asked, looking worried. 
 
    “Not long,” Eicewald said. He pointed ahead. 
 
    Arrain was coming toward them, and with him were several warriors. 
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    The group followed Arrain in silence, tense and worried about what the Queen might say, with Shamans and warriors surrounding them. Ona and Camu walked beside Lasgol, who was trying to reassure them, without much success. 
 
    When they arrived at the throne hall inside the Queen’s marine palace-cavern, Uragh was waiting for them on her strange watery throne. Beneath her feet they could see shoals of colorful fish which they had never seen before. 
 
    “Welcome,” the Queen said, as if all of a sudden, they were her guests instead of her prisoners. “I hope you’ve enjoyed the rest and my people’s attention.” 
 
    Eicewald bowed deeply and respectfully. “We have indeed, your Majesty. A thousand thanks.”  
 
    Uragh turned to the Mage. “Mercy is not one of my virtues, as you know well …”  
 
    Lasgol tensed. The conversation was already taking a wrong turn. 
 
    “… but one thing I am is fair. I’ve thought deeply about your situation, and I think we can come to an understanding.” 
 
    They were all utterly taken aback, not having expected the situation to take that particular turn. Ingrid and Viggo exchanged glances of disbelief, Nilsa and Gerd of surprise, and Astrid and Lasgol of hope. 
 
    “This creature has a deeply significant power,” Uragh said, indicating Camu, who stretched out his head and tail when he heard himself mentioned. “A power that can help both me and my people, and therefore can help you out of the situation you find yourselves in.” 
 
    “How can we help the Turquoise Queen?” Eicewald asked, sounding very interested. 
 
    Uragh stood up within her throne of water and raised her arms. At once the water under her feet began to rise to the ceiling in the form of thousands and thousands of tiny blue droplets, as if they were lighter than air and were able to float to the roof of the cavern. 
 
    “My power is the Magic of Life and Water, and by the grace of the Sea Goddess, I have great power which I use to help and protect my people. Unfortunately, my magic of death is not yet as powerful. It will be someday, because I am still working on my power to strengthen it.” She made a circular movement with her hand, and the droplets began to move around the hall in circles. The spectacle was charming. 
 
    “The Turquoise Queen’s power is amazing,” Eicewald said. He too was watching the spectacle with eyes captivated by both its beauty and that of the Queen. Lasgol realized that not only Eicewald but all the others were staring at the droplets and the Queen, who shone with an enchanting turquoise blue radiance when she was using her magic. 
 
    “Powerful though it is, it is fed by this place, by these islands.” She indicated the sea-bed beneath her throne. “That is why I do not wish, and have never wished, to leave my home. An enemy is threatening my realm, and in order to destroy him I must leave my land, which I am unwilling to do.” With a movement of her hand, she caused all the droplets to fall and turn back into water as they touched the ground. 
 
    “What enemy is this who is threatening the Turquoise Queen?” Eicewald asked. 
 
    Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a worried glance. Who could possibly confront Uragh and come out victorious? It had to be someone as powerful as she was herself. An enemy with frightening power – or perhaps one far enough away for the Queen to be reluctant to go and destroy him. 
 
    “His name is Olagar. He uses Magic of Death and Transformation. He cares nothing about life, only about power and death. He uses his magic of Transformation in an abominable way, and is creating an army to attack my realm and destroy me.” 
 
    “What does my Queen want from us?” the Mage asked. 
 
    “It’s simple. A simple exchange. Olagar’s head for the Star of Sea and Life.” She waved her hands. On the right of her throne of water, a circle in the ground opened and a jet of blue water rose half-way up. Above the jet, which resembled a small geyser, the precious object appeared: the Star of Sea and Life. Uragh turned her left wrist, and the star lit up with an intense luminescence of sea-blue, with flashes of turquoise and white. 
 
    They all stared at the Object of Power. They had come here to find it, and now here it was in front of them, so close, almost within the reach of their hands. The problem was that the powerful Queen, and her shamans and guards, were watching them intently. Lasgol saw Viggo beginning to lean forward, as if to reach for it. Ingrid seized him unobtrusively from behind to make sure he would not even think of trying. 
 
    Astrid was staring at Lasgol, and in her eyes he saw what he himself was thinking: they were so close, and at the same time so far from being able to complete their mission. 
 
    Star much power, Camu transmitted. 
 
    That’s what Eicewald told me. We need that power of Life and Water to defeat the Frozen Specter. 
 
    Take? 
 
    No! Don’t you dare take it! The Queen won’t let us. 
 
    If you say, I take. 
 
    Not for the moment. Stay still. 
 
    I stay. 
 
    Lasgol muffled a gasp of relief. 
 
    “Where can we find this Olagar?” Eicewald asked. 
 
    “In the Ferocious Islands, to the west of my realm: five days’ journey. There are three islands that form a triangle. That is Olagar’s realm, and from there he sends ships against my people. Go there, and bring me proof of his death. If you do so, you will be able to return to Norghana with the Star of Sea and Life, to end the frozen threat. Once that threat is destroyed, you will return my Star. I think that is a fair exchange. One favor for another.” 
 
    Eicewald turned to the team and looked at them enquiringly. Lasgol knew that they had no choice. Either they accepted what the Queen asked of them, or else they would never get out of there alive, still less with the Star. He nodded at the Mage in agreement, as did Ingrid, and the others did the same a moment later. They all knew it was the only way out of their predicament. 
 
    Eicewald made a reverent gesture. “We accept, your Majesty.”  
 
    “Good.” She indicated Camu. “Take the creature. He can help you against the power of Olagar.”  She turned to her Shaman. “Arrain, you take them to my enemy.”  
 
    “Of course, your majesty.”  
 
    “Leave without delay. May the Mother Sea protect you all. I hope you can succeed, and that you come back alive.” Her eyes turned to Eicewald as though she really hoped, or cared, that the Mage would come back alive from this mission. 
 
    “Thank you, your Majesty. We’ll leave at once.” 
 
    Arrain beckoned them to follow him outside. As they were leaving the throne-hall Lasgol looked back and saw the Queen causing the Star of Sea and Life to vanish, the same way she had made it appear. 
 
    The group followed the Mage to the shore of the great salt lake. “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll get everything ready. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Twenty guards and four Shamans had been left with them, so that they had no chance to try anything. 
 
    “What did you all think about the proposal?” Nilsa asked. She was so nervous she could not keep still. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    “You’re saying that because this Olagar character must be a shaman with great power, surrounded by an army,” Viggo said with heavy irony, “and all we have to do is kill him? It’ll be the easiest thing in the world. You wait and see.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid said, “the Turquoise Queen sends us to deal with her problem, and it looks as though it’s a pretty unpleasant one.”  
 
    “It’s not as if we had any other viable option,” Astrid pointed out. 
 
    “Eicewald?” Lasgol said. He wanted to know what the Mage thought. 
 
    “I fear he's going to be a dangerous and powerful enemy. I’d like to think that Uragh is sending us more because of the distance involved than because this man is a terrible adversary. I think she could destroy him with her power, if she didn’t have to leave her own land.”   
 
    “Let’s hope that’s it,” said Viggo. “Otherwise, this mess we’re in is going to get worse by the moment.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arrain came back with weapons, equipment and supplies for the journey. “The canoes will be here shortly,” he told Eicewald. 
 
    “Do we have a chance, old friend, or is it an impossible mission?” Eicewald asked him directly. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” the Shaman assured him. “Otherwise, the Queen wouldn’t have sent you. Her Majesty is severe but fair. She wouldn’t send you to certain death.”  
 
    “Thank you, my friend. If that’s so, then we’ll make it.” 
 
    Arrain nodded. “I hope you do.” 
 
    His answer reassured the team to some extent. They had a chance, and they would take it, as they always did. Astrid winked encouragingly at Lasgol, and he squeezed her hand unobtrusively. 
 
    It was not long before the canoes that would take them to the Ferocious Islands appeared. They were larger than the ones they had used on their arrival, more than twice as wide, and could carry fifteen. The team took up their places to row in the first. Three savages in front and three behind completed the crew. Arrain, Eicewald and fifteen warriors went in the second one, and they left without delay, as the Queen had ordered.  
 
    Lasgol was surprised that there were so few of them. The Queen was not sending her army to accompany them, not even a war party: no more than an escort which would help them to reach the islands. They would have to deal with the problem themselves. Trying to relax, he petted Ona and Camu, who were between him and Astrid, and felt better. His two faithful companions were happy to be on a new adventure, unaware of the risks they were about to run. They never were, particularly Camu, for whom any adventure was a source of enjoyment, even if it meant heading straight into the wolf’s mouth. 
 
    The first day of their journey was quiet, since they were still within the turquoise realm. When they reached the great ring of mist which surrounded the archipelago, Arrain seemed to know where they had to make their way in. As had happened the first time, they found themselves unable to see beyond their noses. Both canoes stayed close together, but were unable to see one another, so that they risked bumping into one another – or worse, drifting apart and never finding one another again. 
 
    From Arrain’s canoe, the crew began to call with a conch. The second canoe, their own, followed the sound, and for another whole day they went on like this. 
 
    “How do you think Arrain’s navigating in this unspeakable fog?” Viggo asked. “I can’t even see my feet.”   
 
    “Not a clue,” Nilsa said. “I feel as if I were blind.”  
 
    “He’s probably got a pearl like Eicewald’s,” Lasgol suggested. “He’s a Shaman and he has power. He’d be able to use it to navigate through the fog.” 
 
    “This new adventure looks really interesting,” said Viggo. 
 
    “There aren’t many messes we get into that don’t involve all manner of complications,” Nilsa commented. 
 
    “Every mission has its risks,” Ingrid said in an attempt to keep their spirits up, “and we face them and overcome them like the Rangers we are. This is just one more minor complication, and we’ll sort it out the way we’ve sorted out all the others.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Astrid agreed, sounding fierce. 
 
    The oars sank into the water, but they did not even hear them, nor could they see anything in the funereal quiet of the Eternal Mist. They might have been sailing through the realm of the dead. 
 
     “This thick fog gives me the creeps,” Gerd said fearfully. “I have the horrible feeling that at any moment a giant sea monster’s going to come out of it and gulp us down.” 
 
    “The only sea monster in this fog is Viggo,” Ingrid told him, “and he’s right there in front of you, so take it easy.” 
 
    “I’ll always be your little monster, my Blondie,” Viggo said playfully. 
 
    There came the sound of a firm slap on the head, and for it to have been audible where they were, it must have been one for the record-books. They all laughed. All except Viggo, whose head really hurt and who was complaining bitterly. 
 
    Viggo funny, Camu transmitted to Lasgol. 
 
    He smiled. Very funny. 
 
    Ona gave a moan of agreement. 
 
    The slight easing of tension made the journey through this sinister mist rather more relaxed. 
 
    At last, they came out of the Eternal Mist and steered west, toward the Ferocious Islands. Lasgol could see that Arrain was actually using a pearl like Eicewald’s to orient himself. When he placed it in his hands and cast a spell on it, the pearl rose and rotated, indicating the direction to follow.  
 
    The next two days were passed sailing peacefully under a scorching sun. They tied their scarves on their heads, pirate-style, to protect themselves from it, since it seemed intent on roasting their tender white skins. 
 
    A day later they reached the Ferocious Islands. There were three of them, much larger than the ones which made up the turquoise archipelago. Arrain set course toward the central one, after sailing around it to approach it from the north. Night fell and stopped their progress. 
 
    “We’ll wait till the dead of night to make the final approach,” Arrain said. 
 
    “How many men are there guarding it?” Eicewald asked. 
 
    “More than you can kill. I advise stealth and prudence, or you won’t make it. If you’re spotted and the alarm’s given, you won’t leave the island alive.” 
 
    “Understood. We’ll go stealthily and carefully.” 
 
    “Use the night as an ally.” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. 
 
    They landed on a hidden beach on the north shore. No sooner had they set foot on the sand than the savages left them there and departed quickly. Surprise needed to be a factor in their favor, and they could not afford to waste it by being spotted. 
 
    “Good luck, old friend,” Arrain said to Eicewald. “You’re going to need it.”  
 
    “We’ll see each other again soon,” the mage assured him confidently. 
 
    “I hope so,” said the Shaman by way of farewell. He took his leave and vanished into the dark in the other canoe. 
 
    The beach turned out to be small and surrounded by rocks and cliffs, so that they were well-concealed. 
 
    Camu, are you picking up magic? Lasgol asked his companion. Power? 
 
    No magic, Camu transmitted back. 
 
    Ona, can you see anything strange, or pick up anything? 
 
    Ona moaned, and Lasgol interpreted this as a sign that she had not detected anything suspicious. 
 
    Eicewald showed them a map. “Arrain has given me this. He says we’ll find Olagar’s base of operations here, in this bay on the other side of the island.” 
 
    “They could’ve dropped us off a little closer,” Viggo complained. “We’re going to have to cross the whole island on foot.”  
 
    “This is the safest place. The rest of the island is more closely watched, from what he told me.” 
 
    “The best thing would be to go into the jungle,” said Lasgol. “Here on the beach, we’re too easily spotted. Let’s go up that cliff. It looks easier to climb.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” said Ingrid. 
 
    They set off with great care. The climb was not a very complicated business for them, but it was going to be more difficult for Eicewald. It was no terrain for a Mage who was no spring chicken. Lasgol went ahead of him to help him, and Astrid followed him to make sure he did not miss a step and fall. They managed to get him to the top, albeit with a couple of bad moments and considerable delay. Lasgol knew that they could not afford to lose the Mage. He was almost as important as the Star of Life and Sea, because if he were to die, he doubted whether the other Ice Magi were experienced and powerful enough to work the great spell they needed to destroy the Frozen Specter. He had already mentioned this to Astrid, who agreed with him, so that they would take special care that nothing happened to the Mage. 
 
    Crossing the tropical jungle turned out to be an intense business. The heat was as strong as in the Turquoise Queen’s islands. The dense vegetation was an obstacle which impeded their progress. Ingrid and Viggo led the way, chopping down undergrowth to clear the way for the others. Lasgol was glad to be amid vegetation again, even though it was so dense and colorful and the atmosphere so humid. At least they were not still on the beach, where he had felt defenseless. 
 
    When they came to a clearing with a stream and a small pond, they stopped to rest. The sun was beating down on them. They filled their water-skins, knowing they would need them later on. Suddenly they heard noises coming from the east. Someone was coming, although they could not see who it was amid the vegetation. At Ingrid’s sign, they scattered rapidly to conceal themselves among the trees. Astrid and Lasgol helped Eicewald to hide. 
 
    They waited, bows at the ready. The dense vegetation parted in front of them, and feet wearing the typical shoes which the turquoise savages wore appeared in the clearing. The leg, which was the next thing they saw was also turquoise, as were the arms and hands which held swords and knives. It seemed to be one of Queen Uragh’s people. What was going on here? The first native was followed by a second, then a third, then all three went toward the pond. It was then that the watchers saw something both weird and macabre. The turquoise savages were really nothing of the kind. They had been transformed. Where their heads ought to be, there was something that was not human. Their heads were those of crustaceans! 
 
    “By the heavens!” Gerd cried, unable to restrain his surprise. 
 
    Nilsa covered his mouth with her hand. “It’s wicked magic. Don’t be scared,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    But it was too late. They had been overheard. The figures turned to where Gerd and Nilsa were hiding. 
 
    Lasgol glanced at Astrid beside him and gave her a nod. He called upon his skills so that he would have an advantage in the fight, and as soon as he had finished he stood up with his bow nocked. He counted eight enemies: all half-man, half-crustacean. He aimed at the nearest, whose face and part of his torso were those of a giant crab. The figure even had huge pincers beside the arms that carried a sword and a knife. It took Lasgol’s mind a moment to make sense of what he was seeing, because it looked like something out of some nightmare of the sea. The turquoise crab-man saw him and lunged at him with his arms and pincers, but Lasgol released, and the arrow hit the being in the spot where a man’s heart ought to be. The arrow bounced off. It had hit the shell of the crab. He hurled himself at Lasgol. 
 
    Ona gave a tremendous leap and brought him down. When she bit the arm that was holding the sword, Camu leapt at the arm which wielded the knife and held the creature down on the ground. Lasgol recovered from the shock and launched an arrow at the stomach of that nightmarish creature, and this time he hit flesh. The crab-man uttered a sound of pain and tried to reach Lasgol with his pincers. Lasgol became aware of his eyes, which were almost human, still holding within them the essence of what the creature had once been: a man. He killed it with another arrow. 
 
    In front of him the fighting had broken out in earnest. Gerd was releasing against another crab-man, even bigger and more horrible than the one Lasgol had killed. The arrow struck him on the head, but bounced off when it met a protective shell. 
 
    “Aim at its stomach!” Lasgol yelled. 
 
    “Avoid the armor!” Astrid shouted, as she leapt forward to attack the lobster-man with a pirouette and tried to knife him in several parts of his body. Both the enormous pincers and the two knives in his hands were trying to slash her neck and arms, but she was defending herself with well-coordinated movements. The creature’s entire back and side, including its legs, were covered by a hard orange shell. 
 
    Eicewald conjured quickly, pointing his staff of ice at one of the attackers, who looked like a conch-man, completely covered by a hard shell except for his hands and legs. He was armed with a pair of short swords. The Mage attacked him with an ice bolt which he kept in place above the being until he was frozen. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re fighting against crab-men!” cried Ingrid. She was rolling this way and that with Punisher in her hands, trying to reach one of them. It was particularly ugly, and covered with spines. 
 
    “Speak for yourself!” Viggo shouted. “I’m dancing with this beautiful specimen of a lobster!” He was stabbing his black daggers into the being’s shell, without success. “Promise me I’m going to be able to eat it barbecued later. It must be delicious!” 
 
    “Shut up and be careful!” Ingrid snapped. She was launching arrow after arrow at another lobster-man, who was trying to cut off her head with his enormous red pincers. 
 
    Lasgol, with the help of Ona and Camu, finished off another crab-man with a huge protective shell. It looked as though the crabs, which those poor wretches had become fused with were of different species, so that everyone was different. Lasgol was impressed by the fact that in all of them, he could see something of the human being they had once been, particularly in their eyes, and this took him aback. 
 
    Gerd, axe and knife in hand, was hammering at a lobster-man, blocking the attacks it was making with pincers and knives. At the third axe-blow, he managed to break part of its protective shell. 
 
    “Gotcha!” he yelled, and went on delivering tremendous axe blows, sending fragments of its protective shell flying. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo managed to find their opponents’ weak points, and in the end their knives had their effect. Ingrid too managed to kill her enemy when one of her arrows hit him in the eye and buried itself deep in his head. 
 
    Nilsa, Lasgol, Camu and Ona between them finished off the last one. They were left exhausted and panting from the intensity of it all. 
 
    “This has really been quite an experience!” Viggo said as he contemplated the fallen creatures which lay scattered around. 
 
    “They’re half-man and half-crustacean!” Ingrid exclaimed in disbelief as she too examined the remains. 
 
    “And they’re not something artificial,” Astrid pointed out as she examined one closely. “They’re really half-man and half-marine animal.”  
 
    Eicewald nodded. “No, they’re not artificial creations. In fact, this is Transformation Magic, and very powerful.” 
 
    “Olagar? Lasgol asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. He’s using his magic to transform men and crustaceans into these beings we’ve been fighting.” 
 
    “That confirms it,” Nilsa spat out. “All magic is abominable.” 
 
    “Not all, but in this case I agree with you. Turning men into these beings is an abomination.” 
 
    “Are they still men?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    Eicewald was examining them thoroughly. “They are.” 
 
    “Can they think?” Astrid asked. “Do they have free will?”  
 
    “They can think, certainly. And feel too. Free will? No, that I’m afraid not. They obey their creator. I’d say they’re his slaves. They’ll carry out his wishes, to the death.” 
 
    “I like this Olagar, he’s a clever guy,” Viggo said as he tried to wrench off a pincer from a lobster-man. 
 
    “How can you say that after what you’ve just seen?” Ingrid asked angrily. 
 
    “Because he’s made an army of crustacean-men with hard shells who follow his orders. In my book that counts as very clever and ambitious. 
 
    “Ambitious?” Gerd asked him, not understanding what his friend meant. 
 
    “He’s creating an army, and you do that to conquer other lands.” 
 
    “Oh … I see …” 
 
    “And he’s doing it by kidnapping people from other realms,” Astrid added. “Those turquoise men are from Uragh’s realm.” 
 
    Eicewald nodded in confirmation of this. 
 
    “Brilliant, this Olagar,” Viggo commented. “He creates his army out of his enemy’s soldiers. I like him better and better.”  
 
    “Don’t be a smartass and don’t put him on a pedestal. We’re here to destroy him.” 
 
    “And now we have a very good idea why,” Astrid added. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid agreed, “we have to put an end to this atrocity.”  
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily. What they were finding was simultaneously abominable and deeply troubling. What they were yet to find, might be even worse. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a demanding passage through the jungle, they reached a small hilltop from which they could see the southern part of the island. They lay down on the ground and took a careful view of things. Olagar’s base of operations was a stone fort built on a cliff, with a view of a bay in which they could see five sizeable ships. These were no canoes, but merchant ships and ships of war, both Nocean and Rogdonian. They must have been attacked in the ocean and then brought here. 
 
    “It seems to me the Turquoise Queen forgot to mention a couple of things,” Viggo said. “Such as Olagar already having an army to hand.”  
 
    “How many men do you make it?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Astrid had closed one eye and was examining the ships with the other. “Those ships are pretty big, they could easily fit a hundred men, I’d say.”  
 
    “How many in the fortress?” asked Nilsa. 
 
    “Lasgol?” Ingrid said. 
 
    Lasgol used his Hawk’s Eye skill. A green flash ran though his head, and he took a good look. 
 
    “I’ve counted thirty or so. I imagine there’ll be more inside, resting, that I can’t see from here.” 
 
    “Are they like those we’ve met?” asked Viggo. “Half-man, half-crab or lobster?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so. All the ones I’ve seen are transformed men. Even the ones on the ships I saw.” 
 
    “That’s all we needed.” 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” Nilsa said. “I don’t want to fight against creatures that are fused together. It seems utterly horrible to me.” She shook herself to get rid of her unease, but failed. 
 
    “Nor me,” Gerd joined in. 
 
    Viggo jabbed his finger at him. “I saw you hammer one to pulp. You can’t be afraid of them by now.”  
 
    The giant shrugged. “Well, now I know what they are, they don’t sort of scare me anymore, obviously.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Easy,” Viggo said nonchalantly. “We go into the fortress, we kill this shaman, then we get out fast.”  
 
    “That’s not much of a plan!” Ingrid grumbled. 
 
    “You’ve turned into a real nagger lately. Is that because Captain Fantastic doesn’t worship the ground you tread on?” 
 
    “You’re going to find yourself worshiping my fist!” 
 
    “Stop it, both of you,” Astrid interrupted them. “We’ve got quite enough trouble without you arguing.” Gerd pulled Viggo a couple of paces back, and Nilsa did the same with Ingrid. 
 
    “I think in this situation a diversion would be the best idea,” Eicewald said, and his deep voice commanded attention. 
 
    “Tell us …” said Lasgol encouragingly. 
 
    “We’ve got to get into the fortress, and it’s under constant surveillance. We can also be practically sure there’ll be reinforcements inside, quite apart from those on the ships. In my opinion we need to create a solid diversion so that we can get into the fortress without being seen, and then get as far as Olagar.” 
 
    “Would that mean splitting up?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “One group needs to create the diversion, while the other gets into the fortress where the shaman is, without being seen.” 
 
    Ingrid grimaced. “I don’t like having to separate.”  
 
    “It’s the best alternative. I don’t really think we’ll be able to manage it any other way.” 
 
    They discussed it for a while, and after suggesting and discarding a number of ideas, they decided to follow Eicewald’s plan. They thought it all out carefully and went over all the details until they were clear. After nightfall they made their preparations. 
 
    Group One, made up of Gerd, Nilsa and Ingrid, was the first to leave. Their job was to create the distraction, and it had to be a major one. Group Two, made up of Astrid and Viggo, left a moment later. Their job was to eliminate the sentinels and clear the way for Group Three, which comprised Lasgol, Eicewald, Camu and Ona. Their job would be to locate and eliminate Olagar. Although the plan was a good one, there were a million things which could go wrong, since it was an improvised one and they did not know the fortress, nor how many guards there were or their exact whereabouts. The chances of everything going as planned were very slim. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo went down the hill through the scrub, like shadows of the night with a lethal purpose. The waning moon was their ally that night – not that Astrid and Viggo needed it, since their skill at concealing their presence was masterly. When they neared the northern wall of the fortress, they saw two guards standing a hundred paces from it. They communicated by gestures, then each of them went for one of the guards. The difficulty lay in the fact that these were lobster-men, whose entire backs were covered by red shells. There was no way they could kill them with a single knife-stroke from behind, and a fight so close to the wall would alert the other guards above. They would have to use some other strategy for getting rid of them. 
 
    Lasgol, Eicewald, Camu and Ona meanwhile were waiting hidden among the vegetation, two hundred paces away. 
 
    “Now we wait for the signal,” Lasgol whispered to Eicewald. 
 
    The Mage nodded. “When this is over, we’ll have to talk about the little business of your companion from the Frozen Continent,” he said, indicating Camu, who was visible at that moment. 
 
    “When this is over,” replied Lasgol, who did not want to discuss Camu with the Ice Mage. He knew he wanted to study the creature, and he was deeply distrustful. 
 
    I can go in, Camu offered. 
 
    I know, but it’s very dangerous for you to go alone. 
 
    Danger not scare. 
 
    I know you’re very brave. It’s not that. We’ve got to follow the plan. It’s our best chance. 
 
    Camu resigned himself.  Follow plan. 
 
    Thank you. Everything’s going to come out right. Stay with me and don’t fret. 
 
    Ona chirped affirmatively. 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd made their way to the harbor in the bay in front of the fortress. The southern part was in shadow, while the central and northern stretches were much better illuminated with torches and oil lamps. They spotted watchmen in the two towers of the fortress, which between them looked out seawards, landwards, and over the entrance gate. In addition, there were patrols in the harbor. It was clearly very well-protected. They stopped and watched the half-dozen guards who were patrolling near where they themselves were hidden among the rocks. 
 
    “First we count their paces, then we get ready,” Ingrid said, and Nilsa nodded. 
 
    The guard in that area of the dock was made up of half a dozen crab-men, who were walking with slow steps. The three of them waited to see what route the patrol took, so that they could move when their backs were turned. They watched them for three rounds, and by then they had mapped the pattern of the route. When the guard turned to the right in front of them, they waited a moment and then ran out behind their backs. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo, on the opposite side of the fortress, leapt up with the speed of lightning and the stealth of a snake behind the two lobster-guards. Instead of trying to stab them, they used something Astrid was an expert at: poison. There followed two faint clicks as the glass ampoules broke over the two watchmen’s heads. A moment later they fell dead. Astrid and Viggo held them up to stop them making a sound when their shells hit the ground. 
 
    “It worked perfectly,” Viggo whispered. 
 
    Astrid smiled. “You had any doubt about it?” 
 
    Viggo smiled. The look on his face said ‘of course not’. 
 
    The idea had been Eicewald’s. Lobsters and other kinds of seafood are killed with acid, such as lemon, so that they can then be eaten. They could try the same thing with the crustacean-men, he had said, but on a larger scale, and he had been right. Astrid had prepared a poison which was three-quarters acid. It would not have been used like that against humans, but it had worked perfectly with the two watchmen, who had died almost instantly. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo signaled to Lasgol and his group with the hoot of an owl to summon them, then they went on as far as the fortress wall, making sure they went unobserved by the watch on top of it. Then, as if they were two enormous black spiders, they began to climb the wall. Their destination was the battlements of one of the four, square towers. 
 
    Lasgol, watching beside the two dead watchmen, was impressed by his two companions’ skill. He himself would have had difficulty climbing the wall of the eastern tower, which was old and had not been repaired for a long time. There were points where a stone either jutted out or had fallen which they could use as supports. Even so, it was a difficult ascent.  
 
    He and Eicewald watched them as they climbed, making use of everything they had learnt in their training as Ranger Specialists in Expertise. They went up too fast and took too many risks for Lasgol’s taste. He was holding his breath in fear of an accident, but they reached the top without missing a foothold, grasping the projections with strong hands, putting their feet in any crack and cranny with the security only possible for a body which was perfectly-trained and capable of keeping perfect balance in the most hostile of situations. 
 
    They disappeared behind the battlements of the tower, and Lasgol breathed out in relief. He listened, but heard no shouts or alarm-calls. It looked as though they had not been spotted. 
 
    Where they go? Camu asked him restlessly. 
 
    They’re securing the area. Don’t worry. 
 
    I go? 
 
    Let’s wait a moment. There’ll be guards up there, and they’ll have to neutralize them before they can raise the alarm. It’s a delicate situation. They’re the specialists when it comes to this type of job. They’ll deal with it. 
 
    Agree. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friend in surprise. I’m glad we agree, he transmitted, a little surprised by Camu’s reply. His friend seemed to be giving him his approval, which surely showed maturity. Could he be growing up? No, probably not. This was an isolated event. He hoped he was wrong, and that the creature was actually growing wiser. 
 
    Suddenly a long rope snaked down the tower wall. 
 
    They did it. Now then, it’s time to climb. 
 
    They reached the wall at a crouch. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to climb?” Lasgol whispered to Eicewald. 
 
    The Mage looked up and calculated the height. He shook his head. “My arms and legs won’t be able to manage. I haven’t enough strength to climb this wall, nor the vitality … I’m not made for this type of mission, not even when I was young …” 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Eicewald said, and gave his staff to Lasgol. “Look after this for me and give it back to me at the top.”  
 
    He began to cast a spell, and a blue-white flash enveloped his hands. He grasped the rope, and a white frost appeared around both them and the rope he was holding. A moment later his hands were firmly held to the rope by a block of ice and frost. 
 
    “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Lasgol said doubtfully. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ice and cold don’t affect me. I could live in the Frozen Continent, like him.” He glanced aside at Camu. “I’m an Ice Mage, which has certain advantages.” A faint smile appeared on his face, which was something very unusual in him. 
 
    “All right, then.” Lasgol gave the rope three tugs. His partners at the top understood the signal and began to heave the Mage upwards. 
 
    Camu, go up with him and make sure he doesn’t fall. 
 
    I go. Camu adhered to the wall and set off up the wall sticking and un-sticking his palms on the rocky surface. As he watched them disappear upwards, Lasgol could not help smiling. This incursion was utterly strange, which led him to think that it was soon going to turn even stranger, since he himself now had to climb with Ona. 
 
      
 
    At the wooden quay, Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd had climbed into a boat moored in the darkest spot. Gerd loosened the ropes and pushed it out to sea. 
 
    “Now we lie down and row with our hands,” Ingrid said, and Nilsa dipped her hands into the warm water. 
 
    Ingrid turned to Gerd. “Gerd keep that great body of yours hidden. This boat has to look as though it’s adrift.” 
 
    “I’ll stay hidden under this net.” 
 
    “That’d be better. We’ll do the hand-rowing.” 
 
    Silently and carefully, Ingrid and Nilsa propelled it toward the ships which were anchored in the bay. It was dark, and probably at that distance they would not be visible from the ships, but there were sure to be watchmen or guards on duty. 
 
    “Nilsa, slower, we don’t want them to suspect anything.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s my nerves …” 
 
    “A boat that’s adrift doesn’t go as fast as that.” 
 
    “Understood,” Nilsa said apologetically. 
 
    “And what’s the plan if they spot us?” Gerd whispered from underneath the net. 
 
    “If they spot us, we fight,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to withdraw?” 
 
    “No, they need us. We’ve got to create a distraction, and we will, even if it’s a hard job.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s not …” 
 
    “Well, then, stop talking,” Ingrid snapped at them. 
 
      
 
    Lasgol had the rope tied around his waist and Ona in his arms as he climbed. He placed his feet against the wall and went up as Astrid and Viggo tugged at the rope. 
 
    I’ll have to put you on a diet, you weigh a ton, he said teasingly to Ona. 
 
    Ona fat, came Camu’s mocking comment from above, and Ona moaned. 
 
    Take it easy, I’m joking. It’s just to make you more comfortable. 
 
    I no joking. 
 
    You shut up, you’re not helping. 
 
    It was a difficult ascent, and Lasgol could feel how nervous Ona was. The higher they went, the more restless she became. One unwise movement and they could lose their balance. Lasgol’s thighs and back were aching terribly from holding Ona’s weight and from the effort of the climb, but he clenched his jaw and went on. He had called upon the skills that could help him in that situation before they started climbing, but even so, it was a complicated business. Luckily Ona behaved like a heroine, and they managed to reach the battlements. Astrid took Ona, while Viggo supported the rope. 
 
    “At last,” he whispered. “My, how slow you are. And heavy.” 
 
    “The next time you bring a mage and a panther up with you,” Lasgol replied. He gave Viggo a look which said ‘it’s not as if it’s that easy.’ 
 
    Viggo winked at him. “I don’t bring up creatures like that.” 
 
    “This way,” Astrid said, and they went into the tower through a door they had forced open. Inside, Lasgol found the dead bodies of two other crab-men. 
 
    Viggo led, with Astrid behind him, and they set off down the stairs of the tower with extreme care. Lasgol, Eicewald, Camu and Ona followed, trying to make as little noise as possible. They passed a half-open door with four more guards inside and went on down. Viggo called a halt when they reached ground-level. 
 
    They let a patrol of a dozen conch-men pass in front of them, then ran down a long corridor, stopping at each door of each room to make sure they could go by without being seen. This particular fort was full of transformed men, who must have been getting ready for an assault, because some groups were sharpening their weapons and others carrying supplies to the front, probably to load them on to the ships. The fact that they were so busy made it easy for the team to reach the center of the fortress along the back wall. 
 
    Viggo halted to observe the huge courtyard in the center with its four towers. There was certainly a lot of movement, but it was concentrated in the center and front of the fortress. 
 
    “They’re getting ready to go to war,” he whispered. 
 
    Astrid put her head out and looked too. “Not looking good …” 
 
    “There’s a group coming,” Viggo warned them. 
 
    They hid in the last room, which looked out on to the courtyard. Here they crouched and looked out through the narrow open gap they had left in the door. Outside was a group of prisoners in chains. Some of them were savages with turquoise skin, subjects of Queen Uragh, but there were also some Rogdonians, as well as others who looked Nocean because of their dark skin. These were slaves. The appearance of the guards who led them, left them staring, open-mouthed. They were octopus-men, with tentacles hanging down their torsos. 
 
    “This gets weirder all the time,” Viggo said. “On the other hand, I love octopus, especially with a touch of paprika. I’m going to have a feast,” he added, and made a comic gesture. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    “They’re capturing new slaves and bringing them to the fortress,” Astrid concluded. 
 
    “Presumably to transform them,” added Eicewald. 
 
    “Where are they taking them?” Lasgol wondered. 
 
    The prisoners were led to an enormous, barred door, guarded by two men on the left of their position. They opened it to let the prisoners go down a flight of stairs behind the gate. 
 
    “What kind of guards are those?” Viggo asked in surprise. 
 
    “They’re covered with spines of some kind,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I think … they’re sea urchins …” said Astrid. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. “This keeps getting better …”  
 
    “Do you think Olagar’ll be down there?” Astrid wondered. “Or is it just a prison where they take these poor wretches?”  
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Eicewald. “To carry out his transformations he’ll need a quiet, well-lit place where there are no obstacles in the way of his power … yes, it might well be down there …” 
 
    “Or also in that other tower on the far side of the fortress,” Viggo complained, “and I don’t think we could get across there with so many transformed sea-creatures on the loose.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Lasgol said. “Camu can help.” 
 
    “The little fiend?” 
 
    “Yeah, give me a moment.” 
 
    Camu, can you feel where Olagar is? He’s a powerful Sorcerer, and you might be able to pick up his magic. 
 
    I try, Camu offered willingly. He stiffened and stretched his head and tail. There came a flash of the kind only those with the Gift could see. Lasgol guessed that the skill Camu was using was like his own Animal Presence skill, but instead of picking up living creatures, Camu was able to pick up beings or objects with Magic. 
 
    Any luck? Lasgol asked after a while. He was worried, because it was taking more time than expected. 
 
    Yes. Below. 
 
    Below? You mean below where we are? 
 
    Yes, below, deep. 
 
    Are you sure? Not in some other part of the fortress? 
 
    Sure. Below. I pick up magic, powerful. 
 
    Is he using magic now? 
 
    Yes. A lot. 
 
    Lasgol turned to the others. “Camu says Olagar is below us now, and he’s using magic.” 
 
    “Then he must be doing something to those prisoners we saw being taken below,” Astrid said. 
 
    “Let’s get rid of him,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Wait,” Astrid objected. “Those urchin-men are powerfully armored, and I don’t think the acid would work on them.”  
 
    “Apart from the fact that they’d see us coming,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “I’ll deal with that,” Eicewald said. 
 
    Viggo was less sure about this. “Without them raising the alarm?” he objected. “Don’t let’s have any loud conjuring, that’s going to attract half the army.”  
 
    “Without them raising the alarm,” Eicewald reassured him. 
 
    “Fine,” Viggo said with a shrug. Lasgol and Astrid nodded in agreement. 
 
    The mage began to cast a spell, intoning words of power and making circular movements with his staff. His companions watched him, intrigued. They had no idea what he was going to conjure up. 
 
    “Move away from the door and open it,” he told them, still making movements with his staff. 
 
    Astrid opened the door carefully, as if some draft that had blown it open. The urchin-men did not see her, but when they looked toward the door two colossal snowballs came out and rolled toward them. Utterly taken aback and unable to understand what was happening, they tried to move to one side, but the snowballs followed them and crashed into them. When they did so, the urchin-men were trapped and frozen inside the snow. 
 
    Eicewald lowered his staff, which he had been using to direct the snowballs. 
 
    “Now the way through’s clear. And you see, they didn’t raise the alarm.” 
 
    Viggo was smiling. “I liked that trick, you’ve got to teach it to me. And besides, it’ll keep the urchins fresh for dinner.” 
 
    “Let’s move quickly,” Astrid said urgently. “We’ve got to get them out of the way before anybody sees them.” She was already running toward them, with Viggo following her. Using the combination of a picklock and her own natural talent, she opened the barred gate, and they dragged the urchin-men inside it. 
 
    Lasgol, Eicewald, Camu and Ona arrived a moment later and shut the gate behind them. In front of them were the stairs which led down to what seemed to be an underground floor. 
 
    “Now what?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Now we go down and take care of the Sorcerer,” said Viggo. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” Eicewald warned them. 
 
    Viggo took out his three pairs of knives and cleaned them lovingly. “Easy as pie,” he said with his usual coolness and confidence. In his eyes was a lethal gleam. 
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    They went down the stairs with great caution, trying not to make a sound. On their way they passed a couple of halls where they saw weapons and stores of food, which was not unexpected. At the end of a torch-lit tunnel they came to another flight of stairs, which took them down to another level. Here, not unexpectedly, they found an area with cells. What was less expected was the fact that the cells were all empty. 
 
    Two octopus-guards blocked their way, and Lasgol released the Summer Slumber arrow he had prepared. He was not sure how much effect it would have on these beings, since they were not wholly human by now. The effect was not complete, since though it stunned them, they stayed on their feet. They were more resilient to the numbing gas than a normal person would have been, which was bad news. 
 
    Viggo and Astrid, with exquisite speed and expertise, hurled themselves at them before they could recover and with precise knife-slashes took their lives. It was all over in the blink of an eye, and the two of them moved aside quickly to avoid being affected by the gas. 
 
    A third flight of stairs took them down to another level. The damp was now visible on the walls, which were not properly finished and seemed to be exuding water. Lasgol touched the wall and put his finger to his lips. The water was salt. They must have reached sea level. 
 
    “We’re very deep down,” he said in a whisper. 
 
    “I can see light ahead,” Astrid whispered back. 
 
    Lot of magic ahead, came Camu’s warning. 
 
    “I think this must be it,” Lasgol said. “It’s a chamber.” 
 
    “Keep pinned to the wall so they don’t see you,” Viggo said. “Astrid and I are going to take a look inside.” 
 
    Keeping to the shadows, the two of them lay on the floor and like two snakes hiding in the shadows, peered inside. It was a sizeable chamber which seemed to run under the great courtyard two floors above their heads. It was more of a cave than a chamber, as if it had been excavated after the building of the fortress. The walls and floor were natural rock and the dampness was even greater, so that the walls seemed to weep sea water. There was very little light: no more than half a dozen torches hanging on the walls, with no apparent natural light. 
 
    On the left, beside the wall, they saw the Sorcerer. Nobody had the least doubt that this was Olagar. Not only because of his clothes – a purple-and-black robe – or the staff he held in one hand, but because of something even more striking: he too was a transformed being, a squid-man. A tall, gaunt man with the head of a squid with huge eyes and tentacles his own length that fell to the floor. It was a horrible sight. 
 
    In front of the Sorcerer was a round well full of blue, bubbling seawater. Over this the Sorcerer was conjuring, and as he did so the waters were turning magenta. At the same time, it was bubbling more and more intensely, as though the water were boiling. A little further away, the floor of much of the cave blended with sea, as if it had sunk. Beyond it they could see the quiet waters of the bay. 
 
    To one side of the well were the prisoners, watched over by the group of guards they had seen before, who were waiting for instructions from the Sorcerer.  
 
    Olagar signaled to one of his acolytes. This man was dressed similarly and was also a squid-man, although his tentacles were shorter. His eyes, on the other hand, were equally impressive. He showed him a book, and Olagar went on conjuring as he read from the arcane tome. 
 
    Viggo turned to his friends at the sight of the guards, Olagar and his acolytes all gathered around the well. “This looks like a seafood restaurant in a busy port!” 
 
    Astrid put her finger to her lips, then gestured to Lasgol and Eicewald to take a careful look into the chamber. 
 
    Lot of power, Camu warned Lasgol. 
 
    Transformation magic? 
 
    Not know. Powerful. 
 
    Understood. Listen carefully to my instructions, because the situation is about to get complicated. We’re going to have a fight on our hands very shortly. 
 
    I ready. 
 
    Ona gave a muffled growl, and Lasgol knew she too was ready. 
 
    This place was more than gloomy, it sent shivers down their spines – and still more so with the sorcerers and acolytes and the spell they were preparing. 
 
    A second acolyte approached, carrying a basket. He knelt and showed the contents respectfully to Olagar, which were good-sized crabs. The Sorcerer gave his approval with a nod. The acolyte picked a specimen and carefully deposited it in the well, which was boiling blackly. 
 
    “They’re going to cook crab,” Viggo murmured. “Oh, how I love it!”  
 
    Astrid rolled her eyes and gestured to him to concentrate and be ready to spring into action. He nodded and showed her his knives. Astrid did the same, then reached for her belt and took out a container, from which she poured a substance along the edges of both their knives. 
 
    “Powerful poison,” she whispered. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Olagar stopped conjuring and looked up, then gestured to one of the guards to bring him a prisoner. The unfortunate man chosen was a Rogdonian, dark-haired and white-skinned, although not as white as the Norghanians. An octopus-man pushed him over the edge of the well. A moment later Olagar was conjuring, moving his staff as he did so. A column of smoke rose, purple this time, and an enormous flash of magenta-black lit up half the chamber. The Sorcerer meanwhile went on chanting arcane words in a deep voice. Suddenly the prisoner emerged from the well, but he was no longer the same person. The transformation was complete, and now man and crab had blended to form a new being: a crab-man in Olagar’s service. 
 
    “Right,” Viggo said, brandishing his knives. “I’ve seen enough. It’s time to do something about this wrong-headed cuttlefish-sorcerer.” 
 
    “Wait,” Astrid said as she seized his arm. “Don’t forget the distraction!” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. 
 
    “Let’s follow the plan,” Lasgol said. 
 
      
 
    Outside, opposite the quay and beside Olagar’s ships, the boat carrying Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd had nearly reached the position they had decided was most ideal. 
 
    “Now! Quick!” Ingrid said, and the three of them rose to one knee and nocked their bows. 
 
    “Aim carefully. Remember what we decided.”  
 
    For a moment they aimed, gauging the shot. 
 
    “Ready,” said Gerd. 
 
    “All set,” added Nilsa. 
 
    “Release!” 
 
    The arrows flew, each of them toward one of the three nearest ships. They struck the masts high up, and there came three small explosions of fire. 
 
    “Again!” 
 
    Three new arrows of fire hit the masts, which quickly caught fire. 
 
    “Twice more! Volley! Now!” 
 
    The arrows flew again and struck the center of the masts, and these too began to burn.  
 
    There came shouts and the ringing of alarm bells, and the crews of the three ships hurried up on deck. Crab-men, octopus-men, and other fusions of men and marine creatures tried to put out the fire, but by now it was spreading down the masts and consuming the sails which were gathered against them. 
 
    With one last volley, this time directed at the bases of the masts, Ingrid gave the order to disappear. They paddled hard, while the crews and half the fortress who had been stirred into action by the bells, tried to put the fire out in the three ships, amid much shouting. 
 
    Lasgol could now hear the alarm bells, which were clanging throughout the fortress and audible underground. 
 
    “The distraction,” Astrid confirmed. 
 
    Olagar too heard the bells. He gave a signal and said something to his guards, a dozen of whom left at a run. The group prepared to confront them, since they were approaching their own hiding-place. There was only one exit. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them,” Eicewald said. “Stay close to the wall.” 
 
    He conjured under his breath, pointing with his staff at the opposite wall as he did so. A freezing bolt issued from the staff a moment before the octopus-men reached their position. The Mage went on conjuring, this time pointing his staff at the floor. When the guards came to the bolt and raced across it, twenty three-foot stakes of ice emerged from the ground beneath their feet, piercing them and bringing them an icy death. They fell dead without even realizing what had happened to them. 
 
    “Remind me never to make this Ice Mage of ours angry,” Viggo muttered.  
 
    “We’ve got to finish this,” Astrid said, and hurled herself into the attack. Viggo followed her like lightning. 
 
    Lasgol called upon his Hawk’s Eye, Cat-Like Reflexes, and Improved Agility skills. Eicewald, beside him, was covering his body with an icy armor to withstand physical attacks of swords, spears and suchlike. After this he conjured an anti-spell protective sphere to repel enemy magic. 
 
    The moment Olagar saw them appear, he conjured two spheres around his person. The first was a greyish color, which looked like the skin of an octopus and protected him from physical attacks; the second was purple and protected him from spells. 
 
    At his order, the octopus-guards left the prisoners and went to deal with Lasgol and the group. There were more than a dozen of them attacking with swords and knives in their hands, with their tentacles flailing in the air around them. Astrid dodged the first one’s sword-thrust with one of her knives and attacked with the other. The octopus-man blocked her attack and tried to grab her head with his tentacles, but she ducked swiftly. The guard tried to run her through with his sword, but she rolled to one side and in the same movement launched an accurate slash at her enemy’s leg. The octopus-man launched two more thrusts, which she dodged, and began to have difficulty moving. Astrid realized that though the poison did not kill them, it affected their wounded limbs. With great speed she attacked, managing to cut off two of her opponent’s tentacles, reach his throat and kill him. 
 
    “The poison only slows them down!” she warned Viggo. 
 
    “I love it when you bring me good news!” he called back as he defended himself from the attack of two guards by sliding from one side to the other with tremendous agility. 
 
    Lasgol launched an arrow against another of the guards in an attempt to help Astrid, who was surrounded by three enemies. He got him in the head, but failed to kill him. His second arrow struck its target, but the octopus-man, far from falling, went on fighting with two arrows embedded in his head. He focused on one of its eyes. It would take him a moment to invoke his True Shot skill, but if he succeeded he had a chance. A guard jumped on him before he had finished his invocation, and he knew that if he defended himself he would not have time to finish and hence would be unable to help Astrid. 
 
    Ona and Camu came to his aid, hurling themselves on the octopus-man and bringing him down by biting his arms. Ona managed to disarm him and began to claw at his tentacles, while Camu kept him pinned down on the ground by clamping his other arm tightly. 
 
    Lasgol managed to complete his invocation and released. The shot struck the guard in the eye and penetrated his brain, and he fell dead. Astrid managed to finish off the other guard, and was already fighting the third. Lasgol aimed at the one Camu and Ona were holding against the floor and sent two arrows into his stomach, killing him. 
 
    Eicewald meanwhile was casting spells against Olagar and his two acolytes. He had generated a winter storm over them, but all three had protection against spells and for the moment were withstanding the effects of the murderous storm. Olagar now sent a purple-black smoke to surround Eicewald. It was magic of Transformation and Death, but luckily the Mage’s defense held fast. The two acolytes each hurled a bolt, also purple-black, and held them over the anti-magic sphere of the mage to weaken it. 
 
    Lasgol spun round and released at Olagar, and though the arrow reached the grey sphere it failed to penetrate it. He swore and released again, with the same result. He had managed to damage the sphere, but not seriously. He calculated that it would take him a good while to break it. He released at one of the acolytes and found he had the same protection. There was no way he could penetrate it, at least not without a whole sequence of shots. 
 
    The acolyte now focused his attention on Lasgol. He was clearly about to cast a spell on him, which was very bad news. He pointed his staff at Lasgol, who saw that the purple bolt of Transformation was coming straight toward his chest. He prepared for the worst. 
 
    The bolt failed to reach him. 
 
    Eyes open wide in surprise, he stared at the bolt which the acolyte was still directing, but which had stopped short of his body. 
 
    I protect, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Is it you doing it? 
 
    Camu flashed silver, and Lasgol saw the protective dome he had raised covering Ona and himself. 
 
    Yes. I deny magic. 
 
    You’re fantastic! Then Lasgol had an idea. Can you make it bigger? 
 
    Yes, a little more. 
 
    Do it. 
 
    Camu flashed silver again, and the half-sphere, which covered them to the ground like a dome, expanded a couple of paces more. 
 
    Perfect. Now the three of us are going to move toward that acolyte who’s attacking me. 
 
    I agree. 
 
    Ona clawed at the air, making it clear that she was ready. 
 
    The three moved forward as one, with Lasgol taking a step and Camu and Ona following together. The acolyte saw them coming toward him and conjured a second transformer-bolt. Both beams struck the protective dome Camu was holding and fizzled out on it, to the bafflement of the acolyte. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo were still fighting against the guards, who were extremely hard to kill. 
 
    “I’m going to eat all your limbs tonight!” Viggo shouted at them as he delivered thrusts and made the slashed tentacles fly around.  
 
    “I think I’m on for that dinner,” Astrid said. She too was beginning by attacking the creatures’ tentacles. 
 
    “Barbecued and with plenty of paprika they’ll be really tasty!” Viggo called back, while he slashed two tentacles which had wrapped themselves around his neck and were threatening to choke him. 
 
    Eicewald was still fighting Olagar and the other acolyte. They launched offensive spells at one another, while at the same time they drew on part of their reserves to maintain the defenses they had raised. The first to exhaust his inner energy would lose the battle. Offensive spells used up a great deal of energy, but at the same time damaged the opponent’s own defense, so that he had to send more energy to sustain it. Eicewald was attacking with spells that caused direct physical harm, sending dozens of ice-stakes against the two sorcerers which crashed against the physical defenses of both and weakened them. He kept putting on pressure, conjuring up stalactites and stalagmites of ice to hurl at his two enemies. The impacts were devastating, and the defenses of Olagar and his acolyte felt it so much that Eicewald could see his two enemies staggering within their protective spheres, so that they nearly fell. Unfortunately, they managed to stay on their feet. 
 
    Olagar recovered and conjured a dark sphere, but instead of directing it against Eicewald he directed it at the water at the far end of the cave. The sphere sank beneath the surface, then suddenly exploded with a beam of blackish light and an intense whistling. 
 
    Lasgol was five paces away from the acolyte who was attacking him. He took two more steps, and Camu’s dome covered him. The acolyte opened horrified eyes as the two spheres he was keeping up vanished from around his body. 
 
    I deny magic, Camu said proudly. 
 
    That was the idea, Lasgol told him, and released against the acolyte. The arrow hit him in the heart, and he fell dead with a look of incomprehension on his face. 
 
    Another guard hurled himself at him but Ona intercepted him and brought him down. Camu gave his face a stinging blow with his strong tail, which seemed to stun him, and with another arrow Lasgol killed him. 
 
    Nice bit of work! Now for the other acolyte, he told them, and began to move towards him. 
 
    I destroy magic. 
 
    Yes, but be careful not to get anywhere near Eicewald, or you’ll destroy his defenses too and they’ll kill him. 
 
    Oh. All right. 
 
    You hadn’t thought of that, had you? 
 
    No, not thought, Camu admitted. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo were fighting the last two guards, and would soon be done with them. They were no rivals for the two Rangers, no matter how tough they might be as fighters. Every thrust and sword-stroke of theirs, seemed slow and clumsy compared with the speed and agility of the Ranger Assassins. 
 
    Eicewald went on launching physical attacks of ice against Olagar, whose defenses were beginning to crack. He threw a giant ice trident at him, which embedded itself in the grey sphere. The three prongs managed to penetrate the sphere, and only just failed to touch the sorcerer’s body. The Mage began to conjure a javelin of ice to finish the job. 
 
    The acolyte who was attacking Eicewald realized that Lasgol, Ona and Camu were coming toward him, and conjured up an ominous-looking black cloud over them. To his surprise it did not affect them, and was destroyed by Camu’s dome. The acolyte began to conjure again. 
 
    Let’s go, quick, Lasgol said, and they ran to the acolyte. Camu’s dome enveloped him, and they stopped. The spell he was casting failed with a brief, unexpected flash. The acolyte stared at his staff, not knowing what had happened. He could not conjure, and his two defensive spheres had vanished suddenly. He saw that Lasgol was already aiming at him, realized that he was lost and plunged into the boiling well at the moment Lasgol released. As the arrow hit him in the shoulder; he vanished into the black waters, never to reappear. 
 
    Lasgol now saw that the Ice Mage had already defeated Olagar. We’d better help Eicewald, he said.  
 
    The Sorcerer had stopped attacking and was sending what little energy he had left to stop his protective sphere from being destroyed. The ice trident and javelin were embedded in it, and the Mage was about to hurl three ice daggers at it. These would destroy it. 
 
    Astrid and Viggo finished off the last two guards. 
 
    “Come on, Mage,” Viggo said as he cleaned his knives. “Finish off this cuttlefish-sorcerer and let’s get out of here, ’cause I’m hungry and I want my plate of seafood.” 
 
    Suddenly, behind his back, they heard something coming out of the waters in the part of the cave where there was no floor. They spun round in surprise, and to their horror they saw a monstrous sea-creature emerging, splashing everything around it with great waves of water. A gigantic tentacle emerged from the water and wrapped itself around Viggo’s waist. He turned his head when he felt something grasping him and saw a giant octopus emerging from the sea to defend the sorcerer who had summoned it. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding …” Viggo said a moment before the monster lifted him into the air. 
 
    Astrid wanted to run to help him, but another of the beast’s tentacles seized her and lifted her in the air as well. 
 
    “Eicewald! Help!” Lasgol yelled. 
 
    The Mage abandoned his conjuring against Olagar, turned to the monster of the seas and conjured a bolt of ice which hit it on the head. The giant octopus did its best to crush the Mage with another of its tentacles, but he dodged to one side. The whole floor shook from the impact. Lasgol released repeatedly against the monster, while Astrid and Viggo used their knives to stab at the tentacles which imprisoned them. 
 
    Olagar gave a series of orders, which the monster followed. One brutal tentacle fell on Lasgol, seeking to crush him, but he slipped to one side to avoid it. The huge limb struck the floor, and once again everything shook. Lasgol realized that he would not be able to kill it. They had to kill Olagar, who was the one controlling it. 
 
    Camu, Ona, attack the Sorcerer! he told them as he dodged another blow from a tentacle, rolling to one side and releasing again, hitting it in one enormous eye which was staring at him with a murderous brilliance. 
 
    Astrid managed to wriggle free from the octopus’ grasp, and fell into the water. Viggo stabbed again and again frantically, trying to cut the tentacle that imprisoned him and was preventing him from breathing. He was choking. 
 
    As Camu and Ona reached Olagar, the Sorcerer’s barriers fell. Taken aback, he tried to cast a spell on them. 
 
    Attack, Camu told Ona, sure that his power would deny the Sorcerer’s magic. And Olagar’s spell failed. 
 
    Olagar’s eyes opened wide as he stared back at Camu. He understood that something had been set in motion, and that it was something very bad for him. 
 
    Ona launched herself at the Sorcerer, and with a powerful bite of her feline jaws, killed him. The sea monster stopped and let go of Viggo, who fell into the water. A moment later it vanished in the deep sea as suddenly as it had appeared. 
 
    Lasgol saw that his friend was sinking with the monster. “Astrid, get Viggo out!” 
 
    Astrid dived at once, and they all ran to the water’s edge. For a moment nothing happened, and Lasgol was deeply worried.  
 
    Suddenly Astrid reappeared. A moment later she pulled Viggo out of the water by his hair. 
 
    They pulled him out, and Lasgol gave him the kiss of life, because he was not breathing. 
 
    Astrid clambered out of the water with Eicewald’s help. “Is he alive?” 
 
    Lasgol blew air into Viggo’s mouth and pinched his nose. “I don’t know, he’s not breathing!” 
 
    “Keep trying!” 
 
    Lasgol kept breathing air into his friend’s lungs, but there was no reaction, 
 
    Viggo … Camu said mournfully. 
 
    Ona gave a high, loud moan. 
 
    Suddenly Viggo began to cough. Lasgol put him on his side to drain the water he had swallowed from his lungs. Viggo coughed and expelled all the water, then breathed in with all his strength and collapsed on to his back. 
 
    “I’m… not hungry… any longer…” he muttered. 
 
    “Because of all the water you’ve swallowed?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No, because you’ve been kissing me.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes, and Astrid burst out laughing. “He’s perfectly all right,” was her diagnosis. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Lasgol said with a smile, 
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    The team followed the same route out of the fortress as they had used to get in. Because of the fire in the ships, everybody inside it was concentrating on what was happening in the bay rather than where they were. The plan, as it turned out, worked perfectly, and they went to join Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd at the meeting-point. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Ingrid asked when she saw them approaching at a run. 
 
    “No trouble at all,” Viggo said with and ironic smile. 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Astrid replied. She waved her hand in a gesture that implied it had been terrible. 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    Lasgol raised his eyebrows. “A lot worse,” he assured her. 
 
    “I warned you it wouldn’t be at all easy,” Eicewald said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo protested, “that business at the end with the sea-monster struck me as a touch of genius.”  
 
    “Sea-monster?” Gerd repeated, with eyes like saucers. 
 
    “Viggo nearly didn’t make it,” Astrid explained. She gave him a slap on the back for support and smiled. “Luckily weeds are impossible to kill.” 
 
    “What?” Ingrid asked shakily. She was looking at Viggo with worry in her eyes. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “The little monster took a shine to me and nearly tore me in two, then tried to drown me. It’s because of this charisma of mine. I’m just lovable.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “But are you all right?” Ingrid asked. She was looking him up and down, trying to see if anything was wrong with him. 
 
    “Good as new. A few lovely bruises all over my body which I can show you later.” He winked at her. 
 
    Ingrid was about to reply to the comment, but instead said nothing. She snorted. “I’m glad you’re all okay.” 
 
    Nilsa grimaced. “I bet there was a lot of treacherous magic,” she said with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “Masses,” Astrid said. 
 
    “A really lively battle of magic and counter-magic,” said Viggo. 
 
    “I knew it! I’m glad I wasn’t there!” 
 
    “Camu was awesome,” Lasgol said. “He destroyed the defenses of the three sorcerers!” 
 
    Eicewald nodded. “Quite true. He’s a very special creature. Very.” He was looking at Camu, genuinely impressed. 
 
    “And Ona was wonderful too,” Lasgol added. “She’s the one who finally polished off Olagar.” 
 
    “That’s awesome!” Gerd said, and went over to her to pet her. Ona accepted the attention with pleasure. 
 
    “The distraction worked very well,” Eicewald added. “Very good work. We were able to take advantage of it inside the fortress, and it helped us escape.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ingrid. “We left three ships damaged, but they’ve still got two they can use.” 
 
    “They’ll soon find out what happened and come looking for us,” Eicewald said. “We need to get to the pick-up point.”  
 
    “Will Arrain be there?” Ingrid mused. “Or will he have left us to our fate?”  
 
    Eicewald shook his head. “I trust him. He’s an upright man. He won’t just leave us to our fate.”  
 
    “I suppose we’ll know when we get there,” Viggo said. He did not sound too confident. 
 
    They went back to the cove where they had landed and waited for a while, but nobody came to pick them up. Doubt began to trouble everybody’s minds. 
 
    “I’m positive he’ll come,” Eicewald insisted. 
 
    “Perhaps the Turquoise Queen has other plans,” Viggo suggested. 
 
    The Mage shook his head. “Uragh is hard, but she’s honest. She won’t leave us here. She’ll honor her side of the deal.” 
 
    Viggo was looking out at the horizon with half-closed eyes. “I don’t know …”  
 
    They all began to feel restless. But just as they were beginning to lose hope, they spotted the two canoes. Arrain was on his way to pick them up, after all. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you again, old friend,” Eicewald said. “For a moment there I was beginning to have my doubts.” 
 
    “I would never abandon old friends,” said the Shaman of the Sea. “In any case, the Queen doesn’t wish your death.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Eicewald said with a nod. 
 
    They all got into the two canoes and rowed away, leaving the Ferocious Islands behind, and set their course for the Turquoise Realm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later the group entered the Turquoise Queen’s dwelling, where she was waiting for them in her throne of water, surrounded by her guards and Sea Shamans. They had had time to rest after their return from the Ferocious islands. 
 
    Arrain bowed respectfully to Uragh. “My Queen, here they are, as you requested,” he announced. Then he took his place on the Queen’s right. 
 
    “Welcome to you all,” she said with a smile. Her voice was friendly. “I’m glad to see you alive.” 
 
    Ingrid, Nilsa, Astrid, Lasgol, Viggo, and Gerd nodded respectfully. Ona and Camu lay down on the floor. Eicewald, a little ahead of them, bowed solemnly. 
 
    “And we are happy to find her Majesty in good health,” he replied very courteously. 
 
    “I have to admit, I’m surprised to see you all alive. It was no easy mission that I charged you with.” 
 
    Viggo was about to protest, but Ingrid put her hand over his mouth. 
 
    “It was certainly a complicated mission,” Eicewald said gently, without any suggestion that it had caused them any trouble. 
 
    “If you have returned, it can be either because you have succeeded, or because you have not. Which of the two is it, Ice Mage?” 
 
    “We were successful, your Majesty,” said Eicewald. 
 
    “That is even more impressive. You succeeded and suffered no losses … I need proof. Not that I don’t trust my old friend, but in this case, as I requested, I would like to see proof of the death of Olagar.” 
 
    “Of course, your Majesty.” Eicewald turned and beckoned to Viggo, who came forward with a bag. 
 
    “You may put the contents over here,” Arrain said. He pointed to the solid part of the cave in front of the throne. 
 
    “Of course,” Viggo said. Nonchalantly, he dropped the contents of the bag on to the ground. It was Olagar’s head, which rolled a couple of paces and nearly fell into the water of the Queen’s throne. 
 
    Uragh stood up and took a long look at the head. Then she cast a spell on it, and immediately it was covered with thousands of droplets of water. She cast another spell, and the droplets returned to her. She felt them and nodded.  
 
    “You have certainly done what I asked. It is Olagar. The residue of his twisted essence is unmistakable.” 
 
    “We carried out your Majesty’s wishes,” said Eicewald. 
 
    “How did you manage it? You are a powerful mage, and they are skilled warriors: that much I can see clearly. Even so, it was an extraordinarily difficult mission, with very little chance of success. I know that because my people have tried several times and failed.” She was looking at Arrain and the other shamans out of the corner of her eye as she spoke. 
 
    “There are several in this group who are really exceptional – special, I’d go as far as to say – and I don’t include myself among them. That’s why we were successful.” 
 
    “Don’t be modest. You are special. You have always been.” 
 
    “They are even more so.” 
 
    Uragh pointed to Camu. “The creature?” 
 
    “Indeed, and the young man who has him as well.” 
 
    “I can see that. When I witnessed this creature’s power I thought it could help to destroy Olagar. I’m glad to have been proved right. My people will no longer suffer the scourge of that evil sorcerer.” 
 
    “We’re enormously happy for the Turquoise People. It’s been a privilege to be of service. Will your Majesty now permit us to return to Norghana with the Star of Sea and Life?” 
 
    Uragh smiled. “Courteous but direct,” she said to the Mage. “You’ve always had a hidden charm. What kind of Queen would I be if I didn’t keep my word?” 
 
    Viggo tried to say something, but Ingrid stopped him again. 
 
    “So, do we have your Majesty’s permission to go back to our land with the object of power?” 
 
    “I always honor my word,” she said, and waved her hands, pronouncing a word of power as she did so. On the right of her watery throne, a circle opened in the floor and a jet of water rose from it. On top of it was the Star of Sea and Life.  
 
    “I promised you that if you brought me Olagar’s head you would be able to return to Norghana with the Star of Sea and Life, so that you can destroy the Frozen Specter. I also told you that once this threat of the ice was destroyed, you would return my star. That was the deal, and you accepted it.” 
 
    “That was the deal, and we accept it,” Eicewald repeated solemnly. 
 
    “I’ll honor my part. You may take the Star.” 
 
    Eicewald went over to the object and contemplated it for a moment. Then he picked it up with both hands. 
 
    “Take great care of it. With your life.” 
 
    “With my life,” Eicewald replied. 
 
    “There remains one small detail, to conclude the deal.” 
 
    They all tensed. This was something they had not expected. Lasgol and Astrid exchanged a worried glance. Viggo was already protesting under his breath, and Ingrid was looking at the Queen through half closed eyes. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” Eicewald enquired. 
 
    “How do I know you will keep your promise to return the Star once you have defeated the frozen threat?” 
 
    “The Mage waved at the whole group. “You have my word, and that of all of us,” he said. 
 
    “I trust you, Ice Mage, but something might happen to you at the hands of either the enemy, or your own King. As for them, I don’t know them well enough to trust them. For that reason, I need further reassurance.” 
 
    “What does your Majesty require?” Eicewald asked hesitantly. 
 
    “That special young man,” The Queen pointed to Lasgol. “Step forward.” 
 
    Lasgol felt his heart skip a beat, but he obeyed. His friends tensed.  
 
    “Your Majesty …” he said, unsure exactly what to say or do.  
 
    “I am Uragh, the Turquoise Queen, Sorceress of Sea and Life. I have also lived for a long time, and I am a good judge of the human soul. I can read it in their eyes. Yours inspires confidence in me. Will you allow me to examine it?” 
 
    Lasgol was frozen to the spot. He glanced at Eicewald out of the corner of his eye, and the Mage nodded. He looked at his friends, and both Astrid and Viggo shook their heads. He sighed, feeling that he had no choice. If they wanted to get out of there, they had to negotiate with the Queen. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. 
 
    “A brave young man,” Uragh said, and smiled. With two fingers she pointed at the water around her throne, and cast a spell. Two turquoise beams, composed of thousands of infinitesimal water droplets, rose to her fingers. She directed them to Lasgol’s irises, while he stood there unflinchingly with his eyes open. For a moment, the process continued, with more turquoise drops entering his body, until at last the Queen pronounced an arcane word. When she did this, all the droplets left Lasgol’s eyes and flew to hers. 
 
    There was a tense silence. Lasgol’s friends stared at him uneasily, and he waved his hand to reassure them that he was all right. 
 
    Suddenly the Queen opened her eyes. 
 
    “I was not wrong. You are a young man with a clean and honest soul. This, the Magic of Water and Life has transmitted to me, and I believe it. For this reason, it will be you who must return my Star to me.” 
 
    “Oh … well … of course, your Majesty.” 
 
    “But to reassure me that nothing will stop you in your errand, you will have a very significant incentive.” 
 
    This did not sound good to Lasgol. “An incentive?” 
 
    “What is the thing you love the most?” the Queen asked him seriously. “Answer truthfully.” 
 
    “I … wouldn’t know …” 
 
    “I have seen your soul, so answer truthfully,” the Queen repeated. 
 
    Lasgol could not help but look at his friends. He thought of them: Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Viggo, Egil, Camu, Ona, Astrid … Astrid …” 
 
    Viggo stepped forward. “What he most loves is me, ’cause I’m his best friend,” he said. He had suspected what the Queen was planning. 
 
    “You are very clever and accomplished,” Uragh said, “but you are not what he most loves. Come, Lasgol. Answer truthfully, or there will be no deal.”  
 
    Lasgol saw that Ingrid was shaking her head. Gerd was pale, and his mouth was open. Nilsa was glaring at the Queen. Astrid looked at him in the eye, fixedly, and nodded. 
 
    “Astrid …” he replied. 
 
    “Good. The deal is that Astrid will stay with me as an incentive for you to return the jewel. Nothing will happen to her, and I will look after her as if she were my daughter until you bring me back the jewel. But if you fail to come back with the Star, your beloved will die here at my hand.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He felt as if he had sentenced Astrid to death. 
 
    “I’ll bring it back,” he promised the Queen, and even more so Astrid, whom he was looking at with all his love. 
 
    “Good. We will have your ship repaired very soon, and you will be able to return to Norghana. I wish you luck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, the ship was ready to leave, completely repaired now, as the Queen had promised. The savages were loading supplies for the return trip under the attentive gaze of Captain Olsen, who was checking the state of the latest repairs so that he could give the thumbs up. 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd were enjoying the warm water and beautiful beaches, swimming, diving and sunbathing. Even Ingrid had relaxed a little and was spending time with the natives, learning to dive and gather pearls. She said that she found swimming underwater and seeing the beautiful corals and tropical fish deeply relaxing. Viggo, for his part, went on trying to woo all the young women he met. There were so many that at times he did not know whether he was coming or going and could not concentrate on any one of them, since they all seemed exotically inebriating. 
 
      
 
    Astrid and Lasgol spent that last day walking hand in hand along the paradisiacal beach, enjoying their last moments together. They had spent days of rest and happiness since their return from the Ferocious Islands, and although that imminent separation was always there in their minds, the days had been very happy for both of them. And for Ona and Camu too, who followed them at a certain distance, playing near the water like a pair of cubs, curious about every crustacean or mollusk they came across. Luckily they had stopped trying to catch the fish that came close to the shore, since there were so many of them and they were never going to catch them, especially Camu, no matter how much he insisted that he could. 
 
    “Egil would love this place,” Astrid said. “He’d be fascinated by the Turquoise People. I’m sure if he had the chance he’d stay here to live with them so he could study their customs and their way of life.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can imagine him writing down everything they do in his notebook. It’s a pity he couldn’t come with us, because the Turquoise Queen and her magic and the Shamans of the Sea, all that would’ve fascinated him.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “It certainly would, with his love of magic! I hope he’s all right,” she added, with her gaze lost in the immensity of the sea. 
 
    “He’s sure to be, don’t worry. At the Camp he’s safe from those Zangrian assassins who were hired to kill him. They won’t be able to get to him as long as he doesn’t leave it.” 
 
    “That’s true. The Camp’s probably the safest place for him in all Tremia.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “The only thing that makes up for the fact that he isn’t here with us is that he’s looking after Dolbarar. I’m sure he’s trying to save his life, using all his strength and his cleverness.” 
 
    “And he’ll also be trying to find out who’s behind the Dark Rangers who’re after you,” Astrid said. She stroked his cheek lovingly, with worry in her eyes. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You know him well.”  
 
    “He won’t stop trying. If there’s anybody who’s devoted, who never gives up, it’s Egil. And with his intelligence and his knowledge, it won’t be long before he finds out what’s behind the dangers hanging over us in Norghana.” 
 
    “I’d like to be with him, so that I could help.” 
 
    “You soon will be. Now it’s your turn to save the realm from the Frozen Specter. There’ll be time to sort out those other problems as soon as the threat from the Frozen Continent is eliminated.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled at her words. “Yeah, better to tackle problems one by one.” 
 
    “Particularly those on that scale,” she said, and winked at him mischievously. 
 
    The day was beautiful and sunny, and the beach marvelous. They went on walking barefoot, with their pants rolled up and their feet ankle-deep in the water. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right to leave you here –” Lasgol began. 
 
    Astrid put her finger on his lips to stop him. “We’ve talked about it. It’s our only choice. Uragh has left us with no alternative. It’s not your fault that I have to stay. It’s the price we have to pay to save our realm from the Frozen Specter. And I’ll pay it with pleasure, because I know my beloved will come back for me when he’s defeated the frozen threat.” 
 
    “And suppose I don’t come back? Suppose something happens to me?” 
 
    “You will come back,” she said with complete confidence. 
 
    “Things might go wrong … particularly with me at the middle of the tangle … you know that …” 
 
    “Because you’re special. I’ve always told you so, that’s why all those things happen to you. But it doesn’t alter the fact that you’ll come back for me. That I know for sure. I have no doubts about it, and I’m not worried about staying. Not in the least.” 
 
    “I wish I were as sure as you are.” 
 
    “Trust.” 
 
    “So many things can happen … that might go so wrong …” 
 
    “You’ll overcome them all, and you’ll come back for me. Trust me.”  
 
    Lasgol sighed. “I’ll come for you, I promise you that. Whatever happens.” He took her in his arms and gazed into her eyes, 
 
    “I know,” she replied, and she too lost herself in his own. 
 
    “Now and forever.”  
 
    She nodded, full of love, and smiled.  “I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you too.”  
 
    “How much do you love me?”  
 
    “To the stars and back,” he said. 
 
    She beamed at him. “That’s right.”  
 
    They kissed with all the pure, overflowing love in their young hearts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day they left at dawn, leaving behind the Turquoise Queen, her people, and Astrid. 
 
      
 
    The return journey to Norghana was a slow one, or at least it seemed to all of them that it was taking twice as long as the outward journey. Captain Olsen assured them that they were making good speed because they had benefited from several days of favorable winds. On top of that, although he now had fewer oarsmen, the team had offered to help with the rowing and they were making very good speed. According to Eicewald, their sense that they were going slower was because they had already got hold of the Star of Sea and Life. Hence, they were now anxious to get back to Norghana, and bring to an end the threat of the Frozen Specter, and in so doing, finish this whole adventure. 
 
    Lasgol was the one who was suffering this effect the most. He would have loved to have a giant flying bird to carry him through the clouds to Norghana in a single day. Two at the most. Certainly not weeks. Then he thought better of it, remembering that Egil had once told him of the possible existence of portals, a kind of magic gateway that transported people from one part of Tremia, to another very distant one, in a single moment. He longed with all his heart to have one of those portals to take him to Norghania. Unfortunately, according to Egil, they only existed in theory and in folklore, because nobody had ever found or seen one, and in the tomes there were only vague references to them. 
 
    Be that as it may, he wanted to be in Norghania by now to complete the mission, so that he could make the journey back for Astrid. There was also a small problem which nobody had mentioned, which was that they did not know how they would find the realm on their arrival. It might already be in the hands of the hosts of the Frozen Continent, since they had been away on their quest for a long time. Eicewald had told him that he did not believe the frozen hosts had had enough time to cross and descend on Norghania, and he was sure they would get there in time. So was Olsen. Lasgol was less sure about it.  
 
    The only thing that cheered him up was watching Camu and Ona trying to help them row. It was both hilarious and endearing. As everyone else was rowing, they too wanted to help. He had explained to them that they could not, but as usual they had their own ideas and took no notice. In addition, Viggo encouraged them, which did not help in the least. He also boasted about the massive muscles he was developing with all that rowing, which (according to him) now rivaled Gerd’s. Ingrid could not stop laughing when she heard him, and even Gerd had to tell him: ‘Keep hoping!’ Nilsa muttered something about ‘not in a million years’. Certainly, their rowing days were never boring. 
 
    Lasgol was grateful for one thing, which was that they saw no pirate ship, nor indeed any other kind, so that the journey was uneventful. Eicewald spent the days studying the Star of Sea and Life and making notes on everything he found out about it. He had only previously seen it from a distance, and having it in his hands now was a privilege that would never be repeated, so he wasted no time. Lasgol was grateful that the precious Object of Power had the Mage so much under its spell, because this meant that he had no time to study Camu. 
 
    At last, they had their first sight of the coast of Norghana, and the torture of having to endure the endless journey was over. They entered the harbor of the coastal city of Oslenbag in the northwest of the kingdom, their starting-point, and they all cheered enthusiastically. 
 
    To their surprise, a cavalry regiment was waiting for them with fresh mounts. Eicewald presented himself to the officer in command, one Captain Enveras. 
 
    “King’s Mage,” the Captain said with a respectful nod. “We were waiting for you. Forgive me if I speak directly, but the situation is serious. The King wants you in Norghania.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The Hosts of the Frozen Continent, sir. They’ve reached the capital.” 
 
    “How many warriors?” 
 
    “There are said to be over ten thousand of them.” 
 
    “That’s certainly serious.” 
 
    “And there’s more …” 
 
    “The Frozen Specter? Is it with them?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. Nothing seems capable of killing it. They’ve tried everything, but there’s been no way of doing it. It hasn’t been able to get through the walls yet, but the Wild Ones are trying to find a way of enabling it to. If it manages to …” 
 
    “… then Norghania will fall.” 
 
    The officer bowed his head. 
 
    Lasgol and the team were listening behind the Mage. The news was disastrous. 
 
    “Looks as though we’ve arrived just in time to get into another mess,” Gerd said with a snort. 
 
    “One with a lot of cursed magic mixed up with it,” Nilsa complained. She had crossed her arms and was looking very unhappy at the thought of what was waiting for them. 
 
    “We’ve arrived just in time to win the battle!” Ingrid said energetically. 
 
    “This time I have to agree with Blondie,” Viggo said, looking resigned. “We’ve arrived just in time to save the capital and the realm. And that’s what we’re going to do. Massive messes are our specialty. Aren’t they, weirdo?” He winked at Lasgol. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s our specialty,” Lasgol agreed. “We’ll get rid of this Specter and kick the hosts of the Frozen Continent out!” 
 
    Without wasting a moment, they picked up their gear and mounted the horses which had been readied for them. Lasgol asked for Trotter, who was being taken care of in the stables, and he was fetched immediately. 
 
    Lasgol stroked his mane. Trotter, I‘ve missed you so much, he transmitted to him. 
 
    Me too. Ona too. Camu transmitted. He was invisible once again, at Lasgol’s side. 
 
    Trotter, who appreciated the petting and kind words, moved his head up and down and snorted. 
 
    “On we go to the capital!” Eicewald called. 
 
    “March on!” Captain Enveras ordered the column of cavalry, 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol had not wanted to show his worry in front of his companions, but he was aware of the gravity of the situation and how much was at stake. Besides, no matter how much Eicewald might believe that he could destroy the Specter with the Star of Sea and Life, there was no certainty about it. He might very well be unable to, and then they would have failed. They would lose the realm, and he himself would lose Astrid. 
 
    His fears increased when they reached the hill to the south which gave them a view of the capital. The walled city was completely surrounded by thousands of Wild Ones of the Ice and Tundra Dwellers. Among them the Semi-Giants stood out clearly, thanks to their size. A little distance away was a group of Arcanes of the Glaciers. 
 
    Lasgol was awed. This was a siege to end all sieges. Deeply unpleasant memories came to his mind. They were in a disastrous situation. He could make out the defenders on the battlements, armed with bows and spears. The king did not have enough men to withstand that kind of siege for very long. The Wild Ones and the Arcanes would wear down the defending forces. 
 
    Another thought occurred to him: the Frozen Specter. He called upon his Hawk’s Eye skill and searched for it among the enemy forces, but could not see it. And yet if the hosts of the Frozen Continent were laying siege to Norghania, it could only be because they could count on its help. It had to be somewhere, even if he could not see it. 
 
    Eicewald too was watching the distribution of the enemy forces around the city. There was no way in or out of the capital. “How are we going to get in, Captain Enveras?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s all prepared, King’s Mage. Commander Sven’s waiting to hear of my return. I’ve already sent news by pigeon. He’ll have got it by now, and he’ll set a stratagem in motion to let us slip in.” 
 
    “I see. Was it Commander Sven who planned it?” 
 
    “Yes, with the help of the First Ranger Gatik.” 
 
    “Good. Then how do we get in?” 
 
    “We have to wait for nightfall.” 
 
    “Right. We’ll get ourselves hidden in the woods.” 
 
    When it was completely dark, Captain Enveras came to the group. “Time to get moving,” he said. “We go in through the southern gate.” 
 
    Viggo, who was listening, looked skeptical. “There are a thousand Wild Ones in front of it,” he whispered to Lasgol. 
 
    “Have faith. They must have thought of something.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m one of the trusting ones …” 
 
    “Don’t protest so much and listen to our orders,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    A raven flew back to the captain with the instructions. “Everything’s ready,” he said. “Now we can set off.” 
 
    “This is going to be a laugh a minute,” Viggo grumbled. 
 
    “Stay together at all times,” Ingrid told them. 
 
    The look in Gerd and Nilsa’s eyes suggested that they did not have much faith in the plan. Lasgol noticed their uneasiness. “We’ll make it!” he said encouragingly. 
 
      
 
    They rode until they were behind the Wild Ones who were guarding the southern gate, then waited in silence. Suddenly horns and Norghanian war cries rang out. The northern wall was lit up from one end to the other with torches, and at the same moment several thousand archers appeared on it and began to launch arrows against the Wild Ones. The remaining three walls, on the other hand, were still deserted. The maneuver surprised the Wild Ones by the southern wall, who began to grow restless. One group began to move northeast and another northwest, seeking to find out what was going on at the western wall and whether reinforcements were needed. The line began to break up. 
 
    Suddenly the southern gate opened. From within the city came the Royal Rangers, accompanied by the Royal Guard. They began to advance toward the Wild Ones, who had been taken by surprise. 
 
    “Now!” yelled Captain Enveras, and they galloped straight to the gate. 
 
    The Royal Rangers and the Guard managed to break the line of Wild Ones, creating a narrow corridor. 
 
    They were all galloping as fast as their horses were able. Lasgol was beside Eicewald, who was not a good rider. Camu and Ona were at his side all the time, with Viggo behind them, Ingrid at the head of the charge, and Nilsa and Gerd behind her. Several Wild Ones saw them charging, and hurled themselves at them. Several of the captain’s riders fell under the blows of their axes. Ingrid released at a Wild One who was crossing their path on the right, and Nilsa did the same on the left. Gerd delivered a kick at one who attempted to seize him. 
 
    “To the breach!” Captain Enveras shouted. 
 
    Several of his men in the front line fell, but the Rangers and the Guard managed to hold the narrow corridor they had opened up. When Enveras reached it, he crossed it with a few of his men. Ingrid released again and faced the breach, with Nilsa and Gerd behind her. Lasgol noticed that Eicewald looked as though he was about to fall off his horse at any moment. If he did, everything would be over. Viggo had seen this too, and took up a position on the Mage’s other side to protect him.  
 
    They reached the breach just as it was beginning to close. At the same time more of those Wild Ones who had abandoned their posts began to come back to see what was happening. 
 
    “We’re there!” Lasgol shouted to Eicewald, who was holding on to his horse with all his might. 
 
    Two Wild Ones tried to close the gap, but the Royal Rangers riddled them with arrows. They fell dead, and the galloping horses leapt over their bodies on their way into the city. The group made their way in, and no sooner had they done so than the gates started to close. Rangers and Guards withdrew and made it inside only a moment before the gates closed behind them. 
 
    They brought their horses to a halt. 
 
    “Is everybody okay?” Ingrid asked, staring at them with worried eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” Lasgol said breathlessly. He had turned to Eicewald, who seemed to be about to fall off his horse. 
 
    Ona and Camu were fine. Their tongues were lolling, but they were well. So was Trotter. 
 
    “We should do this more often,” Viggo said jovially. “It’s been really fun.”  
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, really fun,” Gerd repeated scornfully. 
 
    An officer approached them. “You are expected in the throne hall,” he said. 
 
    “All of us?” asked Viggo. 
 
    “No, only the King’s Mage.” 
 
    “That’s better. I feel like resting a bit. Too many emotions.” He made as if he were about to faint, and Ingrid jabbed him with her elbow. 
 
    “Lasgol comes with me to see the King,” Eicewald objected. “I need him.”  
 
    “As you wish, King’s Mage.” 
 
    Lasgol looked doubtfully at the Mage. 
 
    “It would be better if you heard it firsthand whatever they have to say. You’ll have to help me with the spell, as you did last time.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, then.” 
 
    Nilsa was shaking her head, and Gerd did not look very happy. 
 
    “We’ll look after them,” Ingrid said, indicating Ona. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lasgol said. Then he turned to Ona. He knew Camu was beside her, even though he could not see him. Stay with Ingrid. I’ll be back shortly. Don’t get into trouble, and be good. 
 
    We good. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. I know you are. 
 
    The officer gestured them to follow him, and they rode through the city to the royal castle. Lasgol could not see much in the darkness of the night and with no lights burning in the city, but he had the impression that things were not going at all well here. By now the city had been under siege for some time. 
 
    They were led to the castle very quickly. When the portcullis was raised and they were allowed in, they dismounted. Immediately an officer of the Royal Guard asked them to follow him to the throne hall, where King Thoran was waiting for them. 
 
    “Eicewald, at last!” Orten barked in greeting as Eicewald and Lasgol approached the throne. “We were beginning to think you weren’t coming back!” He was standing beside his brother, who was sitting on the throne looking annoyed. 
 
    “I hope you’re back with good news, for your own good and that of all of us,” the King said, also without even any pretense of a greeting. There was a glint of despair in his eyes. 
 
    “Your Majesty, my lord,” the Ice Mage said as he knelt before them. Then he nodded courteously to Commander Sven and Gatik, who were watching him from the King’s left. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Orten insisted urgently. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the situation is desperate. That accursed Specter is decimating us.” 
 
    Eicewald took the Star of Sea and Life out of his travelling bag very carefully and showed it to them. “We were successful,” he said, indicating Lasgol who was standing behind him in silence. 
 
    Thoran rose to his feet. “Is that the Object of Power you went to look for?” he asked. His eyes were wide, bright with hope. 
 
    “It is, your Majesty.” 
 
    Everybody stared in fascination at the Star of Sea and Life, as if it were able to work a miracle at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “It’s surprising,” Gatik commented. 
 
    “So it is,” Sven admitted. “I wasn’t expecting it to be like this either.”  
 
    With his hands raised high, Eicewald went on displaying the Star, with its five sea-blue tips, the width of two hands. It was mottled with an infinite number of bright spots which looked like tiny diamonds. 
 
    “Will you be able to kill that thing of the ice with it?” Orten asked. 
 
    “I hope to be able to destroy it. I’ll need the other Ice Magi.” 
 
    “They’re alive,” Sven told him. “We haven’t risked their lives too much in case this moment finally arrived.” 
 
    “I’m glad to know that,” the Mage said, and this was no mere courteous turn of phrase. Lasgol saw in his face and his dark eyes – which he was already beginning to decipher – that this was really true. 
 
    “We were expecting you a month ago,” Thoran said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “I came as fast as I could. I was very much aware of the danger the realm was in.” 
 
    “We’ve barely been able to hold out!” the King barked at him. “We’ve been under siege for six weeks, and they almost managed to break through three times!”  
 
    “Getting the Star turned out to be complicated … very complicated …” 
 
    “I’ve no time for your excuses!” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. The King was having one of his famous tantrums, and the best thing to do at those times was to lower your head and say nothing. Eicewald knew this, and did the same. Both of them were silent, staring at the floor. 
 
    “And that’s without counting the three weeks we spent trying to delay them as they came down from the mountains,” Orten added. 
 
    The King took a couple of steps to one side, then turned and came back. The gleam of hatred faded slowly from his eyes. “We’re still here, which is the important thing,” he said more calmly. “Now we have to turn the situation around. And to do it quickly, before they manage to get into the city and everything’s lost.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it, your Majesty. 
 
    Thoran jabbed his finger at him. “Do not fail me!”  
 
    “Does the Specter come close to the wall?” Eicewald asked. 
 
    “Not always,” Gatik said. “There are days when it does, then sometimes it disappears for several days. Which is a blessing for us.” 
 
    “We don’t know why, but that’s how it acts,” Sven added. “It doesn’t always follow its leaders’ designs.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” the Mage said thoughtfully. “It’s a creature with free will. The fact that they’re using it doesn’t mean they can always do it, or that the creature is willing.” 
 
    “Of course, that monster’s willing to kill!” Orten said. “It stretches out its arms and seizes our men on the walls. They die a horrible death.” 
 
    Lasgol was petrified. If the Specter could reach the battlements, that meant that either it had grown enormously, or else that its arms now stretched much further. 
 
    “I’ll need to do some preparation with the Ice Magi,” said Eicewald. 
 
    “Well, do it fast,” Thoran snapped back. “We don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to hold out.”  
 
    “This very moment, your Majesty,” Eicewald said, and turned to leave. He gestured to Lasgol to follow him. 
 
    “Sven, have the soldiers get ready,” the king ordered the Commander. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” Sven replied. “The men are ready.” 
 
    “And so are the Rangers,” Gatik added 
 
    “Don’t fail me!” Thoran yelled as they all left the throne hall. He was not in the least convinced that they would manage to defeat the Specter and the enemy forces. 
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    At dawn the horns rang out in warning throughout the besieged city, and were heard as far as the Royal Castle. From the Tower of the Magi, came Eicewald with his Ice Magi, who waited in front of the Rangers’ Tower for Lasgol and his companions. They nodded to one another, looking serious and troubled, then made their way to the north wall, where the attack was under way. 
 
    Sven and Gatik were already on the battlements, giving orders to soldiers and Rangers who were trying to repel the attack. 
 
    “Release against the enemy!” Sven shouted. “Show them what a Norghanian’s worth!” 
 
    “Don’t let them get as far as the gate!” Gatik yelled to his Rangers at the top of his voice. 
 
    The defenders launched arrows against the attackers. The enormous Wild Ones of the Ice, with the aid of the Tundra Dwellers, were trying to take the walls. The Arcanes of the Glaciers could not come close because the Rangers, whose bows had a longer range than the magic of the Arcanes, had orders to shoot at them first. 
 
    Lasgol and his companions went to stand beside the Rangers on the battlements, to the right of the gate, and began releasing against the enemy lines, which were advancing like a white tide. The soldiers were shooting from the left-hand side of the wall and above the gate, where they were also preparing a large cauldron of boiling oil to pour over the assailants. 
 
    The Wild Ones of the Ice were attacking the gate, which was very damaged by now and was not likely to hold up much longer, in spite of the enormous barricade Sven’s men had built behind it. The Peoples of the Frozen Continent had no siege weapons, which until now had saved the defenders. However, they had their own more primitive methods of attacking the wall, and in particular the city gates, which were the weakest point in the Norghanian defense. 
 
    A group of a dozen Wild Ones approached at a run. Between them they were carrying a huge tree with one end like an arrowhead. 
 
    “Battering ram!” Sven shouted in warning. 
 
    “Don’t let them reach the gate!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The Rangers’ arrows killed them all a hundred paces from the gate. The tree they had been carrying as a ram was left lying on the ground among the corpses. 
 
    Viggo smiled. “This is too easy. It’s like shooting ducks in a pond.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know … you need a dozen arrows to bring down a single one of those mammoths,” Gerd said. His grimace suggested that it did not seem quite as easy to him. 
 
    Nilsa did her best to reassure him. “You’re as big as they are, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “Stay focused,” Ingrid said. “If the gate falls, we’re finished.” 
 
    At that moment two Rangers came up to them. 
 
    “I thought I’d seen some new faces, but not ones I know,” said Luca. 
 
    “Ones I know very well,” the second Ranger said with a smile. It was Molak. 
 
    “Luca!” Nilsa cried happily. 
 
    “And Captain Fantastic,” said Viggo, sounding deeply disappointed. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you too,” Molak replied acidly. But he was smiling. 
 
    “It’s great to see you both here!” said Gerd happily, and gave them each a bear-hug. 
 
    “Gondabar has called all available Rangers to defend the capital,” Molak explained. “We’re spread out along the wall and at a few strategic points, such as the gates.” 
 
    “I see you’re keeping well,” Ingrid said icily. 
 
    “So are you,” he replied, sounding calm and friendly. “You’ve got a good color, you’ve obviously been in the sun. Your last adventure must have agreed with you all, because you look very healthy. Everyone okay?” 
 
    “Everyone’s fine,” she said. 
 
    “Lasgol?” Molak asked, not seeing him with them. 
 
    “Further back, with the Magi,” said Ingrid. She did not smile or hug him, and Molak did not attempt to hug her either. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you well, I really am,” he said, and smiled sweetly at her. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. She too was glad to see him, even though things were not the same between them anymore. “So am I,” she said, and her tone of voice and expression were a little gentler. 
 
    “What’s up with these two?” Viggo whispered into Nilsa’s ear with great interest. 
 
    “You know I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll get it out of you somehow, and it’ll be worse for you because you’ll have to put up with my interrogation.” 
 
    Nilsa breathed out heavily, looking troubled. “All I can tell you is that they’ve drifted apart rather … because of the distance between them … and because she’s a Snow Panther …” 
 
    “And because she hasn’t told him about all the trouble we’ve gotten ourselves into?” 
 
    “If you already know, why are you asking me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know, but I suspected. You can’t keep secrets and love at the same time. That destroys a relationship.” 
 
    “Said the expert! Not that you’re that.” 
 
    “I know enough about it.” 
 
    “Stop smiling as if you’d found a chest full of gold,” the redhead snapped. “It’s sad to see two people who love each other who can’t make it work just because of circumstances.”  
 
    Suddenly another group of Wild Ones carried out the same maneuver as before. They all took up their positions, aimed and began to release, and managed to get within fifty paces of the gate before falling dead. 
 
    “This time they got closer,” Nilsa pointed out. 
 
    “Keep releasing, they mustn’t reach the gate,” said Molak. “It’s a strategy they’ve been following for several days.” 
 
    “Aren’t they afraid of casualties?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “They’ll have even more if they try to take the walls,” said Luca. “I don’t see Astrid,” he added. 
 
    “Long story,” said Viggo.” We’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    “Okay, but she’s all right … isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah, for the moment,” Ingrid said. 
 
    A sizeable group of Wild Ones now appeared at a run, under cover of large boards they had fashioned out of wood into something like huge shields, as if they were running with doors on their heads. They ran together in a close group, so that the overlapping boards covered a wide area. 
 
    The team began to release against them, but the boards protected them. As they reached the spot where the fallen trunks were lying, they picked them up and went on to the gate. 
 
    “Kill them!” Sven shouted. But the Wild Ones reached the gate and began to pound it with their rams, trying to bring it down. 
 
    “Rangers, release!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    Lasgol, Ona and Camu (who was in his invisible state) wanted to go and help them, but Eicewald shook his head. “We need you for the great spell. We can’t risk you. You’re too valuable.” 
 
    Gatik ordered the use of elemental arrows to stop the attacks of the Wild Ones on the gate, and finally they managed to slow them down. 
 
    During this whole day, Lasgol waited in vain for the Frozen Specter to appear. Using his Hawk’s Eye skill, his augmented sight was able to make out the enormous totem the Wild Ones had erected seven hundred paces away. It was very like those he had seen in the Frozen Territories, and he knew perfectly well what it was for. He watched it closely and saw that every now and then three chiefs – a Semi-Giant who acted as chief among the Wild Ones of the Ice, a chief of the Tundra Dwellers, and one of the Arcanes of the Glaciers – would gather together and begin the ominous ritual by summoning the Frozen Specter with their chanting. Luckily they had not yet succeeded. It must have been close, or else they would not have been calling it with that gloomy ceremony. 
 
    And the Frozen Specter appeared. 
 
    That bloodcurdling face, frozen for all eternity in an expression of horror, stirred terror in the defenders. Its body, half translucent and half frost and ice, hinted that it would not be possible to kill it like a human. It looked even bigger than the last time Lasgol had seen it: a cross between a Semi-Giant and an Arcane of the Glaciers which was now over twenty-four feet tall. Its power also seemed to have increased, because as it walked it now gave out more mist from its body, which froze everything around it far and wide.  
 
    The chiefs, who were now assembled in front of the great totem, were in the middle of their ritual by now. All the assembled forces joined in the chanting when they saw the Specter appear, and the effect of thousands of voices chanting the funereal summons had a demoralizing and disheartening effect on the defenders. 
 
    At an order from the chiefs, the Specter made its way toward the northern gate. 
 
    “The specter!” cried Sven. 
 
    “Call Eicewald!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The King’s Mage, together with the other Ice Magi and Lasgol, came to the battlements above the northern gate. The Specter walked on, unconcerned. It was coming to feed, and the food it sought was souls. Because it was larger now, it was more powerful and more dangerous. 
 
    “How many paces away does the Specter have to be for the spell to work?” Sven asked Eicewald. 
 
    “Two hundred at the most, but the closer the better.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to do it when it attacks the northern gate.” 
 
    Eicewald turned to his group. “It’s time to get ready. Put these on,” he added to Lasgol, and handed him the strange golden protective gloves. 
 
    “Will I freeze this time too?” Lasgol asked in puzzlement as he put them on. 
 
    “No, but all Objects of Power have noxious effects when used directly. With the Star of Sea and Life you’ll feel you’re drowning, because it’s magic of Water and Life.” 
 
    “Will I drown?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    “We’ve charmed the gloves so that they’ll protect you. But yes, that’ll be what you feel.” 
 
    “Could I die?” 
 
    “Yes … If you don’t want to do it … well, that’s understandable.” 
 
    “Is there no other way?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about it. He looked at his friends on the battlements, who were watching him with great interest, then at the enemy hosts, and lastly at the Specter, which was approaching with great strides. He thought about Astrid. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he said at last. 
 
    “Thank you. It does you credit.” 
 
    Eicewald took out the Star of Sea and Life. Lasgol felt it was so beautiful that he found it hard to imagine it could produce any adverse effects in him. When he grasped it with the gloves, he felt nothing. 
 
    “You know what to do. Above your head – and no matter what happens, don’t drop it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You can rely on me. I won’t fail.” 
 
    “You’re a brave young man.” 
 
    Eicewald now formed a circle with the other Magi, and Lasgol took his place in the center. He knew the gate was beneath his feet, and that it was where the Specter was heading for. If they failed, they would be the first to die. 
 
    At Eicewald’s command, the Ice Magi raised their staves in front of them and grasped them firmly. The great spell began. Lasgol raised the Star of Sea and Life above his head. It was not activated yet, so he felt no adverse effects. Eicewald began the spell, intoning words of arcane power, and the Ice Magi joined in. The Specter was moving towards them, while at the same time the enemy hosts intoned their own chant. 
 
    Lasgol knew it would take some time to create the spell. He prepared himself by invoking all the skills he thought might be able to help him at that moment. Suddenly Eicewald pointed his staff at the Star of Sea and Life, which seemed to take on a life of its own, glowing with an intense sea-blue, mingled with white flashes. Lasgol began to feel that there was not enough air, as if he could not breathe properly. He tried to get air into his lungs by inhaling with all his might, first through his nose and then through his mouth, until at last he managed to breathe, but with difficulty. A horrifying sense of drowning under the sea overwhelmed him, so that he almost dropped the Star. 
 
    Eicewald went on with the spell, trusting that Lasgol would hold up. All the Rangers above the battlements were watching, their expressions full of uncertainty and worry. 
 
    “Arrows of fire!” Gatik ordered as the Frozen Specter approached. 
 
    The Rangers readied their weapons and released. The arrows hit the Specter, which uttered strange shouts of rage. Fire could not destroy it, but it certainly annoyed it. They launched more arrows, which forced it to stop. 
 
    “Stop shooting!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    They needed the Specter not to turn round and leave, or else it would move out of range of the spell. At the same time, they wanted to stop it reaching the gate, because if it did so it could stretch out its deadly arms and destroy the Magi. 
 
    The Specter seemed to hesitate, but the chanting echoed throughout the area and it set off once again toward the gate. As the Rangers did not have enough arrows, they hauled up cauldrons of fire and tied strips of cloth to the arrows so that they would burn. At Gatik’s order, they repeated the strategy. The Specter stopped again for a moment, but this time it seemed to grow furious and lurched into movement again. 
 
    “Release again!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The fire arrows hit the Frozen Specter, which grew more and more furious, but carried on. The strategy was no longer working. Had they gained enough time to allow the Magi to finish the spell? They would soon find out, because the Specter was less than twenty paces from the gate and was heading straight to it as if it knew that this was where the spell was coming from. 
 
    Lasgol was having a terrible time as the Ice Magi conjured more and more intensely. The gloves were preventing him from drowning, but the lack of air and the sense of being at the bottom of the ocean was now overwhelming. His lungs and head hurt, and a terrible pain was clutching his chest. 
 
    Suddenly there came an arc of blue energy from Eicewald’s staff. When it reached the Star of Sea and Life, it lit up in blue and white. 
 
    The final phase of the spell now began. 
 
    Lasgol did not know whether he would be able to hold out any longer. What he was feeling was pure torture. When he tried to breathe, he felt like a fish which had been taken out of the water. The other Magi directed the conjured arcs of energy toward the Star, as Eicewald had done. The energy of all five Magi was now reaching the Star, which glowed more and more intensely. Lasgol had the impression that it had more energy and power than the Snowflake. 
 
    You well? came Camu’s worried message. 
 
    Lasgol had to make a tremendous effort to answer, because he felt that he was dying. Holding up the Star was all his mind was able to manage. 
 
    I’m … fine … 
 
    Not fine, I help, Camu transmitted, deeply worried. 
 
    No! If you step in … you’ll destroy the great spell … 
 
    I want help. 
 
    In that case … don’t do anything … 
 
    By now the Specter was only five paces away from the gate. In the midst of the chanting of the hosts of the Ice, it began to extend its arms. Time was running out.  
 
    Eicewald stopped conjuring and opened his eyes, followed by the other Magi an instant later. He fixed his eyes on the Specter and pointed at it with his staff. A beam shot out of the staff and hit the creature in its horribly disfigured face. Eicewald uttered a command of power, and the Star of Sea and Life generated an enormous burst of brilliance, followed by an equally tremendous bolt of blue-and-white light which rose to the sky. The monstrosity raised its arms, and a moment later the descending bolt fell full on it. 
 
    The creature of the frozen abysses gave out a deep, agonized scream, as though it had been run through with a great sword of fire. It shook its arms in an attempt to get rid of the pain, and its disfigured face was full of terror. 
 
    Lasgol’s jaw was almost dislocated by now. He felt as though he was dying. Once again Eicewald uttered the command of power, and a new burst of blue and white rose from the Star of Sea and Life. Another great bolt of light fell, smiting the Specter like a hammer of magic. The creature gave another scream and doubled up. An enormous pain penetrated its corrupt, empty soul. 
 
    The Star’s great spell, which contained the energy of Sea and Life, was working. Lasgol knew this and it gave him strength, even though he could no longer stay on his feet. He was falling.  He could not keep the Star aloft, and he knew that if he fell, they would fail. 
 
    On the battlements everybody was staring at the magical battle, not knowing what to do. Gatik saw that the Specter was in trouble, and made the decision to attack. 
 
    “Fire arrows!” he shouted. 
 
    The Rangers released against the Specter, which was still trying to recover. It screamed with rage and pain. 
 
    Sven realized that it was now weakening. “Fire arrows, everybody!” he ordered. 
 
    Thousands of fire arrows fell on the Specter in its agony. It shook its incorporeal arms, seeking an inrush of souls and energy to enable it to recover. 
 
    Lasgol wanted to hold out, but his knees were weakening. Suddenly he felt someone beside him. 
 
    “No … magic …” 
 
    Is me, Camu said. 
 
    No … you’ll destroy the spell … 
 
    Not deny magic, only hold you. 
 
    Lasgol leaned his elbows on Camu’s body, realizing that the creature seemed to be unaffected by the magic of the Star. He was drowning, his lungs were on the point of bursting and he was in agony, but he was not prepared to give up. He clutched the Star firmly. His lungs, his head and his throat were about to explode. 
 
    Eicewald conjured for a third time. There came a new burst of light from the Star, and a new bolt climbed to the heavens. Once again it fell and smote the Frozen Specter. The being screamed, and its face took on an even more horrifying expression, if such a thing were possible. It howled. 
 
    Then it fell to the ground and disintegrated into a grey mist. 
 
    The wind carried it away. 
 
    “It’s … fallen …” Lasgol muttered, on the verge of tears. 
 
    Powerful creature dead, Camu confirmed. 
 
    “We … destroyed … it …” Unable to say any more, he collapsed. The Star fell with him and was extinguished. 
 
    Eicewald bent over to him and put his hand on his chest. “Breathe in slowly. Inhale. It’s been a horrible experience, I know, but it’s over. Breathe in.” 
 
    Lasgol felt everything beginning to fade. There was a tremendous pain in his chest. 
 
    Breathe deep, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Ona came up to him and licked his hair. 
 
    “Come on, Lasgol, breathe,” Eicewald said. 
 
    Finally, he was able to get air into his lungs. It hurt terribly, as if for some reason they were no longer functioning properly. He went on breathing, but every breath was torture. 
 
    “It hurts … to breathe …” 
 
    “It’ll be gone in a few days. It’s because of the effort you made.” 
 
    A moment later, with the Mage’s help, Lasgol was able to stand up. 
 
    “Did we really destroy it?” he asked. He could not believe it. 
 
    “Yes,” Eicewald confirmed, “the Specter has been destroyed.”  
 
    “The Specter has been destroyed!” Sven cried when he heard it from the mouth of the King’s Mage. 
 
    Along the entire wall the Norghanians cheered, still transfixed by what they had witnessed. 
 
    The enemy forces stopped their chanting, and there followed a tense, total silence. For a time, which seemed an eternity, neither side made any move. They were watching one another, with doubt in their hearts. 
 
    At last, the hosts of the Frozen Continent began to withdraw in an orderly fashion, very slowly. 
 
    “They’re … withdrawing?” Lasgol asked Eicewald. 
 
    “It looks like it.” 
 
    “They could still take the city …” 
 
    “True, they could, but the cost would be too high and there’s no guarantee.” He waved around him. “We’ve got Magi and Rangers who could stop them. Their great advantage was the Frozen Specter, and they’ve lost that now. I don’t think they want to go on with the siege and lose a third, or even half, of their forces in the attempt. That’s not their strong point. They fight in open terrain. They don’t know anything about military tactics.” 
 
    “The enemy is retreating!” Sven called. He raised his sword to the sky. “Victory is ours!” 
 
    The cries of victory spread all along the wall as far as the Royal Castle, where King Thoran, his brother and his nobles were sheltering. 
 
    “Hail the King! Hail Norghana!” Sven shouted. 
 
    The shouting went on while the enemy forces left the area and set off northward, on their way back to their own lands. 
 
    “Magnificent work! Gatik said to Lasgol and the Magi. 
 
    Lasgol, who could not even speak and was still having trouble breathing, said nothing. 
 
    “It was what we had to do, and we did it,” Eicewald answered. 
 
    “I must admit, I wasn’t too sure what you were going to achieve,” Gatik admitted. 
 
    Sven arrived to join him amid the joyful shouts of his soldiers. “Neither was I.” 
 
    “It was a complicated situation,” Eicewald said, “but we managed to resolve it after all.” 
 
    Gatik indicated Lasgol, who was still doubled up with pain. “Will he recover?” 
 
    “He will, but he’ll need rest and care.”  
 
    “The King’s surgeons will look after him,” Sven said. 
 
    Lasgol did not like the sound of this. He would rather have gone back to the Camp and have Healer Edwina tend to him. 
 
    Sven and Gatik went back to their men to give them new orders. At the same time, they sent Rangers to follow the enemy and make sure they crossed the mountains. 
 
    “It’s natural enough for them to withdraw,” Viggo commented nonchalantly to his friends. “They know I’m here.” 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yeah, just because you’re here they’re all running away in terror,” Ingrid said. She sounded utterly incredulous. 
 
    Viggo smiled and shrugged. “That’s the effect I have on the enemy.” 
 
    Molak and Luca shook their heads, smiling. 
 
    Lasgol choked on a chuckle, and for second time that day was on the point of death. 
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    It took Lasgol several days to recover, just as Eicewald had predicted. With rest, and tonics to strengthen him, and restoratives which the King’s surgeons prescribed for him at the Royal Castle, it was enough. What he would never manage to cure was the memory of the anguish and terror he had experienced as he felt himself drowning. That was forever marked in his memory, as though with a hot iron on his flesh. These memories, together with his concern for Astrid’s wellbeing, and the lack of sleep because of the dreadful nightmares that woke him continually during the night, left him feeling rather low-spirited. 
 
    In the bed beside his own, Camu was resting, stretched out to the same length as his own, sleeping belly-up with his legs in the air. Ona was lying on the floor between the two beds and was also drowsing, opening and shutting her beautiful cat-eyes without moving. Lasgol watched them for a moment and smiled. Having them at his side made him forget all his troubles. He gave thanks to the Ice Gods that he had them. 
 
    The door to his room in the Tower of the Rangers opened and Viggo came in determinedly, followed by Nilsa and Gerd. 
 
    “Up already, sleepyhead?” Viggo asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was sitting on the bed finishing dressing. “I feel much better, thanks for asking,” he said acidly. 
 
    Ona opened her eyes and yawned. She recognized her friends and stayed quiet. Camu went on sleeping, unconcerned. 
 
    “I know you’re fine, nothing happened to you... you complain about everything,” Viggo said sarcastically as he sat down beside him on the bed. 
 
    “What d’you mean, nothing happened to him?” Nilsa said. “That treacherous magic nearly killed him!” Her hands were on her hips, and she was staring at Viggo with her forehead creased. 
 
    “Don’t you start with all that magic is bad, magic kills and all that... my head hurts with hearing you say that over and over.” 
 
    “How can I not say anything! Weren’t you there? Didn’t you see what happened?” 
 
    “This time I’m with Nilsa,” Gerd said, as he shut the door behind them. “The Frozen Specter was a creature with magic, and to finish it off we needed several Ice Magi and a very powerful magical object. The whole mess was all about magic. It’d be better for us if it had never existed.” 
 
    “Whether we like it or not, Magic exists,” Lasgol pointed out, “and we’ve got to learn to deal with it, for good or ill.”  
 
    “It’s a shame I don’t have magic like you,” said Viggo. “The things I could do …” he added roguishly. 
 
    Nilsa put her hands to her head. “Oh no, never!” 
 
    “By all the snow-covered mountains, never!” Gerd agreed. 
 
    Viggo shrugged, looking amused. “I don’t know why you get so upset, it’d be a real laugh.” 
 
    “I think I’m with them on this,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    “You’re just a bunch of boring party-poopers.” 
 
    “What are the rumors in the Castle?” Lasgol asked Nilsa. He knew she would be up to date with all the news. 
 
    “This time I’ve got good news for a change.  They’ve confirmed that the hosts of the Frozen Continent have crossed the mountains. They’re heading back to the Frozen Territories.” 
 
    “What d’you think they’ll do?” Gerd asked. “Will they go back or stay?” He had decided to wake Camu up and was tickling his tummy. The creature seemed to be enjoying this immensely, and was twitching from one side to the other. 
 
    “I think part of them will stay in the Frozen Territories,” Lasgol said. “The Wild Ones of the Ice and the Semi-Giants regard those territories as theirs. The Tundra Dwellers and the Arcanes of the Glaciers I guess will go back to their land in the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “Until they see another chance to come down and conquer us,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Very probably,” Lasgol had to agree. 
 
    “Gatik has sent some veteran Rangers to keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Has the King sent any troops?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “The whole army’s being kept in the city. Thoran isn’t confident, and he won’t move his forces out of the capital, where he’s strong. At least for now …” 
 
    “And not for a while yet,” Viggo said. “I have a feeling the King doesn’t trust his own shadow. He wants all his soldiers by his side, behind the walls.”  
 
    “The King has awarded Eicewald and the Ice Magi a decoration for their work in the defeat of the Specter,” Nilsa went on, “and for forcing the enemy to retreat.” 
 
    “I’m glad for Eicewald,” said Lasgol. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell me. He’s been coming to see me every day to make sure I’m well.” 
 
    “Well, better that than have his head chopped off, which was the alternative,” Viggo said, and Gerd nodded. 
 
    Nilsa winked at Viggo. “The King wants to prove that his Magi are exceptionally powerful, so that the kingdoms nearby who hear about what happened don’t get ideas into their heads.” 
 
    “That’s logical,” said Gerd. “The Zangrians are watching to see what happens, and the moment they see a chance …” 
 
    “Your friends the uglies, are licking their lips over our lands,” Viggo said ironically. 
 
    Gerd smiled. “They’re certainly not my friends, but ugly they certainly are. They’re not to be trusted, that much I can assure you.” And his smile vanished. 
 
    “Has the King said anything about us?” Lasgol asked. He was a little worried about the possible answer. 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “As far as he’s concerned, we don’t exist. He didn’t even mention us. I think he was just interested in destroying the Specter, and we were just a handful of pawns who helped solve the problem. He’s not interested in us.” 
 
    “It’s almost better that way,” Gerd mused. 
 
    “Much better,” Lasgol assured him. 
 
    “And let’s hope it goes on like that,” Viggo added. “If he were to take an interest in any of us …” 
 
    Lasgol nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Although I have to say we deserve a statue.” 
 
    “You reckon so?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Certainly. Didn’t we save the kingdom, after going to the end of the world on a very dangerous mission?” 
 
    “Yeah … that’s right …” 
 
    “Well then, I want my statue,” Viggo said with dignity. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll give it to you,” Lasgol said with a smile. 
 
    I want statue, came Camu’s request. 
 
    There are no statues for anybody. 
 
    I save realm. I kill magic. 
 
    Yes you did, and you probably deserve it, or rather we all do, we deserve some sort of recognition.  But a statue’s too much … 
 
    I like. 
 
    Ona chirped. 
 
    Ona too. 
 
    There are no statues for anybody, Lasgol said with finality. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got some more good news,” Nilsa went on. “The King didn’t think of us. But our Leader Gondabar did. He’s granted us additional time to rest, for exceptional services rendered to the Crown.” She clapped her hands eagerly. 
 
    “All of us?” 
 
    “All those of us who went on Eicewald’s mission to get hold of the Star of Sea and Life.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” cried Gerd. 
 
    “I could do with a holiday,” said Viggo. His face took on a look of exhaustion after all the efforts he had made. 
 
    Nilsa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Where’s Ingrid?” Lasgol asked. He was surprised that she was not there with them. 
 
    “She’s with Molak,” said Nilsa. “They went for a walk in the fields and a talk …” 
 
    “Talk?” Viggo repeated darkly. “That sounds ominous …”  
 
    “What would you know about it? I hope they can settle their differences.” She poked her tongue out at him. 
 
    “I know plenty.” 
 
    “Sure, and I’m a princess locked up in a tower.” 
 
    “If you were locked up in a tower, you’d be sure to trip and fall head-first out of the window.” 
 
    Gerd laughed, and Nilsa glared at him. The giant looked contrite and stared at the floor. 
 
    “You don’t know anything whatsoever,” Nilsa said to Viggo. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see. I bet my pay they have a final break-up.” 
 
    Nilsa jabbed her finger at him. “You can wish for something, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.”  
 
    “I bet they don’t split up,” said Gerd. 
 
    “You’re betting against me just to annoy me.” 
 
    “Maybe, little one,” Gerd said with a broad smile. 
 
    “Little one? Me?” 
 
    “Beside me, yes, you are.” He went to stand beside Viggo and crossed his arms over his huge chest. He was a head taller and twice as wide. 
 
    “Oh well … beside you, even a Wild One of the Ice would look small.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Listening to his friends had restored his good spirits, and the pain and suffering vanished from his mind. 
 
    ´The door opened and Ingrid came in with long strides. 
 
    “How was that walk?” Viggo asked caustically. 
 
    “And what’s that to you?” she replied, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Ah, I see it went very well,” Viggo said. He smiled and gestured to Gerd to pay the bet. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. Viggo looked at Nilsa, inviting agreement, but the redhead ignored him. 
 
    “I had a visit from Milton,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “News from Egil?” Lasgol asked at once. 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better all read it.” She handed it to him, and he read it out, making use of his ring: 
 
      
 
    Dear friends and colleagues. It is with great joy and not without a certain healthy envy that I have been apprised of your achievements in the mission entrusted to you in the Islands of the Turquoise Queen and the subsequent destruction of the Frozen Specter. If anybody in Norghana could have succeeded in such a deed, there is no doubt that you would be the ones, of that I am absolutely sure. 
 
    The reason for this letter, however, is not to congratulate you but for something else, rather less gratifying. During your journey I went on with my investigations, and my searches have finally borne fruit. I have discovered something of great importance which requires action. I cannot reveal my discovery in a letter, but I can assure you that it is of the greatest importance in clarifying an example of suffering, and something somber which seems to extend from our past into our future. 
 
    I hereby appeal to my comrades, since I require help, because in my present position it is impossible for me to continue searching or acting. 
 
    Hoping to see you soon. 
 
      
 
    I take my leave of you, your friend. 
 
    Egil Olafstone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, this is quite a letter,” Viggo commented. “This smells to me like a new mess.” 
 
    Lasgol was surprised and puzzled after re-reading the letter. “He needs our help …” 
 
    “What for?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Gerd commented, “it’s clear he can’t take care of it on his own.”  
 
    “They must keep him busy and constantly under their eyes at the Camp,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Could be,” said Lasgol. He had remembered that Angus Veenerten was in command there now. He also remembered the surveillance Egil was subjected to, which he himself had discovered. Not to mention the strange, recent interest Ivana and Haakon had shown in him. 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “If Egil’s asking for our help, that must mean he’s found out something really important.”  
 
    “But what?” asked Gerd. 
 
    “He says something about suffering,” Viggo grumbled. “I don’t know what he means. As usual, he talks in mysteries.”  
 
    “That’s so nothing would be obvious if the letter were to fall into the hands of indiscreet eyes, you numbskull,” Ingrid pointed out. 
 
    “Suffering …” Nilsa was musing. “That might be an illness …” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lasgol said, following the logic, “that has to refer to what Dolbarar’s suffering from.”  
 
    “Wasn’t he just ill?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “There might be foul play going on,” Nilsa suggested. 
 
    “If he’s summoned us,” Viggo said, “it’s obvious that there is foul play going on.” 
 
    “It’s rather worrying …” Lasgol murmured thoughtfully. He did not like the implications of the letter. 
 
    “And the other part?” Gerd asked. “Where he talks about something somber, and the past and the future? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Hmm … somber … “Nilsa mused. “I’ve got it! Somber is dark. Which has been after us for some time and will go on in the future: the Dark Rangers. It must mean that.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded, as did Lasgol. 
 
    “We’ve got to go and help him,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Yes, and right away,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    Lasgol was silent and thoughtful, and Ingrid became aware of this. “What’s the matter, Lasgol?” 
 
    “There’s a small problem,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Problem? What is it?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Astrid …” Lasgol replied worriedly, still lost in his thoughts. He wanted to go and help Egil, and he would do it at once if only he could, but he had to go back for Astrid. 
 
    “Can’t we go back for Astrid after we go to see Egil?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Lasgol. “I’ve already given my word to Eicewald that I’d leave tomorrow with the Star of Sea and Life in a ship he’s arranged for me. He recommended that I should leave at once, before Thoran or his brother or the nobles realize the value of the Object of Power, and try to keep it for themselves.” 
 
    “That’s very good advice,” Viggo agreed. 
 
    “I have to leave at once, before they ask where the Star is. I want to go and help Egil, you know that, but if I don’t leave now I’ll miss my chance, and I fear I won’t get another one.” 
 
    “You’re right to fear,” Viggo said. “Kings and nobles are extremely greedy.” 
 
    There was a silence. They all understood how complicated the situation was, and what Lasgol was going through because of having to choose between helping Egil or Astrid. 
 
    “Also, Eicewald’s very interested in studying Camu, and if I stay here in Norghana I worry that he’ll take him away from me, and that’s not going to happen in any way whatever. I’m taking him with me to get him a long way away from the Ice Magi and their ‘studies’.” 
 
    No studies, Camu transmitted uneasily. 
 
    Don’t worry, I won’t let them do anything to you. 
 
    Better leave. 
 
    Yeah, that’s what I think too. 
 
    “Every problem has a solution, as Egil would say,” Gerd pointed out. 
 
    “And that is …?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “We split up and help both of them,” Ingrid said confidently. 
 
    “We split up and help both of them?” Nilsa repeated in puzzlement. 
 
    “It’s the only solution we have,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I agree with Blondie,” said Viggo. “We have two friends who both need us at the same time. We’ve got to help both of them. Therefore, we split up.” 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath and thought about it. He did not relish the idea, since it implied dividing the team, and that was always risky. But they were right; there was no other viable solution. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said at last. 
 
    “All right, then, who goes on which mission?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “I’m coming with the weirdo,” said Viggo. “Someone has to babysit him.” 
 
    “You want to come with me?” Lasgol said in surprise. 
 
    “Do I want to come with you? Of course, I want to come with you. A trip to exotic islands with beautiful beaches and girls even more beautiful and exotic … who wouldn’t want to go?” 
 
    “If this pumpkin-head is going,” Ingrid said suddenly, “then I’m coming too.”  
 
    “Can this be jealousy?” Viggo asked eagerly. 
 
    “Of course not, it’s common sense. If you go, I’ll have to come too, to keep order and make sure you don’t get into one of your messes and you both end up in the hands of pirates, or at the bottom of the sea, or something worse.” 
 
    “Worse than the bottom of the sea?” 
 
    “With you in the middle of things, it’s sure to be something worse.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed, and Gerd joined her. “That I can believe,” she said. 
 
    “Besides, Astrid’s mission is riskier, in my opinion, and therefore it’ll be best if I go on that one. This way there’d be three of us in each group.” 
 
    “How d’you work that out?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “The three of us on one side” – she pointed to herself, then to Viggo and Lasgol – “and then you, big guy, Nilsa and Egil on the other.” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course.” 
 
    “How does that look to you?” Lasgol asked them. 
 
    “I think Ingrid’s right,” Nilsa said thoughtfully. “Whatever he’s found out, Egil’s at the Camp, and the risk there is limited.”  
 
    “True, it’s less likely that we’d come up against serious trouble there,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “Well, that’s it, then. We’ll split like that,” Ingrid said, passing judgment. 
 
    His friends’ gesture touched Lasgol’s heart. “You know that crossing the seas as far as the Turquoise Realm’s going to be dangerous. You oughtn’t to come … you’ve already done more than enough. I can go by myself, with Ona and Camu.” 
 
    His two faithful companions looked at him. I go. Fun, Camu transmitted happily. 
 
    You don’t say, as if I weren’t perfectly aware you’d enjoy the journey … 
 
    Ona not like ship. I do. 
 
    Poor Ona. Ona good. 
 
    The panther moaned and came to Lasgol’s feet, and he made a fuss of her. 
 
    Ona say she come. 
 
    Yes, because she’s very good, 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Viggo. “A little danger and excitement is what we need. I was all set to be bored to death during these holidays they’ve granted us.” 
 
    “Very well said!” Nilsa said, and applauded. 
 
    Gerd nodded. “I couldn’t have said it better. We’ll help Astrid and we’ll help Egil. The Snow Panthers don’t leave any of their own behind.” 
 
    Lasgol was speechless, and there was a lump in his throat. He had the best friends he could possibly have wanted: friends who would go to the end of the world for him, and do it all over again if it turned out to be necessary. 
 
    “Thank you … for myself, for Astrid and for Egil too. I know he’ll be really grateful.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Viggo hastened to say. “I need a vacation, and a little sea-trip to some wonderful beaches is just what my body is begging me for,” he explained, as if he were really going on a holiday. 
 
    “What my body is begging me for is to hit you on the head,” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    “You’re always so romantic,” Viggo said. He assumed a lovelorn expression, fluttering his eyelashes and blowing her kisses. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him!” Ingrid yelled. 
 
    Viggo ran out of the room. 
 
    Nilsa, Gerd and Lasgol laughed as they watched her running out after him, cursing. 
 
    “Those two just have to end up together,” Lasgol commented, shaking his head. 
 
    Nilsa laughed. “They really do. They’re fated to love and hate one another at the same time.” 
 
    Gerd was laughing too. “They’re two of a kind. Anyway, we’d better get ready for the journey.” 
 
    “I’ll get everything ready,” Nilsa said. “I’ve got very good contacts.”  
 
    Lasgol was left alone with Camu and Ona, who were playing on the beds. He reflected. He really had the best friends anybody could wish for, and this gave him strength to face up to whatever might come. 
 
    They would come through, he was sure of it. They would make it, even knowing that what was to come would be extremely complicated and dangerous. 
 
    He thought of Astrid and Egil. “Hold on. We’re coming. The Snow Panthers are on their way.” 
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    The adventure continues in: 
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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 that have different protagonists, but are related: 
 
      
 
    The Ilenian Enigma[image: ] 
 
    Click the image or link.

  

 
   
      
 
    THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS  
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