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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Camu! Come here!” Lasgol called to the creature as he mounted Trotter.  
 
    Camu turned his head and looked at him from the top of a boulder by the road with his large eyes and everlasting smile. He began his characteristic dance, flexing his four legs and wagging his long tail. He had grown quite a lot during the year and now was the size of a cat, although for some strange reason he always gave the impression of being much smaller, as if he shrank in size when looked at. 
 
    “I said come here!” Lasgol repeated, more forcefully. Trotter, alarmed by the order, snorted. The pony too had grown quite a lot during the last seasons, and in his case it showed in his muscles, which were even sturdier. He was only a hand taller, and would not grow much more. Norghanian ponies were very strong and sturdy but small. Perfect companions for the harsh, snowy mountains. 
 
    Camu shrieked in delight at the sight of some squirrels and bounded into the oak wood, intent on chasing them. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in frustration. “You’re a good pony,” he told Trotter, patting his neck. “But Camu is a rascal and a pain in the neck. And he’s only getting worse.” 
 
    He turned to examine the oak-wood. He had chosen the northern path because he knew that if he approached the village along the river, Camu would start chasing the rainbow trout and they would run the risk of someone seeing him. But in his plan he had not taken the squirrels into account. He calculated how long he had left, without taking his eyes off the little creature, which was climbing an oak after a poor squirrel that was looking at him in puzzlement. They were very close now, about six hundred paces from Skad, his village. He was coming back to spend the vacation weeks before he started his third year of training as a Ranger. 
 
    He looked for the sun among the clouds. He could barely glimpse it in a cloudy, threatening sky. It was so cold that it hurt to breathe. They were at the end of winter and there were still a couple of heavy snowfalls to come before spring arrived. He thought about his situation. He had managed to survive two years of instruction – and survive was the right word, because they had tried to kill him on several occasions. He felt a certain pride in the fact. He had already completed two years of instruction as a Ranger; he had gone from being an Initiate Ranger the first year to Apprentice Ranger the second, and once the break was over and he went back to the Camp he would be a Contender. It was said that this was the most important year, where it was decided who had true Ranger mettle and who did not. I have it. I’ll manage to pass to the fourth and last year and graduate as a Ranger. 
 
    Suddenly he heard voices in the oak-wood, to the west. He did not need to use his Gift; the voices were clear. Several men, talking animatedly. 
 
    He leapt off his horse and ran into the wood. He spotted Camu leaping among the branches as if he were another squirrel. He could not risk the naughty creature not obeying him; he would have to use his Gift. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He searched for his inner energy, which he always visualized as a quiet blue pool, and found it in his chest. From what he had read about the Gift and how magic worked, the pool was really a representation of his inner power which was made by his mind. According to Basic and Non-Linear Concepts of Magic, by Samuras the Charmer, the mind used this visualization to make it easier to accept the existence of the magic energy of those born with the Gift. There was no pool or pond in his chest, as Lasgol knew, but what there actually was within him was that strange energy: magic. Now he studied every book that fell into his hands. He was interested in learning, above all else. The more the better. To understand who he was and what he could do with his Gift. Especially because it gave him an advantage over his enemies – and unfortunately he had very powerful ones. 
 
    He fixed his mind on Camu. He saw the creature as a magenta aura which was moving through the air in the trees. At first it had been very hard to fix his mind on the creature when he moved. But as he was always moving, Lasgol had had no choice but to practice hard until he got it right. And now he had mastered it. 
 
    Camu, stay, hide, he ordered. 
 
    A season ago this order would have been obeyed at once. But things were changing now. Lasgol received a feeling Camu had transmitted: 
 
    Fun. 
 
    This was not good, not at all. They could not exchange mental messages – the skill he had managed to develop did not work that way – but now Camu was capable of transmitting sensations and feelings in response to Lasgol’s requests. And if he did not feel like it, he simply ignored them. 
 
    Hide, danger! Lasgol insisted more urgently. 
 
    But Camu did not want to stop playing. Happy. Bounce! the creature transmitted. 
 
    Lasgol could already see the men approaching along a snow-covered path. There were half a dozen of them. Judging by their clothes and the axes, saws and other tools they carried they must be woodcutters. They were returning from working in the western woods. He made one last attempt. 
 
    Danger, strangers! 
 
    Camu looked down at him from a low oak branch. Then he looked toward the woodmen. 
 
    Danger, he transmitted, and camouflaged himself so that he disappeared. 
 
    Lasgol snorted in frustration. The older the creature grew, the more difficult it was to control him. Soon he would no longer be able to. Camu would do whatever he pleased, which would be very dangerous for both. 
 
    “Top of the freezing evening to you!” said an enormous woodcutter, who was carrying two axes over his right shoulder. 
 
    “Freezing evening to you,” Lasgol replied in the Norghanian style. 
 
    The six woodmen stopped beside him and stared at him. Lasgol was wearing the hooded cloak of the Apprentice Rangers, an intense yellow which would have drawn those men’s attention, but he was wearing it inside out so that it was an unobtrusive greenish-brown. When he went back and started the third year he would be given the green cloak, which though better-looking – at least for Lasgol, whose favorite color was green – was still too showy. But from what Egil had told him, the colors of the cloaks were like that on purpose, to make it easier to be seen from afar and to avoid accidents, particularly during Archery training. According to Viggo, they were those strident colors to make things difficult in the School of Expertise. 
 
    Lasgol took a good look at them in turn. They were big, sullen-looking men. He did not know them; they were not from Skad. 
 
    “Passing through?” one of them asked him. He was the oldest, with a flat nose, and was staring at him warily. 
 
    “I’m on my way to Skad. I’m from there.” 
 
    “From Skad?” said another of the woodmen, a thin, red-haired man. He spat to one side. “We’re from Torse.” 
 
    The village of Torse was a little further south, a couple of days’ walk away. Lasgol wondered what these men were doing in the forest of Skad; usually the inhabitants of each village kept to their own domains. The Skad woodcutters would not be at all pleased to know that people from Torse were felling trees on their land. 
 
    “You’re a bit far from Torse...” 
 
    “So?” the other one asked. He was huge, with a thick fair beard. “What’s it to you?” It was like a warning bark. 
 
    Lasgol understood that it would be better to keep quiet and avoid trouble. 
 
    “Nothing. I just want to get to my village and rest after my journey.” 
 
    “Then go on your way,” said the first man. 
 
    His tone was threatening, which surprised Lasgol. The group seemed to be rather tense. He noticed that one of them, the youngest, was bleeding from one arm. The one beside him was limping, also from some wound. This surprised him. Woodmen knew how to be careful. They did not often have accidents, and they never, ever, left wounds untreated. 
 
    He pointed to the sky as he got ready to leave. “I hope the storm doesn’t reach you.” 
 
    “Nor you.” 
 
    The comment, once again, sounded like a veiled threat. Lasgol did not want to push things any further. He took Trotter’s reins and went on along the path. Follow me and don’t show yourself, he transmitted to Camu with his Gift as he went. He took a last, surreptitious, look over his shoulder. The woodmen were heading south. 
 
    He arrived in Skad as the evening was fading. The village was just as he remembered it. As he went towards his house, several of his neighbors recognized him and greeted him kindly, even gladly. How things change. Not long ago they would have refused to greet him, or insulted him, or something worse. But that was far behind now. He was no longer ‘the traitor’s son’. He was respected now, and he could not have been prouder of having cleared his father’s name and regained the respect he deserved. 
 
    He went past the square and saw the traders and workshops beginning to put away their wares and shut up shop: everyone except the inn, which would still be doing business that day. Night was beginning to fall, and soon there would be a snowstorm. He looked up at the clouds, sniffed the cold damp air and noticed the direction of the wind on his face. Yes, there’s going to be plenty of snow. He was not the only one to have had the thought; the villagers were hurrying to their homes. The village appeared to be unchanged, but one thing caught his attention: there were not many people, fewer than usual. 
 
    He led Trotter home and crossed the center of the village. A group of miners greeted him. They were on their way back from the mine and were so filthy that they were barely recognizable under their working clothes and grimy faces. I bet my dinner they’ll stop at the inn to have a beer before heading home. He turned around on Trotter and followed them with his gaze. They went straight to the inn. 
 
    He found the door to his house shut. For a moment he gazed at his home. He was filled with a sweet, warm feeling of longing and wellbeing. He was glad to feel that way. It would not have been the case a year before. He realized he was dying to go in and rest. It’s my home. He dismounted and knocked, then waited. 
 
    “Who is it?” came the voice of a woman from the house. 
 
    “An Apprentice Ranger.” 
 
    “Lasgol! Master! By the winter heavens!” 
 
    “Hi there, Martha,” he greeted her with a wave and a radiant smile. 
 
    The housekeeper ran to let him in. 
 
    “Nobody warned me. I didn’t know you’d be arriving today. I’d have had a welcome ready.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Martha, there’s no need.” 
 
    Martha gave him a huge hug, which Lasgol welcomed with pleasure. 
 
    “Sorry. My manners... sometimes I get carried away... it’s just that I didn’t expect to see you.” 
 
    “No formalities between us. I’m glad to see you too.” 
 
    “You’ve grown. But you’re very thin. Don’t they feed you at the Camp?” 
 
    “I think I look the same,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “No way. That sharp face...” She looked him up and down. “Besides, you look tired.”  
 
    “It’s been a long journey.” 
 
    “Come with me. I’ll prepare a feast so that you get your strength back.” 
 
    “Something hot will be enough.” 
 
    “Nonsense. How could that be enough? The master of the house is back, he must be treated like a king.” 
 
    Lasgol burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’ll take Trotter to the stable and come inside in a moment.” 
 
    “I can do it for you, master,” Martha said. 
 
    “He’s my steed. I always have to look after him.” 
 
    “A Ranger thing?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “A Ranger thing.”  
 
    “All right, then. I’ll get dinner ready. What a blessing!” 
 
    She ran off, and Lasgol could only smile. 
 
    After tending to Trotter and making sure that Camu would stay hidden until they were alone, he took a brief stroll round the estate. Everything was clean, tidy and in place. The garden was very well kept, even the vegetable patch, which in winter tended to be rather neglected. 
 
    He busied himself over Trotter. The good pony appreciated the grooming and the food. When Lasgol went into the house he noticed that the inside was even cleaner and better kept. Everything shone, and the tidiness was impressive. 
 
    “Everything’s really clean.” 
 
    “The least I could do! Order and cleanliness must always reign in my master Lasgol’s house.” 
 
    “What’s that wonderful smell?” Lasgol asked, a moment before his stomach began to rumble like a bear. 
 
    “Roast venison with herbs. One of my specialties.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” he said, and smacked his lips in anticipation. “I’ll just leave my satchel in my room and be straight back down.” 
 
    He persuaded Camu to stay playing in his room, and gave him some vegetables he was carrying in his satchel. The creature ate and fell asleep straight away, at ease and happy. Lasgol smiled at the picture; usually this was not the case at all. He went down to the kitchen, where Martha was busying herself preparing a delicious dinner.  
 
    “Sit down. I’ll serve you.” 
 
    “Mmm... it looks good.” 
 
    They dined and chatted for a long while. Martha wanted to know everything he had been doing this past year at the Camp. He told her almost everything, but did not reveal what they had found out about King Uthar. It was not that he did not trust her, but he did not want to put her in danger. The less she knew about that ugly business the better for her. She asked a thousand questions about the Rangers and about his comrades. He answered as best he could, without revealing too much about the Rangers, as this was forbidden. 
 
    During dessert – delicious curd with honey – he asked her about the war and how the village had survived. 
 
    “It was very hard. War always is,” Martha said. “Many good men died defending the kingdom of Norghana.” 
 
    “Many from the village?” 
 
    “Quite a few, yes. Do you remember those three bullies that were after you? Two of them haven’t come back yet, and the third lost a hand.” 
 
    “Oh... I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It’s very sad when the young perish.” 
 
    “Did Darthor’s forces get as far as the village?” 
 
    “They came close. There was a great battle in front of Count Malason’s castle. The Count had recruited all the grown men and boys of the county villages for his own militia. He made it compulsory. And in that battle many lives were lost, too many of them. They say the Wild of the Ice are colossally big and strong, and as if that wasn’t enough, they had terrifying beasts with them. Our men are miners, woodcutters, hunters, they’re no rivals for those bloodthirsty beasts from the frozen continent.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “I know...” 
 
    “We lost a lot of men. War is a curse. Always.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for the village, for the families...” 
 
    “It could’ve been much worse. All of us might have died. We came close. If the battle had been lost, the county would have been laid waste and this village with it. Luckily the battle was won at the last moment with the help of the other Dukes and Counts of the West. The enemy withdrew northwards. They didn’t come back.” 
 
    “Did Duke Vigons-Olafstone take part?” Lasgol asked. He was curious to know what Egil’s father had done. 
 
    Martha nodded repeatedly. “It was thanks to him that the battle was won, him and his two sons. A desperate charge by those brave young men saved the day. At least that’s what people are saying.” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
    “The King owes Duke Olafstone a lot. He really does.” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing. He knew that the King and the Duke were rivals and that the King would not be in the least grateful for that victory. He also knew that the only reason for it was that the King had threatened to kill the sons of the Dukes and Counts who were reluctant to help him. Among them Egil. But he said nothing to Martha. 
 
    “War is terrible…” he lamented. 
 
    He would have given anything to stop the war, to prevent it from reaching the extremes it had reached, bringing death and destruction to Norghanians and Wild Ones alike. A war which could still break out afresh. Darthor’s troops had withdrawn to the Frozen Continent, but they were not destroyed: far from it. That was what Dolbarar had told them. The Rangers needed to be alert to any suspicious movements of the enemy. Lasgol was very much aware that he was only a Ranger’s Apprentice who could do very little to stop a war, but he wished with all his heart that he could. And if the opportunity arose, no matter how unthinkable it might be, he would try to stop it. 
 
    “Very true. Do you want some apple pie? It’s almost ready.” 
 
    “Oh no, thanks. I can’t manage anymore,” he said, poking out his belly. “I’ll burst if I swallow another bite.” 
 
    “You needed it, you’re just skin and bone. A few days with Martha and you’ll have some flesh on your bones.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. “And I won’t be able to move. You’ll have to help me get up on Trotter.” 
 
    She smiled. “I won’t say it mightn’t happen.” 
 
    Both laughed. 
 
    They talked for a while longer, and finally Lasgol went up to bed. He was exhausted and his stomach was full. A deep healing sleep carried him away. 
 
    When he woke the following dawn he did not remember what he had dreamt, but it had been something pleasant. Martha was already waiting for him with a breakfast that would have fed four people. He tried to protest, but it was useless. 
 
    “I’ll go and look in on Ulf. I’m looking forward to seeing him. I’d have gone yesterday, but I arrived too late for visits.” 
 
    There was an odd silence. Martha went on cleaning and did not say anything. 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” 
 
    “You’d better go and speak with Limus...” 
 
    “Chief Gondar’s assistant?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Chief Gondar and Ulf have gone missing.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They left in pursuit of a group of brigands who were attacking the local farms, and they haven’t come back.” 
 
    “Hellfire!” 
 
    Lasgol got up and ran out like lightning. 
 
    “Be careful!” Martha warned him. She sounded worried. 
 
    But Lasgol was not listening. He picked up his Ranger’s equipment and in no time at all he was at the door of Chief Gondar’s house. Limus opened the door for him. He was the same as ever: small, with the face of a cunning mouse. But Lasgol noticed the dark circles around his small eyes. He had not been able to rest properly for days. 
 
    “Lasgol! What a surprise!” he cried in his thin, almost feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol wasted no time. “What’s happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Come in, I’ll tell you...” 
 
    Lasgol went in and sat down in front of Limus’ desk. 
 
    “You see... one of the consequences of war is death and destruction... another is the spread of ruthless people looking for quick rewards from those who’ve suffered or been left defenseless. After Darthor’s retreat, when we tried to regain what we’d lost, various bands of bandits and brigands began to roam the county.” 
 
    “Locals or foreigners?” 
 
    “Norghanians of the worst kind, but they’re not from around here.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “They look for plunder. They kill if it’s denied them. They steal, pillage, rape...” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “We know of two or three groups, each of about six or ten men.” 
 
    “And the Count and his men?” 
 
    “They searched for them, and in fact they caught one group. They hanged them all. But there were at least two other groups they couldn’t manage to capture.” 
 
    “The Chief and Ulf must have gone after them.” 
 
    Limus nodded. “That’s right. You know them. They couldn’t let a band of ruthless marauders plunder our lands. They found one of the groups camped beside Star Lake. They resisted. Blood was shed. Gondar was wounded, but even so, they managed to finish them off. It was the biggest of the groups, a dozen men. For a few weeks there was peace and quiet. But when winter got worse, the last band went into action again. They attacked the Ilsefesens’ farm. Gondar, Ulf and the Chief’s two last guards went out to hunt them. That was five days ago.” 
 
    “Oh no...” 
 
    “I’m afraid so...” 
 
    “You said the Ilsefesens’ farm. I’m going right away.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, the Count’s men have already been there. I called them when I saw they weren’t coming back. There’s no trace of them, or of the bandits. They’re still combing the area, but they haven’t found anything.” 
 
    “This looks pretty bad.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. I don’t want to think the worst... but...” 
 
    “Don’t think about it. I’ll find them.” 
 
    “Will you be able to?” 
 
    “I’m a Ranger.” 
 
    “An Apprentice...” 
 
    “But still a Ranger.” 
 
    Limus nodded. “I shouldn’t let you go alone, but I’m desperate...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Limus. I’ll find them and bring them back.” 
 
    “I’ll pray to the Ice God that you manage to do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol did not waste a single moment. With Trotter and Camu he made his way to the Ilsefesen Farm. It was not far. When he came close to it he went very carefully, even though there seemed to be no danger. He looked around. The farm was deserted. There was blood on the door. He went in and found more blood. Several people had been killed there, more than a week before. 
 
    He went out and looked for tracks: Ulf’s and Gondar’s in particular. He found the tracks of several people: the Count’s guard, judging by the type of military footprints, other tracks of old footwear – the bandits, most likely – but no trace of Ulf and Gondar. 
 
    He went on tracking and widened his search area, making spiral sweeps around the house as he had been taught to do in Wildlife School. In the end he had to conclude that Ulf and Gondar had not got as far as this. 
 
    Strange. What could have happened to them? 
 
    He decided to follow the bandits’ tracks, which led southwards. In the underbrush beside a ravine they had walked on damp earth. The trail was clear there: five men; big, heavy ones. 
 
    He left Trotter in the ravine and went on warily. He had his compound bow ready in his hand, and Camu beside him. 
 
    Silence. Dangerous men. he transmitted to him, using his Gift, 
 
    Camu looked at him and sent back a sense of danger which Lasgol felt with absolute clarity. He had been understood. 
 
    Very good, Camu. 
 
    He followed the trail as far as the river. They had gone into the water, to throw any possible pursuers off the track. This was where the Count’s men had lost them. But Lasgol had been training hard these past two years. He was not going to lose the trail, not when the lives of Ulf and Chief Gondar were at stake. The sun was high in a cloudy, threatening sky when he managed to find the trail of the five men once again on the opposite bank, but much further to the east. 
 
    His spirits rose. They would not escape now. He followed the trail as far as a dense forest. Once inside it he camouflaged himself as he had been taught in School of Expertise. Camu did the same and became invisible to the human eye. He moved on very slowly, with nearly imperceptible moves, seeking the shadows, hiding his presence from the sunbeams that filtered through the treetops. They had practiced this hundreds of times under Haakon’s harsh tutelage. Now that he needed it, he could not allow all that training to fail him. Nor did it. He managed to get within twenty paces of them without being seen. 
 
    In the middle of a clearing, beside a stream, three men were eating and talking around a small fire, and another was lying beside it. Up in a tree, a little to the east, another was keeping watch. There was one missing. Lasgol scanned the trees, searching for anything that did not fit. And he found it. The sixth man was watching from up in another tree to the west. 
 
    And in the middle of the clearing, hanging upside down from a tree, he found Gondar and Ulf. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. The situation was worse than he had imagined. He half-closed his eyes and tried to perceive whether the two of them were still alive. He felt a knot in his stomach at the thought that they might already be dead and that he was too late. 
 
    No, please, let them still be alive. 
 
    He suddenly noticed Ulf shaking his head. He was hanging by his good leg from his own height above the ground. 
 
    He’s alive! 
 
    He looked at Gondar, but the Chief was not moving. He was either unconscious or dead. Lasgol hoped with all his heart that it was the former. 
 
    “I’ll... tear... your... heads off,” Ulf said suddenly. 
 
    “There goes that cripple again with his threats,” said one of the men beside the fire. 
 
    “Let me slit his throat and end his stupid life,” said the one who seemed to be the eldest and most weather-beaten of the group. “I’m sick and tired of hearing him crow.”  
 
    “No,” said the biggest one. “I want them as hostages in case we run into the Count’s men again.” He must be the leader of the band. Lasgol looked more closely at them and then realized he had already seen them before. 
 
    They were the woodcutters he had met outside the village! 
 
    “Bah,” said the one on the leader’s right. “I’d just kill them and that’s that.” He was almost as strong and massive as the leader, with a thick blond beard that reached to his chest. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Well, that’s why I’m the boss and not you.” 
 
    “Are you calling me dumb?” 
 
    “Dumb and stinky.” 
 
    The bearded man reached for the axe by his side. It was a woodcutter’s axe, not a fighting one. But even so, it was an axe, and it looked well-kept and sharp. 
 
    “If you pick that up, I’ll cut you in two.” 
 
    The other man, on the other side of the fire, also reached for the axes resting beside him. He was the old one with the flat nose. The faces of all three were sullen; they were hard men. Their eyes were dangerous. They would not hesitate to kill. 
 
    The bearded man looked first at the leader, then at the old man. 
 
    “You’re the chief,” he said, and dropped the axe. 
 
    The old man relaxed and took his hands away from the short axes. 
 
    “That’s the way I like it. Remember, you thought it was stupid to pass ourselves off as woodcutters, and it turned out to be a good idea.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it.” 
 
    “The Count’s men are looking for mercenaries, deserters, bandits. Guess who they’re not looking for?” 
 
    The bearded man muttered: “Woodcutters...” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay, but those two are a drag.” 
 
    “They are, but if you use your head instead of your foul temper, we can still get good coin out of them.” 
 
    “Out of those two? They don’t even have so much as a gold coin between them!” 
 
    “True, but their village does.” 
 
    The bearded man looked puzzled. “I don’t follow”  
 
    “And that’s why you’re not the chief,” the old one sneered. 
 
    “They’re from Skad. That’s the Chief of the village there. His people will pay to get him back.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I know. A good Chief is hard to find.” 
 
    “And how do you know he’s a good one?” 
 
    “Because he came after us and killed three of our own men.” 
 
    The man with the beard gave this a thought, then nodded. “Well, they’d better pay, and pay well.” 
 
    “They will. And when they do, you can slit him open.” 
 
    “Ah, now you’re talking!” 
 
    The old man shook his head. “You’re a brute!”  
 
    “The cripple’s no good to us,” the bearded man went on. “We can kill him.”  
 
    “When we break camp you can kill him. Until then we use him as a hostage.” 
 
    “You swine... I’ll kill you...” Ulf muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... we’re scared stiff,” the old man said, and the three of them laughed. 
 
    Lasgol was certain that these men would kill Ulf and Gondar. That is, if they survived. Gondar did not look at all well. 
 
    He had to act. 
 
    I can’t let them die. 
 
    He felt a terrible fear for the lives of his friends, which left him completely paralyzed. He breathed deeply in and out several times until he managed to regain his calm. 
 
    I’m going to save them! 
 
    He thought about going for help, but reaching Count Malason’s castle and coming back with his men would take an eternity, and by then Gondar or Ulf might be dead. On the other hand, confronting five brigands by himself was madness. He began to feel nervous; his hands were shaking. He tried to relax. He clutched his Ranger bow firmly and felt a little better. Besides, he was not alone, he had Camu with him. Two against five. It did not look hopeful, but there was no other option. He had to do something. 
 
    He considered the situation. What would Egil do in a mess like this? He started to think out a plan. He had better come up with something good, or they would all die. Those thugs would slit his throat without blinking, and then do the same to Ulf and Gondar. He thought carefully until he had a clear plan in mind. The more he thought about everything that could go wrong, the more afraid he became. 
 
    Gondar came to. “Get me down from here, you swine!” 
 
    The leader gave a bored wave. “Make him shut up!” he ordered the bearded man, who went across to Gondar and punched him hard in the stomach. Gondar snorted, but did not complain. The bearded man hit him again, and he began coughing. 
 
    Lasgol made his decision. He pushed his fear to one side; he had to act. He closed his eyes, sought calm, and succeeded. He set his plan in motion and waited for night to fall. The shadows and the dark would be his allies. 
 
    He went over the Ranger belongings they had been given as proof that they had passed their second year of instruction: his compound bow. He remembered the pride he had felt when Master Instructor Oden had officially awarded it to him. The bow was of exceptional quality, made by a master craftsman who only worked for the Rangers and whose identity was kept secret. Lasgol had tested it and it was light, well-balanced, strong, and made with impressive precision.  
 
    He thought of everything he was carrying on him, and decided on a strategy. He prepared his arrows slowly. Two with a Slumber Head and three with Wide Cutting Heads. He took his time. Preparing arrows with Slumber Heads was a tricky business. A single mistake and he would be the one falling unconscious. He brought out the phial in which he carried the potion and very carefully smeared the heads. Then he made sure they were well secured. When he was certain, he explained his plan to Camu, repeating it several times in the hope that the little creature would understand, although with Camu this was never guaranteed. 
 
    By the time he had finished his preparations, the three men beside the fire were asleep. Lasgol took a deep breath. He looked up at the moon, hidden among grey clouds, and made his decision. He calmed his nerves as best he could and started to move. Slowly, very slowly, without the least sound, like a shadow. He reached the first position. He had the first guard covered. He waited patiently with his bow ready, aiming, with the special arrow nocked. The guard, a thin redheaded man, was not asleep but alert. If Lasgol missed his shot or was seen, he would raise the alarm. 
 
    Now. Go ahead, he ordered Camu, using his Gift. 
 
    Suddenly Camu became visible on the branch in front of the red-headed man. The guard was badly startled. He clung to the branch so as not to fall. He opened his mouth in amazement, but before he could utter a word Lasgol released his arrow. It hit him in the head with a dull sound. The arrow’s ceramic head shattered and the narcotic substance enveloped his head. An instant later he fell from the branch without a word. Lasgol stayed still, waiting to see if anyone had seen or heard anything. He waited for a long moment filled with doubt and tension. Nobody reacted. 
 
    He let out his breath in relief. Concentrating again and using his Gift, he communicated with Camu. Then he moved like a forest spirit, trying to pass unnoticed, in absolute silence, camouflaged within the vegetation, in the shadows, until he reached the spot where he could keep the second guard covered. He waited for Camu to take up his position. Then, using his Gift, he gave the order: Now. 
 
    Camu appeared suddenly in front of the second guard, who had the fright of his life and lost his balance. Before Lasgol could release his arrow, he fell from the tree with a scream. He hit the ground hard and did not get up. Camu sent Lasgol a very clear message. 
 
    Danger! 
 
    Lasgol aimed at the fire. The three bandits had stood up and were holding their axes. 
 
    Hell! It’s gone wrong! Without stopping to think, he shot at the bearded man, who was trying to locate him in the dark. The arrow struck him in the beard and hit his chest. The head broke. 
 
    “What’s this shit!” he cried when he realized the wound was not lethal. He took two steps toward Lasgol, whose position had been revealed with the shot, but he could not take a third one. The narcotic gas had its effect; he fell to the ground and did not get up. 
 
    The leader and the old man rushed to use the hanging bodies of Ulf and Gondar as shields.  
 
    “Come out if you don’t want us to kill them,” threatened the leader. 
 
    Lasgol knew that if he left the protection of the forest he would be in their hands. But he had no option. He nocked the Wide Cutting Head arrow and moved out into the clearing. 
 
    “Look at what we’ve got here,” the old man said. “If it ain’t the kid from yesterday morning!”  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” the leader asked. 
 
    Lasgol pointed with his bow. “I’ve come for those two.”  
 
    “How did you find us?”  
 
    “I followed your trail.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. We crossed in the opposite direction. I was leaving a false trail. You couldn’t have followed us from there.” 
 
    “I didn’t follow that trail. I followed the one from the Ilsefesen farm.” 
 
    “That trail’s dead. It was several days ago, and I made sure nobody could follow it.” 
 
    “Yes, the river. I almost lost you there, but I managed to find the trail again further down.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. I used to be a tracker in the army, until I deserted. I know how to do it perfectly well. A kid like you would never find my trail if I hid it.” 
 
    “I might be young, but I’m not a kid. I could find your trail and anyone else’s, even if he tried to hide it.” 
 
    The leader looked at him for a moment, glaring into his eyes. “I don’t believe that. Only a...” And then he understood. His eyes widened. “You’re a bloody Ranger!” 
 
    “But he’s just a boy!” the old man said. “He can’t be! I’ve seen a Ranger, and he was a weather-beaten Norghanian.” 
 
    “This one hasn’t finished his training. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Lasgol said nothing. He did not want to reveal his weaknesses. 
 
    “Did the cat eat your tongue?” the leader asked. 
 
    He did not reply. He was trying to think his way out of this mess. His mind was creating options at lightning speed. 
 
    “He’s a baby Ranger and he’s peeing himself with fear,” the old man said. 
 
    “You don’t scare me. Hand them over to me.” 
 
    “Or else what?” the leader asked. 
 
    “If you don’t hand them over to me there’ll be bloodshed.” 
 
    The leader laughed. “And he barely trembled as he said it.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss, he wants us to believe he’s got the guts, the brat.” 
 
    “I’m not showing off. Hand them over and I’ll go.” 
 
    The leader half-closed his eyes and looked him up and down, weighing him up. Wondering whether to risk it or not. The boy had the advantage of the bow, but on the other hand there were two of them. The older one was carrying two short axes in his hands and eyeing him malevolently.  
 
    Lasgol realized with absolute clarity that the moment of truth had come. He concentrated and called upon his Improved Agility skill. He would have given his left arm for a skill that would have allowed him to release again and again, so fast that these thugs would have no chance. But unfortunately he lacked that talent. He tried to guess where the attack would start from. He guessed it would be from the leader. The old man would be waiting for his order.  
 
    He was not mistaken. 
 
    The old man threw his short axe, but Lasgol was already expecting that and flung himself to one side. The axe brushed against his right shoulder. He dropped to one knee, nocked an arrow and released. The old man threw another short axe. The leader seized the moment to run at him with the woodcutter’s axe raised in both hands, determined to cut him in two. The old man’s axe plunged straight at his face. Lasgol moved his head aside and the axe brushed his ear. 
 
    There was a thud. Lasgol’s arrow had done what he wanted. It had cut the rope Gondar was hanging from, and he dropped to the ground. The old man turned to face him, but Ulf grasped his neck with his tied hands and began to strangle him. 
 
    “This one’s mine! Deal with the other one!” he shouted at Gondar, who was already getting to his feet. 
 
    The leader reached Lasgol and swung a powerful two-handed blow at him. Lasgol leapt forward with his enhanced agility and rolled across the clearing as far as the fire. 
 
    “You bloody brat, I’m going to cut you to pieces!” 
 
    “Boss... Agh!” stammered the old man whom Ulf was strangling, still hanging upside-down. 
 
    The leader spun round. 
 
    Gondar hopped toward the fire, with his arms and legs still tied at ankles and wrists. But he grabbed a woodcutter’s axe and with a single blow cut the rope at his ankles. 
 
    “I’m going to gut you all!” the leader growled, and lunged at Gondar. 
 
    Lasgol regained his footing and nocked a normal arrow. 
 
    The leader and Gondar started fighting. Each axe sought to end its opponent with powerful strokes which if they made contact would rip through flesh and bone. 
 
    The old man managed to wriggle free from Ulf and move away. Lasgol aimed at him. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare... I’m a poor old man... unarmed...” he said. At the same time he was reaching behind his back for a knife Lasgol had already spotted. 
 
    He hesitated. Behind him, Gondar and the leader were fighting to the death. They were launching tremendous blows and dodging attacks with the huge axes. At any moment one of those blows would strike home. He could not afford to hesitate. He had to act, or else everything would go wrong and the three of them would be dead. 
 
    Ulf swung on the rope with amazing skill for such a big man – and a cripple at that – and managed to grasp the old man’s neck again. His victim tried to knife him, but Ulf broke his neck with a terrible crack. 
 
    “Help Gondar,” he shouted. 
 
    Lasgol turned around, concentrated and released. 
 
    The arrow caught the leader in the right thigh. It went in deep and came out the other side. 
 
    “Damn you, I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    Gondar struck a terrible circular blow, which the leader dodged by a miracle. He counter-attacked with a tremendous two-handed stroke which missed Gondar’s nose by a hair’s breadth. The Leader tripped and fell to the ground. 
 
    Lasgol released again and caught the bandit leader in the other thigh. 
 
    He tried to retreat, while Lasgol nocked another arrow. But he could barely take a single step. 
 
    “You’ve crippled me!” 
 
    Gondar recovered. “Drop that axe or you’re dead,” he said. 
 
    The leader looked at Lasgol and Gondar, then at his two wounds. With a grunt, he dropped his weapon. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when Count Malason’s guard left them in Skad and took the bandits away to the castle to pass judgment on them. 
 
    “What’ll happen to them?” Lasgol asked, while the Count’s surgeon took care of Gondar’s and Ulf’s injuries at his house. Limus was with them, and Martha, who was doing her best to assist the Count’s surgeon with clean cloths and boiling water. Ulf and Gondar were not complaining – like the tough Norghanians they were – but they were in very bad shape. 
 
    “The Count will judge them and hang them,” Gondar said. 
 
    “We won’t have to worry about them anymore,” Ulf said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “We owe you our lives, Lasgol, I’ll never forget that,” Gondar told him. 
 
    “Nobody in the village will,” Limus said eagerly. “It’s been a heroic act, a feat of prowess!” 
 
    “It wasn’t that much...” 
 
    “Of course it was! By the Frozen Gods!” cried Ulf. “Those pigs were going to gut us! You saved us like a true Norghanian soldier! I couldn’t be prouder of you!” He was so agitated that the surgeon gave him two crooked stitches in his wounded arm. 
 
    “You faced up by yourself to six dangerous bandits, and that’s really impressive,” Gondar said. “It really is. I thought we were as good as dead...” 
 
    “And it all ended well,” Limus added. “A true feat of prowess, and that’s what I’ll say in my public announcement,”  
 
    “There’s no need... it turned out well, that’s what matters.” 
 
    “You’d better be careful, the graveyard is full of heroes,” Martha said. She gave him a glance that made it clear that she was not happy that he had risked his life like that. “You ought to have gone for help to the Count’s castle.” 
 
    “There was no time.” 
 
    “Martha’s right,” Gondar said. “I’m the Chief, and it’s my responsibility to protect the village. Ulf is a veteran. You have a lot of your life ahead of you.” 
 
    “I always try to be careful...” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m deeply grateful,” Gondar said, and his words impressed Lasgol. It was not often that a Norghanian was deeply grateful. They were too sullen and proud. 
 
    “I don’t know how you did it, lad,” Ulf said. 
 
    “Using what I’ve been taught by the Rangers.” 
 
    “Well, by the frozen tundra, I swear you’ll never hear me speak ill of them ever again!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. Knowing Ulf, he would start speaking ill of them in his next sentence. 
 
    The surgeon went on working until nightfall, and finally they went away to rest. Gondar and Limus went back to the Chief’s house and sent away the inquisitive crowd around Lasgol’s house. The surgeon took a room at the inn. The following day he would carry on looking after the wounds with the help of the local healer. 
 
    Lasgol insisted that Ulf stayed in his house. In his state, going to his own home would mean an unnecessary effort which might break his wounds open again. 
 
    “I can manage by myself!” he protested, although not as loudly as he usually did. 
 
    “Come on, Ulf, stay here, do it for me. I’ll feel easier if you do.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s for you, then how can I refuse, after all you’ve done for us? All right, I’ll stay.” 
 
    Martha smiled from ear to ear and went to prepare a room for him. 
 
    Ulf rested and recuperated for a week at Lasgol’s house. The news of what had happened spread throughout the village and even through the whole county, like a fire driven by the wind. Count Malason came with his guard to congratulate Lasgol, Gondar and Ulf in person. He called them stalwarts, and named them heroes of the county. He singled out Lasgol, who had saved the day. And he, who hated these things, felt shy and ashamed. Luckily the meeting took place at the Chief’s house and was not made public. Limus, however, made sure everybody knew as soon as the Count had gone back to his castle. 
 
    That evening Ulf and Lasgol were enjoying a delicious dinner prepared by Martha, and chatting happily about heavy infantry and the battles against the Rogdonians and the Noceans in which Ulf, or one or other of his acquaintances, had taken part. A draft of wind came in through one of the windows that had come open and put out the oil lamp and the two candles. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Martha said and hastened to close it. 
 
    For a moment they were left in the dark. A feeling came over Lasgol: Danger! Camu was warning him. Imminent! 
 
    Ulf lit the oil lamp, and when he did so, they saw a figure swathed in magenta at the end of the room. 
 
    “By the Ice Golems!” Ulf cried. 
 
    Martha turned around and cried out in fear.  
 
    “Magic!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ulf picked up a knife from the table with his left hand. With his right he leaned on his crutch and swiveled round on his good leg to face the threat.  
 
    Lasgol ran to the wall where his father’s two axes were hanging. His own weapons and all his Ranger’s equipment were upstairs, in his room. Martha ran to the kitchen. 
 
    “Stay still,” the sinister figure ordered in a strange accent. 
 
    Lasgol yanked one of the axes free and turned to face the threat. 
 
    Ulf was already almost upon the intruder. It was amazing how skillful he was at moving a few steps at great speed with the help of his crutch. He was so big, and his good leg was so long, that he covered the distance far quicker than anybody would have imagined. And if he had not drunk too much, as was the case this evening, he kept his balance perfectly. He raised his arm to deliver a blow. 
 
    The intruder revealed a short-curved sword. He moved it and spoke a few strange words in an incomprehensible language. 
 
    Ulf’s arm stopped in mid-blow, in the air. 
 
    “What? By all the abysses!” he growled as he brought all the strength in his body to bear to complete the stroke. But his arm did not move. It seemed to be frozen in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Lasgol raised the axe. “I’m coming to help you!” He hurled himself at the attacker. 
 
    “Stay still, both of you!” came the voice from under the magenta hood. 
 
    Lasgol ignored it. He had to help Ulf. The attacker was a mage, or a sorcerer. They were in serious trouble. 
 
    A step away from the sorcerer, he heard him finish his murmuring words as he moved the sword rapidly. Lasgol saw a magenta flash and knew that the sorcerer had cast a spell. His feet were suddenly left stuck to the floor. 
 
    He could not move. 
 
    “It’s filthy magic!” Ulf shouted, red as a tomato from the effort he was making to move his arm. 
 
    “He’s a sorcerer!” cried Lasgol, who could not manage to move his legs. 
 
    Martha appeared from the kitchen armed with a meat cleaver and a frying-pan. Before she could do anything, the sorcerer cast another spell and she fell to her knees as if the weight of the cleaver and the pan were so great that she could not move them. 
 
    “I can’t... lift them...” she said in terror. 
 
    All three of them were unable to move, defenseless, at the mercy of this enemy. 
 
    But someone was not. 
 
    Camu! 
 
    He became visible upon the table and pointed his tail at the sorcerer. 
 
    Ulf stared at Camu with his good eye. “What the frozen hell is that?” 
 
    The sorcerer pointed his sword at Camu. 
 
    Watch out, Camu,” Lasgol warned him. He’s going to cast a spell on you!  
 
    But Camu did not move. Instead he held himself rigid, pointing at the sorcerer with his tail. He began to shriek. 
 
    The sorcerer cast a spell on him. 
 
    Lasgol saw the beginning of the magenta flash. 
 
    Something astonishing happened. The flash was not completed. 
 
    The spell failed. 
 
    Lasgol was left open-mouthed. 
 
    The sorcerer tried again. 
 
    Look out! Lasgol warned Camu. Magic against you! But Camu, instead of flinching, went on pointing at the sorcerer and shrieking. 
 
    The spell failed again. 
 
    And to Lasgol’s surprise, Camu began to emit a golden glow. The glow slowly took the shape of a sphere, which surrounded the creature completely. 
 
     “Your magic won’t penetrate this creature’s defenses,” came another voice. 
 
    They turned around. The door to the house was open, and a figure was watching them. It came in, and the door closed behind it. It wore a long black tunic with white streaks which looked stiff, as it were made of corrupt ice. Its face was covered by a helmet with a black visor, which apparently had a life of its own and created whirling vortexes which seemed to swallow the light around it. Two huge blades shaped like half-moons decorated the helmet on both sides. From the figure’s shoulders fell a long cloak, also black with white streaks. In one hand it carried a black wand with white stripes, and in the other a blue sphere. It emanated an overwhelming arcane presence. 
 
    Ulf was staring at the new arrival. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Darthor, and I’ve come to speak with my son.” 
 
    For a long moment there was a cavernous silence. 
 
    “Darthor? That’s impossible,” Ulf said. As he spoke, he was making one last desperate effort to move his arm. 
 
    Darthor took a step toward them. 
 
    “Hello, Lasgol.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at Darthor with a lump in his throat. 
 
    “Hello, Mother.” 
 
    “Mother? What mother?” 
 
    Lasgol did not answer. He was stunned. 
 
    Darthor moved toward Lasgol. 
 
    “By all the icebergs of the north, what’s going on here?” 
 
    Darthor came to stand in the middle of the room. Very slowly he took off his helmet and left it on the table. 
 
    “Mayra! It can’t be! It can’t be you!” cried Martha, recognizing her. 
 
    “Hello, my dear friend,” she replied with a broad smile. 
 
    “You’re alive! I can’t believe it!” 
 
    “Muladin, you can let them go now.” 
 
    “Him too?” the Sorcerer asked with a nod at Ulf. 
 
    “Lasgol, can you ask your friend not to do anything stupid?” Mayra asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Ulf these are friends, they’re not going to hurt us. This is my mother, Mayra.” 
 
    “But... I don’t understand... Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. They can be trusted.” 
 
    Ulf stopped straining his arm. “Well, if you vouch for them, I’ve got nothing more to say.”  
 
    Muladin intoned a few words, twirled his sword, and suddenly Ulf, Martha and Lasgol were freed from the spells that had kept them trapped. 
 
    “By the sea of ice! How I hate magic!” Ulf said. He moved back to Lasgol’s side. 
 
    The Sorcerer pointed at Camu with his sword. “The creature is immune to my magic,” he said, sounding distinctly surprised. 
 
    Mayra nodded. “It’s a very special creature. Lasgol, can you soothe it? I’m afraid it won’t respond to my commands or Muladin’s.” 
 
    Lasgol went over to Camu. Easy. They’re friends. There’s no danger. But Camu was not at all convinced. Magic. Danger, He was transmitting back. 
 
    Martha, now free from the spell, ran to Mayra’s arms. The two women hugged one another and laughed. 
 
    “I can’t believe it, after all this time. You’re alive.” 
 
    “It’s a long story. A very painful one.” 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you again.” 
 
    “And so am I, Martha.” 
 
    They hugged each other again. Martha was crying with joy. Mayra’s expression was more contained, but her eyes had moistened. 
 
    “Why the masks and the secrecy?” 
 
    “Because I’m Darthor.” 
 
    Martha took a step back and stared at her friend from head to foot. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Martha looked at Lasgol with disbelieving eyes. 
 
    Lasgol nodded, “She is Darthor.” 
 
    Martha’s jaw dropped. 
 
    Ulf could not hold back. “That’s humbug. How can Darthor be a woman?” 
 
    Mayra’s face turned grim. Her eyes gleamed. She pointed at Ulf with a hand covered by a remarkable black gauntlet with snowy stones and streaks of the same color. She murmured a few words. 
 
    Ulf put his hands to his neck. He had started to choke. 
 
    “You ought to be more careful what you say. This woman could kill you at will.” 
 
    Ulf fell to the floor. He was writhing, unable to breathe. Air was not reaching his lungs. 
 
     “Please don’t hurt him, please don’t,” Lasgol begged. 
 
    Mayra looked at Lasgol and withdrew her hand. At once the spell died and Ulf was able to breathe again. He started to cough, and it took him a moment to recover. 
 
    Lasgol went to help him. Ulf got to his feet, but had to sit down to get his breath back. Lasgol went on trying to soothe Camu, while a mass of contradictory feelings assailed him. Darthor was here, his mother was here, in the house. After the initial surprise he was now beginning to feel anxious for his friends, about what might happen to them. But most of all he was feeling a sense of abandonment. He was in the presence of his own mother; there was no possible doubt of that. Martha too had recognized her. The mother he had lost when he was a child. A feeling of loss, of hopelessness came over him. 
 
    Finally Camu calmed down, seeing that neither Mayra nor Muladin were using any more magic. He crept up the wall to the lamp and stayed there, watching the scene. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you safe and sound, Lasgol,” Muladin greeted him. He pushed back his hood to reveal his dark-skinned face. 
 
    “Hello, Muladin, I’m happy to see you alive too.” 
 
    The Sorcerer smiled and went to inspect the surroundings to make sure there was no danger. 
 
    “Martha, thanks for looking after him,” Mayra said. She was looking at Lasgol as she spoke. 
 
    “It’s been a blessing.” 
 
    “I was very sorry to hear about Edgar.” 
 
    “And I was sorry too about Dakon.” 
 
    “Who would have thought it,” Mayra said sadly, looking at the house. “All those memories, how happy I’ve been in this house...” 
 
    “It’s still your house. I’ll look after it.” 
 
    “It’s not my house any longer. I’m no longer Mayra. Mayra died, and with her everything she loved. Now I’m Darthor, and that can’t be changed. There’s no going back.” 
 
    “There are always possibilities in life, my friend, other paths to be taken.” 
 
    “Some walks, once started, can’t be retraced.” 
 
    “Your pain makes me sad.” 
 
    “You were always very perceptive, Martha.” 
 
    “And you were always untamable.” 
 
    Mayra laughed. “That’s something I haven’t lost. Pain makes me stronger, more indomitable. But you must understand that I’m Darthor now, and I owe myself to my cause. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “Your cause? Conquering Norghana and enslaving us?” 
 
    “Hah! That’s what Uthar wants you to think, what he’s making you believe.” 
 
    “That’s what everybody believes,” Lasgol put in. 
 
    “Because he’s very intelligent, and an exceptional manipulator. An extremely dangerous rival.” 
 
    “The King?” Martha said. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “We didn’t start this war. And nor is it our wish to conquer Norghana or enslave anybody. Those are lies that Uthar has been spreading to keep the people afraid and on his side.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Ulf. “And that’s why you have an army of Wild of the Ice with their wild beasts from the Frozen Continent in your service.”  
 
    “The Wild People of the Ice came to me for help. We’re allies.” 
 
    “They came to you?” Lasgol asked. He wanted to know more about what had happened and how his mother had ended up leading that army against Uthar. 
 
    “The People of the Ice came to me because they knew we were after a common goal: stopping Uthar. The king was trying to expel the Wild from the north coast of Norghana, where they’ve been living since the dawn of time, so that he could take over the gold and silver mines of the region.” 
 
    “The People of the Ice belong to the Frozen Continent,” said Ulf. “There’s no reason for them to be living on Norghanian land.”  
 
    “Only that they were here before,” said Muladin, who had come back in from his exploration outside. 
 
    “Norghana belongs to the Norghanians,” Ulf said. 
 
    “Uthar’s taken advantage of that way of thinking and encouraged it so as to launch a campaign against the Wild People who live in the north of Norghana.” 
 
    “A campaign of extermination, to steal their lands,” Muladin said. 
 
    “Norghanians and Wild Ones have lived together for centuries,” Martha said. “They in the farthest reaches of the north, we in the rest of Norghana. It’s only recently that the hatred and the attacks have got worse.” 
 
    “Uthar has encouraged the hatred and confrontation by blaming the Wild Ones for initiating hostilities, when it was really his own agents who did that.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it, and I can bear witness to it,” Lasgol said, recalling the massacre he had seen in the villages of the Wild Ones. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe of the king,” said Martha. “Everybody thinks he’s such a good king.”  
 
    “Of course he is!” Ulf said. 
 
    “He has you completely fooled,” Mayra said. “The truth is very different. Luckily a few of us know it, and we’re fighting him.”  
 
    “It’s time to leave,” Muladin said suddenly. 
 
    “Leave?” Martha repeated. “You’re not leaving now? Just like that?”  
 
    “I’m sorry. I have no choice. The king’s spies are searching for me non-stop. Besides, staying here would mean endangering you all. I’ve come here for Lasgol.” 
 
    “Do I have to come with you?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s important. Otherwise I wouldn’t be putting you in danger.” 
 
    “All right, then.” 
 
    Ulf was not at all convinced. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ulf, nothing’ll happen to me. I’ll send news as soon as it’s safe,” Lasgol promised him, to keep him quiet. 
 
    “Can we trust them?” Muladin asked, looking aside at Martha and Ulf. He said it harshly. 
 
    “I vouch for Martha,” said Mayra. 
 
    “And I vouch for Ulf,” Lasgol hastened to say. 
 
    “This meeting has never taken place,” Mayra said in a voice that was icy, lethal. “A single word to anyone and anyone of us runs the risk of dying. Is that clear?” 
 
    Martha and Ulf nodded heavily. 
 
    “Lasgol, take the creature and your Ranger’s kit. We’re leaving.” 
 
    A moment later, three riders enfolded in winter clothes rode off under cover of the night, heading north. 
 
    They rode for ten days, traveling by night and hiding during the day to avoid being spotted by Norghanian patrols or some spy of the King’s. Lasgol could not believe he was riding beside his mother. It was still hard to believe that Darthor was his mother, particularly when she was dressed as the Corrupt Mage. But when they rested and she took off the helmet that covered her face and distorted her voice, making it sound like a man’s, something inside him told him that this beautiful, tough, ice-cold woman was indeed his mother. 
 
    There were no more doubts. 
 
    Even so, the fact that she had brought him into this world did not make her into his mother. He felt he had lost his real mother when he was a little boy, and that this woman was someone different. He wanted to ask her so many things, but she gave him no chance to talk about anything unrelated to their journey. Each time they rested and Lasgol tried to start a conversation, she cut him off quickly. She did not seem willing to talk about personal matters. 
 
    Lasgol resigned himself to this and spent their breaks playing with Camu. Little by little the creature was getting used to the presence of the two strangers. But he was still transmitting a feeling of danger, of magic. He was warning Lasgol that these two characters were powerful sorcerers or mages and that there was a source of magic in them. Powerful magic. Lasgol was able to receive Camu’s warning in his mind with absolute clarity. 
 
    On the eleventh day of the journey, when they were resting inside a cave, tired of his mother’s silence, Lasgol stopped stroking Camu and made a decision. 
 
    “Why did you leave me when I was a child?” he asked, bluntly and without warning. 
 
    Muladin, who was lighting a fire, turned and stared at him in surprise. 
 
    Mayra eyed her son grimly. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to talk about this? It’ll only bring you pain.” 
 
    “Yes. I want to know.” 
 
    “It won’t change anything. The past is dead, we have to look to the future.” 
 
    “I want to understand my past.” 
 
    “All right. You have a right to know.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you. I left you with your father.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “It was too dangerous.” 
 
    “For whom?” 
 
    “For you and Dakon. The king found out that I was investigating him, that I suspected him. Before I could find out anything incriminating that would convince your father, he tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Uthar tried to kill you?” 
 
    “Yes, and he nearly succeeded. I was saved by a miracle. The murderer slipped while he was delivering the lethal blow, and his dagger struck my shoulder instead of my heart. Fortune is fickle, she smiles at some, condemns others. But at that moment everything changed. Uthar had found me out. He would try to kill me again, and this time he wouldn’t run any risks, he’d kill me and my whole family. I had no choice. I couldn’t leave any loose ends, particularly as your father was First Ranger.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Your father and I faked my death. We pretended that the murderer had been successful. We made it look as if the dagger had wounded me seriously and made me fall from my horse. It was the fall that was supposed to have killed me.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that simple. It almost brought our love to an end... Your father was a great man. A good man, a fair one. It was difficult for him to see the truth.” 
 
    “He didn’t believe Uthar had tried to kill you?” 
 
    Mayra sighed and threw a branch into the fire. “No. He wasn’t convinced. He needed tangible proof, and I had none. You must bear in mind that Dakon and the King had been friends for years. Good friends.” 
 
    “How did he come to change his mind?” 
 
    “The murderer. I made him talk. He didn’t point directly at the king, but to someone very close to him. Dakon understood there was a traitor. He wasn’t sure who, but it had to be someone close to the king.” 
 
    “Or the king himself.” 
 
    “That’s right. At the time I couldn’t persuade him. I loved him more than life, but he was a man of absolute truths, good or evil, and he couldn’t even consider the possibility that Uthar was behind those massacres against the People of the Ice.” 
 
    “It’s understandable...” 
 
    “We decided to pretend I’d died, to avoid risks. For you. And in that way, to go on searching for the truth of what was going on. It took him a long time to accept it. Dakon didn’t want us to separate. But the idea of betrayal was beginning to sink in, and he decided not to take the risk and to let me go. Those were very hard moments for the two of us. Our love was put to the test. And it was a very tough test.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “You have to understand that at that moment I had no proof or certainty of what was happening, only suspicions. Dakon had to accept that his friend wasn’t who he really thought he was. And he had to accept it on the basis of nothing except my suspicions.” 
 
    “But in the end he did.” 
 
    “Yes. He loved me so much that he accepted my suspicions over his logic. He decided to believe me.” 
 
    “He was a great man.” 
 
    “Yes he was. Never, ever, have the slightest doubt of that: The best man who ever set foot on Norghanian soil.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “I want you to know that my departure wasn’t voluntary. I’m a woman with a strong nature, and a tough one, but I wouldn’t have left my only child. I had to flee to the north, with the Wild People of the Ice. I couldn’t take you with me.” 
 
    “The ruse wouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “Exactly. Uthar would have suspected that I’d fled with you and he couldn’t be allowed to suspect, for your sake and Dakon’s. Your lives were in danger.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “I had to leave. It broke my heart to have to abandon you both. I swear it. I’m not heartless...” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. His eyes were moist. 
 
    “Your father stayed beside the king, gathering information. Trying to find out what was going on. He needed to understand why his friend Uthar was behaving like that. Over time he realized that this man, though he looked identical to Uthar, wasn’t really him. I suspected he was being dominated by someone very powerful in the shadows. We searched for him, we tried to find him out, but we never managed to put a finger on him, however hard we looked: Dakon inside the court and I outside.” 
 
    “Because there really was no Dominator.” 
 
    “That’s right. It took us years to find out how wrong we were, that nobody was manipulating Uthar.” 
 
    “Because Uthar isn’t Uthar, he’s a Shifter.” 
 
    Mayra and Muladin stared at Lasgol. Stunned. Their faces showed enormous concern. 
 
    “You know?” 
 
    “Yes, we found out.” 
 
    “Who else knows?” 
 
    “My partners, the Snow Panthers.” 
 
    “You’ve got to keep it a secret. If not, you’ll die.” 
 
    “We’ll keep the secret. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “At the moment the king’s too powerful. He’s forced us to withdraw to the Frozen Continent. We’re not in a position to be able to unmask him. Not yet.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “To protect you. If Uthar were to suspect that you knew... not even the Rangers could keep you safe. Now Uthar doesn’t know that you know, and as long as you’re training with the Rangers he won’t suspect it. You mustn’t give yourself away. The time’s not ripe for that. Don’t do anything, or let anybody find you out.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. Couldn’t I... come with you?” 
 
    Mayra sighed. “I wish you could. But it’s too dangerous. I don’t want you to lose your life for my sake. I’ve already got your father’s death on my conscience. I couldn’t bear to have yours as well.” 
 
    “Why did Dakon act against the king the day he died? I’ve always wondered...” 
 
    “We prepared the trap at the pass; we were going to get rid of him and his forces in one blow. Everything would have ended... but Uthar didn’t fall into the ambush. On that ill-fated day everything went wrong. And my darling Dakon, my husband, my love, did what I’d begged him not to. He risked too much. Seeing we weren’t going to succeed; he decided to act and kill the Shifter himself.” 
 
    “And he didn’t succeed...” 
 
    “No. And it cost him his life. That’s why I want you to understand what’s at stake here. Any mistake, any move against Uthar will end the same way if we don’t plan it and carry it out to perfection.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Don’t worry about me. I won’t make that mistake.” 
 
    “And now let’s rest. Tomorrow is a very important day.” 
 
    “Tomorrow? What’s happening tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow the fate of the North will be decided.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last thing Lasgol had expected was to find himself crossing the Eternity Mountains again. Least of all underground. 
 
    They had hidden the horses in a beech-wood and entered a secret tunnel. The entrance was impossible to see; it was ten paces from the mountain wall, between three large oaks. It was covered by the roots and a little Ice Magic, because at a few words from Darthor the roots separated. Underneath what appeared to be moss an opening was revealed. A moment earlier it had not been there. 
 
    Lasgol had insisted on taking Camu with him. He did not want to leave him alone. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be able to control the creature?” Mayra had asked him. 
 
    “Yes. He’ll obey my orders.” 
 
    “All right. Always keep him with you and don’t let him become visible. It would be a disaster if the meeting were to go wrong because of him.” 
 
    “That won’t happen. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mayra said, although she did not sound very convinced. 
 
    The tunnel went under the imposing northeastern mountains. It was the work of the Wild of the Ice, and was more than a thousand paces long. It must have taken years to excavate and have needed thousands of Wild Ones to do it. Otherwise, Lasgol could not explain the existence of that underground corridor. 
 
    Muladin took the lead. He had cast a spell of light, and a luminous sphere floated before them to light their way. When at last they came out on the other side, Lasgol noticed they were in the northern territory, the contested territory. 
 
    “We’ll walk,” Mayra said. “It’s not far.”  
 
    It was snowing heavily. The flakes fell, covering the ground with a soft white blanket. Muladin led the way. They walked on for half a day, and finally they came to a cave in a rocky, snow-covered hill. 
 
    “Here we are,” Muladin announced. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the entrance of the cave in surprise. It was very small, and looked like the lair of a wild animal. A person could barely squeeze in. Muladin went down on all fours and crawled in. Mayra followed him. Lasgol shrugged and went in after them. He had not been mistaken; the inside was tiny, with barely enough room for the three of them, and they could not even stand up. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Mayra said. 
 
    Muladin put his hand into a hole between two rocks. There was a click, then the sound of rock sliding on rock. The wall at the end of the cave moved to one side, revealing a free passageway. 
 
    “What the...?” stammered Lasgol. 
 
    “There’s no time, we’re late,” Mayra said, and went into the passage. 
 
    They came out into an immense cavern. Lasgol stared round it, open-mouthed. The walls gave out a crystalline glitter, as if thousands of diamonds were encrusted in the entire surface. In the lofty limestone ceiling he saw a large opening through which the light came in. It must have been more than a hundred and twenty feet above. But what truly left him breathless was the huge lake of blue water that seemed to lie there in repose, immune to the passage of the centuries. It was silvery blue and the surface was still, so that it looked like a mirror. He was tempted to throw a pebble in to check, but it would have disturbed the magic of the place. 
 
    In the center of the lake was an oval islet. On it stood a remarkable white monolith, snow-white and polished, twelve feet or so high. The islet was surrounded by a thick white mist which hid whatever was on the surface. 
 
    “What is this place?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “It’s a meeting place of the People of the Ice,” Muladin explained. “A sacred place.” 
 
    “And that white monolith...?” 
 
    “You mustn’t touch it, it’s sacred,” Mayra said. 
 
    A skiff came to pick them up. Lasgol had not seen where it had come from, which puzzled him. It was manned by a figure enfolded in a white tunic. He could not see its face, but by its build he knew it was a Wild One of the Ice. 
 
    They boarded the skiff, and the Wild One took them to the islet. They went deep into the mist, reached land and moored. The three leapt off the boat. Lasgol glimpsed a group of people by the base of the monolith, twenty or so in all. He looked back and realized that he could not see through the mist. 
 
    The group was divided into two very different halves. Some were waiting on the left of the monolith, others on the right. At first glance he guessed that the group on the left was made up of Norghanians: noblemen, judging by their well-made scaled armor and elegant cloaks. The other group, which left Lasgol in awe, was made up of Wild of the Ice. They were unmistakable: huge, more than six feet tall, with overwhelming muscles and strength, together with very smooth unwrinkled skin of an amazing ice-blue. Their hair and beards were bluish-blond, looking as if they had frozen. And their eyes were such a pale grey that they seemed white, without irises. Lasgol cringed at the memory of what he had seen when he had been among them. 
 
    “You are late, Darthor,” came an accusatory voice which Lasgol found familiar. 
 
    “I apologize for the delay, Duke Olafstone. Unexpected circumstances,” Darthor said as he went to greet him. 
 
    Lasgol was petrified when he recognized the Duke. He had not expected to see Egil’s father here. Duke Vikar was an imposing man. He must have been in his fifties and was a true Norghanian, big and strong, with copper-blond hair which already showed streaks of silver. It fell as far as his shoulders, and his face was framed by a carefully-trimmed beard. Although his presence was imposing, beside the Wild of the Ice he did not look quite so powerful. 
 
    Muladin gestured to Lasgol to stay by his side, some distance from whatever was about to happen. Meanwhile Darthor was going up to the remaining figures and greeting them one by one, with brief nods. 
 
    “I told you he’d come,” said another voice which Lasgol recognized from the group of Wild Ones. It was Sinjor, the Leader of the Wild of the Ice. Looking at him, Lasgol was left breathless. He was truly impressive: as tall as two men, as broad as three. His skin was blue, like that of the Wild Ones, but unlike theirs, it was marked by diagonal white streaks. Compared to the Duke and the other Norghanians in the meeting, Sinjor was a giant. Lasgol was sure he must belong to a mixed race of giants and Wild of the Ice, or perhaps men. He was dressed in white bearskins. His hair and beard were long, white as snow, frozen in appearance like the Wild of the Ice. But the most remarkable feature of this prodigious being was his single eye in the middle of his bluish forehead. The iris was blue, like his skin. Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine at the sight. 
 
    “This is a profoundly important meeting for the future of the North,” Darthor said. “I said I would be here, and here I am.” 
 
    “Are we all here?” Duke Olafstone asked. 
 
    Darthor glanced around. “On the side of the People of the Ice I recognize Sinjor, Leader of the Wild of the Ice.” The enormous one-eyed semi-giant took a step forward, crossed his arms and thumped his shoulders repeatedly in some kind of tribal greeting. 
 
    The Duke nodded respectfully. “I recognize Sinjor.” 
 
    “I also recognize Tarsus, Leader of the Tundra Dwellers,” Darthor went on. 
 
    Lasgol stared wide-eyed at the leader of another of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. He was not like the Wild Ones. His skin, instead of ice-blue, was crystalline white. It shone, reflecting the light, and hurt the eyes when they looked at it. He realized that in fact the skin of that being seemed to be covered in crystallized snowflakes. His snowy hair shone with the same brightness, as if it had turned into crystallized snow. His eyes were deep grey, like those of his cousins the Wild.  As for build, he was athletic and slim. He did not have the muscles of the Wild Ones, but he was equally tall. Lasgol wondered how those acute differences had come about in these related races which belonged to the same continent. 
 
    Tarsus took a step forward and saluted in the same way. He was wearing the skins of albino seals. Lasgol watched him in fascination. Among the group of Peoples of the Frozen Continent he could see several of his own race. 
 
    The Duke gave a respectful nod. “I recognize Tarsus.” 
 
    “I also recognize Azur, the Ice Shaman, Chief of the Glacial Arcane.” 
 
    The previous races had surprised him because of how different they were from the Norghanians, but this one left Lasgol open-mouthed. Azur was not very tall, but extremely thin. His skin was bluish, like that of the Wild Ones, but not completely; on it were areas of crystalline white, the skin of the Tundra Dwellers. His face was almost Norghanian: very human, more so than that of the other Peoples of the Ice, who had a touch of the wild, of the animal, about them. His intense blue eyes shone with intelligence. His head was shaven, and bore a crystalline white tattoo of a strange rune. In his right hand he carried a staff of animal bones, decorated with various strange symbols. Pendants of different kinds hung around his neck, and animal bones decorated his clothing. Lasgol knew he possessed arcane power; he was a Shaman. 
 
    The Duke gave a slight bow. “I recognize Azur. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be staring at them so obviously,” Muladin warned Lasgol in a whisper. “They don’t like it, and if there’s one thing that’s typical of the People of the Frozen Continent, it’s their explosive temper and non-existent patience.”  
 
    “It’s just that... they’re... so different...” 
 
    “They are,” Muladin said with a nod. “Very different from us. Very different from one another, although they share an ancestry. The Wild Ones of the Ice are very strong. Their leaders, the Semi-Giants, even more so, and very intelligent. The Tundra Dwellers, on the other hand, are very agile and slippery. And finally we have the Glacial Arcanes, blessed with the Gift in different ways.” 
 
    “They’re amazing.” 
 
    “They certainly are. A people who deserve better than their luck in life, better than what’s currently going on. We’ll see whether today we can manage to make progress toward a better future. 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    Darthor was asking: “And on your side, Duke?” 
 
    “On our side, the following have responded to our call: Duke Erikson...” A middle-aged nobleman with golden hair and bright blue eyes stepped forward. He was thin, with a handsome face, soft-featured, almost feminine: something rare among Norghanian men, who mostly tended to be strong, with unmistakably masculine features. Duke Erikson bowed to Darthor, then to the leaders of the People of the Frozen Continent. 
 
    Darthor returned the bow. “I recognize Duke Erikson.”  
 
    “Duke Svensen is also with us,” Olafstone went on. 
 
    Duke Svensen stepped forward and saluted as Erikson had done. Unlike him, Svensen was the living image of a Norghanian: blond, tall, strong, with broad shoulders and the face of a woodcutter. 
 
    “I recognize Duke Svensen,” Darthor said as he returned the salute. 
 
    After the Dukes, four Counts stepped forward: Count Bjorn, Count Axel, Count Harald, and Count Malason, whom Lasgol already knew because he was the regent of his own county, and whom he was very surprised to see here. In fact, seeing them all here was clearly significant. Somehow Duke Olafstone had persuaded his allies to be here today. From what Egil had told him, these nobles, together with his father, formed the ‘Western League’, and were claiming the crown Uthar wore. 
 
    Lasgol scratched his temple while he thought about it. If they were here, it meant that they were going to go against Uthar and take back the crown for the House of Vigons-Olafstone, which held the right to it by succession. He remembered what Egil had told him about the history of Norghana and his own family. The kingdom had divided into two around two hundred years earlier on the death of King Misgof, who had died of white fever without offspring. The House of Vigons-Olafstone, that of Egil, and its allies, had joined together to claim the throne. Egil’s great-grandfather had lost the battle to Uthar’s grandfather of the House of Haugen and his allies, who had won both throne and kingdom. He had crowned himself King of Norghana, although Egil’s family held the right by direct descent, since his great-grandfather and King Misgof were first cousins, whereas Uthar’s family were second cousins. But with their defeat the House of Haugen had claimed the throne, which had passed on to Uthar. 
 
    “Very well,” said Darthor. “Now we all know who we are, I’ll explain the purpose of this meeting. We are here today to seal an alliance that will ensure that we can overthrow Uthar.” 
 
    There was a long silence while everybody pondered over the implications of this. 
 
    “You are asking a great deal of us,” Azur said. “You are asking us to forget our differences here today, after hundreds of years of blood and hatred between our peoples. The Norghanians are enemies of the People of the Ice, as well you know, as we all know.” 
 
    “I know that, but I hope that today we may be able to leave our differences aside.” 
 
    Azur did not seem convinced. He leaned on his staff and stared at the Norghanian nobles. 
 
    “They have shed our blood. They have expelled us from the north of Norghana, which is a part of our home, no matter how much they may consider it their own.” 
 
    “It wasn’t us; it was Uthar,” Duke Olafstone said defensively. 
 
    “And what is the difference? I only see two Norghanians: the same thing. Today one is trying to kill us. Tomorrow it will be the other one.” 
 
    “I won’t try to kill you; you have my word on that.” 
 
    “And how much is it worth, the word of a Norghanian given to a Wild of the Ice?” 
 
    Olafstone looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I will tell you: nothing.” 
 
    A murmur of outraged Norghanian voices echoed in the cavern. 
 
    Duke Olafstone tried to take charge of the situation anew. 
 
    “It may be that in the eyes of the People of the Ice we Norghanians do not differ from one another, but I can assure you that we do. Uthar, the present king of Norghana, is a usurper and is on his way to kill you and steal your lands. I am offering my help, that of my allies, to stop him.” 
 
    Azur breathed deeply and turned to his people. 
 
    “And when we have stopped him, who will help us against you, the winner?” 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me. I seek the crown of Norghana, not the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “Unfortunately this is not the first time we have agreed to a pact with the Norghanians, only to be betrayed by them and stabbed in the back.” 
 
    “I vouch for Duke Olafstone,” Darthor put in. “He is a man of honor. He will keep his word.” 
 
    “I am not so sure... nor am I am sure that you are going to fight against Uthar. Where were you when we attacked Uthar in Norghana? You did not support us; you did not support Darthor who was leading us. Why should it be different now?” 
 
    “It will be,” Darthor said. 
 
    “I trust you, Darthor, the People of the Frozen Continent trust you, but we do not trust these Norghanians.” 
 
    “Give us a chance to prove it and we will do so,” Duke Svensen said. 
 
    Sinjor stepped forward. His face radiated fury. “You already had your chance, and you did not help us. We, the People of the Ice and the other Peoples of the Frozen Continent, fought Uthar’s forces, and we lost. You did not back us up. And what is worse”– he added with furious reproach – “in the final hour, you joined him”  
 
    “We had no choice,” Duke Olafstone said. “He was going to execute our sons.”  
 
    “You betrayed us!” Tarsus said angrily. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Duke Erikson said. “We never committed ourselves to rising in arms against Uthar. We only agreed that we would stay aside as long as we could.”  
 
    Azur made a grimace of disapproval. 
 
    “Doing nothing while we fought and died is a betrayal!” Sinjor said. 
 
    Olafstone shook his head. “No, it is not. We kept to our deal.”  
 
    Tarsus pointed his finger at them and turned to Darthor. “We cannot trust them. They have no honor!”  
 
    “Don’t you dare doubt my honor, you savage!” Duke Svensen shot back. 
 
    “I might be a savage in your eyes,” said Tarsus, “but in mine you are a weasel.”  
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “I dare because I speak the truth! Norghanians have no honor!” 
 
    “You’ll pay for this insult! Nobody insults me!” 
 
    The Norghanians unsheathed their swords. The Wild Ones did the same with the huge double-headed axes they carried at their backs. 
 
    “Everyone stop!” ordered Darthor. 
 
    “Don’t let us shed blood!” cried Duke Olafstone. 
 
    Lasgol was becoming very nervous. He could feel the distrust and hatred between the two groups as if it were striking him in the face. 
 
    Muladin looked from one group to the other uneasily. 
 
    “Liars! Cowards!” Sinjor shouted. 
 
    “I’m going to run you through, you damn brainless savage!” Duke Erikson shouted back. 
 
    “Brainless? There’s nothing more brainless than a Norghanian!” 
 
    “Put your weapons away!” Duke Olafstone yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
    The insults grew louder. The shouts bounced off the walls of the cave. Lasgol took a step back from the aggressiveness and the imminent violence. It looked as if nothing would be able to prevent bloodshed. The Norghanians and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent had been enemies since the dawn of time. The rivalry, spite, treachery and hatred which had been generated over such a long time were difficult to put aside. The blood that had been shed, the dead on both sides, weighed deeply on everybody’s hearts. 
 
    Darthor came to stand between the two groups before the first drop of blood could be shed. Afterwards it would be too late. 
 
    “Everybody stop!” he ordered. He gestured with his hand at Count Bjorn, who was about to attack one of the Wild Ones of the Ice with his sword raised. He uttered a word of power. Lasgol saw an intense blackish-magenta flash come out of his arm. 
 
    “Obey my command,” Darthor said. 
 
    Count Bjorn lowered his arms, turned and awaited the order. 
 
    Darthor pointed at the Wild One and repeated the word of power. Another flash came out of his arm as he cast the spell. 
 
    “Obey my command.” 
 
    The Wild One lowered his arms, turned and waited. 
 
    The others realized what was happening, and the shouts and arguments stopped at once. Everyone was looking at what Darthor was doing. 
 
    “On your knees.” 
 
    Both obeyed the command as one. 
 
    “Bow your heads.” 
 
    They both obeyed him, revealing the backs of their necks. 
 
    Darthor pointed at Count Malason and cast a spell on him. 
 
    “Stand beside them. Unsheathe your sword.” 
 
    Lasgol tensed. What was Darthor going to do? Surely he was not going to cut their heads off? No, it was inconceivable. 
 
    “Raise your sword and prepare to decapitate them,” he said to Count Malason, who did as he was told. 
 
    “No, wait!” Duke Olafstone interrupted. 
 
    “There is no need!” said Sinjor. 
 
    Darthor looked hard at them. “Are you absolutely sure?” 
 
    “Yes, stop it,” said the Duke. 
 
    Sinjor in turn nodded repeatedly. 
 
    Darthor cast another spell on the three of them, and an intense blackish-violet flash came from his strange gauntlet. Suddenly the three came out of their deep trance. And they looked at one another, not understanding either what had happened or what they were doing. 
 
    Darthor signaled them to go back to their groups. 
 
    “The future of the north is at stake. Killing each other here only guarantees Uthar’s victory.” 
 
    “On that we all agree,” Duke Olafstone said. 
 
    “We only agree on that,” Azur countered. “This alliance cannot come into being, not without proof that the Norghanians will keep their word, which they have already failed to do. You are a great leader, Darthor, and we follow you, but the People of the Frozen Continent have their own voice. One that must be respected, as is their right.” 
 
    “And so it will be respected,” Darthor assured him. “I do not intend to impose my will. I am here on your side because you asked for my help against Uthar. What is the voice of the Peoples?” 
 
    “The Glacial Arcanes,” their spokesman said, and turned toward his compatriots, “do not support this alliance. We will defend our lands as we have always done, united with our brother-peoples.” 
 
    “We think the same,” said Sinjor, and crossed his arms. 
 
    “The Tundra Dwellers?” Darthor asked. 
 
    “Die sooner than trust treacherous Norghanians,” Tarsus said. 
 
    That was the judgment on the pact. 
 
    The Norghanians hurled insulting accusations, and Duke Olafstone had to take them away before blood was shed. 
 
    The Wild left after this. 
 
    Darthor was left in the center of the islet, facing the sacred monolith, his shoulders sagging. 
 
    His attempt had failed. 
 
    Without the alliance there was no hope, for anybody. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the disastrous end to the secret meeting, the time came to say goodbye. Darthor took Lasgol to a small side cave. Muladin stayed outside on watch so that nothing would disturb them. 
 
    “We’ll be able to talk alone here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mother...” 
 
    “There wasn’t much chance that it would work, but I had to try, for everyone’s sake.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now we’ll keep going. We’ll stop Uthar, one way or another.” 
 
    “But can we?” 
 
    “Trust. Always trust, even in the worst of situations. Never stop fighting even when everything seems lost. Never give up. Ever.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” Lasgol promised. 
 
    “Those are your father’s words. He taught me them.” 
 
    “I miss him so much...” Lasgol’s eyes misted over. 
 
    “So do I. Every single day of my life.” 
 
    Mayra and Lasgol joined in a heartfelt hug in the gloom of the cave, in a moment of simple love forgetting responsibilities and adversities. They were united in their love as mother and son, here, in the frozen north, in a moment they would never forget. 
 
    Lasgol felt cuddled and loved. 
 
    “We must keep going and face whatever comes,” Mayra told him. 
 
    “Do the Norghanian Nobles know that Uthar is a Shifter?” Lasgol suddenly asked; doubt had been gnawing at him for a while. 
 
    “Duke Olafstone does, but not the others. These aren’t men who are used to dealing with magic or different creatures or the Gift. It would be counterproductive if they knew now.” 
 
    “Why is that? All the more reason to go against him. He’s an impostor. He’s not the legitimate king.” 
 
    “I know, but some of them might want to draw back if they were faced with something they don’t understand. Fear of the unknown, of magic, could tilt the scales against us. It’s happened once and it could happen again.” 
 
    “When they joined Uthar against you...” 
 
    “Exactly. The Duke will tell them when it’s necessary. Haste is a bad adviser. We must be very careful when we’re seeking alliances that are fragile and when we’re all risking our lives: our own and that of our families... as you just saw.” 
 
    “The risk is too great. Now I understand everything that’s at stake.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you here today.” 
 
    “Thanks for bringing me, for trusting me.” 
 
    “You’re blood of my blood, soul of my soul.” 
 
    Lasgol was moved by his mother’s words. 
 
    “But I can’t show it openly. I’m sorry. I can’t admit that you’re my son. They mustn’t know who I really am. They wouldn’t follow me if they did.” 
 
    “Because you’re a woman?” 
 
    “Some of them because of that, and others because of being Norghanian... Darthor is a powerful mage, the corrupt lord of the ice, that’s what they know and what they respect. Fear is a very powerful weapon. They must go on respecting and fearing what I represent. It’s the only way to reach victory.” 
 
    “They won’t find anything out from me.” 
 
    “Keep the secret,” Mayra told him. “Now you must go back to the Camp and act as if nothing of this had ever happened.” 
 
    “Already? Can’t I stay with you a little longer?” 
 
    “No, it’s not possible. You must go back to the Camp. Uthar will be watching you to make sure you don’t suspect anything and that you don’t pose any risk. We can’t give him any reason to think otherwise. He would order your death. He’ll do that at the slightest suspicion.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “If he suspects something’s up, he’ll bring the invasion forward, and we’re not ready for that yet. He mustn’t suspect anything. He must believe that his secret’s safe and that you don’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Besides, I need to go back to the Frozen Continent to prepare the defense. The Peoples of the Ice need me, and it’s no place for you. I can’t take you. Not now.” 
 
    “It’s just that we’ve spent so little time together...” 
 
    “I know. And don’t think I wouldn’t love to take you with me. But the safest place for you now is the Rangers’ Camp. For you and for the cause. When we defeat Uthar we’ll have time for ourselves, to get back all those lost years of separation. This isn’t the moment.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, his eyes moist. “I understand,” he said. He felt an intense pain in his chest, and he found it hard to breathe. 
 
    Mayra was aware of this. “I’m very proud of you. I always have been. I want you to know that. Whatever happens, remember that under this mask of Darthor is Mayra, your mother, and that she loves you, with all her soul. You must know that and always remember it.” 
 
    Lasgol could not hold back his tears. 
 
    Mayra hugged him, full of love. 
 
    “Thank you... Mother.” 
 
    “You’re my son, and I love you more than life.” 
 
    “Mother...” 
 
    Silence enveloped them as they remained in one another’s arms for a long moment. 
 
    “One last thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The creature. You must always keep it with you.” 
 
    As if he knew they were talking about him. Camu became visible on Lasgol’s shoulder. 
 
    “He’s always with me.” 
 
    “He’s very special. He’ll protect you.” 
 
    “From Uthar?” 
 
    “From any danger of magical origin.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And from Uthar too. Always keep him by your side and learn to communicate with him. Learn his secrets. There are very few creatures as special as this one in Tremia. I had a very hard job finding him. He’s my special gift for my dear son.” 
 
    “I will, Mother.” 
 
    “And now off you go.” 
 
    Lasgol left the cave with mixed feelings of happiness and sorrow. Muladin went with him until he had crossed back once again into Norghanian territory on the other side of the mountains. Here he was reunited with his beloved pony Trotter. 
 
    “We are leaving for the North, for the Frozen Continent. You must make your way to the Camp.” 
 
    “Please look after her.” 
 
    “It is my duty and my good fortune to serve my mistress,” Muladin said. “Go in peace. I always look after my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you. Good luck.” 
 
    “Good luck to you, my young Ranger. Until our paths meet again.” 
 
    Lasgol mounted Trotter. He placed Camu in the travelling satchel which hung from his saddle so that he would be more comfortable. Camu poked his head out of the satchel and licked Lasgol’s hand. The creature loved to ride with his head out, looking at everything that went on and the landscapes they passed through. Lasgol stroked his head and set off. 
 
    He calculated that it would take him a week, at a good pace, to reach the meeting-point on the river where travelers embarked for the Camp. There was only one problem: he would be late. He did not think he would have time to arrive on the set date for embarkation. Master Ranger Oden would be furious if he missed the boat. He re-calculated the distance and the date. No, he would not make it in time. But he did not give up. He intended to get there. 
 
    “Trotter, we’re going to have to make tracks,” he said to the robust Norghanian pony, who snorted. 
 
    “Good boy. Away we go.” 
 
    Camu gave little shrieks of joy when he felt that Trotter was speeding up. 
 
    He rode on toward the meeting-point. 
 
    He went as fast as the weather (which was getting worse) and Trotter’s strength allowed. On the seventh day, in the midst of a snowstorm, he reached the river at the meeting-point. Unfortunately he had not been mistaken. He was late. The boat had already set off. He stroked Trotter’s flank. 
 
    “We almost did it. Good boy.” 
 
    Suddenly he saw another rider in the snow by the river. 
 
    “Camu, hide.” 
 
    The creature protested, but in the end he hid inside the satchel. 
 
    Lasgol went closer, slowly and warily. 
 
    The rider by the river was wrapped in a hooded cloak which was covered in snow. “Hullo! Who’s there?” he said.  
 
    Lasgol was surprised. The voice was very familiar. 
 
    He stopped Trotter a few paces from the rider and tried to see who it could be through the falling snow. 
 
    Then he recognized him. 
 
    “Egil!” 
 
    “Lasgol?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me!” 
 
    “Hey, pal, it’s good to see you!” 
 
    They both dismounted and hugged each other. 
 
    “How come you’re late?” Lasgol asked. “That’s not like you.” 
 
    “I had to wait for my father Duke Olafstone’s permission to go to the Camp. Unfortunately he was late granting it. He was at some very important meeting and I had to wait until it ended and he could grant permission. I came as fast as I could, but I didn’t get here in time.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded repeatedly. “Something very like that happened to me.” 
 
    Egil pointed upriver. “Look.” 
 
    Lasgol saw the boat moving away. “What shall we do?” he said as it disappeared into the distance. 
 
    “We could try to catch up with it,” Egil said, “but the horses are exhausted. I don’t think we’d make it. Besides, we’d put them at risk... forcing them too much might kill them...” 
 
    “Trotter’s exhausted. I’d better not push him further. I wouldn’t forgive myself if he died.” 
 
    Egil turned and looked downriver. “I have a better idea.” 
 
    “You always have good ideas,” Lasgol said with a smile and an expectant look. 
 
    “As far as I know, the boats which pick us up do it in the opposite order to the courses.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him blankly. “Eh?” 
 
    “I’m saying,” Egil explained with his usual patience when he was not being understood, which happened quite often, “that the Third-Year boat is followed by the Second-Year one.” 
 
    Lasgol had followed his intelligent friend’s reasoning. “Which means that the Second-Year boat will arrive soon.” 
 
    “And then the First-Year one,” Egil went on. “It’s a sensible system, so that we don’t all pile up here on the first day so that it’s far more difficult to get us all on board.” 
 
    Lasgol was looking around. “And when do you think the Second-Year boat will arrive? Because there’s nobody here from the Second Year...” 
 
    “As far as I remember it ought to be in a day or two,” Egil said thoughtfully. “Yes, I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Right. In that case we’d better look for some shelter and make camp. The snow’ll end up soaking us.”  
 
    Egil grimaced. “There are no caves in this area, only forests and flat land.”  
 
    Lasgol pointed north towards a small snow-covered oak-wood. “Let’s camp under those trees. They’re dense oaks and we’ll be under cover.”  
 
    The two partners let the horses drink at the river and filled their water-skins. The coolness of the water revived them. They led their mounts to the trees, fed them from their saddlebags and let them rest. Finally they found an area to shelter in and prepared to spend the night there. It would be cold, but they were warmly-clad and well-prepared; they would not suffer. Besides, they were already half-way to being Rangers, and life outdoors was beginning to feel less uncomfortable. 
 
    Lasgol opened his satchel and let Camu out. At once the creature began to leap amid the tree-roots and play with the snow. A moment later he was already exploring their surroundings, full of curiosity and joy at being able to move freely. 
 
    “Don’t go far,” Lasgol warned him. 
 
    Camu decided to ignore him and started to run around, bounding and bouncing, in his element. He began to chase the snowflakes as they fell, leaping and making complicated pirouettes. Lasgol and Egil laughed at his antics. 
 
    The two friends chatted about their break. Egil had stayed at the castle with his older brothers Austin and Arnold. 
 
    “The situation’s very tense. My brothers say that the King’s spying on us and controlling all our movements.” 
 
    “Because of the Western league?” 
 
    “Yeah. Now that he’s managed to push Darthor back, he’s turned his attention to the ones who didn’t give him the support he was expecting.” 
 
    “Your father didn’t tell you where he was going, did he?” 
 
    “No. You know I’m not his favorite son. Well, to spell it out clearly, I’m the skeleton in the cupboard that has to be kept hidden. He never shares anything with me, he just tells me what to do.” 
 
    Lasgol felt bad on his friend’s behalf. “I’ve got something important to share with you,” he said. 
 
    “You know you can trust me. We’re friends.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I’m going to tell you.” 
 
    And so he told Egil everything that had happened: about Ulf, about the arrival of Darthor, about the secret meeting between the Western League and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. 
 
    “By all the stars in the heavens, you’ve been pretty busy!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “You can say that again!” 
 
    “Let me go over everything you’ve told me,” Egil said, and was thoughtful for some time. Lasgol went on watching Camu playing in the snow. 
 
    Finally Egil spoke. “Are you definitely sure Darthor is your mother?” 
 
    “Yes. Now I am.” 
 
    “Last year you didn’t believe it. You were refusing to accept it.” 
 
    “I found it hard to accept the idea, but I don’t doubt it any longer.” 
 
    “That means we were right, that Uthar is the enemy.” 
 
    “Uthar isn’t really himself, he’s a Shifter, just as we found out.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to believe us...” 
 
    “I know, he’s the King. Who’d believe us?” 
 
    “We haven’t got any proof, and without that...” 
 
    “My mother confirmed it. That’s all the proof I need.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about us; I’m talking about everyone else.” 
 
    “Whether they believe us or not, now we know the truth and we’ve seen it with our own eyes.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    “I’ve got the impression that we’re in for some lively times,” Lasgol said with a snort. 
 
    “Without any alliance being created between the Western League and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent to make common cause against Uthar, I too can foresee complex times. He’ll go against both of them separately.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Did you hear what they were planning to do?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know what plans they’ve made beyond the fact that they’re going to try to stop Uthar.” 
 
    “I see. It’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “That’s what I think too.” 
 
    Egil was looking thoughtful. “Should we get involved?”  
 
    “I don’t know. My mother and your father are involved, but you and I serve the King, we serve Uthar.” 
 
    “Allow me to be more exact: the Rangers serve the King. We two don’t serve anybody at the moment, as we’re not full Rangers yet.” 
 
    Lasgol grasped the implication of this. “That’s a technicality... but you’re right... we could investigate... try to help the Western League... but it’d be dangerous and we might end up hanged for treason.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “We’re not going to take that risk. I don’t want to put our lives in danger without an order.” 
 
    “An explicit order from Darthor?” 
 
    “Or from your father the Duke.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the most sensible thing.” 
 
    “Well, that’s that.” 
 
    “And we always do the most sensible thing,” Egil said ironically. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “For once, that’s what we’re going to do. All this business of politics, rights of succession, noblemen and Wild of the Ice is too complicated and dangerous for a couple of apprentices like us.” 
 
    Egil nodded and smiled. “It’s not wise to steal the right from someone who has it. We’ll stay on the edge of things.” 
 
    Camu bounced forward and curled up between Egil’s legs, like a cat. Instead of purring he began to beg for caresses, looking at Egil with his large bulging eyes and wagging his long tail. 
 
    “You want a bit of affection, don’t you?” Egil said, and stroked his head. 
 
    Camu gave a long shrill shriek of content. 
 
    “Don’t pamper him, or else he’ll be asking for it all the time. That and playing. He never stops. He’s getting more restless and livelier.” 
 
    “And big. He’s grown a lot. He’s as big as a large cat now.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “And weighs as much. Now when he gets on to my shoulder I can feel his weight.” 
 
    “I remember when we didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “Those times are long gone. If he goes on growing like this, by next year he’ll be the size of a small panther.” 
 
    “It’s fantastic to have the opportunity to watch him grow and develop. He’s a wonderful and fascinating creature.” 
 
    “Yes, and who knows what more things we’ll find out he can do... I have the feeling that he’s going to surprise us with some new abilities.” 
 
    Egil gave a broad, sardonic smile. “This is going to be a very interesting year.”  
 
    “We’re making a good start...” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Try to sleep. I’ll take first watch.” 
 
    Lasgol leaned back and made himself as comfortable as he could. He tried to sleep. Egil was right, they had an intense year ahead of them, and it was best not to think about it too much. And with his thoughts troubled, he fell asleep. 
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    On the second day of waiting, just as Egil had predicted, the boat that was coming to pick up the Second-Years appeared. Egil and Lasgol presented themselves to the captain. To their chagrin it turned out to be Captain Astol, who they already knew well.   
 
    “By all the man-eating mermaids! What a pair of dunces! How could you have managed to miss the Third-Year boat?” 
 
    “We’re very sorry...” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Unexpected circumstances...” Egil began to explain. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about circumstances, dead tides or any other ridiculous rubbish You’re a disgrace!” 
 
    They both bowed their heads while the Captain lashed out at them in a long, humiliating tirade. At last he seemed to calm down a little. 
 
    “Master Ranger Oden will deal with both of you at the Camp. That I can guarantee! You’ll be running around the lake for a month!” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. Probably Oden would punish them with exactly that torture. 
 
    Egil gave him a worried look. Physical training was his worst nightmare. 
 
    “You can come aboard. But you’ll travel on the cargo boat, along with the animals. And you’ll clean up after them.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Lasgol said shamefacedly. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Egil said, looking at the ground. 
 
    They went to the second boat amid the chuckles of the two Rangers on duty. The Second-Years were already arriving, their faces flushed at the prospect of starting their second year of instruction with the Rangers. 
 
    “Looks as though someone’s in a bit of trouble,” came a feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil turned. 
 
    “Val!” 
 
    “Hello, guys,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I hadn’t expected to see you so soon.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her open-mouthed. She had changed. She was prettier than ever... more grown-up… older... She still had the unmistakable long, wavy blonde hair which she wore tossed to one side. Her Nordic beauty was undeniable, with its snow-white skin, small upturned nose and full red lips. All the boys within a hundred paces were watching her spellbound, like moths around a flame. She was ignoring them, even though she was well aware of the effect she caused in them. She was looking at Lasgol with her enormous blue eyes, and he could not stop staring back at her. She was taller, more feminine and more sensual. 
 
    “The break has done you good, Valeria,” Egil told her. “You seem to me to be more grown up. Your physical appearance has evolved. In no time at all you’ll be a real Norghanian woman.” 
 
    Val laughed.  “Only you could greet me with that comment. You’re sweet, Egil.” 
 
    Egil smiled and shrugged. “It’s the facts of human nature.” 
 
    “Do you find me better-developed too?” she asked Lasgol. 
 
    “I... well....  yes, more... grown up...” 
 
    She smiled. “I see you’re as eloquent as ever. It must be a hero thing.”  
 
    Lasgol went as red as a tomato. 
 
    “You two are still as handsome and irresistible as always. I’d even say a little more so. This year you’ll be breaking hearts at the Camp.” 
 
    “Breaking hearts?” Lasgol asked. He was now both puzzled and embarrassed. 
 
    Val laughed out loud. “Oh, how delightfully bashful you are, it’s charming. What else could a Norghanian girl ask for?” 
 
    Lasgol, who had finally understood, felt his cheeks burning. 
 
    “Someone of noble blood?” Egil said with a small bow. 
 
    “An impossible decision: a hero and a handsome nobleman. You’ll have to excuse me if I can’t decide right at this moment.” 
 
    “By all means, beautiful lady,” Egil replied, following the game. 
 
    Val laughed, bowed to both and left. 
 
    Lasgol watched her leave. She was definitely prettier and more grown up. More womanly. 
 
    “If you go on staring at her like that, she’ll have got what she was after.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s got you wrapped round her little finger.” 
 
    “She’s what?” 
 
    “You’re drooling.” 
 
    “What, me? No, not at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, and I don’t like books.” 
 
    Both laughed. 
 
    “Everybody ready!” Captain Astol shouted when the time came to depart. “For those who don’t know me or have forgotten, I’m Captain Astol,” he roared with his powerful voice. “You’re in my ‘assault ship’, a beauty I love more than my own children, and I can assure you I’m not exaggerating. There’s no faster and more trustworthy vessel in all Norghana. You will honor her as if she was your own dear mother, and me as if I were your hated father. You’ll do everything I order you to while you’re on board. If I tell you to jump in the water you’ll obey me wholeheartedly. Anyone who fails to respect this simple rule will end up hanging from the mast. It’s as simple as that. Is that understood?” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil were listening to this speech from the cargo boat. 
 
    “Didn’t he say the same thing last year?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, and I believe I do, he used those same words. The good captain has got them off by heart and comes out with the same harangue every year.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He thought the same. 
 
    The journey upriver was uneventful and the two friends enjoyed it, except for the stench of the animal dung they had to clean up. Once they had crossed the Gorge of No Return and entered the Secret Valley, they felt at home. A feeling of being protected, safe, enveloped them. They landed at the small Base Camp harbor. Egil and Lasgol helped unload supplies and animals. When they had finished, they made their way to the Ranger Camp itself, following the Second-Years. 
 
    When finally they arrived at the natural barrier of trees that surrounded the Camp, they went in, and after saying goodbye to their horses and the Second-Years, they hurried to the Third-Year cabins before Oden could realize they had not come with the others and started demanding explanations. 
 
    They found the cabin assigned to the Snow Panthers by the badge on the door, went in hurriedly and closed the door behind them. Oden had not seen them. For the moment they were safe from the punishment that awaited them, although probably not for long; nothing escaped Oden’s eye. 
 
    Gerd threw himself on them. “Egil! Lasgol! You’re here at last!” Before they could answer, he had lifted Egil off the floor with a bear-hug. “You had me really worried.” 
 
    Egil was laughing as Gerd shook him in the air. The big boy was even taller and stronger than the year before. If he went on growing he would soon reach the size of a Wild of the Ice. 
 
    “Lasgol! Come here!” Gerd said, and lifted him off the floor too in another bear-hug. 
 
    Lasgol smiled happily, grateful for the welcome. 
 
    “This scaredy-cat was thinking you’d been kidnapped and murdered,” Viggo said with his usual sarcasm as he got up from his bunk. 
 
    Gerd put Lasgol down on the floor. “It wasn’t like them to arrive late,” he said defensively. “Something bad must have happened to them.” 
 
    “Nah, it was nothing. Politics,” said Egil, making light of it. 
 
    Viggo came up to hug his friends. “Politics, eh? That sounds interesting. You’ll have to tell me about it.” 
 
    ´The door of the cabin opened and Nilsa and Ingrid came in. 
 
    “I thought I heard Egil’s laughter!” Nilsa said. 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “She has ears like an owl.”  
 
    “Welcome back, boys!” Nilsa cried. The freckled redhead hugged them and kissed them on both cheeks, which made Egil blush. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you both in one piece,” Ingrid said. She clasped them, warrior-style, by the shoulders and upper arms, as she liked to do. “Are you going to tell us what happened to you?” 
 
    Lasgol saw that Ingrid too had grown up. She was taller and stronger. But where it was most noticeable was in her face: she looked more mature. Nilsa on the other hand had not changed at all. She was physically the same, fidgety as ever. She could not stop talking and moving around them, asking endless questions. 
 
    Viggo gave a grimace of distaste. “Could we stop hugging and kissing like courtesans? All this is making me sick.”  
 
    “You shut up, pumpkin-head!” Ingrid said. “Always the same.” 
 
    “Pumpkin-head,” Nilsa repeated, giggling. 
 
    Viggo waved his hand wearily. “Women! There’s no putting up with them!” 
 
    Looking at him, Lasgol saw that he too had grown. As with Ingrid, it showed in his face. His gaze was also a little colder. 
 
    “How does the year look?” Lasgol asked excitedly. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good at all,” Gerd said with fear in his eyes. “They say the third year’s when contestants really break down.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “There are real tests,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Real?” 
 
    “Outside the camp,” said Gerd. “Real tests, where people can die.”  
 
    “And let’s not forget the test of Schools,” said Ingrid. “Very important if you want to opt for an elite specialty.” 
 
    “There she goes, running before she can walk,” Viggo said reproachfully. “First we have to pass the Test of Schools, and from what I’ve heard, if you’re not careful, you end up cuckoo.” 
 
    “How do you mean, cuckoo?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “There’ve been incidents... some people have gone out of their wits at the end of the test...” Viggo said in a sinister voice. 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Believe me, there’s a curse on that test.” 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Ingrid said. “The test is very important; the Four Master Rangers choose who goes into each of the four Schools.”  
 
    “And if you don’t qualify?” Egil asked. 
 
    “You mean if you don’t pass the test and aren’t chosen?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly that.” 
 
    “Then you’re expelled.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nice,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the real tests or the one of School, we’ll work wonders,” Ingrid told them with her usual optimism and leadership. 
 
    The others looked at one another with skepticism in their eyes, and little hope. 
 
    “Now then, tell us, what happened?” Ingrid asked. “I’m dying with curiosity. Why did you miss the boat?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d like to know that too,” came an unpleasant voice from the open door. 
 
    They all spun round and saw Master Ranger Oden with his arms folded, looking at them with his usual sullen expression. 
 
    There was a silence. 
 
    “Very well, then! You two, ten laps around the lake! Right now!” Oden’s shouts were so loud that the other Third-Years started to come out of the cabins where they were resting. 
 
    Lasgol handed the satchel to Gerd and winked at him. Gerd understood that Camu was inside and he must look after him. He nodded unobtrusively. 
 
    “And don’t you dare come near tomorrow’s feast! You’re grounded!” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged blank looks. What feast? 
 
    The punishment was exemplary. Oden was so angry that he shouted at them whenever he saw them. The reason was not so much that they had arrived late as the fact that they had not given him a clear excuse. And yet how could they tell him what had happened? That was what had infuriated him. As part of the punishment, not only would they miss the party, they were both assigned to kitchen duty. 
 
    Resigned and very tired, the two friends were helping to roast an enormous boar for the feast. The kitchen was a bustle of activity. Several roasting-pits had been set up at the back. Nearly all the Rangers had a weakness for roasts. Master Cook Gorman, a Ranger as tall as he was broad, spurred his helpers on and shouted orders at all those pupils who like Egil and Lasgol had been unlucky enough to be assigned to the kitchens that evening. In fact Gorman was an excellent chef. He had spent his whole life with the Rangers, and because of his touch in the kitchen and his flair for cooking, he had made it his career. He always had three Rangers with him who helped in the kitchen. On that evening they were racing from side to side preparing dishes. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Egil asked Lasgol as he mashed a vegetable purée for a side dish. 
 
    “That it’s strange that we have Ranger Cooks...” 
 
    “Why d’you find that strange? 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. “Doesn’t seem a job for Rangers.” 
 
    “You think so? I think it’s very clever to have Rangers as cooks.” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “If you had to kill all the Rangers in the Camp, what would be the best way?” 
 
    “Well... I don’t know...” 
 
    “The most efficient way would be to poison them all at once...” 
 
    “Ah! Now I see.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “That’s why the cooks are Rangers, to avoid an ‘accident’ which could finish off the whole Camp.” 
 
    “That hadn’t occurred to me. My, you’re a clever one!” 
 
    Egil waved the praise aside. 
 
    Conversations and laughter came to them on the evening breeze. They looked toward the three marquees which had been set up by the dining hall and where everybody was gathered. They could see First-Years with their red cloaks in the left-hand marquee. It was obvious they were newcomers; they barely spoke and were looking around them uncertainly. Lasgol remembered how strange and mysterious the place had seemed to him when he had first arrived. In the central marquee were the Second-Years in their yellow cloaks. They were chatting excitedly, confident and at ease. In the marquee on the right the Third-Years with their green cloaks could not stay still. They were joking, laughing and enjoying themselves. The Fourth-Years, in their brown cloaks, were singing Rangers’ songs inside the dining hall. 
 
    Dolbarar appeared with the Master Rangers of the different Schools and strolled among the students, greeting them and smiling. They seemed at ease and in good spirits. Lasgol was always surprised by the leader’s agility and the power he projected; despite the age he was assumed to be. He looked the same as ever, with his long white hair hanging down to his shoulders and his well-trimmed beard framing his jaw. Lasgol could not see them at that distance, but he remembered the leader’s intense emerald-green eyes. What he did see was that Dolbarar was leaning on his long wooden staff with its silver decorations as he walked, while in his other hand he carried the sacred volume The Path of the Ranger. 
 
    Egil was standing on tiptoe trying to see him. “He’s carrying the arcane tome, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I think so. And that tome isn’t arcane... it’s a rule-book.” 
 
    “I’m positive it’s arcane.” 
 
    “Dolbarar hasn’t got the Gift. What would he be doing with a magical book?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m sure that’s what it is.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I won’t disagree with you. Rangers have so many secrets that it could be. Besides, you’re always right.”  
 
    “Almost always,” Egil said, and smiled back. 
 
    Dolbarar stopped in the center of the marquees and prepared to address the students. At an order from Oden everybody went down on one knee. 
 
    Dolbarar’s smile was welcoming.” Hello, everyone. Welcome to the Camp. To the veterans, I’d like to say that I’m happy to see you back, ready to go on with your instruction as Rangers. For those of the First Year, the new blood, who don’t know me” – he turned to them – “I am Dolbarar, the Master Teacher Ranger, Leader of the Camp. With me are the Four Master Rangers of each School. Allow me to introduce them to the first-years.” 
 
    He now introduced Ivana, Esben, Eyra and Haakon with great eloquence. Each of the four made a small bow at the end of the presentation of their respective School. 
 
    The poor unwary first-years were listening with uncertainty, even panic. 
 
    “This year I thought the circumstances required a Celebration of Welcome. King Uthar has managed to expel Darthor and his allies from Norghanian territory. It isn’t a complete victory, as Darthor managed to escape, but it’s an achievement we must celebrate. Therefore, instead of one of my boring speeches of welcome, we are to have a start-of-year feast. So: everybody stand up and celebrate!” 
 
    The students started to cheer, applaud and jump in the air with joy. 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll begin the year’s instruction, continuing the teachings of the Path of the Ranger. Now enjoy the food and the entertainment. Stomach and soul will both appreciate it.” 
 
    Dinner was full of delicious dishes, laughter and a relaxed atmosphere. Everyone enjoyed themselves immensely. All, that is, except Lasgol and Egil, who could not go near the marquees and had to work, first cooking and helping with the main dishes, then with the desserts, which they could not taste, only drool over.  
 
    Music sounded. They looked toward the marquees, where they saw a Ranger on a dais. He was wearing a strange hooded fuchsia-colored cloak with silver trimming, too exotic to be a Ranger’s, although the style and tailoring appeared to be. He was playing an instrument Lasgol had never heard before and singing with a voice that was so delicate and beautiful that it charmed the ears. 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “That instrument is a lute,” Egil said. “How interesting.”  
 
    “And who is he? 
 
    “He’s a bard, or troubadour.” 
 
    “And what’s he doing here with us?” 
 
    “Enlivening the party?” Egil said, smiling. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “A Ranger Bard, just when I was thinking I’d seen it all!” 
 
    Egil nodded. “Oh, there’s still a lot left for us to see.”  
 
    At least he was a very good musician. The two friends started their job of cleaning, and the music helped them forget the work they had ahead of them. The others enjoyed the troubadour and the party. 
 
    Lasgol was so focused on washing the pot that he almost failed to notice two people leaving the tents and stopping to talk under an oak, some way away from everyone else. There go a couple who want to be alone while there’s a love song playing, he thought, and was about to go on washing when he recognized the girl. 
 
    His stomach lurched. 
 
    It was Astrid! 
 
    He recognized her fierce, beautiful face, her wavy black hair, the aura of feline beauty that always went with her. He saw the gleam in her green eyes. But who was she with? He squinted, trying to see who it was, and then recognized him. It was Luca, the Captain of the Wolves! 
 
    What’s Luca doing? What’s he doing with her? What are they doing alone here by themselves? he asked himself as all kinds of ideas tumbled into his mind, even though he knew the answer perfectly well and was refusing to accept it. But he was forced to. 
 
    Luca bent over Astrid. 
 
    He kissed her. 
 
    Something in Lasgol’s chest burst. He felt as if it had been opened with a blade of ice and his heart taken out. For a moment he was left breathless. 
 
    “Isn’t that Astr...?” Egil started to ask. 
 
    “It’s nobody,” Lasgol replied, and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol and Egil came out of the library. They had gone to take a look in case there was some new book that might interest them. They had had no luck but at least Lasgol was glad to have his mind occupied by something other than Astrid. 
 
    “There’s still the forbidden section,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “That’s how you discovered the prism that lets people read the true text of the enchanted books.” 
 
    “I’m sure that prism belongs to someone, and that someone won’t be at all happy that it’s gone missing.” 
 
    “Mysteries are to be investigated and solved,” Egil said with a roguish smile. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Some are better left alone.” 
 
    “Says the one who follows up every mystery he comes across.” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    “What mysteries?” came an unpleasant voice. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol turned. It was Isgord. 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you,” Egil replied. 
 
    “Anything you two are up to concerns me.” 
 
    “Does it?” Lasgol said. “And how’s that?”  
 
    “Because you’re going to get us all into trouble.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much,” Egil said. His expression suggested that he had never so much as broken a plate in his life. 
 
    “You don’t fool me. I know you’re up to something, and it could put us all in danger.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Lasgol said, imitating Egil’s expression. 
 
    “You think you’re very smart because you’ve fooled Dolbarar, but you haven’t fooled me. I’m watching you.” He pointed two fingers at his own eyes, then at theirs. “I know you’re hiding something, and I’m going to find out what it is.” 
 
    “We’re not hiding anything,” Egil said. “You’d be better off minding your own business.”  
 
    “You’re not, eh? Then what’s that creature you’ve got with you?” 
 
    Lasgol froze. Had Isgord found out about Camu? It was impossible. No! He began to think about it, and for a moment his nerves almost made him take a step back. Luckily he managed to stay composed. What a stroke of bad luck! And what a problem! 
 
    Egil gave him a worried look. 
 
    Lasgol took a deep breath, pretending everything was normal, trying to stay cool. 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, as coolly as he could manage. 
 
    “Don’t play the fool, you know perfectly well what creature I mean.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, and Egil shrugged. 
 
    “I saw it, on your shoulder, during the farewell parade for Uthar,” Isgord said. He pointed an accusing finger at Lasgol. 
 
    Lasgol tensed involuntarily. Damn! Isgord had really seen Camu! They were in a tight spot. He felt a knot in his stomach and had to draw on what little sang froid he could manage in order to look nonchalant. 
 
    “On my shoulder? At Uthar’s parade, you said?” 
 
    “Don’t play daft, I saw it perfectly well. I was on the other side, in front of you.” 
 
    Lasgol rubbed his chin. “Let me think... I don’t remember...”  
 
    Isgord was growing tenser and tenser. Rage was beginning to show on his face. “There was a very strange creature sitting on your shoulder.” 
 
    Lasgol had to think of something fast. “Ah! Yes, I remember now. The squirrel that climbed on to me.”  
 
    Egil nodded. “Oh yes, the squirrel, now I remember. How odd that it should climb on to your shoulder like that.” 
 
    “It was no squirrel!” 
 
    “Yes, a very friendly squirrel,” Lasgol insisted with a smile. 
 
    “It was the size of a cat! And it wasn’t a squirrel! It looked like one of those creatures, a gecko, only bigger and weirder.” 
 
    “A gecko?” Lasgol repeated with a certain condescension. “The size of a cat? I think your eyes must have deceived you.”  
 
    “Don’t treat me like a dunce. I know perfectly well what I saw.” 
 
    “Sometimes our vision plays tricks on our brain,” Egil said. “It’s because of the refraction of the light on things.” 
 
    “Don’t give me your know-all stories. It was a strange creature, and you know it.” 
 
    Both friends shook their heads. 
 
    “It was a very furry squirrel, and maybe that’s why it looked bigger than it really was,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Or because of a ray of light bouncing off the metal of someone’s armor, for instance...” 
 
    “I’m going to tear you to shreds!” Isgord said. His face was crimson with fury. 
 
    Lasgol raised his hands in a pacifying gesture. “Easy...” 
 
    “Starting a fight with your comrades will mean a severe penalty,” Egil put in. “Dolbarar doesn’t tolerate that sort of behavior.”  
 
    Isgord clenched his fists tightly and gritted his teeth. He was on the point of exploding.  
 
    Lasgol tried to stop things from escalating any further. “You need to calm down. I don’t know why you’re getting so worked up about an animal.”  
 
    Isgord glared at him with hatred in his eyes. Then he took a deep breath. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this. I know what I saw. I’ll be watching you.” 
 
    “In any case,” said Egil, “I don’t understand why you’re so interested. Such a fuss about an animal? What’s it to you?”  
 
    “Because you haven’t got permission. No creature is allowed here except for instructional purposes. Dolbarar’ll penalize you, not me.” 
 
    “Ah, I see now,” said Egil. “You’re looking to gain points.”  
 
    “And then you’ll get the punishment which goes with the penalty.” 
 
    “What a kind heart,” Lasgol said ironically. 
 
    “You’ll pay.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “You’ve got a wonderful imagination, you know,” Egil commented. “You ought to take up singing.”  
 
    Isgord became even redder with rage. He raised his arm to launch a blow. 
 
    At that moment two Rangers on patrol passed by and stared at them. Isgord lowered his arm, and the patrol walked on. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” he said threateningly, and jabbed a finger at them. 
 
    “Certainly not,” said Lasgol, who knew they were in deep trouble. Isgord would not let this rest. He knew him well. He would try by all possible means to find Camu out and take them to Dolbarar. 
 
    “You’ll remember this,” he said threateningly, and left. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil watched him walk away. 
 
    “This is a pretty massive problem,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “We’ll come up with something.”  
 
    “It’d better be something good. Isgord isn’t going to stop until he finds out.” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Life’s coincidences are sometimes disastrous.”  
 
    “Yeah, out of everyone in the camp it had to be him who saw it...” 
 
    Egil sighed. “Ungrateful fate.” 
 
    “Or just bad luck.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll sort it out.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, but he was not at all sure that they would. 
 
    The following day Ingrid, Nilsa and Lasgol were on their way back from archery practice. They stopped to drink at the fountain in the middle of the Camp. 
 
    “That’s refreshing,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “That’s strange,” said Ingrid. 
 
    Lasgol looked at her blankly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at that one,” said Ingrid with a nod toward the stables. 
 
    A rider had just arrived at the Camp and was handing over his horse to be looked after. Lasgol noticed the stranger’s clothes. They were not those of a Ranger. 
 
    “He’s not one of us,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “He’s elegantly dressed,” Ingrid said as she watched him with half-closed eyes. 
 
    Lasgol stared at the stranger as he walked towards them. He could not guess his age, which surprised him. He must have been around forty, or maybe not. His hair was long and blond and hung to his shoulders; it was perfectly combed, as were the goatee and moustache which adorned a not very good-looking face. He had grey eyes and a rather large nose. The clothes he wore were of very good quality: cloak, pants, boots and tunic. He was thin and did not look too strong. He had the poise and elegant walk of a nobleman. 
 
    “I’d say he’s from the Court,” ventured Lasgol. “Pity Egil isn’t here with us to give us his opinion.” 
 
    “Yeah, he looks like a nobleman to me too,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “And what’s a nobleman from Court doing in the Camp?” Nilsa wondered, more to herself than to her companions, 
 
    “No idea,” Lasgol said, “but if it’s got something to do with the King it can’t be good for us.”  
 
    “We’d better watch him and see what his business is at the Camp.” 
 
    The stranger walked past them and stopped. He was aware that the three had been looking at him. He wrinkled his forehead and watched them openly, as if he thought they were doing something wrong. 
 
    Lasgol looked away and felt the hair at the back of his neck stand up. Nilsa too looked away. Ingrid held her gaze. 
 
    The stranger raised his chin and made a gesture of annoyance, then went on his way in the direction of the House of Command. 
 
    “He’s definitely a pompous nobleman,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Nilsa clapped her hands. “Well, we’ll have to find out what he’s here for. That’s good, because I like mysteries.”  
 
    Lasgol watched the stranger go. He did not like mysteries so much himself, particularly those which put his life and those of his friends in danger. 
 
    That evening Lasgol was watching as Nilsa and Gerd fed the hawk they had been given to look after for the School of Wildlife. 
 
    Gerd had decided to call it Lightning, because when it came down from the sky at top speed it was as fast as lightning itself. Nilsa was delighted with the bird and spent a lot of time with it. It lived in a specially-prepared cage at the back of the Third-year cabins. Each team was required to look after one bird. 
 
    They did not require much care, and training with them was quite a spectacular business. Even grumpy Viggo liked to take Lightning out of its cage to go and practice with it. 
 
    “Easy, little one,” Nilsa said to the bird as she took it out of the cage. The hawk perched on the leather glove that protected her hand. She took it outside, keeping it at chest level, but without making sudden moves so that the bird would not get upset. Gerd had the pieces of meat ready and passed them one by one to Nilsa, who put them near the hawk’s beak. It began to eat at once. 
 
    It had taken them a while to gain the bird’s trust, and the first days when they had tried feeding it had been a failure. Gerd had been worried to see that the hawk was not eating, and after consulting Erisson the trainer they had understood that for the hawk to eat from their hands they first had to earn its trust, which required patience and a ritual form of training which he explained to them. 
 
    In the end the bird became more trustful and started to eat, which delighted Gerd. But Lightning would not eat from everybody’s hands, only those of Gerd and Nilsa. Lasgol had tried but failed. It was not that he did not have a way with birds – he was very good with animals – the problem had to do with another animal. The problem was Camu. 
 
    As Lasgol was constantly with Camu and they often played together behind the cabin, the hawk knew them and did not trust them. 
 
    “Don’t feed it too fast,” Gerd said to Nilsa. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m doing it slowly.” 
 
    “The fact is,” Gerd said, “our Lightning is a real beauty.” 
 
    “He certainly is,” Lasgol admitted, with a touch of envy because the hawk’s distrust of him meant that he could not feed it. 
 
    Suddenly Camu appeared, and in three bounces climbed on to Lasgol’s shoulder. 
 
    Lightning stopped eating and watched the two of them intensely. 
 
    “Camu, don’t do that,” Gerd scolded him. “You know you mustn’t frighten Lightning when he’s eating.”  
 
    Camu looked at Gerd with his bulging eyes and tilted his head with his eternal smile. 
 
    “He won’t pay any attention to you,” Nilsa said. “He doesn’t take any notice of anyone. Not even Lasgol.” 
 
    “I’ll take him away so you can feed Lightning.” 
 
    “Be careful Isgord doesn’t see you,” Gerd warned him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,” Lasgol said. He was looking in the direction of the other cabins, and he could almost feel Isgord’s eyes on him. 
 
    Nobody’s spying, it’s just my imagination, he told himself, and picking up Camu, he left. 
 
    Two cabins down, a shadow set off in turn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the first three weeks getting into shape. Every morning they went out to exercise as usual. But in the evenings, instead of instruction in Schools, they had more physical training. According to Oden they were all fat, atrophied and unfit after the break, and that was something he was not prepared to allow at the Camp. So he was giving them double physical training: endurance in the morning and strength in the evening. 
 
    Everyone suffered in silence. Among the Panthers, Egil and Gerd did so the most, but they did not complain even once. Nobody did. Oden was watching them all the time, waiting for some failing he could punish. Nobody gave him that satisfaction. By now everybody knew him well, and nobody was going to risk more punishment. 
 
    In the fourth week the daily routine changed. In the mornings they did physical exercise and in the evenings they had instruction in a School, alternating between the four Schools. The next two weeks were gentle, so that they gradually became used to it and brushed up on the knowledge they had already acquired during the previous two years. But on the third week, things turned serious. It began with School of Archery. 
 
    Ivana had assembled them at the archery fields. This was unusual, as the usual Third-year Instructor was Osvald, a veteran Ranger they called The Shot, as it was said that he released with more power than anyone else in the whole Camp. According to rumor his arrows went far faster than those of the other Rangers. Ingrid and Nilsa never took their eyes off Osvald – they wanted to see his prodigious ‘shot’ – but so far they had not had the chance. 
 
    “Stop following him like lapdogs,” Viggo said to the two girls. 
 
    Nilsa poked her tongue out at him. 
 
    “Shut up and learn something for once,” Ingrid snapped back. 
 
    Viggo made a half-witted face, and Gerd laughed out loud. 
 
    “She doesn’t usually honor us with her cold presence,” Egil commented. “It must be something important.” 
 
    “We’ll soon find out,” said Viggo, who was watching her with his head on one side and his arms folded. “I rather like her coldness...” he added, referring to her icy beauty. 
 
    “You like anything with a pretty face,” Ingrid said rather shrilly. 
 
    “Not everything. I don’t like you.” 
 
    The comment was so unexpected and pointed that everybody turned towards him. After a stunned moment, they all laughed. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a black eye!” Ingrid cried. She was red to the tips of her ears. 
 
    But Viggo had already taken shelter behind the huge body of Gerd, who was trying to hold Ingrid away to stop her hitting his friend. 
 
    “Fall in line!” came Osvald’s voice. 
 
    They all fell to one knee, looked ahead and raised their eyes. 
 
    “The Master Ranger of the School of Archery wants to say a few words.” 
 
    “Thank you, Osvald,” Ivana said. She stepped forward and scanned the Third-year contestants. “This year is a crucial one for you. My advice to you is to make the most of every moment of the instruction, not only to gain points, but because what you learn will save your lives I’ll be watching to see who deserves to enter School of Archery and who doesn’t. This year we’re going to be emphasizing teamwork. The Rangers are better and more efficient in a team. Unfortunately you won’t always be able to count on your partners out there. In many missions you’ll be alone, because there are not enough of us and many are the demands that are made of us in the kingdom. What you’ve learned will serve you well, I can assure you of that. So work hard on both aspects, personal and teamwork. If you manage to become Rangers at the end of next year, all this instruction will be a part of you and will never let you down. And remember this saying: ‘One arrow, one shot, one less problem.’” 
 
    Lasgol had never heard the saying before, and he found it curious, to say the least. To judge by the murmuring around him, he was not the only one. 
 
    “And now I’ll leave you in Osvald’s hands. Give him all your attention, and learn.” She turned and left. 
 
    Osvald watched her for a moment as she left, then turned to them. 
 
    “Right then. Let’s begin. I’m going to teach you a team technique which will save your life in confrontations and very dangerous situations. It’s a maneuver which allows a fully co-operative team to move forward and deal with the enemy, even if they’re in hiding, or waiting, or if the team falls into an ambush. It also works as an evasive maneuver against a larger group of attackers. 
 
    “Right. Eagles with me.”  
 
    Isgord went up to the instructor, leading his team. He was the living image of confidence. He knew perfectly well that he was the best at Archery. It was his favorite School, and he was behaving as if he were the champion already. 
 
    Osvald gathered the team around him. 
 
    “Pair up. You won’t need your bows, so leave them on the ground.” 
 
    The Eagles exchanged surprised glances. 
 
    Isgord frowned. “Without our bows? So how are we going to attack?”  
 
    “Today you’re going to learn coordination. Before attacking, you need to know how to move.” 
 
    “We already know how to move, Instructor,” Isgord protested. 
 
    “We’re going to find out about that.” 
 
    Isgord decided to say no more. His teammates were staring at him. 
 
    “Get into pairs,” ordered Osvald. 
 
    The Eagles did so: Isgord and Martha at the front, the twins Jared and Aston behind them, Alaric and Bergen at the rear. 
 
    Osvald watched them for a moment and shook his head. 
 
    “Nah... bad distribution. The twins, who are the tallest, must stand at the back. Alaric and Bergen, who are the shortest, at the front. Isgord and Martha in the middle.” 
 
    Isgord, who always wanted to go first and stand out, was not happy about this. 
 
    “But I’m the Captain... I ought to be in the lead...” 
 
    “Follow my instructions and keep quiet.” 
 
    Isgord made a face, but said nothing. They rearranged themselves as Osvald had indicated. 
 
    “Get closer. Shoulder to shoulder with your neighbor. One arm’s length from the pair in front.” 
 
    The Eagles moved into place, trying to judge distances. 
 
    “The distance apart is one arm’s length. Measure it.” 
 
    They stretched their arms and tried to arrange themselves correctly. It took them a while to do so and stay that way, and there were a few giggles about their clumsiness. Isgord did not like this at all, and glared in the direction of the giggles. 
 
    “Show some respect!” Osvald snapped out, and the giggles stopped. “Keep your hand on the shoulder of the one in front.” 
 
    The Eagles did as they were told. The other teams were now watching, more and more intrigued. 
 
    “Now take six steps forward. All at once.” 
 
    Isgord looked outraged, as if this were a deeply stupid thing to do. The twins looked puzzled. Martha shook her head and snorted. 
 
    “Come on! Six steps, all at once!” 
 
    They tried confidently, sure they would be able to do it, and the result was chaos. By the third step they had stumbled against one another, and Aston had ended up on the ground. 
 
    Laughter burst out everywhere. 
 
    “Silence! No teasing!” Osvald thundered. “Anyone who laughs is going to find himself running laps around the lake!”  
 
    The laughter died away, and there was a respectful silence in the field. 
 
    “That’s better. It’s shameful to laugh at your partners, no matter how much rivalry there is between you. If they fail, it could mean your death out there. I don’t want it to happen again.” 
 
    He said it in such a tone that nobody dared even think about laughing. Osvald ordered them to organize themselves again and repeat the exercise. It was just six simple steps. But as they had never done this before and as it needed the coordination of six people, it turned out to be a complicated business. 
 
    “Again!” Osvald ordered them. 
 
    It took them half the evening to synchronize their movements. First six steps, then twelve, then instead of walking, running in small steps. There were falls, and what seemed to be such a simple exercise turned out to be quite a difficult one. 
 
    “Good. Now you’ve seen how it’s done, everyone form in teams and practice until every group of six is moving as one.” 
 
    The Panthers began surprisingly well, but it did not last long. Nilsa could not stop tripping and unbalancing the others. When it was not her, Gerd lost coordination because he was too big, as well as slower than the others. Even Egil had trouble, as his steps were shorter than Ingrid’s. They changed positions in search of the best option. In the end they decided to put Egil and Viggo at the front, Ingrid and Nilsa in the middle and Lasgol and Gerd at the back. It seemed that this distribution worked better, but all they could do was walk. The moment they started to go faster; the problems began. 
 
    “I can’t believe how clumsy we are,” Viggo complained. 
 
    “It’s hard to harmonize the movements of six people,” Egil said. 
 
    Gradually they began to improve. At the end of the first day they almost managed it. 
 
    For two weeks, during the Archery class, Osvald made them repeat the exercise, combining long runs with short ones, abrupt changes of direction which forced them to stop in mid-run and start running again without changing formation. They went on training until the six of them were able to run in complete coordination, as if they were one, always keeping the distance and position between them, even over obstacles or uneven land. 
 
    In the third week, when they thought they had it all under control, Osvald burst their bubble by modifying the exercise. 
 
    “This week we’re going to repeat the exercises, except that we’re going to walk and run backwards instead of forwards.” 
 
    A murmur of disbelief rose from all the teams. 
 
    “This is going to end badly,” Viggo predicted. 
 
    “Backwards?” Nilsa protested. “And how are we going to see?”  
 
    Gerd shook his head. “I don’t like this.”  
 
    It was a disaster. People started to trip over each other the moment they began walking backwards, losing their step and then the gap between them. Soon they started falling over. The protests and frustration became more obvious. Isgord was shouting at his teammates, who could not take more than three steps without problems. Ingrid marked the steps aloud, but even so they could not manage more than five steps. 
 
    “This is impossible,” Viggo grunted. 
 
    “Ouch!” Nilsa cried. “My foot!” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol did what they could to avoid tripping and falling on top of their partners. 
 
    “I’m too big and clumsy for this,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Let’s try again,” Ingrid said, trying to encourage them. “All together, follow my rhythm.”  
 
    “Rhythm? What bloody rhythm?” Viggo complained as he tripped over again. 
 
    They had to endure the exercise for two weeks more. Osvald made them repeat it over and over again. Little by little, what had once seemed impossible began to happen. They managed to find a rhythm, slow at first and then a little faster – though not as much as when they were going forward – which allowed them to go backwards without falling over. 
 
    “On! On!” Osvald ordered them savagely, to speed them up. 
 
    And they began to manage it. Some teams sooner than others, particularly those whose members were nimble rather than large. They all gained confidence, because they were aware of how difficult the exercise was and how clumsy it was making them look. It took them time, but in the end they all succeeded. Everyone applauded when the last team, the Bears, succeeded. Then they looked at one another in surprise, almost unable to believe they had done it. 
 
    “Good, at last,” Osvald said. “I thought we’d need another season to master it. Now you can manage the movements, next week we’ll begin the real exercise.” 
 
    Viggo turned to Egil. “What does he mean, ‘the real exercise’? So what was this, then?” 
 
    Egil smiled. “I have a slight suspicion that these advance and retreat movements are the prerequisite for the technique he’s going to teach us next.” 
 
    “Technique? What technique?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Egil shrugged. “We’ll see at the next session.” 
 
    Four days later, they had Archery again. They all arrived intrigued by what Osvald was going to teach them next. 
 
    “Wolves! Take your bows and present yourselves.” 
 
    The Wolves, a little taken aback, picked up their weapons. 
 
    “Team Formation!” Osvald ordered. 
 
    The Wolves moved into position, with Luca and Ashleen at the head. Axel, a thin quiet boy, went to stand beside his friend Bjorn, who unlike him was strong and had a fiery temperament. They made up the second line. Daven, who (according to Nilsa) was one of the handsomest boys in the Camp, took his place behind them alongside Einar, a fantastic fighter whether in unarmed combat or with knife and axe. The Wolves were a very nimble team, all of them more or less the same height and build. They were neither too strong nor too tall, but wiry and agile. Good competitors, one of the strongest teams. 
 
    Osvald appeared with four Norghanian shields. They were round and wooden, with metal reinforcements, and covered half the body. Everyone looked puzzled. He gave two shields to Luca and Ashleen and the other two to Daven and Einar. 
 
    “Right. Now pay attention. When you advance, the two in front will keep their shields raised. The four behind must have their bows in their hands, ready to nock. Always keeping the position in the way we’ve been practicing. When you re-form, the same system. If the threat comes from the opposite direction, you swivel, the two last ones raise their shields and the others their bows. Is that clear?” 
 
    The Wolves nodded, but their faces did not look too convinced. 
 
    “Wolves, take marking arrows and stand four hundred paces away. Panthers, form a line here with me. Also with marking arrows.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged a look of astonishment. This was getting interesting. Lasgol felt a sharp sting of ill-humor, of rage. He did not know what it was about, but then he saw Astrid to one side and realized. It was jealousy: he was jealous of Luca and his mind grew confused. He tried to keep calm; he could not let himself be affected by what he had witnessed between Astrid and Luca. He had to confront the situation and forget it. Somehow. 
 
    They lined up in the way the instructor had told them to. 
 
    “Wolves, pay attention. Advance toward the Panthers. You Panthers, repel the advance. Follow my instructions. Don’t shoot until I tell you. Get ready!” 
 
    The Wolves moved a little away and stood in line. The Panthers prepared their bows, forming a line of fire. 
 
    “Wolves! Team Formation! Forward!” 
 
    They began to advance at a trot, keeping the rhythm well, in perfect formation, with Luca and Ashleen at the head. 
 
    “Panthers, aim!” 
 
    They travelled the first hundred paces. Osvald marked them. 
 
    “Distance three hundred paces. Panthers, release!” 
 
    Lasgol released. He had aimed at Luca, trying to compensate for the fact that they were running. Shooting at a moving target was always more difficult, but they had put in a lot of training and were capable of compensating according to the movement of the target. At his side, Egil released a moment later. The six arrows flew off and fell on the Wolves. Lasgol followed their flight with great interest. 
 
    “Wolves, shields forward!” 
 
    Luca and Ashleen raised their shields a moment before the six arrows reached them. Lasgol watched, open-mouthed. The six arrows hit the two shields. They did not manage to hit any of the Wolves. 
 
    “Wolves, release!” 
 
    Luca and Ashleen lowered their shields, and their four companions released at a run, without stopping. Lasgol saw the four arrows fly toward them. But they had neither shields nor anywhere to shelter. Gerd and Nilsa were hit. They each had red blotches in the center of their chests, left by the marking arrows when they broke on contact. They did not kill, but they hurt. 
 
    “You two are eliminated.” 
 
    The Wolves went on advancing toward the Panthers. 
 
    “Distance two hundred paces. Panthers, release!” 
 
    Lasgol compensated. He would now shoot higher to pass over the first-line shields. Unfortunately, as they were in line behind each shield, it would not be at all easy to hit them. He was beginning to understand the meaning of that exercise. He aimed, calculated and released. Four arrows flew off toward the Wolves. 
 
    “Wolves, shields to the front!” 
 
    Three of the arrows thudded against the shields. Only one reached its target, and Axel was hit. 
 
    “Axel eliminated; the others release!” 
 
    Three arrows came from the Wolves’ team. Ingrid and Viggo were hit. The Captain cursed under her breath. 
 
    The Wolves continued their advance. 
 
    “Distance a hundred paces. Panthers, release!” 
 
    Now only Lasgol and Egil were left. They aimed, calculated and released. Lasgol thought that at that short distance it would be easier to succeed because the curve of the arrows’ trajectory was shorter. They had them. 
 
    “Wolves, shields to the front!” 
 
    He was completely wrong. Those who were behind crouched for better cover, and the arrows which passed over the shields passed over them as well, without even brushing them. 
 
    “Wolves, release!” 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol resignedly. At a hundred paces the Wolves would not miss a static target, even if they were running. Lasgol was hit twice on the chest and the third arrow struck Egil. The red blotch spread all over their chests. 
 
    “The Panthers are eliminated! The Wolves are the winners!” 
 
    The other teams applauded the exercise. They had loved it. 
 
    “I think there’s no need for any words after this practical example,” Osvald said. 
 
    The contestants were nodding and commenting as they did so. The Panthers looked at one another, shame-faced, trying to understand how they had been defeated so utterly. 
 
    “Now we repeat the exercise. This time in a retreat maneuver. Eagles, take the Wolves’ place. Owls, take the Panthers’ place.” 
 
    Lasgol and his teammates moved back, defeated, while Astrid, Leana and the rest of their team took up their positions and prepared their bows. Isgord, Martha and the others saluted the winners and took up their position. 
 
    Lasgol was watching Astrid, who nodded at him, but he ignored her. He was deeply hurt. 
 
    “Eagles, retreat in formation!” Osvald ordered. 
 
    The team began to retreat. They were running backwards, still facing the Owls. They started with some difficulty, but recovered and picked up the rhythm. 
 
    “Distance a hundred paces. Owls, release!” 
 
    Six arrows sought the bodies of the Eagles, who crouched without breaking their formation, covered by their partners’ shields; five arrows hit the shields and only one was eliminated. 
 
    “Eagles, release!” 
 
    Three Owls were hit squarely. 
 
    At two hundred paces another Eagle fell, together with all the Owls except Astrid. 
 
    At three hundred paces Astrid hit the carrier of the left-hand shield in the leg. 
 
    “Replace the fallen shield!” 
 
    The other carrier on the left took his place at once, and they went on retreating in formation. The eagles released, and Astrid was hit. 
 
    “Owls eliminated!” 
 
    The Eagles had won, in retreat. 
 
    The other teams applauded enthusiastically, surprised by the result. 
 
    “We’ll practice this formation technique until you all move at once and release at once without disrupting your movement. Is that clear?” 
 
    They all replied enthusiastically. They practiced and practiced. As they did so, they became more in synchrony with each other without even realizing the fact. Lasgol enjoyed this training a lot, and so (to judge by his comrades’ faces) did they: even Viggo. He wondered what would happen when they had to try this in real life, when the arrows were not marking ones but real ones and the red blotches were blood, his own blood. He shivered and shook his head. Better not to think about it, although he knew the day would come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we ought to talk about it,” Egil said, looking his comrades in the eye. The six of them were sitting in front of the fireplace in the cabin, on the boys’ side. It had been a hard day of instruction and they were relaxing after dinner. They would soon go to bed; exhaustion was plain to be seen in everyone. 
 
    Ingrid grimaced. “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” She did not look at all convinced. 
 
    “We’ve put it off too long,” Egil insisted, “and we’re in danger. We need to face it. The longer we ignore it, the more dangerous it’ll be for all of us.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Lasgol said. “We need to face it, however little we like it. We’re in real danger. All Norghana’s in danger.” 
 
    Nilsa stood up, unable to keep still a moment longer. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “About Uthar,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Oh, not that again,” Viggo protested. 
 
    Gerd shrugged. “We all agreed to protect Lasgol against Darthor or against the King, whichever turned out to be the real enemy.” 
 
    “That’s true, we agreed to and so we will,” said Nilsa. “Although I still think that believing Darthor’s his mother is a cockeyed idea. It’s crazy.” 
 
    Gerd nodded. “I’m convinced that Darthor’s Sorcerer cast a spell on Lasgol and made him see a woman who looked like his mother instead of Darthor. Those spells can make you see and do anything if the Sorcerer’s a powerful one... or at least that’s what I’ve heard. It’s a trick. The whole story’s a trick so that we try on the King’s life. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am. Think about it. How can our King be our enemy? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Ingrid was looking at Egil and Lasgol. “We all find it hard to believe.” But she did not say this with her usual confidence; there was a touch of doubt in her words. The last time they had talked about it she had been much more convinced that the whole thing was impossible. “I stand by what I said,” she said, shaking her head. “Without irrefutable proof I’m not going against the King. It would be madness.”  
 
    “Until we find out which is the truth, we’ll protect you,” Gerd assured Lasgol with a slap on his back. 
 
    “Thanks, you’re the best.”  
 
    “Don’t start getting sentimental,” Viggo said. “I almost prefer it when you come to us with absurd theories about impossible conspiracies.” 
 
    “In that case you’re going to love this,” Egil said. “We have news about the King, about Darthor, about Norghana and the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    Nilsa, Viggo and Gerd looked at him. Ingrid looked down. 
 
    “What’s happening about the King?” Gerd asked. He was looking from Egil to Lasgol, and his expression was turning worried. 
 
    “About what happened when the King was leaving the Camp,” Egil said. 
 
    “Nothing happened at all,” said Viggo. 
 
    “We saw something,” said Egil. 
 
    “We? Who do you mean?” 
 
    “Lasgol and I,” said Egil. He looked at Ingrid. “And I think that even though she doesn’t want to accept it, so did she.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to accept it, I don’t know what I saw, it all happened so quickly. It could be interpreted in lots of ways. It could have had all sorts of different causes.” 
 
    Gerd looked from one to the other in confusion. 
 
    Nilsa sat down. “You’d better explain yourselves, because I don’t understand a thing.”  
 
    “Stay still for a moment and listen,” Ingrid told her. 
 
    At Ingrid’s tone, which was louder and more cutting than usual, Nilsa blushed. 
 
    “I... I’m sorry... it’s just that I can’t stay still...” 
 
    “That’s news,” muttered Viggo. 
 
    She sat down. “You shut up, clever dick. At least I’m not picking on other people all the time.” 
 
    “Let’s have some peace and harmony,” Gerd asked, waving his large hands. “Let Egil and Lasgol explain what’s going on. It sounds important... and I don’t like it.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “It is, very important”  
 
    “Well then, spit it out once and for all,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol, who nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “All right, then. Here goes, in order of events. When the King was leaving the Camp we found out that he really isn’t the King, he’s a Shifter.” 
 
    There was a silence. Viggo, Nilsa and Gerd were staring at Egil, twisting their hands and looking confused. 
 
    “The King is a what?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “A Shifter. A person or being who can change shape and adopt that of another person or animal without anyone being able to tell the difference. Also known as Shape-shifters.” 
 
    Gerd shook his head as if to make sure that he had heard properly. 
 
    “Uthar isn’t Uthar,” Lasgol explained. “He’s someone else who’s passing himself off as him.”  
 
    There was another silence, this time a longer and tenser one. 
 
    A loud guffaw broke it. “That’s a really good joke,” said Viggo, clapping his hands. “You nearly caught us out! I was just about to swallow it hook, line and sinker.”  
 
    Gerd’s face went from total blankness to a slow smile. “Oh yes, I’d have believed it.” 
 
    Nilsa got up to fetch an apple. “Whoosh! The things you two come up with!”  
 
    “Sit down, Nilsa...” Ingrid said. 
 
    “But... seriously? 
 
    Ingrid nodded to her to sit down. Nilsa looked at her in annoyance, but obeyed. 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow. “Come on, Blondie, you don’t believe this crazy story, do you?”  
 
    “Don’t call me Blondie, knucklehead. I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
    “You don’t know what to believe? That’s not the same as saying no,” said Gerd. Seeing his Captain looking doubtful, he had started to become uneasy. 
 
    “Let’s hear what they have to say,” Ingrid said. “Then we’ll decide.”  
 
    Viggo was making wild gestures. “But it’s utter nonsense!” he protested  
 
    “And that’s exactly why. And because I’m the Captain and I’m telling you to listen.” 
 
    “But...” Nilsa began. 
 
    “And keep quiet.” 
 
    “All right...” 
 
    “Thanks, Ingrid,” Lasgol said. 
 
    She nodded and lowered her gaze. 
 
    “As I had begun to explain...” Egil went on, “we find ourselves confronted by a very dangerous situation. We’ve found out that the king is a Shifter. Therefore the person, or the being, who rules us and is directing the destiny of the Norghanians is an impostor. A very dangerous one who will stop at nothing to avoid being found out and to go on ruling over Norghana.” 
 
    Nilsa cocked her head. “How do you know that? How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Lasgol and I saw his face change for a single moment. It stopped being Uthar’s and turned into that of someone else. His face quivered, as if it were a distorted image, and instead of that hard face with white skin and blue eyes under a blond mane, there appeared a face with skin dark as a moonless night, intense green eyes, and a shaven head.” 
 
    “Bah! Nonsense! You saw Haakon!” 
 
    “No, Viggo, it wasn’t Haakon, I swear,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Haakon doesn’t have green eyes, and this man was older,” Egil said. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have imagined it?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol both shook their heads heavily. 
 
    Gerd’s face was starting to flinch. “I don’t like this at all. You’re making me very nervous.”  
 
    Lasgol felt bad about him. “We wouldn’t mention it if we didn’t think it was important. I don’t want to scare you, big guy, but we’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t believe any of it!” Viggo protested. “Not one word!” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be putting you through all this if it weren’t true,” Lasgol insisted. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have been celebrating with Nocean wine, and you drank too much?” Nilsa said. 
 
    “And where would we have gotten Nocean wine from?” 
 
    Nilsa gave him a mischievous look. “From the supply warehouse. They have everything in that huge store.”  
 
    “I don’t even want to know how you know that,” Ingrid said, “but don’t let them catch you, or you’ll get the whole team into trouble.” 
 
    “I won’t get caught, I’m as slippery as an eel and I know the place very well.” 
 
    The more Gerd thought about the implications of it all, the paler he was looking. “I don’t mind being punished for wandering around the warehouse, but I don’t like this one little bit,” he said.  
 
    “And how come you two were the only ones that saw this?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “It happened very fast, in the blink of an eye,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “But we saw it clearly,” Egil added.  “It happened just when he was passing us,”  
 
    “Yeah, sure, what a coincidence,” Viggo said. He wrinkled his nose and folded his arms. 
 
    “It wasn’t coincidence,” Lasgol said. “It was thanks to Camu.” 
 
    “That creature?” 
 
    “Camu can detect magic, and it seems Shifters too,” Egil explained. “He was the one who caused the change.”  
 
    “You had the creature with you?” 
 
    “Yes, on my shoulder,” Lasgol said. “And we think that was what caused the interference.”  
 
    “You’re a couple of loonies! I don’t believe a word of it!” 
 
    Nilsa snorted in disgust. “I think if there’s magic... and if Camu’s involved... and... well, you know what I think. I don’t want to know anything about this business.” 
 
    “I don’t feel well,” Gerd said. He looked as if he were about to be sick. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil looked at Ingrid. She was the Captain; what she thought was very important. 
 
    “I want to know more,” she said. “Let’s have all the information. What else do you know?”  
 
    Egil nodded at Lasgol to go on. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you isn’t easy for me,” he began. “It’s very personal and it hurts, but I think you ought to know everything.” He went on to tell them what he had talked about with his mother when he had been caught, and what it implied. The risk he was running, and with her all the Peoples of the Ice. The risk he would be in if Uthar found out that he knew the truth. The risk they were all running now because they knew the truth. 
 
    Viggo was clearly not willing to accept it. “I don’t think it’s true! And I don’t care what you say!” 
 
    Lasgol made calming gestures at him. “Let me finish. The Shifter isn’t going to be satisfied with just Norghana. His plans go far beyond that. He’s going to conquer the Frozen Continent, and then rule over the whole North.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Darthor confirmed it... I mean my mother did.” 
 
    “And there’s more,” said Egil. 
 
    “More?”  Viggo repeated in amazement. “Even more than that?”  
 
    “Yes...” He wants the gold and silver mines of the Frozen Continent. He won’t stop until he gets hold of them.” 
 
    “What for?” asked Gerd. “He’s already King, he’s got all the gold of Norghana.”  
 
    Ingrid sighed. “What do kings want gold and silver for?” 
 
    “Not to hand them out to the people, that’s for sure,” Viggo said. 
 
    “For buying...? What does Uthar want to buy?” asked Nilsa. 
 
    “For war,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “What war?” Nilsa asked in surprise. “When he defeats Darthor and the Wild People of the Ice the war’ll be over. Isn’t that right?” She looked first at Ingrid, then at Lasgol and Egil. 
 
    Ingrid shook her head slowly and let out her breath abruptly. “To start a new one. He’ll go after the weaker kingdoms of the mid-east: Zangria and the Realm of Erenal.” 
 
    Gerd was stupefied at this. “But... but... why? What for?” 
 
    “Because the greed of some men has no limits,” said Egil, “and they’ll do the unthinkable to get hold of what they want.”  
 
    “What?” Nilsa said, plainly not understanding this. 
 
    “When he has the North under his control,” Ingrid explained, “he’ll look towards the rest of Tremia and stretch out his claws to the weaker realms so that he can go on getting power.”  
 
    “And if he’s successful,” Egil added, “Tremia will suffer horrifying wars, because the other great kingdoms won’t just stay put while Norghana expands. Rogdon, the Nocean Empire and the City States of the East will enter the fray. There’ll be alliances, betrayals, and most of all, bloodshed and suffering... huge amounts of pain and suffering...”  
 
    Gerd let out a long whistle and shook his head. 
 
    “What a bleak prospect...” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Sure, if we believe what these two lunatics are telling us,” said Viggo. 
 
    “There’s something else...” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Something else?” Nilsa grumbled. 
 
    “It’d better be good,” Gerd added. 
 
    “What do you bet it isn’t?” said Viggo. 
 
    “Shall I tell them about the attempt to create an alliance?” Lasgol asked Egil. He knew that telling them involved revealing that Egil’s father, Duke Olafstone, had committed treason against the king by meeting with Darthor. 
 
    Egil though for a moment and then nodded. “Go ahead. They ought to know.” 
 
    Lasgol told them what had happened at the meeting between the Western League and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. When he finished Ingrid, Gerd, Nilsa and Viggo were looking at him as if he had sentenced them to death. 
 
    “They all met? But they’re enemies!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “You’ve got to be joking! How are we supposed to believe that?” Viggo said in disbelief. 
 
    Gerd put his hands to his head. “It’s crazy! To go behind the king!”  
 
    “Attempts at alliances are normal in times of war,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “We’re not crazy,” said Lasgol. “It’s the truth.”  
 
    “It’s the truth you both believe,” said Viggo. 
 
    “There’s only one truth,” Egil said. 
 
    “There you’re wrong, know-it-all, the truth is what someone believes it is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That I agree with Gerd. You’ve been put under a spell. You both believe what you’re saying is true, but it really isn’t. You’re trying to persuade us about something that’s been put in your head, something that’s not true.” 
 
    “I can assure you, nobody’s put us under a spell,” Egil said. 
 
    “And how do you know?” Nilsa asked. “If you’re bewitched or dominated, you wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “That’s it!” said Gerd. “It’s what I said. Except that Lasgol is bewitched, and somehow he’s convinced Egil.” 
 
    “Was the Sorcerer there when you met?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Both times you were with Darthor the Sorcerer was present, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Well, there you are! Gerd’s theory is correct. You’re both under a spell.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t make sense,” Lasgol protested. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Viggo said, waving his arms in the air. “It makes more sense for our king to be a Shifter who wants to conquer the whole continent, and for half the noblemen of Norghana to join the Wild of the Ice against him...”  
 
    “There’s one little point that doesn’t fit,” Egil said. 
 
    “Enlighten us,” Viggo shot back. 
 
    “Her,” he said, pointing his finger at Ingrid. “She saw the Shifter’s face and she’s never been near Darthor or his Sorcerer, which means that she’s not under a spell.” 
 
    “Bah! She doesn’t even know what she saw, she said it herself.” 
 
    “Ingrid?”  
 
    The Captain let out a long, deep sigh. “I don’t know what I saw.... I can’t say one way or the other. I need more proof.” 
 
    “If she doesn’t believe you, there’s nothing more to say,” Viggo said. 
 
    Egil was about to go on, but Lasgol raised his hand to stop him. 
 
    “Let’s leave it there. There’s no sense arguing. Think about everything we’ve told you, calmly.” 
 
    “That seems all right to me,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Me too,” said Nilsa. 
 
    Viggo grunted. “All right.” 
 
    “But keep this in mind,” Egil warned them. “We might be in terrible danger.” 
 
    “We’ll be on the alert,” said Ingrid. 
 
    The little meeting ended, and Egil and Lasgol were left alone with Camu. 
 
    “They didn’t believe us,” said Lasgol sadly. 
 
    “It’s normal enough. It’s a very hard thing to swallow. Put yourself in their place.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    “But we have at least managed something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Planted doubt in their minds.” 
 
    “And that’s a good thing?” 
 
    Egil smiled. “A very good thing. When the day comes, they’ll believe us, and in the meantime they’ll all be more alert.” 
 
    “I hope so. For everybody’s sake.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening they had Instruction in School of Nature, Egil’s favorite subject and the one Ingrid, Nilsa and Viggo liked the least. To Lasgol it was curious how different each of the team was, even when it came to preferences among the Schools. He himself liked School of Nature; it was where they learned most about the world around them. But he had to admit that it was not the most entertaining; they spent a lot of time studying and practicing in the lab and very little outdoors, which was what everybody wanted. Even so, he enjoyed it. 
 
    As it was the third year of instruction, they were assigned an experienced instructor: Birda. She must have been around forty, and one feature about her stood out in particular: she was not Norghanian. This was obvious from the color of her skin, which was green: a soft forest green. She was a Usik, from the great unfathomable forests in the central region of Tremia. There were all kinds of rumors about her among the third-years, who had received a massive shock when they met her on the first day of instruction. Eyra had introduced her to them as her closest friend and right-hand woman, so nobody dared to distrust her, even though her race and skin-color stirred doubts in many of them. 
 
    Egil found it fascinating to have a Usik as instructor, but many regarded her warily. Among narrow-minded people with hearts full of fears or groundless hatred, she awoke distrust. 
 
    Eyra and Birda greeted them as they all sat down at the long working tables. When Birda addressed them she spoke in a peculiar sing-song, enunciating properly but seeming to sing the words rather than speak them. 
 
    “We will start with the study of a subject which tends to be one of the most successful each year.” 
 
    “Along with the preparation of poisons,” Eyra added. 
 
    Birda smiled. “Yes, very true. Even though it falls within our area of study, it’s a subject closely connected with the School of Archery.” 
 
    “I think a demonstration will help them to get a better understanding of what it’s about,” Eyra encouraged her. 
 
    “Very well,” the Usik instructor said. She now showed them an arrow. It was not the usual one; there was something odd about its end. The tip was different, much larger, and its back was shaped like a marble which was joined to the shaft. “Pass it down among you so that you can have a better look at it. Make sure you don’t break the tip. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    The passed it on from one to another. When it reached Egil he studied it very carefully and with a great deal of interest. Beside him Lasgol watched him, then in turn studied it carefully. It was a normal arrow except for the tip. Instead of the traditional metal tip of the Rangers it had a considerably larger one, painted red and apparently ceramic. The ball joined to the shaft was metal. Lasgol passed it on to Gerd, who handled it very delicately with his large hands. 
 
    When it finally came back to Birda, she went on with her explanation. “Now for a practical demonstration.” 
 
    She picked up a small bow, nocked the arrow and aimed towards the end of the hall, Everybody moved away, leaving a clear corridor. They saw that she was aiming at a life-size mannequin which was nailed to the wooden cabin wall. She released, and the arrow hit the doll with a hollow sound which was immediately followed by a small explosion. A moment later the chest of the mannequin was burning. 
 
    Lasgol was left open-mouthed. Cries of amazement filled the room. 
 
    “I see I’ve got your attention,” the instructor went on. “The Fire Arrows are the Rangers’ favorites. They have many destructive uses. In this class we’re going to learn to make different types of ‘special’ arrows.” 
 
    She showed them another one, this time with a blue tip. 
 
    “Water Arrow,” she announced. 
 
    She nocked it on the bow and released at the mannequin, whose chest was still burning. When the arrow struck, there came a small explosion of ice which froze the mannequin’s chest and put out the fire. 
 
    The cries of surprise grew louder. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Egil said from Lasgol’s side. His eyes were shining with excitement. 
 
    Nilsa was clapping. “Wonderful!” 
 
    Viggo said nothing, but he was watching the instructor with his head on one side and a look of suspicion in his eyes. 
 
    “In this class,” the instructor went on, “we’re going to learn how to make Elemental Arrows.” 
 
    The cries were followed by applause. 
 
    Eyra asked for silence. “This class is very dangerous. You must be extremely careful. Making these arrows is a very delicate process. The materials are volatile and they must be handled with the utmost care. I don’t want any accidents. An accident could cost you the fingers of one hand, so you’d better give me all your attention.” 
 
    The comment frightened many of them. It did not sound so exciting to them now. 
 
    “Follow my instructions to the letter and everything will be fine,” Birda added. 
 
    The first thing the Usik instructor told them to do was to read The principles of making elemental arrows. She gave each team a volume, and they all began to study it. That ended the day’s class. She advised them to take the books to study in their free time; of course Egil took their copy to the cabin. 
 
    It took them two weeks of classes to understand the basic concepts behind the subject. The only one who enjoyed the theory classes was Egil, who devoured Birda’s explanations. Lasgol tried not to get lost and follow, but it was hard for him. The rest of the group did not seem to pay too much attention. 
 
    By the third week they had gone over what was needed in order to start on the practical aspect. 
 
    “Today we’re going to begin making the tips,” Birda announced. 
 
    This caught everybody’s attention. They all sat up at the fifteen work-benches filling the room, which was more like a workshop than a classroom. Each team was seated at one of the work-tables. Expectations were so high that even the hundreds of containers on the shelves with their countless ingredients, plants and materials of all kinds seemed to be rapt in silent attention. 
 
    “We’ll have to use the ovens and fireplaces, so begin by preparing some good fires. Owls, take the first fireplace. Panthers, the second. Eagles, the third. We’ll take turns in using them,” she added to the other teams. 
 
    The Panthers went over to the adobe oven and fireplace which had been assigned to them. Beside each oven and fireplace were utensils for preparing concoctions, beverages and potions which required heating or boiling. There was also a small side-table with pots, pans and other kitchenware. 
 
    Once they had the fires going they went back to the tables. 
 
    “We’ll start by making the tips. They’re divided into two parts. The tip itself, which is made of a ceramic compound which breaks on impact, and the container, which is made of a metal alloy, for the reagent. It mustn’t have any pores, or else it could explode. We’ll use molds to make both parts. No improvising in this.” She wagged her finger at them. “On that shelf are two molds for each team: fetch them and get down to work. The materials you need are on the shelves. I hope you’ve been paying close attention.” 
 
    Luckily for the Panthers, Egil had been listening carefully to every word and began giving instructions to the rest of the team. They all followed these to the letter, without complaint. First they began to prepare the two compounds, mixing the correct amounts and weights of each, then they mixed them with the base liquids and put them on the fire to boil. Then they turned to the molds. These were two metal boxes divided into halves, whose upper and lower parts fitted into two outer guides to hold them firm. 
 
    “What now?” Ingrid asked. “Do we close the molds?”  
 
    Egil pointed to the shelves. “No, bring the sand. The black one for the head-mold and the white one for the container.”  
 
    When they brought them to him, he filled the two halves of each mold with sand. 
 
    “Good. Now bring me the models.” 
 
    They all looked at him blankly. 
 
    He indicated another shelf. “The shapes.”  
 
    One model was in the form of an arrow-head, the other in the form of a cylinder, both of solid metal. He placed them in the center of the molds with their filling of sand and closed them. 
 
    “Now to the press. We have to press the sand well.” 
 
    At the end of the room was a small machine. They put one of the molds in it and turned a handle again and again while they pressed the sand, letting Gerd put all his strength into it. 
 
    “Good, that’s done. Now we can take the models out.” 
 
    They all watched with interest as Egil opened the mold and took out the models. In the center of the sand was the shape of the head, and in the other mold that of the container. 
 
    “Now the molds are shaped, we fill them with the liquid and put them in the oven.” 
 
    This done, they went to the fireplace where the pot was ready boiling with the liquid ceramic. 
 
    “When you handle the preparation, use the reinforced gloves,” Birda warned them. 
 
    Wearing the thick mitts that reached to their elbows, very carefully they poured the two boiling liquids into the molds, then transferred these to the oven. They waited patiently, watching their comrades doing the same thing. 
 
    Finally they took out the two molds. They opened them carefully and with a pair of tongs, picked up tip and container. They were perfect. 
 
    “Yes sirree!” Viggo shouted, apparently unable to believe it. 
 
    They all congratulated one another. Nilsa was so happy that she began to do an odd dance. 
 
    The other teams meanwhile were opening their molds with varying results, some of them not too hopeful. 
 
    They devoted several days to learning how to make the two pieces, with the members of the teams taking turns. In the end they were all able to carry out the process by themselves, without the aid of Egil and his masterly explanations. 
 
    A month later came the moment to move on to the second part: the preparation of the compounds, the most complicated and dangerous part of the process. 
 
    “This part is more delicate, so you need to be very careful,” Birda told them as she gave each one the components they had to use. These were perfectly sealed in special containers in order to minimize the risk of any accident. 
 
    The components were resting now on the Panthers’ long table, but nobody dared to go near them. Gerd was looking at them with eyes like saucers, his face white as snow. Viggo’s expression was twisted and he too had no desire to come closer. The two girls in the team looked at each other and decided to move a little further away. Lasgol and Egil realized that they would have to be the ones. They put on the special gloves to handle the components and then started. Egil did the honors. 
 
    They took great care to mix them properly, but it turned out to be a complicated business. It took them some time to prepare the part of the mixture which went at the tip: the activator. They mixed the three components they needed after pulverizing them in the mortar, measuring the quantities carefully. Then they filled the tip through a tiny orifice and sealed it with a glue of enriched resin. 
 
    Preparing the liquid reagent was even harder, so that it took them several days to manage it correctly. Egil was the only one who did not get either frustrated or frightened. Lasgol did not get particularly frustrated, but he certainly felt a touch of fear while he was handling the components. Finally they succeeded and filled the container with the reagent. Then they joined the tip and the container, gluing them with resin along the edges, where they fit perfectly. 
 
    “Good,” said Birda. “To produce the reaction, the contents of the head and those of the container need to react. This will happen when the arrow hits the target and both containers break on impact. At that moment there’ll be a small explosion, and depending on the mixture of activator and reagent that we’ve prepared, we’ll get one or another elemental effect.” 
 
    Egil applauded excitedly. 
 
    Birda saw him. “Panthers, you be the first to try. You need to release strongly so that there’s a proper break, or else there won’t be any reaction.” 
 
    Hearing this, Egil yielded the honor to Ingrid. The Captain took the arrow gently and went to stand beside the instructor. She nocked the arrow very carefully, aimed and released it against the mannequin at the other end of the hall. There was a hollow sound, followed by an explosion of earth and dust in the mannequin’s chest. This left its body and face covered in earth, together with part of the wall behind it. 
 
    “Excellent! Earth Arrow. That will leave one or more enemies half-blinded, unable to breathe, and confused.” 
 
    The other teams applauded. 
 
    Then came the Owls’ turn. They had prepared an Air Arrow. On impact, it produced an explosion which sounded like thunder and was followed by a bolt of lightning which ran through half the mannequin’s body, leaving a tremendous burn. 
 
    They all applauded excitedly. This effect had been particularly good. 
 
    The remainder of the teams took turns to shoot at the mannequin, testing their creations. Some did not manage to make the components react. There came the hollow sound of the tip breaking, but nothing happened. Alternatively a harmless white smoke was produced, which Birda explained was due to a failed reaction. The Boars measured the quantities wrong and their Fire Arrow exploded in a burst of flames which charred half the mannequin and part of a shelf. They had to run to put out the fire. 
 
    Birda did not like this at all, and she told the Boars off for not being careful enough. But the rest of the teams loved the fiery explosion. 
 
    To round off the instruction, she explained: 
 
    “Elemental arrows are the ones that are most widely used, and the ones we Rangers are best at. However, I’m sure that among you there are one or two sharp-witted ones” – she glanced at Egil – “who will have guessed by that altering the two components in the arrow, the agent and the reagent, you can obtain different effects. That’s quite true. But it’s also very dangerous. For that reason, it’s forbidden. Concentrate on making just these four types I’ve taught you, and doing so without deviating in the slightest way from these measurements and ingredients.” 
 
    Egil muffled a chuckle. He was not the only one. 
 
    “With all the effects you could get...” he said with a glance at Lasgol. 
 
    “No experimenting on your own. Remember, you could lose the fingers of a hand, or worse.” 
 
    “All right...” muttered Egil, his shoulders sagging. 
 
    To end the class, Birda told them: “A Ranger needs to know how to make the four types of elemental arrows with his eyes shut, so you have a lot of work ahead of you before you master this subject.” 
 
    As the days went by the class ended up being very interesting, even for Ingrid, Nilsa and Viggo. Seeing the arrows they had made; they felt a certain pride at having created them with their own hands. The only one who had a bad time making them was Gerd, who suffered at every step of the process. He was so afraid of something blowing up at any moment that his hands, his knees, and even his eyebrows shook. 
 
    Lasgol loved the class, even more when he found that there was an Elite Specialty in this subject: The Elemental Arrow-Maker. According to what Birda told them, the arrow-makers were capable of making all kinds of arrows with different effects. Lasgol wondered what they could be... and whether he might someday become one of them himself... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Under a clear sky and a pleasant sun, they set off for the School of Wildlife class. This was Lasgol’s and Gerd’s favorite. A day as good as this was not at all common in northern Norghana. Everyone was happy, in a very good mood, even Viggo. 
 
    “If it weren’t for the fact that I hate animals,” he said thoughtfully, “I’d like to become a Beast Whisperer. Yeah, I think that would suit me really well.”  
 
    “A what?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “It’s an elite specialization,” Egil explained. “They’re the Rangers who go around together with big cats that follow their orders.” 
 
    “How big?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Snow panthers, white tigers,” Egil said. 
 
    Viggo nodded. “And huge wolves.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Gerd said, “that would be spectacular.”  
 
    “You’d like that, eh, big guy?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I certainly would. It’d be incredible.” 
 
    “It would be more like fantastic,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    “Hey, that’s what I said I’d like, and I bet you envy me,” said Viggo. “I can see myself arriving at a village with a snow panther or a white tiger on some official Ranger mission. I’d go to the center of the village with my pet beside me, terrifying everybody. They’d be scared to death. That’d be worth seeing.” 
 
    Ingrid smiled. “Yeah, sure, it suits you perfectly. I can’t wait to see a white tiger eating you alive because it’s tired of listening to your cheeky comments.” 
 
    Nilsa laughed out loud. 
 
    Viggo looked at his two female partners with distaste. “You two are a pair of witches, you can manage to ruin even the best of days. Although now I come to think about it, it might be better if I chose another specialty. Cats and I don’t get on very well at all.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    The cabins where School of Wildlife was taught were the most picturesque, because they were surrounded by pens and cages with every kind of animal the Rangers used and they gave instruction about, both theoretical and practical. 
 
    In this third year a lot of the teaching had turned practical, which Egil lamented because he loved being among books, but the rest of the team were grateful. Practical lessons were much more fun, especially if they involved animals. Except when the animals were large, wild and capable of killing a man. 
 
    As he nearly always did, Gerd stopped by the animals to greet them with affectionate words in his soft voice. He loved to do this. Sometimes he lost track of time and they had to come and fetch him. This day was no different, and Gerd went to see his ‘little friends’ as he called them. It turned out that one of his ‘little friends’ was an enormous white bear called Musclebound, which was capable of dismembering an adult person in a moment. 
 
    “Don’t give Musclebound anything to eat,” Instructor Erisson said to Gerd. 
 
    “I won’t give him anything, sir. I know it’s against the rules.” 
 
    “And for a good reason: if you give him food you’re running the risk that the day you don’t, he’ll ‘pat’ you down to see if you’re carrying something hidden.” 
 
    Gerd’s face reflected the implications of that. “I won’t give him anything.” 
 
    Unlike the previous year’s instructor Guntar, whose nature was fiendish, Erisson was a lot calmer. He seemed to have far more self-control. He rarely got angry, even when they failed to do something well. Guntar, in contrast, always yelled at them when they made mistakes. Physically they were also very different, Erisson being darker-skinned, with black eyes and straight hair, sharp in features and physique. It was interesting to see how different the instructors were, not only between the different Schools, but from one year to the next in the same School. One thing, however, they had in common: they were all excellent Rangers and knew their School to perfection. 
 
    “I was wondering, sir...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t he be free?” 
 
    Erisson nodded. “He should be, yes. But if we let him go free he probably wouldn’t survive. We rescued him from a poacher’s trap as a cub and he was raised among us Rangers, like most of the big predators we have here. Some can manage, and we let them go back to their natural environment, but Musclebound is better with us.” 
 
    “Can’t they be tamed when they’re grown-up?” 
 
    “No, once they’ve grown up in the wild it’s very difficult, more or less impossible. There are some species it’s feasible to do it with, birds for instance. But the big predators are a different story, even for us, and we’ve been studying their behavior for a hundred years. There’s been the odd case, but it’s the exception.” 
 
    “And wolves? I’ve heard that some of them aren’t that aggressive with humans.” 
 
    “Wolves which have been raised wild in the mountains, as long as they have a pack nearby, won’t be friendly. A lone wolf, on the other hand, is different. But in any case, it’s always better to raise them and gain their trust from the beginning.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “We Rangers have been working with animals for a very long time. They’re our natural allies. You can’t trust a man, but you can trust an animal. In order to achieve this you need to gain their trust and respect. That’s what we work on here. Once an animal trusts you and respects you, you’ll have a friend and an ally for life.” 
 
    “But it’s very hard to win that trust and respect.” 
 
    “Of course. Would you trust just anybody?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    Erisson pointed to the cages which held several panthers and wolves and a huge white tiger. “Then why should they?” 
 
    “They shouldn’t.” 
 
    “And they don’t. That’s why in this School we teach you how to earn that trust and respect so that you gain a partner. But it’s dangerous. You need to be very careful and use your head. Otherwise...” 
 
    “Otherwise... what?” 
 
    “You’ll end up torn to pieces.” 
 
    Gerd swallowed. 
 
    “Do what I tell you and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Yes, sure.” 
 
    The instructor waved toward the predators. “I’m glad to see you have a weakness for them.”  
 
    “Thanks. It’s just that I really like animals... even those.” He nodded toward the panthers and the tiger. 
 
    “So do I,” Erisson said, and smiled. 
 
    “I’d like it if they were free and living happily in the snowy forests.” 
 
    Erisson turned to look at them for a moment, then turned back to Gerd. “I like you; you have a good heart. Don’t lose it on the way, because the path of the Ranger is a tough one and full of suffering. Many lose their good heart; they turn into hard men with no sympathy for either humans or animals.” 
 
    “I’ll try...” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. During instruction we’ll keep them in their cages so that there aren’t any ‘accidents’. Contestants in general are quite unreliable when it comes to dealing with animals. It’s not their fault, it’s yours.” His eyes turned to the other contestants behind him, who were preparing for the lesson. “But once the instruction is over, we let them out. They’re free to go back to their domains in the high forests. When we need them, we summon them and they come back.” 
 
    “Oh... I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “We have a relationship of friendship and respect with them,” he concluded. As he said this, he went over to the white tiger and offered him his hand. 
 
    Gerd was suddenly terrified; the tiger was huge. It could have torn off his arm with a single bite. But the tiger, far from attacking, brought its head close, growled in a way which sounded far from threatening and allowed Erisson to pet it, like a colossal, affectionate, potentially murderous kitten. 
 
    “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “So it is. We help one another, animals and Rangers. We protect them as long as they live in our valley, its forests and mountains, and they help us with the instruction and on ‘special’ missions.” 
 
    “Special missions?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m not allowed to talk about them. But I can assure you that our friends help us a lot.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I understand, like in the elite specialties: the one of Beast Whisperer.” Gerd’s eyes turned to his team. “We were talking about it among ourselves.”  
 
    “Yes, but in that particular case we work on the link with the beast and he becomes a true partner. It’s something very special. Very few manage to make that connection.” 
 
    The tiger roared and Gerd took a step back in fear. 
 
    “It’s very difficult to reach that level of trust,” Erisson said as he soothed the tiger with gentle stroking and soft words. 
 
    Gerd recovered from his fright. His hands were shaking, but he composed himself. 
 
    “I’d like to get as far as the Whisperer Specialty.” 
 
    Erisson smiled. A smile of understanding. “You, and plenty of others. Unfortunately it’s one of the most difficult because it doesn’t entirely depend on the contestant, but on the animals and how they perceive you.” 
 
    “I see...” Gerd replied and stopped shaking. 
 
    “Come close to him, slowly...” Erisson suggested. 
 
    Gerd thought twice about this, struggling against the fear, which was making a knot in his stomach, then finally he made up his mind. He went over to the cage and stood beside the instructor. If the great tiger decided to attack, reaching out with a claw through the bars, it would hit him fair and square. Merely thinking about it filled him with terror. The tiger, seeming to smell his fear, brought its great head near the bars and roared at him. Gerd felt the tiger’s breath on his face and fear exploded inside him. He was so terrified that he wanted to run away, but he was petrified. 
 
    “Don’t make any sudden movement...” 
 
    He could not move a single muscle, so that staying still was not a problem. But he had to find a way to overcome his fear. The tiger was ferocious, lethal, brutal. But at the same time there was an undeniable feline beauty about it. An undeniable power enveloped in nobility. That majestic animal had a noble soul: Gerd could feel it. Gradually he began to quell his fear; he was in the presence of a feline king. He ought to fear him, but most of all he ought to respect him. With a tremendous inner effort, he replaced the fear he felt toward the animal with respect, and managed to regain control of himself. Very slowly, he reached out his hand to the tiger’s head. 
 
    The beast roared and showed its enormous jaws in a threatening display. 
 
    “Gently...” Erisson warned him. 
 
    Gerd swallowed, took a deep breath and put his hand between the bars of the cage. 
 
    The tiger watched him, showing its lethal jaws and growling. But Gerd did not flinch. He stroked the beast’s head with his hand. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation, as if the tiger were deciding whether to tear off his hand or not, but then he gave a gentle growl. Gerd breathed out heavily and kept stroking his head. 
 
    “You seem to have what it takes,” Erisson told him with a smile. “You might attain your ambition.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t linger too long, we have to go on with the lesson,” the instructor added, and left. 
 
    Gerd stayed stroking the tiger. He could barely believe he had defeated his fear, let alone that the tiger had not torn his arm off. 
 
    Gerd nodded and followed the instructor, after saying goodbye to Musclebound too. 
 
    “What was the instructor telling you?” Lasgol asked Gerd when he joined them. 
 
    “Very interesting things about the Rangers’ animals.” While Gerd told them what he had learned, Lasgol was watching the Second-Year students go into their lessons. He saw Valeria, who greeted him with a broad smile and a wave. He returned the greeting and smiled back at her. He liked that girl, and he had to admit that she was very pretty this year. Now she was one of the Camp beauties. According to what Viggo had told him, she was breaking a lot of hearts. Many were trying to catch her attention, including boys in the third and even fourth years, but she ignored them all. Viggo said she was as cold as she was beautiful. But with Lasgol, on the other hand, she was never cold. She always greeted him and stopped to chat. 
 
    “Yeah... she’s very nice...” he said in a low voice, unaware that he was speaking out loud. 
 
    “That one? Maybe with you,” said Viggo, who had heard him. “With everybody else, I can assure you she isn’t.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
    “I never exaggerate.” 
 
    Lasgol knew this was true. Viggo might be a pain in the neck, but he never exaggerated. He always told things as they were, even if they were unpleasant. 
 
    They got ready for the lesson, seeing that Erisson was waving them over. 
 
    “Today you’re going to start to learn a discipline that only we Rangers practice. It’s an art we’ve been developing for over a hundred years, until we’ve perfected it, so pay attention.” 
 
    Nilsa was clapping animatedly. “This is going to be very interesting,” she murmured. 
 
    Erisson stretched out one arm on which he wore a reinforced glove which reached to his elbow. He made a call-in imitation of a bird no-one could identify. After a moment a hawk appeared gliding above their heads in answer to the instructor’s call. Erisson whistled again, and the hawk came down and landed on his arm. 
 
    “Very good, little one,” he said affectionately as he stroked it with his other hand. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the bird, which was beautiful. The fastest of hunters. They knew how to use them to intercept enemy messages carried by pigeons and crows. Nothing escaped from a hawk. The difficult thing was to get the bird to come back with both the prey and the message tied to the hunted bird’s foot. They had been practicing, and Lasgol and Gerd were quite good at it. The rest of the team, on the other hand, not so much. Above all Viggo, whom hawks seemed to detest him for some reason. Nilsa said it was because birds could sense the blackness of his heart. According to Ingrid it was simply because the birds knew that Viggo was not too bright. 
 
    The truth was that they did not know the reason. Lasgol was awed when he saw the hawks shoot off and cross the skies at unthinkable speeds to catch their prey, either in mid-flight or on the ground. Everything happened so fast that anyone who blinked would miss it all. Not even hares could escape from the hawks. 
 
    Lasgol wondered what new skill Erisson was going to teach them. 
 
    “I need a volunteer,” he said. 
 
     Before anybody had time to react, Isgord stepped forward.  
 
    “Me!” he said confidently. 
 
    Ingrid cursed under her breath and gave the Captain of the Eagles a glance full of hatred. 
 
    “Right. I want you to go into the forest, walk westward. When you reach the thickest part, hide. Wait for my whistle and begin to move very slowly. Remember what you’ve learnt in School of Expertise. You must come out of the forest without being spotted, using stealth and the ‘Path of Shadows’.” 
 
    “I will! School of Expertise is my forte!” Unfortunately, they all knew this was true. 
 
    “Good,” Erisson said. “Off you go.” 
 
    Isgord went into the forest, and they waited for him to take up his position. 
 
    “Right then. I want you to watch very closely.” Erisson whistled so that Isgord would get ready. After a moment he made a circle with his index finger in front of the hawk. Then he pointed to the forest where Isgord had hidden. The bird, watching Erisson, cocked its head from one side to the other. The students watched, spellbound. Finally Erisson raised his arm and let the hawk fly up into the sky. 
 
    “This Art consists of using the hawk and its incredible vision to track enemies in the forest. Only we Rangers use the hawks in this way in the whole North. Now watch.” 
 
    The hawk flew over the forest at great speed, brushing the tops of the trees in several sweeps. 
 
    “It’s looking for its prey,” Erisson said. 
 
    Suddenly the bird slowed its flight and began to circle above a small area. 
 
    “And now it’s spotted him. It’s indicating where to find him.” He paused to watch the flight, then put his hands to his mouth and shouted: “Do you see it above you, Isgord?” 
 
    There was a pause. Isgord was reluctant to admit defeat, but he had no choice. 
 
    “Yes, sir! It’s found me!” Isgord shouted. He sounded furious. 
 
    They were all struck dumb. 
 
    “I see you’re impressed. Right. Now we’ll practice in teams. One will be the prey and the other will work with the hawk, then you swap. Off we go, gently. Remember it’s an intelligent bird, but a delicate one.” 
 
    The Panthers were paired with the Wolves. They started out being the prey, then changed over. A Wolf handled the hawk, and a Panther hid in the forest. The wait in the forest was a long one, because handling the hawk turned out to be quite complicated for everyone. Lasgol spent a very long time hidden in the forest. Finally, when he was about to give up, he saw the hawk sweep rapidly over his head. He stayed still and waited, hidden among the shadows and covered by vegetation. He had darkened his face and hair with mud to camouflage himself better. He remembered Haakon’s teachings and hid, slowing down his breathing, well-camouflaged, not moving a muscle, barely even blinking. But all his effort was in vain. The hawk saw him on its fifth sweep. He did not know how it had done it because he had not moved in the slightest, but he had been spotted. He looked up slowly and saw the hawk circling above his position. 
 
    “Unbelievable, what sharp vision,” he said, and smiled. 
 
    He went back and congratulated Ashleen, of the Wolves, who had been the one in charge of handling the hawk. Luca, the Captain, had had to give up and ask Ingrid to come out of the forest because he could not communicate with the hawk. Only Ashleen and one of her teammates had found they were able to. The other four had failed. 
 
    When the Panthers’ turn came, their luck was not so different. Lasgol enjoyed himself like a small boy with the beautiful bird. The complicated part was making the hawk understand what was expected of it, since most of the time it did not understand human gestures. When his turn came, Lasgol sent the hawk on its way. It flew over the area, and for a moment he thought the bird would take no notice of him. But then suddenly it flew toward the forest and started to make its rapid passes. And it discovered Ashleen where she was hidden. It began to circle above her, indicating her position. Lasgol breathed out heavily with delight and received the congratulations of his teammates and the Wolves. 
 
    Nilsa did not do so well. The bird decided not to indicate any location, choosing instead to enjoy its flight above the ochre forests. Things went better with Gerd, who found out Daven, the pin-up boy of the Wolves. Nilsa could not take her eyes off him and smiled all the time. Her interest in Daven was obvious, as was Gerd’s touch with animals. Everybody congratulated him. Ingrid, Viggo and Egil did not manage to make the hawk do anything, no matter how hard they tried. Even so, everybody enjoyed working with the bird. 
 
    “My friend here has been trained for this task, and it wasn’t at all easy,” Erisson said when they had finished the round of exercises. “Now I have a surprise I’m sure you’re going to love.” 
 
    Everybody gave him their full attention. 
 
    “Every team is going to be given a young hawk and will have to train it. At the Winter Test I’ll assess how well or badly you’ve done. It’s very hard to train them, it takes a lot of patience. I’ll teach you how to do it, but you’ll need to do exactly what I tell you.” 
 
    “He’s going to give us a hawk?” Gerd asked his teammates excitedly amid the general murmur. 
 
    Viggo’s face wore a look of horror. “I hope not.” 
 
    “Birds aren’t my thing,” Ingrid admitted. “Well, animals in general, I mean.” 
 
    “Mine neither,” Egil said. “But their training seems fascinating to me. I have to study some more about the training of raptors.” 
 
    “Rapt what?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “Falconry, the art of hunting with birds of prey like hawks.” 
 
    She nodded. “Ah, I see.”  
 
    “Study some more, you bookworm?” Viggo sneered. “You already spend your life with your nose inside a book.”  
 
    Egil shrugged and smiled. “I like it.” 
 
    “Listen carefully,” Erisson said, recapturing their attention. “It’ll be your responsibility to feed it and look after it. The third-year cabins have some falcon cages in the rear ready for it.” He indicated the cabin behind him. 
 
    “And what if it gets sick, sir?” Nilsa asked uneasily. “Or escapes?”  
 
    “That had better not happen if you want to graduate as Rangers,” Erisson said. His voice was so serious that there were no more questions.
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    Lasgol was in a very good mood that evening. He was on his way back from archery practice. He had made progress. True, it was slight, but something was always better than nothing. He knew he ought to be proud and happy about any improvement he managed to make, however small. 
 
    Suddenly his mood changed completely. By the central fountain of the Camp his path crossed with Astrid’s. 
 
    “Hi, Lasgol!” she called animatedly. 
 
    Lasgol looked at her and felt something within him that surprised him. It was rage. He would never have imagined that she could produce that effect in him. This isn’t right, I shouldn’t feel like this, it’s Astrid... He swallowed the feeling. He knew he had no right to feel that anger, or anything else negative, towards Astrid. She had done nothing. Nothing at all. Astrid is free to express her affection for whoever she wishes, however much I might not like it. “Hello,” he said, more curtly than he would have liked. 
 
    “We haven’t had a chance to talk since you arrived. How was the break in your village? What was its name... Sked?” 
 
    “Skad... It was...interesting... intense...” 
 
    She looked at him intrigued, her head on one side. “You didn’t get into trouble, did you?” 
 
    “Nothing serious.” 
 
    “That means you did. You need to be more careful; you’re always caught up in dangerous situations, and one day something bad could happen to you...” 
 
    “Maybe. Anyway, not many people would weep over it.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? Of course people would be sad for you.” 
 
    “Would you?” Lasgol surprised himself with these words. But he could do nothing about it; he had said them. 
 
    Astrid looked puzzled. “Me? Of course I would. Very much so.” 
 
    “If you say so...” 
 
    “What’s up with you? You’re acting weird.” 
 
    “Nothing’s up with me.” 
 
    “Are you... angry?” 
 
    “With you? Why should I be?” 
 
    “I don’t know... the way you’re speaking to me…” 
 
    “I’m speaking normally, the way I always do.” 
 
    “Not like always... you’re being very curt with me...” 
 
    “Me curt? Not at all.” 
 
    “That’s not your usual tone of voice. Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, I couldn’t be better!” 
 
    “You said that with a frown.” 
 
    “It must be the sunlight. It’s shining in my eyes.” 
 
    “There’s definitely something wrong with you. You haven’t smiled once and your voice doesn’t sound the way it usually does.” 
 
    Lasgol did not want her to go on interrogating him, so he changed the subject. 
 
    “Was your break good?” 
 
    Astrid realized that he was avoiding the question and looked straight into his eyes, as though trying to read in them what was wrong with him. “Yes, very good. I went back to my family, for a few days’ visit.” 
 
    “You’ve never said much about your family.” He had not intended it, but it sounded like a reproach. 
 
    “There’s not much to tell...” 
 
    “Or you don’t want to...” 
 
    Astrid frowned. “Really? What’s your beef with me?” 
 
    “No beef.” 
 
    “I heard a few rumors about why you and Egil missed the boat... pretty outrageous ones.” 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you’re told.” 
 
    “Oden punished you in the kitchens, so I heard.” 
 
    “Yeah, we missed the party. You had a good time, didn’t you?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and growing tension. 
 
    “Yeah... well... it was quite nice...” 
 
    “I’d say very nice.” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” 
 
    Lasgol could hold back no longer. 
 
    “I saw you with Luca,” he said accusingly. 
 
    Astrid’s face lost its usual fierceness. 
 
    “I don’t know what you saw...” 
 
    “I saw you kissing...” 
 
    “Lasgol... I...” 
 
    “There’s no need to explain anything. We’re just friends. You don’t owe me an explanation.” 
 
    “I know I don’t owe you an explanation. But just give me a chance to tell you...” 
 
    “There’s no need. I wish you all the best” – and before Astrid could say anything else, he left without looking back. 
 
    Almost imperceptibly, spring came to an end. And with it came the first test of the year: the Spring Test. It started in an unusual way. Oden appeared at their cabin with a Ranger called Mirta and told them all to come with them. 
 
    They went to the House of Command, where Dolbarar was waiting with the Four Master Rangers. As they were crossing the bridge they met the Owls. Astrid was in the lead, following a weathered-looking ranger. Their eyes met, and she greeted him with a nod. Lasgol returned the greeting. He did not know where they were going, but he guessed it was part of the Spring Test. “Good luck,” he called out as the rest of the team passed. 
 
    They lined up in front of Dolbarar and the Master Rangers. The Camp Leader was looking serious, not smiling in his usual way. 
 
    “Welcome, Snow Panthers. The moment of the first test of the year has come: the Spring Test. I know you’ve been waiting for it and fearing it. That’s normal and to be expected.” 
 
    The faces of the six lined up in front of him bore witness to this, with no shadow of doubt. Nilsa could not stay still and was biting her nails. Gerd was as white as snow. 
 
    “This test is going to be different this year,” he said, coming straight to the point. It’s a real test. You must take the greatest possible care, because you could die.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. Gerd was on the verge of fainting. Viggo made a gesture of protest. The girls and Egil listened without revealing their emotions, but Nilsa’s knees were shaking. 
 
    “This year you have to face real dangers and situations where you’ll be able to put everything you’ve learned to good use. But don’t be reckless. Mistakes and haste lead to the end of the road before time. Don’t forget that. I want you all back. Good luck, and follow Mirta’s instructions to the letter.” 
 
    As they were leaving they saw the Eagles arriving, with Isgord in the lead. With them was an enormous Ranger whom Lasgol had never seen before. He wondered what type of test was waiting for them. Isgord gave him a scornful glance, but Lasgol ignored it. 
 
    Two weeks of traveling later, in Norghanian territory, Lasgol inhaled the aromatic scent of the forest that still smelt of spring. He was trying to relax his nerves. It smells fresh, it smells of life, he thought with a smile as he gazed at the woods full of life around him. Ranger Mirta was leading them through the trees at a brisk pace. She was keeping away from roads and villages, going deeper into the forest, hiding the presence of the group from the locals. 
 
    The experienced Ranger led the way. Ingrid followed, not missing a single detail of everything the leader was doing. Then came Nilsa, followed by Viggo, Gerd, Egil and Lasgol. 
 
    “How much longer is this woman going to make us walk?” Viggo protested. He was looking at the soles of his boots. 
 
    “You’re not going to wear them out in just one walk,” Ingrid said, sounding incredulous. 
 
    “I know,” Viggo replied with a mocking grimace. “It bothers me. I was looking to see if something was sticking into it.” 
 
    “A pebble must have got in,” Nilsa said with a giggle as she passed him. 
 
    “A pebble is what I’m going to throw at that little head of yours,” Viggo said. He pulled out a piece of metal from his sole. 
 
    “Keep quiet back there!” Mirta ordered. “It’s not much good moving secretly in these woods if you’re going to give our presence away with your voices.” 
 
    Viggo looked around with his arms spread wide. “Give it away? Who to? There’s not a soul in this forest. We haven’t seen a soul in a whole week!” 
 
    “The Path of the Ranger teaches us that a Ranger must always be cautious. Must hide his or her presence from the eyes of strangers, remain silent, so that his or her voice is not carried by the wind to foreign ears.”  
 
    Viggo sighed and nodded, acknowledging the reprimand. 
 
    They kept going till nightfall, when Mirta ordered them to stop and set up camp for the night. 
 
    “Ingrid, climb that tree. You take the first watch.” She pointed to a fir tree a few paces away, and a moment later the Captain started up the tree. “Nilsa, you and Viggo go in search of dry wood. I don’t want any smoke, so no wet or green wood.” 
 
    “Right away,” Nilsa said, and they went off to the sound of Viggo’s protests: “How are we going to find dry wood? It’s been raining all morning...” 
 
    “Egil, you prepare the helpings of food we took from the provisions,” she went on, pointing to the knapsacks which had been stowed between the roots of a large fir. “Gerd, you prepare the fire. Dig a hole with your axe so that it won’t be too obvious from a distance. A good hole.” 
 
    “Right away, ma’am!” Gerd said, happy to be doing something that suited his great strength. 
 
    “Lasgol, you come with me. We’re going to fetch water. Take the water-skins.” She beckoned him to follow her. 
 
    It did not take them long to find a stream. Lasgol did not know how Mirta had found it. It was getting dark and they could barely see. 
 
    “Do you know the area?” he dared to ask her. 
 
    Mirta smiled. “To some extent, but it’s a long time since I’ve been this way.” 
 
    “And the stream?” 
 
    “I smelled it.” 
 
    “Smelled? Really?” 
 
    “Yes, over time you learn these things. You’ll be surprised what you can smell and hear in the forest.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “And I also have this,” Mirta said with a roguish smile. She showed him the map she was carrying, wrapped in leather. 
 
    “Oh... I’m so gullible.” 
 
    Mirta chuckled. “Come on, then.” 
 
    By the time they went back the campfire was ready. She checked that it could not be seen from a distance and that it was hardly giving out any smoke, and gave her approval. 
 
    “Now let’s eat.” 
 
    They ate in silence. They were starving and rather tired after a whole day of walking. Lasgol felt that with each day’s march he felt more tired than the day before. The night’s rest did not seem enough to let him regain all the energies expended on the expedition so far. Looking at Egil, he noticed that his friend was becoming paler every day. So he guessed that they all felt the same. 
 
    “You can ask questions,” Mirta said suddenly. 
 
    The teammates looked at one another. Egil was the quickest to respond. 
 
    “What is the mission?” 
 
    “To hunt for a man wanted by the King’s law.” 
 
    Gerd turned white suddenly. “Are we going to catch a bandit?”  
 
    “We’re going to ‘Hunt a man’,” Mirta said. She unrolled a scroll she carried in her satchel and showed them the Royal Search Warrant for the capture of the bandit known as Gostensen. “Memorize it,” she ordered them. 
 
    They passed the order around while they memorized the image of the sullen face drawn on it. 
 
    Gerd read aloud: “He’s wanted for murder, pillage and rape. He’s accompanied by half a dozen men. He’s hiding in the mountains to the northeast of the village of Four Winds.” 
 
    “He’s a murderer... and a rapist...” Nilsa said with fear in her eyes. They were beginning to understand that the situation they were in was one of real danger. 
 
    “We’ll tear him to pieces,” Ingrid whispered confidently above their heads from her perch in the fir tree. 
 
    “It won’t be easy if he has a group of outlaws with him,” Viggo said. He began to sharpen his weapons. 
 
    “No, it won’t be,” Mirta agreed. “It never is.” 
 
    “That means the Spring Test really is a real test, a test of blood,” Egil said. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “But it’ll be dangerous,” said Gerd. “We might die...”  
 
    “Let’s hope nobody dies,” Mirta replied. 
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    They all looked at Mirta with fear and their spirits at a very low ebb.  
 
    Mirta noticed this and looked them straight in the eye. “If you don’t do exactly what I tell you, that’s exactly what will happen. And I’m putting the emphasis on ‘exactly’.” 
 
    Egil nodded. He had realized the situation they now found themselves in. “Tests at the Camp are over. This is real. They’re testing us to assess everything we’ve learnt up to now, putting us in a situation of real danger.” 
 
    The Panthers exchanged worried looks. But there was a certain brightness behind the concern, there was confidence. Not in their own strength, but in that of the team as one. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Mirta. “This is the third year of instruction for you. It’s a crucial year, when the strongest survive and go on to the fourth and final year. It’s time to make use of all you’ve learned in a real mission. Time to face a real danger and overcome it.” 
 
    Viggo lowered his head. There was no conviction in his eyes. “Or else die.” 
 
    Nilsa shook herself restlessly. She could not stay still; she was so nervous at what lay ahead. 
 
    “Rangers don’t fear death. They’ve been trained to hide from it and avoid it. Thus says the Path of the Ranger.” 
 
    “That’s a very optimistic view,” Viggo said. He sounded decidedly skeptical. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to us,” said Ingrid. “We’ll carry out the mission successfully.”  
 
    “We’ve been taught to track and fight,” Egil said, as much to convince himself as his comrades. “We need to trust what we’ve learnt.” 
 
    “Follow my instructions and everything will be fine,” Mirta promised. She unfolded her Ranger’s cloak to reveal the medallion which hung from her neck. 
 
    They looked at it with great interest, recognizing the wooden medallion with the carving of the face of a roaring bear in the center: Ranger of the School of Wildlife. Then she took out a second medallion she wore under her shirt of tanned leather. This one, also of wood, was larger, with another image carved in the center: a wolf stalking a deer.    
 
    “Do you recognize it?”  
 
    Viggo shook his head. Nilsa and Gerd looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “A second medallion, a bigger one...” Egil mused aloud. “You’re a Specialist...” 
 
    “Really? An elite specialty?” Ingrid asked excitedly. 
 
    Mirta nodded slowly. 
 
    Nilsa gave a start. “Wow! A Specialist Ranger!”  
 
    “Which specialty?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Which do you think?” Mirta asked in return. She showed them the medallion. 
 
    One by one, they came forward to take a closer look. 
 
    “We’ve never seen a medallion like it,” Ingrid said apologetically. “We’ve never met a Specialist before.” 
 
    “That’s perfectly normal. We don’t visit the Camp much.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “The Specialists train at the Shelter, which is a secret, hidden place. There aren’t many of us, and mostly we’re always serving the King on ‘complicated’ missions.” 
 
    “Tell us more, please,” begged Egil. 
 
    Mirta shook her head. “I shouldn’t.” 
 
    Viggo arched one eyebrow. “The King gives you ‘complicated’ missions?”  
 
    “Not the King himself. Our orders come from Gondabar, Leader of the Rangers.” 
 
    “And from Dolbarar?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No. Dolbarar is the Leader of the Camp, but once you leave, your missions will come from Gondabar as the leader of all the Rangers, or Gatik as First Ranger. You must always obey them.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “You must have heard of the specializations. In fact all of you will want to belong to one or another of them.” Mirta fixed her gaze on them, but except for Ingrid and Nilsa, they looked down. “I see the girls know what they want. The boys not so much. Tell me, Nilsa, what elite specialty have you got in mind?” 
 
    Nilsa’s face turned as red as her curly hair. She lowered her gaze and recovered herself. “I want to be a Hunter of Mages, of the School of Archery.” 
 
    “That’s a good choice. I hope that you’re excellent with the bow and that ice-cold blood runs through your veins. To face a Mage means death nine times out of ten.” 
 
    “I know... My father... was killed by a Mage.” 
 
    “Oh... I see. I wish you luck. It’s a very difficult specialty.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What about you, Ingrid?” 
 
    “I want to be a Natural Archer, or an Infallible Archer. Yes, Infallible Archer.” 
 
    “That’s what I’d guessed. It’s the most difficult Archery specialization. You need to be able to hit a hundred targets constantly in different situations and at different distances. Very few have managed to be so consistently precise.” Mirta smiled. “I wish you the best of luck.”  
 
    “It’s written on her forehead,” Viggo said with a twitch of amusement. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. The others smiled. 
 
    “Work very hard this year and you may make it. That goes for all of you. This year is crucial, not just to pass on to the fourth and finally graduate as a ranger, but because the School you’ll belong to will be chosen. Show what you’re capable of. Give it all you have. I did it, I put my soul in it and I did it. So it can be done. Believe me.” 
 
    The courage she transmitted to them as she said this made them feel a little better. Lasgol felt his spirit strengthened. 
 
    Mirta showed them the medallion again. “Doesn’t anybody want to guess what specialization this is?” 
 
    “Relentless Explorer?” Gerd ventured. 
 
    Mirta shook her head. 
 
    Viggo put his head to one side. “It isn’t Assassin of Nature...” 
 
    “No, it isn’t.”  
 
    Egil smiled. 
 
    “I see by your face that you’ve guessed correctly,” Mirta told him. With a wave, she invited him to explain. 
 
    “A wolf... stalking a deer... on the hunt... and our mission being what it is, we’ve been assigned a specialist to guide us. You’re a Man-Hunter, an elite specialty of the School of Wildlife.” 
 
    Mirta smiled and nodded. 
 
    They all looked at her with new eyes. She was a Man-Hunter! A specialist! Someone exceptional. 
 
    “I Hunt Men for the King. And I’m very good. I was trained well and I have quite a lot of experience. So don’t worry and follow my orders.” 
 
    They nodded. With this revelation, ease returned to the Panthers’ hearts, even though a touch of nerves remained with them and would not stop torturing them. 
 
    “Tomorrow I’ll go down to the village for information.” 
 
    “Great,” Viggo said. “At last we’re going to see a bit of civilization.”  
 
    “I said I’ll go down. You stay here waiting for me to come back.” 
 
    “But... why can’t we go?” 
 
    “For several reasons. What do you think they’d say if they saw a group of strangers arriving?” 
 
    “Would they find it odd?” Viggo said hesitantly. 
 
    “Very odd. Most of the villagers have never seen many strangers. They wouldn’t know we’re Rangers, and we’re not going to betray the fact. We live in the shadows. Remember that. You don’t let yourselves be seen unless the mission requires it. For no other reason. Always stay hidden and alert. Thus says the Path.” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “Fine,” he said, sounding a little disappointed. 
 
    “The other reason for never approaching a village during a Manhunt is that they usually have accomplices who alert them, or else family, or inquisitive people who let their tongue run loose later on.” 
 
    Ingrid nodded. “It makes perfect sense.”  
 
    “That’s why we always keep hidden and pass unseen. If you go to a village, make sure it doesn’t endanger your mission. Keep apart and don’t talk to anybody.” 
 
    “And if we need to get information, as you’re going to do?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “Or get supplies?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Do it very carefully. Pass unnoticed. Don’t start conversations. Just watch and ask just what’s necessary, or buy what’s necessary. Disappear from the place immediately. Don’t let anybody remember you.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about Daven the Recruiter, and how he had been watching him without he himself realizing the fact for days on end. 
 
    “And now it’s time for everybody to get some sleep. I want you rested and recovered. Tomorrow’s going to be an intense day. Get your weapons ready, be calm and get mentally ready. We’ll start the Hunt tomorrow and I want you ready, strong and alert.” 
 
    “We will be,” Ingrid promised. 
 
    “Good. We’ll keep watch in the same order: Ingrid first, Lasgol last. At the slightest sign of danger, wake me up.” 
 
    And night fell upon them. 
 
    Mirta woke them up with the first light of dawn. In the blink of an eye they were ready and the camp was cleared. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked them as she checked them one by one, making sure their weapons were ready and the knapsacks well-secured to their backs under their green-brown Ranger’s cloaks. 
 
    “Ready,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Good. Cover up. Hoods on your heads and Ranger’s scarves on your faces. All I want to see is your eyes.” 
 
    They did as they were told. 
 
    “Not a word until I give you leave to speak. We’ll communicate by signs. Follow all my instructions. This isn’t a camp test. Your lives are at stake and those of your comrades. Is that clear?” 
 
    They all nodded, as one. 
 
    Mirta set off at her usual strong pace, heading southeast. They left the fir-wood behind and crossed another of pines. When they arrived at a road, Mirta raised her fist and they stopped at once. She gestured to them to hide. They crouched and remained covered by the underbrush. Listening intently, they heard a shrill hollow sound coming down the road. They all stayed hidden, still as statues. A cart pulled by two oxen passed in front of them, led by two farmers. 
 
    They let it pass. Mirta looked and pointed to the north. Hidden in the forest, they followed the road until the village appeared in the distance. Mirta signaled silence, and they went forward warily. Soon they began to see the villagers carrying out their routine tasks, as on any other morning. The farmers were on their way to their fields, the shepherds were looking after their animals, the blacksmith was opening his workshop and beginning to light his fires, A group of women was on their way to the river to wash clothes, and a couple of trappers were going into the woods to the north. 
 
    They stayed hidden, deep in the forest. The village was a large one, with new buildings appearing to the west and south. The people were beginning to stir. It seemed to be a quiet place, although it had not been so quiet a few months earlier. The war had come close to it, and many men and youths of the village had been enlisted to confront Darthor’s hosts. While they were fighting for their country several unscrupulous individuals had taken over the village, committing all kinds of vile acts and atrocities. War never brought anything good with it.  
 
    They reached an elevated point which gave them a good view of the village. Mirta signaled them to stop, and they hid and watched. 
 
    Mirta pointed down. “The tavern’s on the north side of the square, and so is the supply shop. I’ll go down there to get some information about where our prey is hiding.” 
 
    The group’s eyes were on her. They nodded. 
 
    “While I’m in the village I’ll put you where you’ll be able to control the exits, Viggo, go north. Ingrid, south. Gerd, east and Nilsa, west. Egil, you stay here and watch my movements in case anybody shows an interest in me. Lasgol, you’ll be the messenger. If you see anybody leaving the village and think it’s suspicious, give the signal and follow him. Leave a clear trail. But don’t put yourselves at risk. Wait for the others. All clear?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Right. Now keep your eyes open.” 
 
    She turned and took a detour so as not to come out in the open through one of the thickest areas. Lasgol could barely see her as she went into the village like a shadow. The others set off to their positions. Lasgol followed them, his gaze flickering from one to another. After a moment he lost sight of them. He realized that between their training and their Rangers’ attire, his friends had melted into the forest. 
 
    Egil was watching the village very carefully. Things were beginning to become more active in the three main streets which opened into the central square. Three armed, tough-looking men set off to the tavern. From his clothes and the sword he carried at his waist, Lasgol guessed that the tallest, the one in the middle, must be the Chief of the village. The other two, carrying spears, must be his men. He thought about Mirta. He hoped she would not have any trouble with them. Probably not. They would not go against a Ranger. Unless they were accomplices of the man they were looking for... Now that Mirta was no longer with them and he was seeing people pass so close by, he felt a touch of suspicion and a cold fear which made him shiver. Haakon had taught them not to trust even their own shadow, because in the light of each different set of circumstances, even one’s own shadow can change. 
 
    Suddenly the call came. The tweet of a robin. It came from the north. It was Viggo. 
 
    “I’ll go and see,” he whispered. 
 
    “Off you go,” said Egil with the trace of a smile. 
 
    Lasgol moved fast through the vegetation, dodging undergrowth and trees, without leaving the protection of the forest, until he had left the village behind. He started looking for Viggo’s trail, and found it. The marks were clear, at the spot where he had been on watch. He looked to find the direction he had gone in and found his trail by a path that led to the mountains. He looked around and saw no-one.  He went out on to the path and searched for recent footprints. There they were: those of a man, a big one, heading north at a fast pace. He went back to the forest to the start of Viggo’s trail and followed it. It was clear: Viggo was following the man from the forest. Lasgol turned back and went to report. 
 
    He found Mirta with Egil and told her what he had found out. The Ranger nodded and called a meeting. A few minutes later Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd appeared beside them like specters of the forest. 
 
    “We have a lead,” Mirta said. “It looks as though my questions at the shop and the tavern, even though they were subtle, have reached the ears of someone who shot off like an arrow to pass on the information.” 
 
    “Gostensen?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “It looks like it. From what I found out – and I spoke to the Chief of the village – Gostensen’s band is still active in the region. Last week they attacked two farms to the south. But they couldn’t capture them. He thinks they’re hiding in the mountains, but he doesn’t have enough men to track them down. We’ll do it for him.” 
 
    “Good,” Ingrid said, impatient for action. “What are we waiting for?”  
 
    “Lasgol, you be our guide,” Mirta said. 
 
    They followed Viggo’s trail up the mountain. Mirta moved into the lead when the climb started to turn complicated. They followed the trail to a rocky outcrop, which they edged round carefully. In front of them was the entrance to a cave. 
 
    Viggo’s trail came to an end at this entrance. Mirta gave the sign to stop. She nocked her bow and went in. 
 
    “Hell,” she cried out. 
 
    On the ground lay Viggo’s cloak and scarf. 
 
    He had vanished. 
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    “Damn!” Mirta said. “Why did he take such a risk? I told you all to wait for the others and not to be fools.” Her face showed a mixture of frustration and worry.  
 
    “That dimwit never listens to anybody,” Ingrid said. She was inspecting the cave entrance, looking for Viggo’s trail. 
 
    “He’s brave,” Nilsa said, “but not too bright.”  
 
    Mirta half-closed her eyes, crouched and studied the trail. 
 
    “He’s fallen into a trap,” she said. “They were waiting for him.” She pointed to several footprints leading from inside the cave. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Ingrid said determinedly. “Let’s go in. We’ve got to rescue him.”  
 
    Mirta shook her head. “He’s not in the cave.” 
 
    Nilsa was trying to penetrate the darkness at the far end of the cave. “He isn’t?” 
 
    “No, look.” Mirta moved a few steps on and showed them a trail that left the cave and followed the rocky mountain wall to the east. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil moved forward to study it. 
 
    “They’re dragging him... unconscious...” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Is he all right, d’you think?” Ingrid asked. An unusual note of concern mixed with fear showed in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t see any trace of blood,” said Egil. 
 
    Mirta studied the trail again. “Perhaps they’re keeping him alive to find out what he knows and how many there are of us. It’s true there’s no blood, so they haven’t killed him yet.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” Gerd said, trying to cheer them up. 
 
    “Yes... but if he doesn’t talk he’ll be tortured,” Egil said. 
 
    “Oh, how horrible!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “That thick-head won’t talk, I’m convinced of that,” Ingrid said. “He’ll try to confuse them with those outrageous comments he likes to make.” 
 
    “He’s going to get a good beating,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “And in the end,” Mirta said, “they’ll kill him if he doesn’t give them the information they’re looking for. They’re nasty pieces of work, and they’ll kill him without thinking twice about it.”  
 
    “We have to find him before that happens,” Ingrid said. There was definite fear in her voice now. It even shook a little. 
 
    “We will,” Mirta promised. 
 
    “Where have they taken him?” asked Gerd. 
 
    “If this cave is a trap for the curious, their shelter can’t be too far away. Follow me without making a sound.” 
 
    They moved on, following the rock-face, their bows in their hands. After five hundred paces Mirta raised her fist, and they all stopped. She signaled them to stay put and kept going, following the trail which now led into the forest to their right. 
 
    “Strange,” Egil whispered to Lasgol. “The most logical thing for them to do would be to pick a higher cave...”  
 
    Lasgol thought the same. He did not like this at all. What had started as a test was fast becoming something very real and dangerous. Too dangerous.  
 
    “Let’s see what Mirta finds out,” said Egil. 
 
    Although it seemed to them an eternity, Mirta came back soon enough. They all crouched around her. 
 
    “I found them,” she told them. “It took me a while to locate the bandits. They’re in a gully where there’s a hunters’ cabin by a little stream. There are three of them. They must have got Viggo inside, but they’ve boarded up the windows and I couldn’t see him. One’s on watch behind some rocks by the stream, the second one is up in a tree and on the alert. The third one is hiding on the roof. All three positions are favorable ones. But we have an advantage too: I’ve seen them, but they haven’t seen me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nilsa asked, rubbing her sweaty hands. 
 
    “Yes. Passing unnoticed isn’t one of the Man-hunters’ strong points, but no, they didn’t see me.” 
 
    “I thought it was,” said Egil. 
 
    Mirta shook her head. “Man-hunters are notable for two things: we always find the trail and we never miss with bow or trap.” 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “Invisibility and stealth are more typical of the Forest Assassins. They’re an elite specialty of the School of Expertise.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Ingrid asked tensely. 
 
    “We’re going to storm the cabin.” 
 
    They all looked at Mirta with eyes that were excited, and a little fearful. 
 
    “Come closer. I’ll draw a map on the ground and explain the plan. Never hunt anybody without a plan. It’s good advice for all disciplines and situations.” 
 
    A while later Mirta entered the gully, following the trail in the direction of the cabin. She moved at a crouch, with her bow ready in her hands. She was wearing the Ranger’s cloak around her body, her quiver at her back, hood and scarf covering head and face. She approached cautiously, measuring the distance to the enemy. When she had calculated their position, she placed herself close enough to have the man in the tree within shooting range, but out of reach of the other two. She stopped and looked up at the outlaw. 
 
    One more step and he would be within range. 
 
    She took a deep breath and stepped forward. And he saw her. She was within his range too, but he hesitated, and she did not. With a swift movement she aimed and released. The outlaw tried to hide too late, and before he could react, her arrow reached him in the shoulder. With a grunt he hid behind the tree. 
 
    Mirta took two quick steps to find a good angle for her shot and released again. The second arrow hit the outlaw in the side. He fell off the tree, trying desperately to hold on to something. He succeeded at the last minute and broke his fall to some extent, but was left lying on the ground badly injured. A huge shadow appeared above his body. He opened his eyes like saucers when he saw Gerd aiming his bow at him. 
 
    “Don’t even breathe,” Gerd said. 
 
    Mirta went on. She took a long detour and made for the position of the outlaw behind the rock, in the river, taking care to keep out of shooting range of the man on the roof. She positioned herself carefully. But the outlaw did not leave his own position. He was waiting for her to make a mistake and then to take advantage of the fact. The Man-Hunter risked it; it was the only way to draw him out. She approached swiftly, bow at the ready. The outlaw heard her and came out on the side of the boulder he was hiding behind. He was carrying a short bow in his hands, and there was a long knife at his waist. 
 
    He shot at Mirta. 
 
    The Hunter rolled across the ground, dodging the arrow that was seeking her body. In a swift, smooth movement she leapt to her feet and released. Her arrow brushed the outlaw’s cheek, making him grunt in pain and dodge back into hiding. Mirta was almost at the rock. The man realized this, and coming out from the other side, he released again. 
 
    Mirta rolled in the opposite direction and got up on to one knee. She released and hit him in the arm. He lost his grip on his bow, which fell to the ground. He hid again and took out his knife. 
 
    “Come on, you bitch, I’m waiting for you!” he shouted furiously. 
 
    But Mirta did not move. Instead she put her fingers to her mouth and whistled. Ingrid and Nilsa appeared on the other side of the stream. Their bows were aimed at the outlaw, who had not seen them go around him and come up to him from behind. 
 
    “Drop your weapon!” Ingrid ordered him, aiming at his heart. 
 
    The bandit cursed and threw his knife to the ground. 
 
    Nilsa came closer. “On your knees! Hands behind your back!”  
 
    Mirta turned to the cabin. Reaching it was going to be complicated. The advantage held by the man posted on the roof was clear. Luckily these bandits were not great shots, just unscrupulous men, treacherous and vile. She counted three trees which she could shelter behind in her advance. She took a good look at the roof. Several sacks had been placed on either side, and behind them, well-shielded, was the outlaw. She could see his blond hair. He was scanning for a target. 
 
    She reached for her wide Ranger’s belt with its countless hidden pockets and took out a crystal container, carefully wrapped in linen rags so that it would not break. Then she took out two wooden containers and poured their contents into the small crystal flask: a bluish liquid and a dusty grey substance. They reacted. Hastily she stopped the glass container with a cork. Inside it a brownish vapor had formed. 
 
    She smiled, then sprinted like lightning to the first tree. An arrow went by her head. She hid behind the trunk and took a deep breath. Pretending to come out, she showed half her body and hid again. An arrow passed close to the spot where her body had just been. Taking advantage of this failed shot, she ran out by the opposite side of the tree and reached the second one. 
 
    “I’m going to skewer you!” the bandit yelled. 
 
    Mirta inhaled and once again pretended to leave her shelter. An arrow brushed by her arm. She was about to run out by the other side, but she knew that was what the bandit was waiting for, so she ran out fast on the same side. The arrow sought her body on the far side of the tree. 
 
    “You bitch!” 
 
    Mirta had nearly reached the last tree. There was nowhere left to hide. The cabin was five paces away. If she broke cover she would no longer be able to hide. The archer was now on his feet, aiming at her tree. 
 
    “Come out of there! I’m going to run you through!” 
 
    Mirta brought out her right arm. The outlaw stared at it blankly, and she threw the crystal container. It flew in an arch and fell at the feet of the astonished bandit. It broke, and the brown gas spread, creating a small toxic cloud. The bandit began to cough compulsively. 
 
    “Aghh!” he shouted. 
 
    Mirta came out from behind the tree. With impressive speed, she released. 
 
    The arrow hit him hard on the leg he was using to support himself. He fell from the roof, and was left sprawled unconscious in front of the door. Mirta nocked again and kicked the cabin door open, moving back in case they shot at her from inside. She took a quick look and saw that there were no more bandits inside. 
 
    There was only one person. 
 
    In the middle of the room was a prisoner tied to a chair. He had been gagged and bandaged. 
 
    She gave the signal and the rest of the group came in. They ran to free him. 
 
    “Viggo!” Ingrid said with a smile. 
 
     Nilsa gasped with relief. 
 
    “This isn’t Viggo!” Ingrid cried when she went closer. 
 
    “Who is it, then?” Nilsa asked, at a loss to understand. 
 
    They cut his ties to free his arms and legs. Then they took the scarf off his eyes and the gag from his mouth which stopped him from screaming. 
 
    He put up his hands to cover his face, which was bruised and cut. “Don’t... don’t hurt me...” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I... thank you... I thought I wouldn’t make it... I’m Armand, I’m a trader. Did my brother send you?” 
 
    Mirta eyed him in puzzlement. “Your brother?” 
 
    “Rosmad. They asked him for a ransom... for my life...” 
 
    “No, your brother didn’t send us. But rest assured, we’re not going to hurt you. We’re Rangers.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Gods of the Ice! I thought I wasn’t going to make it out alive. Thanks...” The poor man was so weak that he fell to his knees. Gerd hurried to help him. 
 
    “We’re looking for one of our own people. He was here, just a short while ago.” 
 
    “Yeah... there were two of them, three perhaps, dragging something. I thought it was supplies. I couldn’t see anything... only hear... and my head hurts terribly... from the blows...” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Nilsa said. She began to tend to the poor wretch’s wounds. 
 
    Mirta was looking puzzled. “The trail comes to an end here. I don’t understand.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged looks of doubt and immediately started searching the whole cabin. 
 
    “Here’s something,” they said, and pointed at the floor. They had moved a moth-eaten animal pelt that served as a rug, and a trapdoor now lay revealed. 
 
    The Hunter went over to it. “You two have brains,” she said with a smile. 
 
    They lifted the trap door and found a tunnel. 
 
    “That explains it...” 
 
    “Do we follow it?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “Bring me the bandits first. I want them well tied up.” 
 
    A few minutes later the three outlaws were face-down on the floor, bound and gagged in the Ranger style: with their hands tied behind them to their ankles and their legs bent backwards Hands and ankles were tied a hand-span apart. The ties were fixed so that they could neither get loose nor move at all. 
 
    “Well done. Gerd and Nilsa, stay here and keep an eye on these three, and look after the trader. The others, with me. And be very careful, or we won’t be around to tell the story.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tunnel was narrow, with room for only one person at a time. They went on in the darkness, very carefully. It seemed to Lasgol that they were crawling for an eternity, but really it could not have been more than a hundred paces. The tunnel opened out into an underground cave. Mirta signaled them to stop and put her head out to get a good view of the cavern. They could hear voices, with a muffled echo. 
 
    Two bandits on watch duty were enjoying their dinner by the warmth of a small fire. They were so engrossed in their food that they failed to notice Mirta’s eyes watching them intently. 
 
    They would have to take the risk. The best thing would be to try and surprise them. It was risky, because if they raised the alarm Viggo would be as good as dead. She passed her bow to Lasgol, then unsheathed her short axe and Ranger knife. With incredible speed, she got to her feet and leapt out of the tunnel like a wild animal defending her lair. Bells echoed in the hollow. 
 
    They had set a warning trap at the tunnel exit. 
 
    The two bandits stood up at once and unsheathed short sword and long knife. Mirta knew she had no time. They were about to raise the alarm. 
 
    The bandits opened their mouths, and Mirta lashed out with both arms simultaneously. 
 
    The two bandits gave muffled moans and fell, one with the axe and the other with the knife buried deep in their chests. 
 
    The bells sounded again. It was Ingrid, Egil and Lasgol coming in. 
 
    “Finish them off, quickly,” Mirta urged them. 
 
    Lasgol and Ingrid’s arrows did what was required. 
 
    Mirta recovered her weapons from the lifeless bodies of the two watchmen. “On we go, carefully,” she said. 
 
    They heard muffled voices in the distance and moved toward them. They were coming from the adjacent cavern, a much larger one. They went forward stealthily and hid at the entrance, watching what was going on. 
 
    “How many of you are there?” an enormous man shouted. He was almost as big as Gerd, but much fiercer-looking. “Tell me or I’ll cut your balls off!” 
 
    It was Gostensen, the leader of the band. 
 
    Another bandit, thin and weasel-faced, hit Viggo hard in the face. He was tied to a post stuck in that part of the cave where the floor was of earth. He had been stripped to his waist and looked in a bad state, covered in blood, cuts and bruises. He had been tortured for some time. 
 
    Ingrid made a move to rush forward and save him, but Mirta seized her arm and pulled her back into hiding. She gave her a stern look and gestured to her to follow orders. Ingrid, her eyes filled with rage, was desperate to act and save Viggo. 
 
    Mirta shook her head, and Ingrid gave in to the Hunter’s orders. 
 
    “You can cut my balls off, it’s not as if I use them much, in any case,” Viggo replied in his usual sarcastic tone of voice. 
 
    “He must be half-witted,” another of the outlaws said. He was missing several teeth and his nose was completely flat. 
 
    “Hit him,” Gostensen said. 
 
    Weasel-face hit Viggo in the ribs several times and finished with a punch in the nose. 
 
    Viggo grunted with pain. 
 
    “How many Rangers are looking for us?” Gostensen asked. “Where are they?”  
 
    Viggo spat out a mouthful of blood and coughed. “You can turn yourselves in now and I won’t have to kill you,” he said when he had recovered from the pain. 
 
    “We’ll see how much good that does you,” said the one without teeth. His laughter echoed through the cavern. 
 
    Gostensen looked at him for a moment, studying him. “You’ve got a big mouth, but you’re no Ranger yet. Too young for them to send you on your own. You’re with someone more experienced. Where is he?” 
 
    “I’m on my own. I’m more than capable of catching a pack of rats like you.” 
 
    Mirta made a sign to the others, and they retreated a few steps. 
 
    “The situation is serious,” she whispered almost imperceptibly. “If we’re not very careful, they’ll kill him,” 
 
    “What do we do? We have to save him,” Ingrid said. She sounded deeply worried, more so than they had ever seen her. 
 
    “This is the plan.” Mirta whispered to them what they were going to do as though it were the greatest of secrets, so that they barely heard it. “Follow my instructions, and zero deviations.” 
 
    The three of them nodded. 
 
    She disappeared through a second entrance to the cave where the two dead watchmen had been on duty, then returned after a time that seemed eternal to Lasgol. Why had she left? Where had she gone? Why? The time was crucial. Viggo could die at any moment. 
 
    “Camouflage yourselves now,” Mirta ordered. 
 
    Egil, Lasgol and Ingrid obeyed her. The plan had now been set in motion. 
 
    Fortunately the cavern was shadowy and they could hide easily, using what they had learnt in School of Expertise. 
 
    “Let me cut him a bit more, boss, you’ll see how he talks,” a fourth man said. He was smaller than the others, with large bulging eyes. 
 
    “This ugly dwarf is jealous of my physical attraction and overflowing personality,” Viggo said. He gave them a sardonic smile. 
 
    “Cut him,” Gostensen said. “I’m tired of this smart-ass.”  
 
    “You’ll see how he sings now!” 
 
    “Let him bleed,” Weasel-face said. 
 
    The first cut was at the level of his lower ribs. Viggo grunted and clenched his teeth. He said nothing more. 
 
    “Sing, little bird, sing,” said the tall man who had been hitting him. 
 
    Viggo cursed them, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Cut him again,” Gostensen ordered. 
 
    The dwarf placed the knife over Viggo’s upper ribs. 
 
    At that moment Mirta entered the cavern with her bow aimed at Gostensen. “Stop. Don’t touch him if you want to live,” 
 
    The four outlaws turned to face the threat. They unsheathed their knives, swords and axes. 
 
    “Now you are a real Ranger,” Gostensen said with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “Drop your weapons and turn yourselves in and nobody will die.” 
 
    Gostensen pointed at Viggo with his sword. “Nah, you’re the one that’s going to drop that bow, or else we’ll kill him.”  
 
    The dwarf took cover behind the post and put his knife to Viggo’s throat. 
 
    Mirta was analyzing the situation carefully. The four men were vermin, the scum of society, capable of anything. They would not hesitate to react and kill. She needed to be very careful, or else the situation would end up with Viggo dead. The weapons they carried were old, simple and ill-cared-for. These were not soldiers or mercenaries but mere ruffians. But no less dangerous because of that, since what they lacked in skill with their weapons they made up for in treacherous cunning. 
 
    “Tell whoever’s with you to come out too,” Gostensen said suddenly. The leader was cunning. He knew she was not alone. 
 
    “Ingrid, come out,” Mirta ordered. 
 
    The young Captain of the Panthers came out like Mirta, bow raised and aimed at Gostensen. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Weasel-face commented lustfully. “Two women... what a treat.”  
 
    “We’re going to have a ball with these two,” the tallest one said. He licked the edge of his sword. 
 
    “I want the young one for myself,” the dwarf said from behind the post. 
 
    “I’ll say it one more time,” Mirta said in an ice-cold voice. “Drop your weapons and turn yourselves in and nobody’ll die.”  
 
    Gostensen shook his head. “No way. You two, drop your bows, or we’ll kill him.” 
 
    There was a moment of great tension. They all looked at one another waiting for one false move to prompt them into action. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Viggo cried. 
 
    “You shut up or I’ll slit your throat,” the dwarf said, and pressed the knife against his neck. 
 
    Mirta glanced at Ingrid and gave her a nod. Both lowered their bows and left them at their feet on the floor. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Gostensen said with an air of triumph. “Now the knife and axe. Throw them to the lanky one here. Very carefully...” 
 
    Mirta nodded to Ingrid, and both did as they had been told. 
 
    The lanky man picked up the weapons. 
 
    “Go and check there isn’t anybody else in the other cavern,” Gostensen said to Weasel-face. 
 
    He did so in a hurry. He passed close to Mirta and Ingrid, eyeing them warily, and stopped at the entrance to the other cavern. He bent over and studied it with half-closed eyes, searching for more enemies. 
 
    “What can you see?” 
 
    “Nothing, boss, there’s no-one.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. These Rangers are very dangerous. Go in and check.” 
 
    “Okay, boss.” 
 
    While he checked, the tense eye-to-eye confrontation went on. Mirta and Ingrid stayed still as statues. The dwarf kept the knife at Viggo’s throat. He had relaxed a little, so that his body was not completely shielded by the post. 
 
    “There’s nobody there, boss, but these two fiends have killed Mostrasen and Pedersen.” 
 
    Gostensen shook his head slowly. “That was bad. You’re going to regret it, you bitches. Tie them up.” 
 
    Weasel-face and Lanky took out ropes and came towards Ingrid and Mirta. 
 
    And at that moment, unexpectedly, Mirta acted. She looked down and checked that her bow was resting on the tip of her boot, then with a carefully-rehearsed kick she made it rise up to her face, parallel to the floor. In the same movement her right hand reached for her quiver. 
 
    “Nooo!” Gostensen cried. 
 
    The two outlaws looked at her. 
 
    Her left hand gripped the bow and her right nocked the arrow almost simultaneously. The release came no more than the blink of an eye later. 
 
    The arrow hit the dwarf in the forehead, between those eyes which were staring at her aghast. 
 
    The knife fell from his hand. He took a step back and fell to the floor, dead. 
 
    “Kill them!” Gostensen screamed. He began to run toward Viggo. 
 
    Weasel-face lunged at Mirta with an axe. Lanky raised his sword to slash at Ingrid. 
 
    Mirta grasped her compound bow with both hands and with a quick turn broke it on the Weasel’s face. The bandit, his nose broken, cried out in pain, took a step back and almost dropped his axe. He tried to recover, but Mirta lunged at him and grabbed his hand. She twisted it, using her body as a lever, until there was a crack as she broke his arm. With a cry of pain he dropped the axe. Mirta brought him down with two powerful right hooks that knocked him out. 
 
    Ingrid bent over, and Lanky’s sword-cut brushed her face. 
 
    “I got you!” he cried, and was about to skewer her with his sword. 
 
    An arrow hit him in the chest. He took a step back and a second one finished him off. Eyes staring, he saw Lasgol and Egil appear. 
 
    “Bloody Rangers and their tricks!” cried Gostensen. He hid behind Viggo and put the sword to his neck. 
 
    “If you touch a single hair of him, you won’t leave here alive,” Mirta threatened him. 
 
    “Move away, all of you! Move away from the entrance, or I’ll slit his throat!” 
 
    Mirta thought for a moment. She nodded, and they all moved back. Lasgol and Egil still had their bows aimed at Gostensen. 
 
    “I’m going to get out of here and you’re not going to stop me!” he said, and cut Viggo’s ties. 
 
    “Shoot him, Lasgol!” Viggo called. 
 
    “No!” Mirta ordered. 
 
    “Keep your puppies on a short leash, or this one dies!” Gostensen warned her. He pulled Viggo to the entrance, covering himself from Lasgol and Egil. 
 
    “Nobody do anything,” Mirta ordered. 
 
    “That’s the way I like it. Drop your bows!” 
 
    Mirta nodded, and the two of them obeyed. 
 
    “Don’t follow me. Everyone stay here and don’t move.” 
 
    Mirta raised her hands as a sign that they would not try anything. 
 
    Gostensen went into the other cavern and hastened to the exit into the forest. He smiled in triumph: he had done it. He would reach the forest, kill his burden and escape. 
 
    He heard a click. 
 
    Viggo smiled and looked down. 
 
    Under Gostensen’s boot the trap exploded. 
 
    A cloud of gas and dust exploded and surrounded them, and both fell to the ground, unconscious. 
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    “Wake up, Viggo. Wake up.”  
 
    Viggo opened his eyes, Ingrid was shaking him hard. Her face was agonized. 
 
    “Hi there... bossy-boots...” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve... been better...” 
 
    “You gave us quite a scare.” 
 
    He felt his face, which was full of cuts. “Am I – ouch – still as handsome as ever?”   
 
    Ingrid pinched his nose with two fingers and with a hard tug set it back into place. 
 
    “Owww!”  
 
    “That’s enough, you softie.” 
 
    He winked one weeping eye at her and grinned. “A little kiss would help ease the pain...”  
 
    Ingrid blushed to the roots of her hair. “You’re impossible!” 
 
    Nilsa laughed as she helped him get up. “You look better than before, rougher, more attractive.”  
 
    “And... the others?” Viggo asked as he stood up with some difficulty. His whole body was in agony, and he had to lean on the girls so as not to fall. 
 
    Nilsa indicated the Hunter, who was binding Gostensen’s hands. “Egil and Lasgol are dealing with the lanky man and Mirta with that one.”  
 
    “Good trap,” Viggo said. “I didn’t see it till that worm stepped on it.”  
 
    “It’s Mirta’s. She set it before we went in for you.” 
 
    “Good trick.” 
 
    Mirta came to check how Viggo was doing. “You catch more men with a trap than with the bow,” she said. “We’ll get those wounds healed properly, and you’ll be as good as new in no time.” 
 
    “Thanks... for rescuing me... I thought...” 
 
    “The Rangers never leave a brother behind.” 
 
    “Anyway, thank you... all of you...” 
 
    Ingrid folded her arms. “This scatterbrain thanking us? He must be very bad. We’d better check the wounds on his head.”  
 
    Nilsa laughed out loud. 
 
    Mirta smiled. For the first time since the hunt had begun. 
 
    It took them three weeks to make their way back to the Camp after delivering Gostensen to the authorities to be tried and hanged. When they arrived and told their adventures to people from other teams, they found that all of them had taken part on similar missions, cleansing the realm of bandits and solving problems for the population. War had brought many hardships and left many citizens in need. The Rangers had organized the tests as a way of helping them. 
 
    Lasgol felt very lucky to have been able to help people by freeing them from the bandits. More than that, he was very happy to belong to the Rangers who protected the good people of the realm. Particularly because they offered to do any work that was necessary, from helping with bandits to patrolling areas of conflict, freeing prisoners, helping with the rebuilding of bridges and roads, and anything else that was needed. 
 
    Mirta gave Dolbarar a very good report on the Snow Panthers’ behavior during the test. The whole team passed it and gained two points each. It was the first time they had started a year so well, which left them rather puzzled. 
 
    “Two oak leaves each!” Nilsa cried, bouncing about. 
 
    “Either we’ve got a lot better or else we’ve been really lucky,” Viggo said in puzzlement as they made their way to their cabins. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t help much by getting yourself captured, melon-head,” Ingrid scolded him. Her voice was hard but concerned. 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever do it again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not planning on getting caught ever again.” 
 
    “You’d better not.” 
 
    “And anyway, what’s it to you? I’m sure you’d be glad if I disappeared.” 
 
    Ingrid hesitated. She was about to reply, but she kept silent. In the end she thought again and said: “I would be. But it would hurt the team, and as Captain I have to think of the good of the team.” 
 
    Nilsa gave a chuckle. 
 
    “Sure, and I believe that!” 
 
    “Believe whatever you want, you numskull!” 
 
    Gerd shook his head. There was a smile on his face. “You’re like cat and dog.” 
 
    “Worse!” Nilsa said. 
 
    “It’s him,” Ingrid accused. 
 
    “It’s her,” Viggo shot back. 
 
    “It’s both of you. Guilty in equal parts,” said Egil. 
 
    And they all laughed. 
 
    “We’re in a good mood, eh?” came a soft, delicate voice. 
 
    They turned and found themselves facing a character who would have caught anybody’s attention from a league away. It was the Ranger Bard. He was wearing his fuchsia tunic with silver edging. Lasgol looked closely at him and became aware that he was very handsome. Decidedly so. With a delicate, beautiful face, almost feminine but still with masculine features. His golden hair reached to his shoulders, and his eyes were sea-blue. The skin of his face was snow-white and delicate. He must have been around thirty, but he looked far younger. 
 
    Nilsa hastened to greet him. “Hi there!” 
 
    “We’ve passed the Spring Test, we’re very happy,” Gerd said. 
 
    “A reason to be happy, of course. I’m glad. But I’m not surprised. Just seeing these two spirited beauties there could be no doubt about you passing.” 
 
    Nilsa gave a delighted giggle. 
 
    Ingrid, caught by surprise by the compliment, said defensively: “I’m Ingrid, and I’m Captain of the team.” 
 
    “And you’re a captain with beautiful blue eyes,” the bard said in his soft but assertive voice, “full of courage and determination.”  
 
    Ingrid did not know whether to take offense or blush. “I... no... well...” 
 
    “But how discourteous of me. I haven’t introduced myself. The longer I spend away from the capital, away from our beloved Norghania, the worse my manners get. My name is Braden Politason, and I’m known throughout Norghana as the Ranger Bard.” 
 
    “Ranger Bard? That’s fantastic,” Egil said, sounding very interested. 
 
    “The one and only, at your service.” 
 
    Viggo arched an eyebrow. “How come they let a Ranger be a bard?”  
 
    “Because I have a natural talent for acting, music and romance.” 
 
    “Romance?” Gerd repeated in surprise. 
 
    He turned a roguish and charming smile on them. “Given my exceptional attractiveness and my.... musical gifts... I’ve gained a certain reputation at court.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Nilsa said, hypnotized. 
 
    Ingrid was gazing at him with interest, and there were very few people who interested her. 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Would you allow me to delight you with a song in honor of your victory?” 
 
    Nilsa applauded in advance. “Yes, yes, please!” 
 
    “I’d like that very much,” Gerd said with a smile. He loved to sing. 
 
    “Good,” the Bard said, and took out the lute he carried on his back. 
 
    “He won’t dare sing, will he?” Viggo said, looking horrified. 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    The music began to flow from the instrument to their ears. A very pleasant kind of music, to which he joined a soft, delicate voice that delighted the senses. People passing by stopped to listen, so good was the music, so excellent the voice. They were all listening to the Ode to Victory spellbound, so very different from the traditional Norghanian odes that ended in chanting and shouts. This ode instead was delicate and captivating, and everybody was listening with enamored ears. By the time the performance ended, a crowd had formed around them which now broke into rapturous applause. 
 
    Braden bowed theatrically several times, smiling delightedly, bringing his personal magnetism to bear on anyone watching him. The girls could not take their eyes off him, and strangely enough, neither could the boys. 
 
    All but Viggo. “That’s all we needed, a heart-breaking lover-boy of a troubadour!” he cried to the heavens, and left in a huff. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil laughed. But deep down they understood him. 
 
    Gerd made the point more quietly. “With this heart-throb in the Camp, no girl is going to even look at us.” 
 
    Lasgol was about to tell him not to worry. But then he saw Nilsa, Ingrid and the other girls fluttering around Braden and realized the big boy was right. 
 
    “I’m sure our intellect, strength and skill will save us,” Egil said. With each adjective he nodded in turn at each of his three friends. 
 
    Lasgol smiled, but he was not at all convinced that Egil was right on this occasion. 
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    A few days later, Dolbarar summoned the Third-Year Contestants. The call ought not to have surprised them, as Dolbarar often called them together for important announcements, except that this one came at midnight. 
 
    Gerd looked up at the dark, cloudy sky. “I don’t like this at all.”  
 
    “Don’t be a scaredy-cat,” Viggo teased him. “It’ll just be to invite us to dessert.” 
 
    “Dessert!” Nilsa exclaimed and burst out laughing. “Yeah, sure!” 
 
    “A cup of tea at midnight is always a good idea,” Egil said smiling. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. The fact that Dolbarar should summon them at midnight was very odd... 
 
    They gathered at the Sacred Oak-Wood of the Rangers. Lasgol was amazed every time he visited this place. It was an enormous oak-wood so beautiful that it took your breath away. Dolbarar, his long staff in one hand and the tome of The Path in the other, led them to the heart of the wood. They walked among the beautiful centuries-old trees, which seemed to welcome them with their snow-covered arms. The temperature inside the oak-wood was considerably warmer than it was outside, and the snow did not settle on the ground. Lasgol felt the tingle in the nape of his neck that told him there was magic in the place... he could not identify it, but he felt it all the same. It was a natural, profoundly ancient magic. 
 
    Dolbarar led them to the great Sacred Oak. To everyone’s surprise, they found the Four Master Rangers sitting around a carefully prepared and welcoming fire. 
 
    “You must be wondering about the reason for this little night-time gathering,” Dolbarar said with a friendly smile. There was a touch of mischief in his expression. 
 
    Lasgol and his comrades shrugged and exchanged puzzled looks. They were not the only ones. Isgord did not look very happy. Luca was looking at his teammates in perplexity. Astrid was shrugging at her teammates’ questions. 
 
    “This evening we are celebrating the Night of the Schools,” Dolbarar said, and they all turned to look at him. “It’s an ancient tradition among the Rangers. Now please sit down around the fire.” 
 
    The Four Master Rangers motioned them to join them, which was very strange. This kind of camaraderie was not at all usual in them. The Master Rangers kept a certain distance; there was an invisible barrier surrounding them, which was understandable given their position and responsibility. 
 
    “This is going to be a rather different evening,” Dolbarar told them as they took their places between Eyra, Ivana, Esben and Haakon, who had placed themselves at the four points of the compass around the fire. 
 
    “We have gathered around the campfire, in the heart of the Sacred Oak-Wood, to honor the Schools. Tonight we are to pay our respects to their great tradition and enormous importance.” 
 
    “We celebrate it every year on this date,” Eyra said. She spread her arms and pointed them first at the heavens, then at the earth, then at her own heart. 
 
    “In this sacred place,” said Esben, and repeated her gestures. 
 
    Ivana followed his example. “With the Third-Years, because they must learn the importance of this tradition before they face the test which will determine what School they belong to, if any...”  
 
    “And forever honor it,” said Haakon, and he too made the same gestures: heaven, earth and heart. 
 
    Lasgol was listening to them intently. He began to feel at ease, sitting by the fire with his comrades, with the Master Rangers acting as they were doing, in a spirit of companionship. The only one standing was Dolbarar, who was walking around the circle they formed on the ground with the fire at the center. 
 
    “The Path of the Ranger guides us,” he said, showing them the precious tome he always carried for ceremonies and special occasions. “But in order to carry out what the Path requires of the Ranger, the Schools are indispensable. Without them there would be no Rangers, we wouldn’t exist. Let me introduce you to Histason, our Archivist Ranger, who oversees writing down all the significant events to do with the Rangers, the custodian of our knowledge and history. He’s recently arrived from the capital, Norghania, where he resides with our leader Gondabar.” With a gesture he welcomed a man who now appeared from among the trees. 
 
    “Thank you, Dolbarar” he said in a thin voice as he approached the camp leader. 
 
    Lasgol had guessed, before he could see him properly, that the historian would be an elderly man, older even than Dolbarar, chubby in appearance, with a salt-and-pepper beard. But he was completely wrong. This man could not be more than thirty. He was slim and tall, athletic, with pale eyes and short blond hair. He was no different from any other Ranger except for one detail: he carried a tome under his arm like Dolbarar. It had a brown cover and looked heavy. 
 
    “An Archivist! How interesting!” Egil said. There was excitement in his eyes. 
 
    Viggo, on the other hand, looked disdainful. “Yeah, anticipation is killing me...”  
 
    “I wonder how he came into the Camp,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Without our seeing him,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. “Nobody’s mentioned seeing him.”  
 
    “Not that it’s a big thing,” Viggo muttered. “He’s an archivist. Nobody’d have paid any attention.”  
 
    “We ought to take better notice of who’s wandering around the Camp, even if they look like normal Rangers,” Lasgol said. “The times aren’t normal...” 
 
    Ingrid was looking carefully at the stranger, her eyes half-closed. “I agree.” 
 
    Histason cleared his throat and began to walk around the group. All eyes followed him. 
 
    “A long time ago,” he began, “the first among us started to train in this very spot. It is to the great Astolof that we owe the instruction you are now receiving.” 
 
    Dolbarar nodded in acknowledgement. “My most renowned predecessor.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. King Visgard, King Magnus’s son, the founder of the corps of Rangers during the Zangrian wars, charged Astolof, one of his closest and most intelligent generals, with the training and preparation of the Corps. At that time it was made up of the hunters who had helped the new King, Visgard, to take back the kingdom from the Zangrians after the death of his father Magnus at their hands. Remember, it was here that the first Rangers died: the forgotten heroes. Here Harald, the leader of the hunters, fought to the death defending king Magnus. It was here, before the Sacred Guardian of the Forest –” Histason indicated the Sacred Oak and bowed deeply – “that the King named the first Rangers. Where they all died. The ground we tread is sacred because it is blessed by the first blood of our people.” 
 
    “Wow,” Gerd said. He was shifting restlessly. 
 
    Viggo shook his head. 
 
    “Show some respect,” Ingrid snapped at him. 
 
    “The new King, Visgard, at his father’s death and after taking back the kingdom, wanted to change those men, who were mostly hunters and trappers, not soldiers or warriors, into a corps worthy of the crown. 
 
     “Their courage and dedication had managed to defeat the Zangrians, who in snow-covered and forested terrain were incapable of withstanding them. Using guerrilla tactics, without leaving the forest and the rocky terrain, they had forced the Zangrians to flee. King Visgard knew that they would be decimated in open territory. Faced with the possibility that the Zangrians would come back, and with the kingdom in such a regrettable state, with bandits, deserters and other vermin camping at ease while they themselves were fighting the enemy, he wished to turn them into an elite group who could protect the lands of the realm in the same way they had protected him. What he wanted was not soldiers but hunters capable of exploring, tracking and defending the inhospitable lands of the realm, particularly the northern lands on the far side of the great mountains. To defend castles and fortresses and give battle in open land he already had his royal army, which was rebuilding the capital. But that same army was not the right kind of force for crossing mountain passes, traversing icy forests and mountains, exploring the icy confines of the realm.  
 
    “The King had learnt a hard lesson at the hands of the Zangrians. He didn’t want to fight them without being prepared. Nor was it only the Zangrians in the south he had to fear; in the north the Peoples of the Ice were claiming the territories of the extreme north of Norghana as their own. War with them might break out at any moment, and they weren’t ready for this. Visgard needed explorers, trackers to prepare the way for the army when the time came to move forward, and to protect the realm from invaders when the army was withdrawn. Astolof began to select tough men of the north, hunters mostly, who would join those Rangers who had survived the re-conquest. He trained them in a variety of techniques with the aim of satisfying the King’s expectations.” 
 
    “And did he meet those expectations?” Dolbarar asked, inviting Histason to go on. They were all wondering the same thing. Several heads nodded in anticipation. 
 
    Very slowly, Histason shook his head. “The King ordered a joust to evaluate the group of Rangers that Astolof had trained.” 
 
    Isgord frowned. “And what happened?”  
 
    “Presumably the Rangers won,” said Jobas, the leader of the Boars. 
 
    “No. That’s not what happened. They lost most of the jousts.” 
 
    “Oh!” Nilsa cried, raising her hands to her mouth in surprise. 
 
    “The King was deeply disappointed. Astolof had promised to bring him men of great potential and skills who would protect the land against enemies, both internal and external. Unfortunately it wasn’t like that. The first Rangers were defeated by the Royal Guard. According to what’s written in the history books of our renowned corps.” He indicated the tome he carried under his arm. 
 
    “It’s not possible!” Isgord said angrily. 
 
    “Seriously?” Viggo said. 
 
    “Well, that’s neat.” Gerd said. 
 
    “But Astolof had a brilliant mind,” Dolbarar commented with a mischievous look in his eye. 
 
    “And great determination,” Histason added. “He didn’t give up. On the contrary. He put all his efforts into overcoming this reverse. He analyzed the reason for his failure. For weeks he studied what had happened until he reached the conclusion that would change the destiny of the Rangers. 
 
    “In order to shine in any discipline one must specialize, focus one’s knowledge and training. The more specialized, the greater the advantage. The soldiers of the Royal Guard practiced day after day with the same set of exercises: one for the sword, another for the axe and a third for the spear. That’s why they’re so hard to defeat in those specialties. Astolof realized that he needed to specialize his hunters in those areas that would most benefit them in the tasks they would have to carry out for the King.” 
 
    “And thus were born the Schools,” Dolbarar went on. “Specialized schools in areas of skill unique to the Rangers.” 
 
    “And tonight we honor them under the light of the full moon,” said Histason. “The first full moon of the season.”  
 
    “Every year. With honor and respect,” Dolbarar went on. He raised his staff to the moon. “Now let the Master Ranger of the first School step forward so that we may honor it.” 
 
    Ivana the Infallible took a long object wrapped in leather and stood up. 
 
    “Today we honor the Schools, their tradition and the contribution the Rangers have made to them, and it is my duty and honor to praise the School of Archery: the first, the original.” She grasped the object and very slowly unwrapped it, letting the leather sheath fall to the ground. A long silver bow with gold incrustations was revealed. 
 
    “Phew”! Viggo whistled. “What a beauty!”  
 
    Egil half-closed his eyes. “That’s a very ancient weapon.”  
 
    “A bow worthy of a champion!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    Ivana held it supported on the palms of her hands. “Today I present this bow to the Gods of Ice, in the presence of their guardian of the night, the moon, for their blessing.” She raised the bow above her head and held it there. 
 
    “Today we honor Sigmund the Hunter, founder of this School, first Master Ranger of the School of Archery. Sigmund who killed the King of the Zangrians with a single shot from four hundred paces.” 
 
    She put her hand to her chest and brought out her huge Master Ranger of the School of Archery medallion. “Let us all raise our gaze to the moon and honor the School of Archery.” 
 
    “Sigmund the Hunter! The School of Archery!” Ivana cheered. 
 
    “Sigmund the hunter! The School of Archery!” they all cheered proudly. 
 
    Ivana sat down and put the bow back in its leather wrapping. 
 
    Dolbarar raised his staff toward the moon. “Let the Master Ranger of the second School step forward, so that we may honor that School.” 
 
    Esben the Tamer stood up. 
 
    He pounded on his chest. “Tonight it is my duty and honor to praise the School of Wildlife, the second of the Schools to be created. The first in terms of importance and which the Ranger must master in order to survive.” Ivana folded her arms over her shoulders and shook her head. Esben ignored her and went on with the ceremony. From a pouch which hung from his waist he took out a bear claw and raised it to the moon in both hands. 
 
    “A preserved claw, we’re such barbarians,” Gerd said in disgust. 
 
    Viggo smiled grimly. “Well, if you didn’t realize until now that we Norghanians are the most brutish in the whole of Tremia, I don’t know where you’ve been hiding. Oh yeah, in that farm of yours, eating beets.” 
 
    “Many people have the custom of keeping trophies of hunts and wars,” said Egil. 
 
    Nilsa wrinkled her nose. “Well, I think it’s disgusting, and it must smell awful.”  
 
    Esben bent his head, keeping the claw raised. “Today I present this hunting trophy to the Gods of Ice in the presence of their guardian of the night, the moon, that they may bless it. 
 
    “Today we honor Mastund the Tracker, founder of the School, first Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife. Mastund who was able to follow the trail of the kidnappers of the King’s daughter through half Norghana, hunt them down and rescue her.” 
 
    Esben brought out his great Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife medallion. “Let us look up at the moon and honor the School of Wildlife.” 
 
    They all looked up at the moon, this time with more respect after hearing the story. 
 
    “Mastund the Tracker! The School of Wildlife!” cheered Esben. 
 
    “Mastund the Tracker! The School of Wildlife!” all the voices cheered proudly. 
 
    The next to stand up was old Eyra. Lasgol thought she looked as though she herself must have been the founder of her School. But immediately he discarded the idea. 
 
    Eyra cleared her throat. “Tonight it is my duty and honor to praise the School of Nature, the third of the Schools in order of creation. The most important for the Rangers, if you ask me.” She avoided looking at Ivana and Esben, who were shaking their heads. From a little pouch, one of at least twenty that hung from her belt, she brought out a braided bracelet which appeared to be made of leather and leaves. She raised it in both hands to show it to the moon. 
 
    “I bet it has some kind of healing power,” Gerd said excitedly. 
 
    “It’d better not!” Nilsa said. “No filthy magic!”  
 
    “Be quiet and listen,” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    Egil was rubbing his hands together. “This is really interesting.” 
 
    “Today we honor Igona the Healer, founder of the School, the first Master Ranger of the School of Nature, the first woman to hold a title among us. Igona who saved half Norghana when the Red Fever devastated the realm.” 
 
    Eyra sighed, a long tense sigh. Very slowly, lovingly, almost with veneration, she brought out her great medallion and let it lie on her chest. She took a deep breath. “Let us raise our gaze to the moon and honor the School of Nature.” 
 
     Egil was bewitched. Gerd, smiling, felt comforted. Nilsa was grumbling under her breath. 
 
    And finally Haakon stood up, with a movement so swift and nimble that it left everyone open-mouthed. 
 
    Viggo arched one eyebrow. “Let’s see what this one’s got to tell us.”  
 
    “Nothing good...” Lasgol said, without meaning to. 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “Must be something mysterious.”  
 
    “Or rather, something arcane,” Egil corrected her. 
 
    Haakon spoke with the certainty and mystery of someone who knows the secrets of the forest shadows. 
 
    “Tonight it is my duty and my honor to praise the School of Expertise, the last of the Schools in order of creation. The most complex, the most difficult to master, the one that turns the Rangers into shadow, into a dark threat.” 
 
    Lasgol shivered. 
 
    Haakon put his hands behind his back. 
 
    Viggo was watching wide-eyed. “He’ll bring out two black vipers, you just wait.”  
 
    “Or a shadowy bow,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Let’s see...” Egil said, half-closing his eyes. 
 
    Gerd and Nilsa did not seem very convinced. 
 
    Haakon made a lightning movement with his right hand and showed it to them, palm up. On it a black viper shone under the moon. 
 
    “By all the...!” cried Ingrid. 
 
    Gerd fell backwards. Lasgol and Egil stared at one another. 
 
    “You have to be very brave to play with one of those...” Viggo said. 
 
    Haakon bent his head and held the viper aloft. “Today I present this snake to the Gods of Ice in the presence of their guardian of the night, the moon, that it may be blessed. 
 
    “Tonight we honor Koonan the Stealthy, founder of the School, the first Master Ranger of the School of Expertise. Koonan who put an end to the treacherous count Olstren while he was sleeping in his castle, so that everybody thought a shadow from the forests had killed him.” 
 
    Haakon brought out his great Master Ranger of the School of Expertise medallion. “Let us all look up at the moon and honor the School of Expertise.” 
 
    He repeated the greeting to the moon, put the snake away with a shadowy movement and sat down. 
 
    “Where did he put it?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Better not to know,” Nilsa replied. 
 
    “Yeah, so it doesn’t bite you,” Viggo said. “Its poison will kill you in a moment.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Oh, you learn plenty of things in the sewers of the great cities...” 
 
    “The university of life,” Egil said. 
 
    “Of low-life.” 
 
    Egil nodded with a smile. 
 
    Dolbarar now addressed them again. “Always remember what you’ve witnessed tonight in this sacred place. Always honor and respect the Schools, because they are the basis of the Rangers’ training and the beginning of the Path. I would like to thank Histason, our Ranger Archivist, for his great work and his participation in tonight’s ceremony.” 
 
    The Archivist bowed deeply. “It was an honor.” 
 
    Dolbarar returned the bow. “Now go, and think deeply about the ceremony and its meaning.” 
 
    Lasgol felt a sense of regret at leaving the oak-wood. He was very much at ease there, and he felt protected. It was one of the few places where he had that feeling, and with every passing moment he had the sense that something bad was stalking him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the days passed the teaching became harder and, as Egil liked to say, ‘more interesting’. Lasgol was enjoying all the knowledge they were acquiring in the four Schools. The threat posed by King Uthar was always in his mind. If he should find out that they knew his secret... Hence every new lesson they learnt, every new landmark they reached in the Schools, made him feel a little safer. 
 
    As the busy days went by, so the summer – Lasgol’s favorite season – was drawing to its end. The warmth of the air, the scent of the woods, the bright, comforting light, the feeling of the sun’s warmth on his face, even the taste of the water and the rain, were all more intense. All this made him feel very good. It was the only season of the year when the forests were not covered in snow and he could enjoy them fully. They shone, full of life. The animals raced around joyfully, enjoying the pleasant warmth and all the life that surfaced after the melting of spring, just as he did himself. He delighted in the season with every one of his senses. Nor was he the only one: Camu too enjoyed it immensely. Lasgol was finding it seriously difficult to control him. From daybreak he wanted to go out and race into the forest to explore everything he saw. Lasgol got up at dawn to let him run loose in the forest east of the third-year cabins. The last thing he wanted was for Isgord to find Camu out, and he knew Isgord was looking out for him. 
 
    Unfortunately the teaching in the four Schools was turning so intense that he was barely finding time to enjoy the season. That evening they were learning to make Ranger camping tents to be used in the snow and cold of winter. They were in front of the School of Wildlife cabins. Each team had dug a hole, built a fire inside it and begun to boil water in a pot on the fire. A range of materials and compounds were spread out beside it. 
 
    The teams were following the explanations closely. 
 
    “You have to spread the casing properly before you apply the tallow to protect it from the rain and the damp!” shouted Ranger Erisson, the instructor in the School of Wildlife. 
 
    As was usual in the tests that required manual dexterity, Egil, Lasgol and Ingrid were doing well, but not so Gerd, Nilsa and Viggo. They had to make and set up a tent for six people – a whole team – that was resistant, light and portable. Except that everything was coming out wrong, something not unusual for the Snow Panthers. 
 
    “I’m hopeless,” Gerd complained bitterly. He was looking at his hands, which were smeared with seal fat. “It’s these big hands of mine.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nilsa moaned. “Whenever I want to do something, it comes out all wrong. This tallow I’ve made is so dry that it cracks.” 
 
    “That’s because you haven’t prepared the mixture calmly enough,” Egil told her. “Once you mix the seal-fat with the boar-fat you have to wait until it sets. You’ll know by the color and consistency. Then you add the mixture of winter herbs to give it resistance to humidity. I get the impression, based on observation, that you were too hasty with the mixtures.” 
 
    “Yeah... that’s what I think too.” 
 
    “If the mixture doesn’t set, do it over again! Anyone who runs out of ingredients and doesn’t manage it is going to have to do ten laps around the lake!” 
 
    “How nice!” Nilsa moaned. With a long snort she started all over again. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil smiled. They were working on the grey woolen canvas which they were covering with bear- and deerskins, sticking them on with glue made from grey willow. 
 
    “Don’t forget to cook the resin well, it’s the most important ingredient for compacting the canvas! If it comes loose in the middle of an icy winter in the northern lands, you’ll freeze to death. You wouldn’t survive the night. You’d die when the temperature went down below what a person can endure.” 
 
    “Any normal person,” Egil noted. “Not the Wild of the Ice. They can endure lower temperatures than we can.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    “What’s your excuse?” Ingrid asked Viggo, who was staring at his mixture disgustedly. 
 
    “No excuse. This bores me to death.” 
 
    “It bores you? But didn’t you hear the instructor? These tents’ll save us from freezing to death!” 
 
    Viggo waved this away. “No need to exaggerate. We can survive the winter in the forests.” 
 
    “In the forest maybe, but in the open?” 
 
    “Who says I’ll be stupid enough to go out into the open in the middle of winter? I’m sure you’d want me to do it in the middle of a murderous storm.” 
 
    “You’re a complete idiot!” 
 
    Viggo gave her an innocent look. 
 
    They went on, putting in all the effort they could, but the Panthers’ tent did not look very impressive. 
 
    The instructor showed them three lengths of wood, one longer than the others, so straight and perfectly shaped that they looked like steel rods. “When you finish the canvas, go into the forest and cut three sticks like these.”  
 
    “So who’s going to be the bright spark who carves three sticks as perfect as those?” said Viggo. 
 
    “Not you, that’s for sure,” Ingrid retorted. 
 
    “They have to be treated too,” Egil said. He had already started preparing the compound. 
 
    “For what?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    “The wooden poles are the supports for the tent,” Erisson explained. “They need to be made of treated wood, because that’s lighter and more pliable than steel.”  
 
    “Oh...” said Nilsa. 
 
    They went on with their work. It had to be said that their tent was unimpressive, particularly when they finished the canvas and lifted it on to the three wooden poles. 
 
    “It looks ruined,” Gerd said without enthusiasm. 
 
    “It has a certain charm,” Nilsa said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Make sure it holds and that the wind doesn’t come in through any crevice,” the instructor said. “It won’t be the snow that kills you but the icy breath of the Gods of Ice.”  
 
    “He means the wind,” Egil remarked. 
 
    “That’s a bit of a mouthful,” Ingrid protested. “Why doesn’t he just say, ‘the wind’?”  
 
    Lasgol stopped to look at the other teams and their tents. In fact the Panthers’ was one of the worst. Luckily the Eagles’ did not look much better. A couple stood out: the Wolves’ and the Owls’. Luca gave a comic wave of his hand and showed Astrid his precious construction. Astrid laughed and returned the gesture, showing theirs. Both laughed. Lasgol had to stop looking; his heart was burning. He took a deep breath and exhaled. He could do nothing about it beyond wishing them the best. He could not even hate Luca. The truth was that he liked him. He was a very good captain and he was always kind to him. Lasgol had nothing against him, far from it. He shrugged. He would respect Astrid’s decision, because it was hers and he had no right to feel wounded himself, although that was how he felt. 
 
    “A Ranger’s worst enemy in winter is the damp and the wind,” Erisson went on. “If the damp gets into you, the wind’ll freeze it, and that’ll be it.”  
 
    “Well then, we just don’t get wet and that’s that,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Sometimes you can’t foresee what nature’s going to put in your way,” Egil said. 
 
    “Everybody inside!” Erisson ordered. 
 
    “All of us?” Gerd said, looking inside the tent and then at his teammates. “There’s no way we’ll all fit in there!” 
 
    “Get a move on! In you go!” 
 
    “We’d better do it,” Egil said. “Gerd, you go first because you’re the biggest.” 
 
    The big boy went inside, 
 
    “There isn’t room for anybody else,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to fit in somehow,” Lasgol objected. 
 
    “Very carefully,” said Egil, “or else we’ll tear the tent.”  
 
    “I’ll go in,” Ingrid said decisively. 
 
    The Captain was followed by Nilsa, then Lasgol. Egil and Viggo were left trying to see how they could fit in, but there was no more room. 
 
    “Everybody inside, I said!” 
 
    Viggo snorted and dragged himself inside on top of Gerd. Finally Egil squeezed between the two girls, sideways. 
 
    “We did it!” cried Nilsa. 
 
    And at that moment they heard a long sound of cloth tearing. 
 
    “Oh, no...” Gerd said. 
 
    The tent came apart and fell on them. 
 
    They got out as best they could, and Lasgol saw that the same thing had happened to most of the others. 
 
    “You’re hopeless! Gather everything together! We’ll do it again in the next class!” 
 
    It took them three weeks to learn to build the tents properly. They tore dozens of tents before they succeeded, not only because they did not fit in, but because of the system devised by the Rangers to test whether the tents would bear a winter storm. 
 
    “They’re kidding, aren’t they?” Viggo said at the sight of several instructors carrying three huge bellows from the smithy. They were enormous. 
 
    “Today we’re going to test the resistance of these tents,” Erisson announced with an ominous smile. 
 
    “I fear I know what they’re going to do,” Egil said as he watched them getting into place. 
 
    The bellows were placed at three of the four cardinal points and set into motion, simulating strong winter winds. And they succeeded. The bellows were so large, and they worked them with such strength, that the air blown out of them had the force of a hurricane. The tents flew, or else tore and were left useless. 
 
    Erisson laughed, enjoying their woes. He did not give them any respite until they managed to face up to the bellows test and overcome it. It took them two more weeks, and with that came the end of summer. Lasgol and his teammates had scarcely been able to enjoy it amid so much training. 
 
    Once the bellows test was over there remained the problem of capacity, and they were unable to solve this. In the end Erisson took pity on all of them and explained the right way to go in and arrange themselves inside, which seemed obvious but was not. Not even Egil had worked it out. There was only one way to go in and place themselves so that the six of them would fit. Once they had learnt to do it right, they succeeded. 
 
    For once they felt proud of what they had achieved, as a team, all together as one. It was a great day for all.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Viggo, Egil, Gerd and Lasgol were resting in the cabin after the day’s instruction. Ingrid and Nilsa had gone to put in a little more practice, but they would not be long. The Panther girls were amazing and practiced endlessly. 
 
    “I don’t know how they can go on practicing after the punishment we took today,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Because they’re crazy,” said Viggo, who was stretched out on his bunk. 
 
    Egil shook his head. “They’re amazing. Their determination and inner strength are entirely admirable.” 
 
    Lasgol agreed. “They certainly are. I don’t know where they get their strength.” 
 
    “From their enormous heart,” said Egil. 
 
    Suddenly they heard a sound at the cabin door. 
 
    Camu, hide! said Lasgol, using his Gift to send a quick message. The more he practiced sending mental messages to Camu, the faster he found he could do it. And he needed to be fast, because there had been several occasions when he had nearly been found out. 
 
    Camu looked at the door, which was beginning to open. 
 
    Come on, quickly! he insisted. Hide or they’ll see you! The messages reached Camu’s mind instantly. Whether he always heeded them was a different matter. 
 
    He did not seem to want to obey. 
 
    The door finished opening. Gerd seized Camu, who was at his feet, and turned his back to the door as fast as he could. 
 
    “Hi there, losers,” said an unpleasant voice. 
 
    It was Isgord. 
 
    “Didn’t they teach you to knock?” Viggo said irritably. 
 
    Isgord smiled as he looked around the cabin, taking in every detail. 
 
    “I just wanted to say ‘hi’,” he said in a tone so insincere that nobody believed him, and went on searching. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “There’s nothing to interest you here,” said Egil. 
 
    “Oh, I think there is. Why doesn’t the big boy turn around? It’s bad manners to turn your back on someone who’s talking to you.” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Lasgol said. “Now go away, you’re not welcome.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t call that very neighborly,” Isgord said, and with a swift move he went to stand beside Gerd to see if he was hiding something. 
 
    But Camu, on the big boy’s chest, had become invisible. 
 
    Isgord could not see him. His expression turned to one of disappointment and anger. 
 
    “Get out of the Panthers’ cabin right now or I’ll drag you out myself,” came a voice from outside. 
 
    Isgord turned. It was Ingrid, and her eyes were fiery. Behind her was Nilsa, who was also looking fiercely at Isgord. 
 
    He raised his hands and made to leave the cabin. “All right.”  
 
    “Go away,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I’ll find it,” he said menacingly. 
 
    “You won’t find anything at all.” 
 
    “You don’t fool me.” 
 
    Ingrid showed him her fist. “Get out, or you’ll face the consequences.” 
 
    Isgord gave her a venomous smile and left. 
 
    “That was close,” Gerd said. 
 
    Lasgol snorted. “He’s still intent on finding Camu. He’ll end up making trouble.” 
 
    “He’s a real pain,” Gerd said. 
 
    “He’s more than that,” Viggo said. “He’s dangerous,”  
 
    “Let’s forget about him, at least for now,” Ingrid said. “I’m off to bed, I’m worn out.”  
 
    The following day Lasgol and Egil were in the eastern forests practicing tracking when they saw two figures entering the part of the beech-wood they were in. 
 
    Lasgol recognized the first one. “That’s weird,” he said. 
 
    “It certainly is.” 
 
    “The Master Ranger of the School of Nature and the strange nobleman we still haven’t identified, or even know what he’s doing here, are heading for the river.” 
 
    “Strange and interesting,” said Egil. 
 
    “Not sure I’d use the word ‘interesting’. I think it’s rather strange. What can they be doing?” 
 
    “We ought to follow them,” Egil said. 
 
    “We can’t interfere in the Master Ranger’s business.” 
 
    “It’s not as if we’re going to interfere, we’re just taking a look.” 
 
    “That’s called spying.” 
 
    “Technically we’re just watching, not spying, since the forest is an open space where we already were beforehand, therefore we have a right to watch what happens around us.” 
 
    “Yeah, you want to spy on them...” 
 
    “It would be extremely interesting.” 
 
    “If they see us we’ll get into trouble.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, unless they’re up to something they don’t want anybody to know about.” 
 
    “Spying or following Eyra is going to get us into deep trouble, whatever they’re doing.” 
 
    Egil smiled and shrugged. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out heavily and allowed himself to be persuaded. 
 
    Stealthily, taking great care not to be seen, they went after them as if this were some tracking and searching mission. They kept a prudent distance, knowing that Eyra might spot them at any moment. 
 
    Lasgol gestured to Egil to wait until Eyra and the nobleman were out of sight. “It’ll be safer if they can’t see us,” he whispered quickly in Egil’s ear. He did not want to take any risks. 
 
    Egil nodded. 
 
    They waited a little, then followed the trail to a spot where the two had stopped and crouched down. Lasgol examined the footprints and pointed to a plant. 
 
    “They’ve picked it and taken it,” Egil said. “It’s wild dawn flower.” 
 
    Lasgol was thoughtful. “D’you know what it’s used for?” 
 
    Egil nodded. “To make poisons, mainly.” 
 
    Then Lasgol remembered. “Yeah, you’re right, it just came back to me.” 
 
    “This is extremely strange... intriguing...” Egil said. “Why do they need it, I wonder?” 
 
    “I don’t want to think anything bad, but if the stranger’s a nobleman from the Court, as we think he is, and Eyra’s helping him gather this plant to make poisons...” 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty in our conclusions. We need to see what else they’re doing before we arrive at a conclusion without knowing all the facts.” 
 
    “You’re right.”  
 
    They went on following the trail until they reached a damp area. 
 
    “They stopped here,” Lasgol said, pointing out fresh footprints 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “They’re not trying to hide their tracks. I don’t think Eyra’s expecting anybody to follow her in the woods around the Camp.” 
 
    Egil smiled with real amusement. “True, but we’re doing it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “We’re going to get into trouble.” 
 
    “Relax, you’ll see we won’t. We must collect evidence of what they’re doing. It seems to me there’s a mystery here.” 
 
    “I don’t like mysteries,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I know that, but I’m fascinated by them myself.” 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. 
 
    “They’ve been gathering moss here,” he said, pointing to some roots. 
 
    Egil bent to look. “You’re right, they’ve picked yellow moon moss.” 
 
    Lasgol looked Egil in the eye. 
 
    “Now I do remember what that’s for. It’s used for making hallucinogenic poisons.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “We now have two ingredients, both of which are used for making poisons. This is beginning to make a lot of sense.” 
 
    “Let’s go on a little further. Maybe we’re completely wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe, but the facts point in the other direction.” 
 
    They followed the trail to a small lake and saw Eyra bent over by the shore, gathering waterweeds. 
 
    “They’re gathering waterweed,” Lasgol said, “and that’s used in poisons too.”  
 
    “Yes, although the waterweeds of the lake are used in plenty of other recipes.” 
 
    “We have three out of three ingredients that are used for making poison. I don’t want to think anything bad, but it all suggests Eyra is helping that nobleman to prepare a poison.” 
 
    “Yes, I think the same.” 
 
    “And what would a nobleman of the Court want a poison for?” 
 
    “I can help you there,” said Egil. “When a nobleman asks for poison it’s to eliminate a rival. They usually don’t play around with that sort of thing.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “They’re going to kill someone.” 
 
    Lasgol flattened himself against the ground. “Get down.” 
 
    Egil did so at once. Eyra was scanning the woods. She stopped to look at the spot where they were hiding, as if she knew she was being watched. 
 
    The two friends stayed very still, hidden among the underbrush. They waited until Eyra and the nobleman set off back to the camp. 
 
    “D’you think she saw us?” Egil whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know, but sometimes I have the feeling that Eyra’s more of a witch than a Ranger. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’d guessed we were there.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not, particularly now we know they’re preparing a poison.” 
 
    “We just need to find out who it’s for.” 
 
    “How interesting! A mystery, a poison, a possible murder. We need to solve this.” 
 
    “That’s none of our business. It’ll be a Court matter, nothing to do with the Rangers.” 
 
     Egil’s eyes were bright with interest. “Who knows?” 
 
    “We’re not going to investigate any further. We’re not getting into any more trouble.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that one way or another, this is going to affect us.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, so do I. Can’t we just have a quiet year?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that would be too boring for us.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go back to the camp.” 
 
    The two friends set off back, and Lasgol shivered suddenly; that discovery was going to affect them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the end of the season came the Summer Test, and this year it consisted of nothing less than the Test of Schools. A supreme one in the training of every Ranger. This was how Dolbarar was explaining it to all the Apprentices gathered before the Sacred Oak-Wood. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous. This test is rather different from the ones you’ve been used to. It’s a little more... esoteric.” 
 
    Viggo rolled his eyes. “That’s all we needed.”  
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” said Gerd, whose fear of the unknown was eating at his insides. 
 
    The faces of the members of other teams too were far from happy. Even Isgord, always so confident, looked ill-at-ease. 
 
    “Today we’re going to test your abilities in each of the four Schools. The fact that by now each of you is better, more fitted, in one School than another, shouldn’t come as a surprise. You all know this. Today we’re going to carry out a test that will make that affinity with each School, or rejection of it, clear. If you’ve been doing well until now in one of the Schools, you needn’t worry, because it’s very likely that you’ll get a good result in the test. On the other hand, if during all this time you haven’t stood out in any particular School, don’t expect something magical to happen today so that you excel.” 
 
    “Well, in that case I’m doomed,” Gerd grumbled. 
 
    “So am I,” Egil agreed, sounding defeated. 
 
    “You’ll do well, you’ll see,” Ingrid encouraged them. 
 
    Lasgol was still turning the word ‘esoteric’ over in his mind. What could it mean in the context of a Rangers’ Test?  
 
    Dolbarar smiled, as he always did, to put them at their ease. 
 
    “The test will tell the Four Master Rangers which of you has an affinity with their individual School, and they will be the ones who choose who among you goes on to become a part of each School. It’s a very important step, one that can’t be changed, one that opens the door to the advanced specialties. So stay calm and do your best.” 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “Ufff, I can’t stand this any longer.”  
 
    “One last point: those who aren’t chosen for any School by any of the Four Master Rangers will be expelled. So says the Path of the Ranger, and so it must be.” 
 
    Lasgol became deeply nervous at the sound of this. What if he were not good enough for any of the four Schools? What if one of his companions were not good enough? After everything they had been through, they were betting everything on one test. Suddenly this test gained a new meaning and importance for everyone. Gerd, Egil and Viggo looked sick as they took in what it meant for them. Nilsa was so nervous that she was bouncing up and down, unable to stay still. Ingrid seemed to be the only one unaffected by Dolbarar’s words. 
 
    Stop going over and over it, be calm. Do the test and whatever will be will be, Lasgol told himself by way of encouragement, although he was feeling deeply unsure. 
 
    Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers went into the Sacred Oak-Wood, and something strange happened. 
 
    They vanished into an arcane mist that came from inside. 
 
    That was not something normal. 
 
    And the test began. Oden called the first contestant of the Wolves. Luca, the Captain, went into the oak-wood amid the encouraging applause of his teammates and Astrid’s alert gaze. A moment later he disappeared. A tense silence gripped the students. Oden gave the order, and the rest of the team went in, one by one. They vanished, like their captain. 
 
    “What d’you think’s going on in there?” Gerd asked. He was unable to hide the fear in his voice. 
 
    Viggo folded his arms. “Something bad, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Ingrid did her best to soothe Gerd. “Nonsense, it’s just a test.”  
 
    “Yeah, as if nothing bad ever happens to us in the tests... we always come out unscathed, smiling and happy...” 
 
    Nilsa heaved a sigh. “He’s got something there...” She patted Gerd’s arm and shrugged. 
 
    Gerd rubbed his sweating hands together. “And they’re not coming out... they go in, but they don’t come out...”  
 
    Ingrid shrugged this aside. “They must be resting.”  
 
    Viggo gave her a skeptical look. “Resting... oh, sure, taking a little nap.”  
 
    Egil was looking around. “We’re in the center of the Camp. The test is in its heart, in its soul, in the Sacred Oak-Wood. I find the possibility of anything dangerous happening in this environment highly unlikely...” 
 
    “For once you’re wrong,” came a feminine voice, and they all turned. Astrid was coming toward them with Leana, Asgar and Borj from her team. 
 
    Lasgol felt a tingle in his stomach at the sight of the Captain of the Owls. He was immediately intrigued by her comment. Egil was not often wrong about anything. Astrid knew something that they did not. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” asked Egil with an interested smile: amused, not annoyed. 
 
    “Yes, there is a risk with this test,” Astrid said. “All the Ranger tests involve risks. It’s always been that way. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be real tests.” 
 
    “It’s true, I could be wrong, because I don’t know all the factors that are at play. I’m just making it clear that it seems an unlikely prospect to me, seeing that Dolbarar and the Four Ranger Leaders are present during the test in the Oak-Wood.” 
 
    “They’re present, but they can’t intervene.” 
 
    “No?” Lasgol asked in surprise. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Tell them, Leana,” said Astrid to her companion. 
 
    The blonde Owl nodded. “This test isn’t like the others. It’s special. Very special. They don’t want us to know that, and that’s why they don’t say anything.” 
 
    Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t they want us to know?” 
 
    “So that we can’t prepare ourselves against what we’re going to find in there.” 
 
    “That’s nice of them,” said Viggo. 
 
    “It makes sense,” Egil admitted. “The less we know and the less well-prepared we are, the greater the authenticity and difficulty of the test.” 
 
    “And the risk,” added Leana. 
 
    Nilsa was deeply intrigued. “So tell us, what have you heard? Come on, we want to know.” 
 
    “Two years ago a boy from the Wolves lost his mind in there. They had to take him away from the Camp. He was a risk to his companions and to himself. After the test... he saw things...” 
 
    Gerd was staring at her, wide-eyed. “What sort of things?” 
 
    “They say it was monsters out of a nightmare.” 
 
    “And he wasn’t the only one,” Asgar put in. 
 
    “Have there been more?” Lasgol asked. He was deeply interested. Losing one’s mind was something there was no way back from. 
 
    “Yes, they say there’ve been more...” 
 
    “So what on earth happens in there?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “That’s the important thing,” said Astrid. “Nobody knows.”  
 
    “This is fascinating,” Egil declared.  
 
     “I’ve also heard that the test is so traumatic that it leaves some of them a bit touched in the head,” said Borj. 
 
    “Well, that’s great,” said Viggo. “I can’t wait to go in.” 
 
    “The Path of the Ranger is arduous and full of dangers,” Astrid recited, and grimaced at the word ‘dangers’. 
 
    Gerd’s shoulders were sagging. “Huh... wonderful...” 
 
    “Owls Team!” Oden called. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Leana said. “Our turn.”  
 
    Asgar and Borj’s faces turned serious. They looked at their teammates Oscar and Kotar, who were getting ready, looking somber. 
 
    “Captain Astrid! Come forward!” Oden called. 
 
     “Good luck, be very careful,” Lasgol said, feeling sincerely concerned about her. 
 
    “I’m already a bit crazy, I don’t think anyone’ll notice a little more,” she joked, but there was fear in her eyes. She turned and went towards the entrance to the Sacred Oak-Wood. 
 
    “Show them what a Captain can do,” Ingrid encouraged her. 
 
    Astrid raised her fist to the sky. “I will!” 
 
    The different groups went in. Nobody entered the oak-wood looking confident. Not even the Eagles. Isgord was summoned, and for the first time Lasgol saw something in his eyes that was not confidence and certainty. He recognized it; it was hesitation. This surprised him. Isgord had never hesitated in any test. The twins Jared and Aston were encouraging him. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Viggo, “give him a good farewell hug, just in case he doesn’t recognize you after the test.”  
 
    “And we’ll give you a bear hug and break your back,” Jared called back. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you here,” Viggo said defiantly. “Alaric, Bergen, you two had better not forget to hug your captain either, just in case... you know, with your heads full of sawdust... you never know...” 
 
    Alaric and Bergen took a step toward him with fists raised and teeth clenched. They looked like a pair of watchdogs. But Marta stopped them. 
 
    “Don’t let that idiot distract you. That’s what he wants. We’re here to pass the test. Nothing else. Let’s focus on that.” 
 
    “Who are you calling an idiot, Blondie? Go in with your dear leader in case he can’t find the way out.” 
 
    Marta glared at him. But she did not take the bait. She made a contemptuous gesture and turned her back on him. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this,” Isgord threatened as he went into the oak-wood and almost stumbled. 
 
    “Viggo...” said Lasgol. He did not want a confrontation. 
 
    “They’re nervous. Look at them. They’ll do badly, and what’s bad for them is good for us.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” Egil said. “They’re obviously nervous, and now they’re even more unsettled. They must have heard the rumors about this test.”  
 
    “You blew it,” Ingrid said to Viggo. 
 
    “Well, I knew you had my back.” 
 
    Ingrid rolled her eyes. “One day it’ll be me who breaks your back.” 
 
    “But then you’d be bored to death,” he replied with a roguish smile. 
 
    Nilsa laughed, and for a moment she stopped bouncing. Even Gerd relaxed a little at the joke. 
 
    And then the Panthers’ turn came. 
 
    Oden called Ingrid. 
 
    They said goodbye to her and wished her luck. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll come out of this sane and with the School I want. I swear it.” 
 
    Nobody doubted it. 
 
    After Ingrid, Oden called Nilsa, then Egil and shortly after that, Gerd. Then Viggo, and at last Lasgol’s turn came. 
 
    Oden greeted him with a nod and waved him in. 
 
    Lasgol entered the Sacred Oak-Wood. 
 
    No sooner had he set foot in the place that he felt something was afoot. The hair on the nape of his neck stood on end. Magic, I feel some kind of magic... He walked on between the majestic oaks. The place had an extraordinary, mystical beauty. 
 
    Dolbarar was waiting, with the Four Master Rangers beside him. 
 
    “Come along, Lasgol,” he said. “Don’t be afraid, it’s only a test.” 
 
    The kind voice of the Leader of the Camp soothed him. Everything would be fine. Then he thought about what Viggo had said, and he had to admit he had been right: every time they had taken part in a test they had got into trouble and ended up in danger of death. Or else someone had died. Or both those things. Suddenly he was assailed by nerves and restlessness. Instinctively he sought his teammates, but then remembered that in this test he was on his own. He began to feel more nervous still. His body was shaken by a shiver. He had a sense of something ominous, and unfortunately those premonitions usually came true. His skin pricked with gooseflesh. 
 
    Dolbarar smiled at him kindly, but he could not relax. 
 
    “It’s time now for you to face the Test of Affinity of Schools. It will determine which School you will belong to, if any.” 
 
    “If any?” Lasgol asked uneasily. 
 
    “There are those who do not pass it, and therefore enter none of the Schools.” 
 
    “They’re expelled?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re expelled.” 
 
    Lasgol shivered again. He shook off the sensation. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he replied, although he was sure it was something Dolbarar told everyone, even those who would do nothing of the sort. 
 
    Dolbarar called the Four Master Rangers. Walking slowly, they surrounded Lasgol, who looked at them in puzzlement. The four of them joined their hands, making a circle with him in the center. 
 
    “The ceremony begins,” Dolbarar announced. “Are the Four Schools represented?” 
 
    “Ivana, Master Ranger of the School of Archery, represents and bears witness,” said The Infallible. 
 
    “Esben, Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife, represents and bears witness,” said The Tamer. 
 
    “Eyra, Master Ranger of the School of Nature, represents and bears witness,” said The Erudite. 
 
    And last Haakon spoke: “Master Ranger of the School of Expertise represents and bears witness,” said The Untouchable. 
 
    “Is the candidate ready to face the test?” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He looked at the faces of all four Master Rangers around him, and seeing how solemn they looked, he felt his stomach lurch. 
 
    “Yes...” he answered unsurely. 
 
    The Four Master Rangers let their hands fall, but did not move. 
 
    “Eyra, if you would be so good...” said Dolbarar. 
 
    The Master Ranger of the School of Nature nodded. “I present you with the Potion of the Schools,” the old lady said. 
 
    Lasgol turned to her and saw the potion in its crystal container. It was bluish. He hesitated. 
 
    “Come, hundreds have taken it before you. Nothing will happen to you.” 
 
    He looked at Eyra and saw a twisted smile on her face. Her eyes were shining with a dangerous intensity. She no longer looked like the kind old lady she usually was. He had the impression he was facing a witch with an evil potion. He felt his nerves give his stomach a twinge. What’s going to happen? This test… I’m not sure about it... it gives me the creeps... 
 
    He glanced at Dolbarar, who nodded and smiled. Lasgol cursed silently. He could not refuse. They were all looking at him, and Dolbarar was encouraging him to go on. He did not want to disappoint the Leader of the Camp. He sighed, and drank the potion, although he would rather not have done so. The potion tasted sweet, which made him even more nervous. The better it tasted, the worse the effect. It was something Eyra herself had taught them. Poisons and potions were sweetened to trick the palate and the mind of the unsuspecting person who drank them. 
 
    After a moment he began to feel dizzy. A thickening mist began to cover the oak-wood. 
 
    I knew this was a bad idea. 
 
    The dizziness turned to bewilderment. He could not see properly, could not think properly. 
 
    Dolbarar gave a loud clap which exploded in Lasgol’s mind. 
 
    Everything went dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol opened his eyes, dazed.  
 
    The darkness had vanished. He was still standing in the same spot, but Dolbarar and the four Master Rangers had disappeared. He was completely alone in the middle of the oak-wood, a few paces away from the Guardian of the Forest, the Great Sacred Oak. He felt confused; the bright light coming through the trees was hurting his eyes and his mind. 
 
    He shook his head to try and clear it. Bad idea. Now it hurt even more. 
 
    What did they give me? It knocked me out. 
 
    He became aware that the mist was coming toward him, covering everything around. It was no natural mist; it was too dense, a grayish color, as though it were made of ash. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
    Magic. I can feel magic around me. 
 
    The mist reached him and enveloped him with a sweet, soft cloak. He felt as if he were in a dream. His numbed mind told him to lie down and sleep, that a nap would clear his senses. 
 
    He lay down and fell asleep. 
 
    The sound of a branch breaking woke him, and he sat up. The mist was still enveloping him, and it was growing thicker. His mind was beginning to clear. 
 
    Thank goodness. I was beginning to think they’d left me stupid with the potion. 
 
    He reached out his hand, trying to see through the fog. He could make out the oaks and the surrounding landscape, he could see, but he could not be sure of what his eyes were registering. He tried to wave away the fog, but it was impossible. He could not hear anything, not even a bird singing, or the sound of the wind: nothing. 
 
    This is very strange. Too strange. 
 
    All of a sudden, he saw a figure moving in the fog. It was moving from left to right about fifty paces away, although he could not be sure whether he was managing to calculate the distance correctly in the fog. The figure became more definite, and now he was able to make out the silhouette of a Ranger. 
 
    A Ranger! He’ll help me! 
 
    He was about to call out in greeting when he heard a whistle. A whistle that was fast approaching. 
 
    An arrow! 
 
    He ducked at the last moment, and the arrow brushed his temple. 
 
    By the frozen gods! He’s attacking me! 
 
    He crouched, his heart in his mouth, and looked in all directions in search of help. He could not see anybody. He was in a tight spot. He concentrated and tried to summon his Gift, but it was impossible. His mind did not seem capable of connecting with the source of his power. 
 
    It’s not possible. My Gift never fails me. What’s wrong with me! 
 
    He concentrated again and tried hard. But the numbness he was feeling would not allow his mind to work. He could not connect with his Gift. 
 
    Come on, I need you! 
 
    He tried with all his might. But failed. 
 
    The potion! It’s done something to my mind! 
 
    A new whistling sound. 
 
    Hellfire! 
 
    He threw himself sideways and felt a pain in his head. The arrow had grazed it. He put his hand to the scratch and found that it was bleeding. 
 
    That was close! 
 
    “Don’t shoot, I’m a ranger!” 
 
    The figure zigzagged and moved back a hundred paces or so. Without stopping, like an expert archer, he released twice as he ran. 
 
    Lasgol threw himself on the ground and rolled over his head. The first arrow nearly caught him in the chest, the second grazed his leg. 
 
    He wants to kill me! 
 
    He searched around for a way out, something that might help him. He was desperate. Suddenly he noticed that a few paces away, on a root he had not noticed before, was a bow and quiver. He ran to the weapon, slung the quiver over his shoulder and drew an arrow as fast as he could, put one knee to the ground, nocked and aimed. The figure was some two hundred paces away, zigzagging. It was very strange; he could barely see two paces into the fog, and yet the further away the figure was, the more clearly he could see it. 
 
    He aimed and released. 
 
    He missed. 
 
    Archery isn’t my strong point. I’m not going to be able to defeat him. 
 
    The reply came swiftly in the form of a lethal whistle. Lasgol tried to dodge it. 
 
    He failed. 
 
    The arrow caught him in the right shoulder with a hollow sound. He felt the powerful impact and the explosion of intense pain that followed. He was thrown backwards and left lying on the ground with the bow in his hand. 
 
    He grunted with pain. Luckily his numbed mind was not fully registering the intensity of the pain. He looked at his shoulder. The arrow was buried deep. He had to act. With a sharp crack he broke it off. And this time the pain hit him hard and his stunned mind felt it. He looked around to see if anybody was coming to help him or to stop this madness. But he was alone in the mist-shrouded oak-wood. 
 
    This must be a nightmare. It can’t be real. 
 
    He felt his wound, and the blood wet his fingers. He put them to his mouth, and registered the characteristic taste of rusty iron. The pain too was very real. 
 
    It seems real. It could be real. I’ve got to survive. I can’t let him kill me. Whoever he is and whatever his reason. 
 
    He got to his knees, searched for his enemy in the fog and managed to make him out in the distance. He was about three hundred paces away, moving continuously. Lasgol flattened himself to the ground and watched him for a moment. Who could he be? Why did he want to kill him? He calculated that from that distance, if he stayed on the ground, he would not reach him. He breathed out heavily, trying to stay calm and clear his mind, which for some reason was still numb. 
 
    But he was wrong. 
 
    The figure stopped. He raised his bow, calculated the trajectory and released in a parabolic flight. 
 
    Oh no! 
 
    Lasgol rolled over on the ground, and the arrow struck the exact spot where he had been lying. 
 
    He’s a master archer! 
 
    He stood up and nocked an arrow, aimed and was about to release. 
 
    His opponent was faster. 
 
    The arrow hit him in the leg he was using for support. 
 
    With the powerful impact, he lost his balance and fell. The pain reached his mind and he screamed. The arrow was buried deep in his thigh. He put his hands to the wound, writhing in pain. 
 
    I’ve got to survive! 
 
    He broke off the arrow; the pain in his shoulder and thigh was killing him. Without getting up from the ground he took off his belt and made a tourniquet to stop the bleeding. He pressed hard and bit his lip, groaning with the pain. 
 
    The lethal whistle reached him again. It came from the sky, seeking his death. He sprang into action and rolled to his right. The arrow struck the ground a finger’s breadth from his back. 
 
    By the Frozen Gods! 
 
    Desperately, he tried to summon his Gift again. He could not manage to. The numbness would not allow him to use it. It was as if he had been hit on the head with an iron bar and was unable to focus his senses.  
 
    I’m lost. 
 
    He saw that his adversary was some four hundred paces away. At that distance he would not succeed in hitting him even if fate were to smile on him. Only a truly first-rate archer would be able to manage that shot. And he was wounded. It was impossible, and yet he felt sure the archer was going to hit him. 
 
    He’s going to kill me. 
 
    But he could not give up. No, he would fight. Ulf’s face came to his mind. Life’s not fair. A true Norghanian never gives up. Lasgol took a deep breath of the strange air which hung over the oak-wood. I’m a Norghanian. I won’t give up. 
 
    He rolled over himself, looked for his bow and dragged himself to it. His enemy was watching him, aiming at him as he did so. He’s calculating how to release at the right moment and finish me off. He rolled to one side. He could not give him the chance. The pain was torturing him, but he took advantage of the fact that this cleared his head a little so that he was able to get on one knee and draw an arrow from his quiver. He was about to raise the bow and aim when something inside him told him that if he tried to aim, he would be a dead man. His rival, faster and more accurate, would simply send an arrow through him. 
 
    He pretended to raise his bow. 
 
    But instead, he rolled to one side. 
 
    He heard the lethal whistle. He had tricked him into releasing. 
 
    My chance. This is the only one I’m going to get. 
 
    He got on his knee, raised the bow and aimed. He saw his enemy take an arrow from his quiver with a swift movement, nock it and swivel to adjust his aim. 
 
    Lasgol applied everything he had learnt during those almost three years of training to that shot. 
 
    He released. 
 
    If he missed he would be dead. 
 
    The arrow flew at an amazing speed. He followed it with his gaze as his bow swung in his hand after the shot. 
 
    The figure was about to release. But it did not. Instead it fell to one side and did not move. 
 
    Lasgol watched incredulously. Impossible. I got him! 
 
    Very slowly, with an arrow nocked, he approached the fallen figure distrustfully. He looked closely at it for a moment where it lay on the ground. His arrow had hit his victim in middle of the chest. I did it! He could not believe it. He crouched down beside him to check whether he was still alive. No, he was dead. Lasgol was unable to believe he had managed to hit him at that distance. A shot in a thousand. 
 
    He looked at his enemy curiously, trying to see who it was, but the Ranger’s scarf the man was wearing covered his face. He put the bow aside and removed the scarf. What he saw left him aghast. 
 
    It was his father! 
 
    “It’s not possible! Noooooo!” 
 
    He put his head in his hands. There was no possible doubt. It was Dakon, his father. 
 
    He started to shake. 
 
    I’m going crazy! 
 
    His head began to spin. 
 
    And darkness overtook him. 
 
    He woke up with a start and looked around. The fog still enveloped everything he could see.  He was still in the Sacred Oak-Wood. He searched for his father’s body but could not find it; it had vanished. 
 
    What’s going on here? Am I losing my mind? 
 
    He felt the same numbness in his head. Suddenly he felt a terrible pain in his shoulder and leg. The wounds! He felt them. They were real; they were still there and they were agonizingly painful. He noticed something else: they had a nasty look about them. The arrowheads were still buried in his flesh. 
 
    They must have gotten infected. I’d better do something about them or else I could die. 
 
    “Is anybody there?” he asked into the mist. 
 
    The only answer was silence. 
 
    “Dolbarar? I’m wounded!” 
 
    Nothing. Only silence. 
 
    Well, I’ll just have to get out of this by myself. He headed to the way into the Oak-wood, making his way through the fog which rolled around him as if it had a life of its own. When he reached the way out he tried to cross. The fog stopped him. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    He tried to cross and met a wall of fog, solid as rock. He hit it with his fists, and it was as hard as stone. He moved to right and left, limping, groaning with pain, feeling for an opening to get out through. Nothing, no luck. The wall of solid fog filled the whole oak-wood. 
 
    “I need to get out! I’m wounded!” he cried at the top of his voice. His comrades were on the other side of this wall, they would hear him. 
 
    But nobody came to help him. 
 
    This is insane. I’m bleeding to death and there’s nobody to help me. 
 
    He remembered a small stream that came down on the east side of the oak-wood and turned toward it to wash his wounds, He had a nightmarish time getting to it, but he managed. The water was cool and crystalline. He could barely hear its murmur. It must have been because of what was going on in his head. He bent and drank until he was no longer thirsty. He put his head in the water and freshened up, feeling some relief, then sat down and began to clean his wounds. He needed to prepare a poultice so that they would not get infected. Luckily he was carrying his Ranger’s axe and knife. He got up and searched for the moss and the other plants he would need for the poultice, suffering an agony with every movement he made. He realized that he was limping more and that his arm below the shoulder-wound was beginning to go numb. He had to hurry; soon he would not be able to use the wounded limbs. 
 
    He went back to the river when he had everything ready, then began to prepare the poultice on two large flat rocks. When he had finished, he applied it to both wounds. 
 
    The poultice will prevent infection. 
 
    Then suddenly he noticed something else. The color of the wounds was beginning to change, and this puzzled him. It was not the poultice, but something else: something ominous. He looked closely at the wound in his leg and saw that the flesh around the arrowhead was turning purple: an intense purple. 
 
    “By all the gods of the frozen north! It’s poison!” 
 
    He could not believe his bad luck. The arrows were poisoned, there was no doubt about it. Eyra had taught them not only to prepare different kinds of poisons but to recognize their effects on the body. They had been studying them the whole year. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no!” 
 
    He carefully checked both wounds and recognized the poison. It’s Purple Death. I’m in trouble. Think... what did Eyra say was needed for the antidote? He tried to remember the ingredients, but because of the state of his head and the pain from his wounds it was impossible. 
 
    Come on, concentrate, or else you won’t get out of this one. 
 
    He made a huge effort to isolate the pain and befuddlement so that he could remember. And he finally succeeded. He needed to find three ingredients: Winter Violet, Red Fir Moss and Silver River Waterweed. But two of them he did not think would be growing in an oak-wood. 
 
    I can’t afford to waste any time. My leg’s soon going to be useless. He stood up and started to search. As he limped, he tried to remember everything he knew about the three ingredients and how to find them. 
 
    It took him a while to find the first one, but he managed it. Luckily the flower’s characteristic color helped him to see it in the distance. Full of joy and without a moment to spare he went on with his search. But his happiness did not last long. His leg gave way and he fell to the ground. 
 
    He groaned and clasped the wound with both hands. When the pain receded a little he tried to stand up, but it was impossible. With a cry of pain he realized that his right leg was unresponsive. 
 
    I’ve got to keep going. I haven’t got much time left. This poison kills in less than a day. He looked up at the sky through the fog and the thick trees; it was already dusk. 
 
    I’ll make a crutch like Ulf’s. That’ll help. It turned out to be harder than he had thought. He was surrounded by trees, so that finding a good branch was no problem. But cutting it with his axe, with his leg and shoulder useless, was a very painful and frustrating operation. 
 
    He finally managed something resembling a crutch. With it under his arm, feeling a little more cheerful, he went on with his search. Red Fir Moss was found on the north side of rotten trees. He looked for a tree like that through the whole oak-wood; he was exhausted, his strength was failing him, but he was not prepared to give up. 
 
    And he found it. 
 
    “Yes!” he said, full of a mixture of joy and rage. “I’m going to survive!” 
 
    He would find the last ingredient by the river, in the rocky part. It was a very special waterweed that grew on rocks in the water of certain rivers. Here there was only a stream, so he went to it. He had almost no energy left, he was on the point of collapse, but he clenched his teeth and went on. Through sheer stubbornness he found it. He fell, face first, into the river, and the cool of the water and the impact woke him up a little. He dragged himself through the water until he found the Silver River Waterweed a little upstream.  
 
    He came out of the water. After a few paces he lay there, trying to recover. I can’t fall asleep or else I’ll never wake up. He forced himself to sit up and took several deep breaths. I need a small fire. It took him an eternity to get it ready, but in the end he succeeded. 
 
    He crushed the three components with his axe, mixed them and prepared them over the fire in a concave stone. 
 
    He waited for it to cool, barely able to keep his eyes open. 
 
    He applied the ointment to the wounds, mixed the remains with water and drank that as a potion as well. 
 
    He collapsed. 
 
    If I wake up it means I did it. If not, at least I did what I could. 
 
    And he fainted. 
 
    With the first rays of dawn, Lasgol opened his eyes. He saw the remains of the fire, his crutch, and sat up. 
 
    I’m alive! 
 
    He checked his wounds. The purple tinge had vanished, and they looked much better. 
 
    “Yes!” he cried joyfully. 
 
    He got to his feet very slowly and carefully. Although it still hurt terribly, his leg now supported him. His shoulder too was painful. He was very weak, but the rest had been good for him. 
 
    Now I have to get the arrowheads out, or else they’ll fester. 
 
    He did not want to do it; he knew it would be torture. He looked around to see if his situation had changed at all and if there was any chance of rescue. The strange mist was still there all around him. 
 
    “Hell!” he yelled in frustration. 
 
    He had no choice but to take the two arrowheads out. He had no idea how much longer he would have to be there, and he had just saved his life by a hair’s breadth. He cursed for a while longer at the top of his voice, but for answer there was only silence. At least he had found some relief. 
 
    He revived the fire and looked around for more wood to keep it going. He sat down in front of the flames and prepared himself mentally for what he was about to do. His mind was still numb, which would be some help. Not all the pain would reach his mind. It took him a while to prepare, but he finally decided: I just have to do it. There’s no choice. He grasped his Ranger’s knife and put the blade in the fire. Then he let it cool. Carefully. 
 
    He found a stick and bit on it. 
 
    He made a cut on the wound in his leg. 
 
    “Aaagh!” 
 
    With the knife he poked in the wound until he found the metal head. He was biting on the stick hard and screaming. With the tip of the knife and his fingers he managed to get the arrowhead out. He screamed as if he were possessed and fell on his side on the ground in a sea of pain. Tears were running down his cheeks, and he was shaking. 
 
    He waited for the pain to subside. I’m not going to be able to do this. It hurts too much. But he had no choice, he just had to do it. He sat up and blew air several times to prepare. 
 
    He bit furiously on the stick. 
 
    And repeated the operation on his shoulder. The pain was agonizing. 
 
    Fortunately this arrowhead came out more easily and he barely had to poke around in the wound. He fell on his side again, shaking, weeping with the pain. He stayed like that for a long time. It had been a terrible experience. 
 
    And there was still one last dreadful step. 
 
    He took several deep breaths and tried to calm down as the pain became tolerable. At last he found some quiet. The metal heads were out, and now he had to seal the wounds. In his present situation there was only one way. 
 
    A very painful one. 
 
    He revived the fire again and put the hunting knife in the flames. 
 
    I’m going to do it! I’m going to survive! He knew what he had to do. The instructors of School of Nature had told them and taught them. What he had to do was to cauterize the wounds. 
 
    Without a second thought, he took the knife from the fire and with a quick move pressed the blade against his leg wound. He felt an insufferable pain as the red-hot iron burnt his flesh. The pain was so intense that he was on the point of fainting, but before he could do so he pressed the blade against the wound in his shoulder. The smell of burning flesh was nauseating. 
 
    He yelled in pain. 
 
    And then he fainted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn you!” Lasgol cried as he woke up.  
 
    He opened his eyes wide and took a deep breath of air. 
 
    Had the nightmare ended? He looked around, expecting to see some friendly face, something that would indicate that it was all over. 
 
    He could see nobody. He was alone, lying at the same spot where he had fainted from the pain. 
 
    “No! By the Frozen Gods!” 
 
    The fog surrounded him and the oak-wood watched him in a malevolent silence. He checked his wounds; the cure had worked. They were closed and without infection. Simply remembering what he had gone through almost made him faint again. 
 
    “I did it. D’you hear me? I did it!” 
 
    He got up and went to the river, took off his clothes and washed, then floated on his back. He enjoyed the sensation of coolness for some time, until the cold made him get out. He dried and dressed again, then checked to see whether his leg would support him. He nodded. It barely hurt, nor did the wound in his arm. Although he would always wear the scars of the cauterization, and they were an ugly sight. 
 
    He searched for his knife, axe, bow and quiver, which were scattered around the remains of the little fire. He gathered them together, put knife and axe at his belt and slung quiver and bow over his shoulder. He felt well: weak, but well. Now he needed to eat and recover his strength. He had water, but he would not last long without food, and then he would be unable to find a way out of that infernal nightmare. He thought he knew what to hunt in this area: northern hares. 
 
    He set himself to the task and searched the area for prints. It took him some time. The fog was his enemy; he could hardly see anything a single pace away, but at thirty paces, for some strange reason, he could see with daylight clarity. His situation was beyond his comprehension. Why can’t I get out of here? Am I losing my mind? He was so hungry that he decided to postpone this internal debate about his sanity until he had filled his stomach. 
 
    He was very good at finding and following trails; it was one of the things he most liked doing. But the fog was turning out to be a major obstacle. Even so, he kept at it. His efforts were rewarded at mid-morning when finally he found the trail of some hares. There were two of them, a couple. Male and female, most likely, from their size, he guessed. 
 
    He fought against the fog and applied his attention and all the knowledge he had acquired in School of Nature to following the trail. At last he found them, ten paces away, between two trees. He got down on one knee and readied his bow. Taking great care not to make any noise that might frighten them off, he nocked an arrow and aimed. 
 
    He thought about this and discarded the idea. 
 
    Better set a trap, it’s safer. I’d probably fail with the bow, seeing I’m not so good with it. 
 
    He decided to prepare a trap, even though he was starving and was tempted to shoot. But if he missed he would lose them, and it was quite possible that he would miss. 
 
    He studied the area and established the best spot for the trap, as he had done hundreds of times when he had hunted in Skad. He made his decision and set it, covering it well so the animals would not suspect anything, placed the bait and hid. His stomach was growling like a wolfhound. But he summoned up patience and did not let himself be carried away by over-eagerness.  
 
    The wait brought its reward. At noon, with the sun at its highest, the male fell into the trap. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    Lasgol ran to the trap. He ended the hare’s life swiftly with his knife so that it would not suffer. He picked it up by the hind legs and took a good look at it. It was a big specimen, and he would have a feast. He thought about going back to the fire and roasting it; he might even find some berries to go with it. 
 
    He heard a sound in the trees to his right and turned. His spirits sank. A huge snow panther was watching him with fierce feline eyes. He froze, with the hare in his hand. The panther was both beautiful and terrible. A black velvety panther would already have inspired the profoundest respect, but a snow panther with its spotted grey-white fur and enormous yellow eyes, a natural feline hunter, would freeze the bravest on the spot. 
 
    It roared, showing huge fangs. Lasgol swallowed. He remembered what he had learned in School of Wildlife about these animals. He did not look it in the eye, but turned away. He bent his head so as not to appear a threat; if the panther felt threatened it would attack. He searched for his Gift. This had saved him before and might do so again. But he could not summon his power. He shut his eyes and tried harder. Nothing. His skills were not responding. A feeling of terror overwhelmed him. The beast was going to tear him to pieces. 
 
    The panther stepped forward and roared again. Lasgol stood there as firmly as he could and managed to avoid shaking. If he did, the beast would be on him straight away. He thought about the bow he was carrying in his other hand. He had the panther within range. He could not miss at that distance. But would he have time to release before it pounced on him? Yes, probably. But even so, would he manage to kill it? If he merely wounded it, it would be the end of him. A wounded snow panther of that size would tear him apart in the blink of an eye. What could he do? There were not many options open to him. 
 
    Come on now, think, I’ve got to get out of this. 
 
    The fear he was feeling was hardly allowing him to reason. 
 
    The panther took a step to one side, watching him with lethal eyes. Lasgol sensed that it was getting ready to attack. He decided to risk it. Very slowly, he moved the hand he was carrying the hare in and offered it to the panther. The big cat eyed it in puzzlement. He bent down very slowly and left the hare on the ground. Then, even more slowly, he began to retreat, still bent double, head lowered, without turning his back on the animal. 
 
    The snow panther roared and leapt. Lasgol felt that he was lost. He reached for his knife, even though he knew he would need a miracle to come out alive. 
 
    The attack never came. 
 
    He looked up, puzzled, and saw the panther leaving with the hare in its jaws. He let out his breath with such a snort that it almost made the panther turn back. He ran away as fast as he could, with his heart pounding like a hammer. 
 
    He went back to the river, dropped down on the grass and took a deep breath. 
 
    That was close! 
 
    He had made the right decision. To confront the beast would almost certainly have meant his death. As he reflected on what had happened, he was watching the crystalline water of the stream, and noticed something red among the rocks. It was moving. 
 
    What’s that? 
 
    Very slowly, he went closer to investigate. When he recognized what it was he was filled with a sudden joy. Why did I never think of it? Where’s my brain? They were river crab: delicious, nutritious river crab. Without stopping to think, he went to catch them. A little while later he was roasting them over a fire. They made a magnificent feast. Mmm, delicious. One of my favorite dishes, broiled river crab. He licked his lips with gusto and ate till he was full. He did not leave one, even though he had caught over a dozen, and good-sized ones at that. When he had finished, he felt so well and so tired that he took a short nap to recover. 
 
    He woke up with new strength. Dusk was falling again. 
 
    Wow, did I ever need to rest... I’ve slept all afternoon. He stretched and checked that his wounds were all right and that there were no complications. They had cauterized properly and were healing. There was no infection; they pulled a little but he no longer felt any pain and they did not bother him. He was recovering fast, which gladdened him. I feel fine. Almost brand new. Well, except for my head. The feeling of numbness is still there, it’s not going away at all. What have they done to me that stops me clearing my mind? Not even putting my head in the cold river water. 
 
    He got to his feet, picked up his bow and quiver and slung them over his shoulder. He looked around, knowing he had to find some way out of there. He did not want to spend another night of nightmares, still less now he knew there were wild beasts on the loose. There must be a way out. Not the way he had come in by, that he had already established. He tried to remember what shape the oak-wood was. From what Egil had said it was round, with the Sacred Oak in the center. He only knew one way in, to the south, through the Camp, and he had already tried that one. 
 
    He went back to the river and washed his face, more to freshen up than anything else, and see if he could get rid of the numbness. He saw a twig floating downriver. Now if I were a twig I could sail out of here... He saw it disappear into the distance. And then it occurred to him: the river! The river must come out of the oak-wood! There’s a way out! I just have to follow the current and find it! 
 
    “Why didn’t I think of it before?” he cried out to the night that was already darkening around him. 
 
    He set out, filled with new hope. He would find the way out and leave this nightmarish place. He followed the stream downriver, walking carefully on the bank, wary of tripping. Soon it was night and he began to find it difficult to see. Night and fog intermingled, making his progress harder. He was forced to slow down when he lost his footing and almost fell headlong into the river. 
 
    This fog’s making things more complicated. Even though it’s night, I ought to be able to see well enough by the starlight to go on without any trouble. But this evil fog is hardly letting any light through. If it weren’t for the moon I wouldn’t be able to see anything at all. The moment he thought this, the darkness became even deeper. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding!” he protested, even though he knew it was useless. 
 
    He looked up at the sky and noticed that the fog in that area was thicker, preventing the starlight from coming through. 
 
    Hmm, this means I must be close to a way out. Otherwise, why this darkness? For some reason his heart began to beat hard, and he knew at once that he was in danger. He did not know why he was aware of this, but he knew. Perhaps it was pure survival instinct. 
 
    He thought about readying his bow, but in that narrow space it would be useless. Suddenly a murmur reached his ears. He turned in the direction of the sound and listened. He decided to go and investigate, although fear was tightening his stomach. He stepped warily, making sure to place his weight carefully and not trip or lose his balance. The murmur became more intense; it reached him more clearly and strongly as he went forward. He did not stray from the riverbed, as he felt the noise was coming from somewhere ahead. 
 
    And he found the origin of the murmur. Now it was reaching him with its full intensity. It was not near the river, but in the middle of it. 
 
    It was a waterfall! 
 
    And that waterfall was his way out of that accursed place. He knew it at once. He had to dive into the waterfall and it would take him out of the oak-wood. He took a step toward the river. A faint sound behind him made him stop. He felt a light touch on his back, and his bow fell to the ground. 
 
    “What the hell...?” 
 
    He turned, frightened, to glimpse a shadow move and then disappear in the fog. Danger! He bent over and picked up his bow. The cord was cut, and it was useless. They’re going to attack me! As the thought came, it happened. The shadow appeared at his side. Lasgol saw a silver flash. Knife! With a swift move his attacker cut him in the arm, so that he felt a searing pain. He took a step back and held the wound tight. When he tried to see his attacker, there was only a figure vanishing in the mist. 
 
    “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    But the figure did not answer. It appeared on his other side, and before Lasgol could react, it slashed at his other arm and vanished again, melting into the shadows. 
 
    “Aaagh!” 
 
    Lasgol reached for his Ranger’s knife and axe and tried to defend himself. He started to turn on himself, trying to guess where the attacker would come from. His heart was beating fast, he was very nervous and afraid, very afraid. Suddenly he felt a shiver run down his spine and turned, but it was too late. The figure slashed his back. 
 
    “Aaagh!” he grunted and arched with pain. 
 
    The attacker vanished into the fog once again. Lasgol concentrated and tried to use his Gift. Once again it failed him; he would have to get out of this mess without the help of his skills. Although he had serious doubts about whether he would. He looked for the attacker in the darkness, but could not locate him. He was good. He made no noise as he walked, and melted into the fog with astonishing ease. 
 
    Lasgol crouched down. Brandishing his weapons, he tried to remember everything he had learned in School of Expertise. He was going to need it if he wanted to get out of there alive. He could feel the blood trickling down his arms and back. If he was cut again, he would bleed to death. 
 
    “Come on, finish me off!” he taunted the figure, seeking to force him to reveal himself. If he could see him, he would have a chance. He himself was not bad at one-to-one combat with knife and axe. He had done a lot of practicing with Viggo, and his friend was very good with knives and anything that involved the School of Expertise. But his enemy did not take the bait, Lasgol half-closed his eyes and stayed crouching. He moved very slowly, with his back to the river. The figure could not come from there without him hearing him. If he stepped in the water, he would hear it. He needed to cover his back with the river, and so he did. 
 
    Then he moved to one side so as not to be in the same position and so that his attacker would have to search for him. He remembered that he needed to stay very still, like a stone statue, melt into the darkness and vanish. If his enemy could do it, so could he. They had been practicing with Haakon for months. His enemy could not see him or hear him, and Lasgol could play this game of death too. The problem was that his enemy was almost certainly much better at it than he was himself. A Master in Expertise, which he himself was not.  
 
    He remained motionless, with all his senses on the alert. All but his mind, which was still numbed. It was a brutal disadvantage in that confrontation. And his enemy took full advantage of it, appearing on his right. Lasgol turned like lightning and blocked the knife with his axe. But a second knife slashed his leg. A deep slash. 
 
    Lasgol grunted. He was about to counterattack, but his enemy had already vanished. 
 
    He’s too good, and I’m at a disadvantage. He’s going to go on cutting me until I bleed to death. Bearing the pain as best he could, he moved downriver as fast as he could and froze into position again. Waiting to see his enemy move. He knew there was only the slightest chance, but he concentrated. Suddenly he detected movement to his left. It was him. Lasgol swerved, and before he even had a full view of his enemy he slashed with his axe. The blow made contact, and his enemy grunted in pain. Lasgol moved to slash again with his knife, but his opponent was no longer there. 
 
    I cut him. I don’t know where, but I cut him. This evens things out a bit. He moved a few steps again, very slowly, at a crouch, in utter stealth. His wound hurt terribly and he was beginning to feel weak: it was loss of blood. 
 
    He heard a noise to his right and spun quickly. He launched two slashes before his enemy became visible. 
 
    But there was nobody there. A pebble rolled as far as his boot. 
 
    A ruse! 
 
    He realized it too late. The figure appeared on his left and slashed his other leg. A deep cut. 
 
    Lasgol howled in pain. He lost his footing and fell to his knees. He was finished. Both his arms and both his legs were wounded. He would not get out of there alive.  He’s got me. I’ve no escape-route. He’ll come to finish me off, or wait till I bleed to death. That last cut was a deep one. It won’t be long before I faint. He heard the flowing of the river and the murmur of the waterfall at the end. I almost did it. Almost. He shook his head. 
 
    He was going to lie down and die. 
 
    Hell, no! I’m not giving up! 
 
    He had an idea. He decided to drag himself to the river. If his attacker wanted to kill him, let him get covered in mud. And if not, he would die a sweet death, bleeding to death in the water. He got into it. Even in the middle the water only reached to his waist. He stayed there, waiting to die. 
 
    An idea came to his mind. Suppose he tried to reach the waterfall by going along the river? He was already finished, so what did it matter? I’m going to try. I’ve got nothing to lose. He began to let himself be dragged by the river. The sense of having won a small victory came to him. He would die reaching the way out of that nightmare place. 
 
    And suddenly he saw the figure getting into the water. 
 
    He was coming to finish him off. 
 
    Lasgol had already thought of that. The figure must be the guardian of the waterfall. He could not allow him to reach it and escape. 
 
    The figure moved toward him with two long knives in his hands. 
 
    Lasgol threw his axe and knife with both hands, using all his strength. 
 
    The figure dodged the axe. But not the knife, which buried itself in his neck. 
 
    He gave a gurgle and fell into the water. The river carried his body away. 
 
    I did it! 
 
    With his last ounce of strength, he managed to stay afloat. 
 
    He reached the waterfall, smiled and let it drag him over. 
 
    He felt as if he were flying. 
 
    And then he lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Lasgol!”  
 
    But Lasgol was too tired to wake up. 
 
    “Come on, wake up.” 
 
    He heard the voice, he knew it, but he simply did not want to open his eyes. He was dead. He just wanted to rest in peace and never be bothered by anybody again. 
 
    “He’s overdone it.” 
 
    He felt someone shaking him, as if they were trying to reanimate him, but he was not going to wake up. Not now that he could finally rest. 
 
    “Too much punishment for his mind.” 
 
    “Take him away, quick.” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    The quiet returned. 
 
    He rested.  
 
    He rested as he had never done before, enjoying a pleasant healing sleep so deep and pleasant that nothing and nobody would get him out of it. 
 
    He felt a strong light on his face, and ignored it. But the light kept attacking him, more and more brightly. It bothered him, interrupting his rest. He wanted to move it away from his face, but was unable to. 
 
    It woke him up. 
 
    He opened his eyes and covered them with his forearm to protect them from the brightness. It was coming through a large window, bathing the bed where he lay. But it was not his bunk. Or his room in the cabin. He started in shock. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Our dreamer wakes up at last,” came a feminine voice Lasgol recognized at once. 
 
    “Edwina...” 
 
    “You promised me you’d be careful and not end up in my infirmary again,” said the Camp Healer with a mix of gentleness and reproach. 
 
    “Am I... alive?” 
 
    “Yup. Alive and well.” 
 
    “The waterfall... the cuts... I was dying... I can’t have survived...” 
 
    “I’m afraid you did. I can assure you you’re alive.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. He did not understand. He realized he no longer had that numb feeling in his head. 
 
    “What... happened? What am I doing here...?” he asked, confused and a little frightened. 
 
    “You were brought here three days ago, after you finished the Schools Test.” 
 
    “The test?” 
 
    “Do you remember the test? What happened?” 
 
    “I remember the Sacred Oak-Wood. I remember the attacks... I was attacked! I was wounded! The blood!” 
 
    “That’s it. Remember... and stay calm, don’t get excited. Now you’re safe with me.”  
 
    Lasgol sat up in the bed and looked everywhere in confusion. “My head...” 
 
    “How does it feel?” 
 
    He put his hands to his temples. “Better... I’m no longer numb...”  
 
    “I’m glad. That’s a very good sign. Some are left trapped in their minds... and in extreme cases... they never come back...” 
 
    Lasgol tensed. “One question... is this real, or is it still part of the test?” 
 
    Edwina laughed. “This is real. The test finished three days ago, but you’ve been unconscious all this time.” 
 
    “Unconscious? Why?” 
 
    “You overdid it during the test.” 
 
    “Me? Overdo it?” 
 
    “Yes, you overdid it. Your mind suffered a terrible punishment.” 
 
    “I don’t understand a thing. My mind?” 
 
    “Yes. I had to work hard to make you come back from the restorative sleep you’d taken shelter in.” 
 
    Lasgol looked down at his body in search of the multiple scars. “And my wounds? How are they?”  
 
    “You won’t find them.” 
 
    “I can’t see any marks. It’s impossible. What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Take it easy, don’t get overexcited, everything’s okay... let me explain...” 
 
    “Even with your healing power, you wouldn’t be able to get rid of those scars. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” 
 
    “And so? What happened? Why am I not marked?” 
 
    “They weren’t real. Everything happened in your mind.” 
 
    Lasgol was taken aback. “What do you mean, in my mind?” 
 
    “It wasn’t real.” 
 
    “Of course it was real! The wounds, the pain, the blood! Everything was real!” 
 
    “I’m afraid not ...” 
 
    “It can’t be.” Lasgol was so sure it had all been real that he checked his body again, looking for the wounds. 
 
    “The Schools Test happens in the mind.” 
 
    “Real, real... for me it was real...” 
 
    “For you and for everyone. It seems very real, it feels very real, it’s what allows you to bring out the best and the worst in all of you, but it wasn’t real.” 
 
    “So... the attackers, the snow panther... weren’t real?” 
 
    “To your mind they were, but they were never in the oak-wood. You were always surrounded by Dolbarar, the four Master Rangers and Galdason.” 
 
    “I wasn’t in danger?” 
 
    “No, you were never in danger...” 
 
    Lasgol was speechless. For him the whole experience had been traumatic and very real. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Danger of death, no, but of losing your mind: absolutely.” 
 
    “Because of the trauma of the experience?” 
 
    “Yes. Some people don’t assimilate the experience well, it’s too traumatic. It might have adverse consequences. But the test has been refined. In the last few years we haven’t had a single case.” 
 
    Lasgol grimaced. “I’m glad to know that.”  
 
    The Healer laughed. “Let me examine you, and if I don’t see anything strange, you’ll be able to go back with your teammates. There are a couple of girls who are dying to see you.” 
 
    “A couple of girls?” 
 
    “A blonde and a brunette...” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “And they don’t get along very well... they almost had a duel over seeing you.” 
 
    “A Ranger’s Duel?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “But it’s forbidden.” 
 
    “They didn’t seem to mind much. They were furious with one another. You must be a heartbreaker.” 
 
    “Me? Not in the least!” Lasgol turned red as a ripe tomato. 
 
    “Thank goodness the Captain of your team appeared and separated them. Otherwise there’d have been bloodshed.” 
 
    “Ingrid...” 
 
    “Yes, it was her. 
 
    “The other girls were Astrid and Val, right?” 
 
    “I didn’t catch their names. The brunette is a Third-year and the blonde a Second-year. Both very determined.” 
 
    “There was no duel, was there?” 
 
    “No, Ingrid prevented it, but it came close.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “Let me have a look at you, then you can return to your flirtations,” the healer said with a perverse smile. 
 
    Lasgol, very embarrassed, watched as Edwina placed her hands on his chest. The Healer closed her eyes, and the blue energy issued from her hands and entered his body. That always astonished him. It was fascinating, the Gift the Healer possessed and all the good she could do with it. She kept up the flow of energy for a while, then stopped and opened her eyes. 
 
    “Your body is in perfect condition,” she told him with a friendly smile. “So is your mind, as far as I can tell. You may go back to your cabin.”  
 
    “Edwina...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You see... during the test... I couldn’t use my Gift... have I lost it?” 
 
    “Hmm... I don’t think so. Let’s find out. Summon it.” 
 
    “Here? Now?” 
 
    “We’re alone, don’t worry. Do it.” 
 
    Lasgol did so. He concentrated and sought his source of inner power. He summoned his Feline Reflexes skill. Suddenly a green flash ran through his body: a flash that meant he had succeeded. 
 
    “I saw the flash,” Edwina told him. “Your Gift is fine, so relax.” 
 
    “So why couldn’t I use it during the test?” 
 
    “The potion you were given is a powerful hallucinogen that affects the mind. It probably affected your ability to use your Gift. It’s the most likely possibility.” 
 
    “I see... why did they give us a hallucinogen?” 
 
    “To create the situation the test can take place in. The ‘environment’, so to speak.” 
 
    “Everything seemed so real...” 
 
    “It was, for your mind.” 
 
    “But the situations, the attacks. How were they created?” 
 
    “Ah. That’s a very good question. One for Dolbarar. He’ll explain if he thinks it’s convenient. I can’t reveal all the Rangers’ secrets to you.” She gave him a mischievous smile. 
 
    Lasgol smiled in turn, trying to bait the good Healer. “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Ha! You’re a rascal. No, Rangers’ business must be solved among Rangers. Remember, I’m not a Ranger, I’m a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar. I can’t betray the trust Dolbarar has placed in me.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you very much for taking care of me. Once again.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t come to see me for some time... a long time.” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “I’ll try. You can bet on it.” 
 
    The Healer smiled at him fondly. “Now be off with you, your friends are worried and they’ll be glad to see you.” 
 
    Lasgol left the infirmary and set off to his cabin. As he crossed the center of the Camp he noticed that people were watching him curiously. Some were even pointing at him and whispering among themselves. This had not happened to him since the first year, when everybody had treated him as the traitor’s son and wherever he went he had been followed by looks of intense hatred. 
 
    Why are they looking at me now? Somehow he knew it was related to the Schools Test and the fact that he had ended up in the infirmary. He passed the library, and some second-year boys in their yellow cloaks stared at him as if they had seen a ghost. This is very weird... He passed the bridge that gave access to the island where the House of Command was, and two Rangers on duty saluted him almost respectfully. Very weird. Definitely weird. 
 
    He went up the path that led to the third-year cabins and through the forest in front of them. As he was going up the path he met Luca, the Captain of the Wolves, who was with Ashleen from his team. When they realized it was him, they both stopped. Lasgol looked at them in puzzlement. 
 
    “Everything all right?” he asked them, not really knowing what to say. 
 
    Luca started. “Yes, everything’s okay...” 
 
    Ashleen was looking at Lasgol from head to foot. “And you?” she asked him curiously.  
 
    “I... well... I’m fine now.” 
 
    “I was just talking to Ingrid,” Luca said. “They didn’t know anything about you. She was very concerned.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Edwina’s just released me. I’m off to the cabins to join them.” 
 
    Ashleen pointed at his head. “Are you completely all right?” 
 
    “Ashleen...” Luca scolded her. 
 
    “What? I want to know whether he’s gone cuckoo or not. There are all kinds of rumors running through the Camp.” 
 
    Lasgol began to see what was going on. 
 
    “No, I’m not ‘cuckoo’ or at least not any more than I already was before the test.” 
 
    Luca laughed. “Good answer!” 
 
    Ashleen did not seem very convinced. “If you have strong headaches, or see things that aren’t there...” 
 
    “I’ll go and see Edwina, don’t worry.” 
 
    Ashleen squinted and came up to Lasgol until she was a finger’s breadth from his forehead. “Yeah, you’d better do that.” 
 
    “Come on, Ashleen, let him be,” Luca told her, and motioned her to hurry. He was already on his way to the center of the Camp. 
 
    The blonde Wolves team-member stared at Lasgol curiously for a moment longer, then went to join her Captain. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and went on up the path until he reached the cabins. Before anybody else could stop him, he hurried into the Snow Panthers’ cabin. He opened the door and slipped hastily in, shutting the door after him. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Gerd cried as he saw him, and hurled himself on him, giving Lasgol no time to return the greeting. Gerd gave him a bear-hug and lifted him off the floor, laughing joyfully as he did so. 
 
    Lasgol laughed, infected by his huge partner’s enthusiasm. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Egil asked him. “Are you all right?” He came to hug him, although he could not reach him because Gerd was spinning, with Lasgol hanging from his arms like a top. 
 
    “Put him down, big guy,” said Viggo, who was eyeing Lasgol with his head on one side, as if he were checking him. 
 
    Gerd set him down on the floor, not without giving poor Lasgol another hug that left him breathless. “I’m so happy to see you! I was so afraid something bad had happened to you!” 
 
    “I’m... fine...” Lasgol managed to articulate, and filled his lungs. 
 
    Egil hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re well.”  
 
    Lasgol looked at Viggo. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hug me. All that touchy-feely stuff can be contagious, and I’m not going to risk being infected.” 
 
    Lasgol laughed. He was very happy to be back with his teammates. 
 
    Suddenly there came a shriek. Lasgol looked up at the ceiling and saw Camu, who had just come in from outside. A powerful sensation reached his mind; Camu was communicating with him and transmitting happiness. Great happiness. He slid down the wall very fast, looking like a wingless baby dragon with the qualities of a lizard. In one leap he threw himself on Lasgol’s chest and began to lick his cheeks, all the time giving halting shrieks, almost like sobs, showing him how much he had been missed. This demonstration of love touched Lasgol’s heart, and his eyes moistened. 
 
    “Here we go, all that touchy-feely stuff...” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Gerd reproached him. “Don’t you see Camu’s been missing him a lot?” 
 
    “How could I not 
 
    ? The creature hasn’t stopped moaning and being a pest for three whole days.” 
 
    “You’re hopeless,” Egil said. “Don’t call him a creature, you know he doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “That’s why I do it. That way he doesn’t come near me.” 
 
    Lasgol was taking no notice of Viggo’s comments. He knew that deep down he did not feel that way, however hard and cold he might pretend to be. 
 
    “I’m back. I’m well,” he said to Camu to calm him down. He could feel how excited he was, and his touch, usually cold, was rather less so. 
 
    At that moment a figure appeared at the door. “What’s all this racket? I was resting,” Ingrid complained. 
 
    Lasgol turned to her with Camu in his arms. 
 
    “Lasgol! You’re back! I’m so glad!” 
 
    “Lasgol? What’s the matter with Lasgol?” asked Nilsa, who was behind Ingrid, and had not yet seen him. 
 
    “Hi, girls! I’m back,” he said, trying to make it casual. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Nilsa cried, and threw herself on him to hug him and kiss his cheek. “I’m so happy to see you!” Then she noticed Camu in his arms and moved back, looking startled and unfriendly. 
 
    Ingrid gave Lasgol a short, tight hug, avoiding contact with Camu. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you back,” she said. “Are you better?  Is everything all right?” The worry in her voice surprised him. 
 
    “Why are you so concerned about me?”  
 
    Ingrid and Egil glanced at one another. Nilsa went to stand by Gerd and bent her head. Viggo was still staring at Lasgol with that odd expression. 
 
    “I know I’ve been in the infirmary for a few days, but Edwina says I’m all right, you can stop worrying.” 
 
    “What happened to you isn’t normal,” Egil decided to say. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in confusion. “Surely one or two others must have ended up in the infirmary like me,” he said. 
 
    There was silence. Nobody said a word for some time. 
 
    “It can’t have been just me,” he said, his eyes moving from one face to another. “The test was tremendously hard. Surely you must have been in the infirmary too.”  
 
    But nobody replied. They all bent their heads or looked away. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    Egil shook his head. Lasgol was totally taken aback. 
 
    “But we all went through the same tests, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we all endured the same tests,” Egil confirmed. 
 
    “So? Why did it only affect me? What about you?” 
 
    “Only you. Out of all the Third-years.” 
 
    Lasgol was now angry and worried. “But... but... it can’t be... only me? Why? Is my head wrong?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that your head is wrong per se,” Egil said, “what happened is rather surprising and fantastic.” 
 
    “Fantastic? I almost lost my mind!” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s because you’re special.” 
 
    “Special?” 
 
    “Or rather peculiar, with a tendency to insanity,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Nilsa scolded him. 
 
    “But it’s the truth. There’s something wrong with him, and one of these days he’ll go out of his mind and we’ll have a very serious problem, you just wait and see.” 
 
    “Quiet, you blockhead!” Ingrid snapped. 
 
    “I don’t understand anything,” Lasgol moaned. 
 
    Egil put his arm around his shoulder. “Sit down and I’ll explain.” 
 
    Lasgol followed his friend’s advice and sat down on his bunk 
 
    “You see, the test is designed so that each one of us faces four tests, one for each School. Depending on how we behave and how we solve the tests, the Rangers evaluate us, and at the end they choose who they want for their particular School.” 
 
    “So there were four tests? I didn’t realize...” 
 
    “The first one, the Expert Archer, was for the School of Archery, created by Ivana.” 
 
    “Oh, I see...” 
 
    “The second one, the test of the antidote for the poison, was for the School of Nature, by Eyra.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “The third, fighting the Snow Panther...” 
 
    “Was the School of Wildlife, by Esben,” Lasgol finished for him. 
 
    “Correct. And...” 
 
    “The test of the Assassin is the test for School of Expertise, by Haakon.” 
 
    Egil smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand. While I was going through it I didn’t realize, but now I think about it, it makes total sense. And why not give us normal tests instead of such an elaborate one, and all in our minds?” 
 
    “Because that way they can drive us to our limit and see how we react. That’s why it’s only in our minds.” Egil smiled at him. “If it were a real test, you’d be dead.”  
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “They simulate the situations and make them seem so real in our minds that we don’t realize they’re not. That’s why they gave us that strange potion to drink.” 
 
    “But just using the potion, they can’t create the tests and watch our reactions.” 
 
    “Correct. I see your mind is in perfect condition and working as well as usual. To create the tests in our minds and see how we react... they used magic!” 
 
    “They brought a mage?” 
 
    “More than just brought him. He’s been with us the whole year. It’s Galdason.” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I never took to him,” said Viggo. “I saw right through him.” 
 
    “Yeah, my foot!” Ingrid shot back. 
 
    “Nobody knew,” said Nilsa. “We found out because of the rumor.” 
 
    Egil sighed. “You see, Lasgol... the tests are designed so that you only survive one of the four...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s the School you have an affinity for.” 
 
    “But... I...” 
 
    “You survived all four, and the suffering of each test went on accumulating until it was too much agony for your mind and we almost lost you. Dolbarar was very angry with Galdason for not having foreseen that this might happen. Galdason assured him that nothing like it had happened in fifteen years. The Master Rangers were about to call off the test. Finally they decided to continue as the probability of it happening again was practically nonexistent. But I can tell you, there was an almighty hoo-ha.” 
 
    Lasgol was listening and trying to make sense of all this. “You didn’t survive more than one test?” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Nope. Neither us nor any of the other teams, from what we’ve been told.” 
 
    “I’d have loved to!” Ingrid said in a tone of great disappointment. 
 
    “I can’t believe it... and what does this mean?” 
 
    “That you’re a danger to everyone.” Viggo blurted out. 
 
    Ingrid made as if to hit him. “Shut up, you ass!”  
 
    Egil looked Lasgol in the eye. “This means that you have an affinity with the four Schools. You, though you may not believe it, are a fantastic anomaly.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oden appeared with his loathsome little bell and woke them up with the first rays of the sun.  
 
    “Line up!” he shouted, a little more forcefully than usual. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll be today?” Gerd asked his teammates as he stretched. 
 
    “It could well be,” Egil said. “It’s been over a week since the test, and I’m positive they’ve been deliberating in the House of Command.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Lasgol. He was fighting Camu for his boot; the little creature had seized it in his jaws and would not let go. 
 
    Viggo looked up as though he could not believe Lasgol had not realized. “What else could we be talking about? Certainly not the weather.” 
 
    Lasgol raised one eyebrow and looked aside at him while he tried to get his boot back. When Camu got hold of something, nothing would make him let go. Lasgol did not know why he bit things, or why he chose that object. 
 
    Viggo shook his head and heaved a despairing sigh. “About the results of the Schools Test, of course, what else?  Sometimes it seems that odd head of yours doesn’t work very well.” 
 
    “Viggo...” Gerd reproached him. 
 
    “His head is very weird. You all know that; I just say it out loud.” 
 
    “Not so much weird,” Egil corrected him with an admiring smile, “but impressive, something worthy of study. He can manage his Gift and overcome the hardest tests.”  
 
    Lasgol gave him a nod and a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure, you’re the one who eggs the weirdo on.” 
 
    “The fact is, you’re envious,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Me? No way.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure. Tell me you wouldn’t have loved to pass all four tests and rub it in Ingrid’s face.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll give you that, big guy.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with me?” Ingrid said as she came in through the door. 
 
    When he saw her, Camu let go of the boot and Lasgol fell backwards on to the floor. Viggo burst out laughing, followed by Gerd and Egil. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the bite-mark Camu had left. The boot was practically useless. How would he explain that to the quartermaster’s depot? 
 
    “You’d better come out quick,” Nilsa said from outside the cabin. “Oden’s a bit more furious than usual today.” She was making gestures for them to hurry. 
 
    First Oden yelled at them for their tardiness, then he led them briskly to the House of Command. Here he left them waiting while he went in to speak with Dolbarar and the Master Rangers. 
 
    Their tension and nervousness grew as they waited. Nilsa was the worst. She could barely stay in the same place, and if she was not dancing up and down she was chatting with everyone around them, whether they were from her own team or not. Several of the Bears moved away to avoid having to talk to her. 
 
    “What do you think’s in store for us?” she asked as she came back to her group. “Are we going to be chosen? We are, aren’t we? Or not? Oh, I’m so nervous. Really nervous. I can’t bear it. Suppose I’m not chosen for any of the Schools? Suppose I’m expelled? That’d be terrible!” She was gabbling so fast that they could hardly understand her. 
 
    “Calm down,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “And stay still,” Viggo added. 
 
    “But I can’t! It’s my nerves!” 
 
    “How do you think you did in the test?” Lasgol asked her. 
 
    “Me? Badly, very badly.” 
 
    “All four of them?” 
 
    “Yeah... I only managed to wound the Archer... but he killed me a moment later. Then I couldn’t manage the antidote... I dropped it... The Panther jumped at my neck when I shot at it. I was dead before I fell backwards. I held out a bit longer against the assassin, but he killed me too. I mean, it was a total mess...” 
 
    “Well, at least you wounded the Archer.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help if he kills you in the next breath,” said Viggo. 
 
    “And how did you do, smartass?” Nilsa asked. “Tell us.”  
 
    “If you insist...” 
 
    “We insist,” said Ingrid. She went to stand beside her partner in support. 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “Well, the Archer left me stiff as soon as we started. The poison – I couldn’t get the preparation right. I fought the Panther with the bow, then with knife and axe, but I didn’t last long. But against the assassin, things changed. We fought with knives and I think I killed him, or at least seriously wounded him. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “If you’re not sure, then you didn’t kill him,” Ingrid said. 
 
    He poked his tongue out at her. “Thanks for your support, Captain. Come on, tell us your confirmed deaths.” 
 
    “Well, just so you know, I had one.” 
 
    “Huh, did you?” 
 
    “Yes. I hit the Archer before he hit me. I failed the other tests... but the Archer:  I’m sure I hit him.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the chest.” 
 
    “In the heart?” 
 
    “No, smartass, in the right-hand side.” 
 
    “Aaah!” Viggo jabbed his finger at her face. “Then you might not have killed him.” 
 
    “I know I killed him, and take that finger away or I’ll bite it off.” 
 
    “Did you confirm it?” 
 
    “No, he’d wounded me and I had to start making the antidote.” 
 
    “Then there’s no confirmed death, so you can’t be sure of it,” Viggo said triumphantly. 
 
    “You’re a Troll.” 
 
    “Thanks. Being able to break a man in two is a compliment.” 
 
    “I mean being ugly and unbearable.” 
 
    “And you’re the prettiest Captain of the Camp. And I mean that.” 
 
    Ingrid was about to hit him. But Egil spoke. 
 
    “Well, I can assure you without a moment’s hesitation that I failed all four tests in the most terrible and unanswerable way.” 
 
    “All four?” Lasgol asked, sounding very surprised. 
 
    “Yes, all four of them. The Archer dispatched me in the blink of an eye. As did the assassin, whom I didn’t even detect until it was too late. I tried to pacify the Panther, because I knew that to confront it would be suicide. But my nerves failed me...” 
 
    “And the antidote?” Lasgol asked. “I’m sure you knew what to do. Nobody knows more of everything we’ve been taught in class than you do, and your memory’s amazing.” 
 
    Egil sighed deeply. “Yes, I knew which components I needed and I knew how to combine them.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “I couldn’t find any of them in time.” 
 
    “Oh no...”  
 
    “I’m afraid so. I searched and searched, but I couldn’t find them. And time ran out. The poison killed me.” 
 
    “What a pity!” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s what happened.” 
 
    “You tried everything, that’s what matters,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Viggo grimaced. “That won’t save him from being expelled.”  
 
    “Shut up, you party pooper,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “I’ll do that, but that’s the truth and you know it.” 
 
    “I didn’t do at all well either,” Gerd said. He was looking at the floor in embarrassment. 
 
    “At least you must have dealt with the assassin, surely?” Viggo said. 
 
    Gerd shook his head. 
 
    “But you’re twice as big as he was!” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was twice as agile and lethal.” 
 
    “And the other tests?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “The archer and the poison, bad. But the Panther didn’t go so badly.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” 
 
    “I managed to make it go away without fighting it.” 
 
    “You have a very good touch with animals,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so too. I’m good with them... except when I get afraid... in this case, maybe because I was so numb, I didn’t feel scared.” 
 
    “Well, obviously,” Viggo said. “You’re like a mountain to them, so they’re the ones that are afraid.”  
 
    “It’s not fear, you blockhead, it’s respect,” Ingrid snapped at him. “They respect him for his goodness.” 
 
    “And his size!” 
 
    Ingrid swore to the heavens. 
 
    Egil gave his judgment. “Before a situation which involves waiting, like this one, where there’s nothing we can do to tilt the scales one way or the other, there’s no point getting nervous, because it doesn’t affect the decision to be taken in any way and only causes a highly contagious state of unease which does nothing for either body or soul.” 
 
    “Well said, nerd!” 
 
    “Thank you, Viggo,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    Nilsa flapped her hands. “I know, I know... but I can’t get rid of my nerves, no matter what.” 
 
    “I see it’s not just my team that’s nervous,” said an approaching feminine voice. 
 
    Lasgol identified the voice at once. He turned to look at the pretty brunette coming toward them. 
 
    “Hi, Astrid,” said Nilsa. “You’re nervous too?”  
 
    The Captain of the Owls went to Nilsa’s side. Seeing her moving restlessly, she seized her by the shoulders to make her stop for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, pretty much. We all are.”  
 
    “I’m about to jump out of my skin.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo complained, “and the more nervous she gets the more she talks, and you can’t understand anything she says, she gabbles so fast.”  
 
    Astrid gave her a reassuring smile. “Be calm Nilsa, I’m sure you did very well.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not so sure...” 
 
    “Everything’ll go well, you’ll see.” 
 
    “What about your team?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Nervous, like everyone else... the waiting’s going to be tough. Today’s a very important day.” 
 
    “I’ll say it is,” Gerd said. He was pale with uncertainty. “If we’re not chosen for one of the Schools we’ll be expelled, after three years... after everything we’ve gone through... Just thinking about it makes me feel ill.” 
 
    “It shows on your face, big guy,” Viggo said. “It looks as if you’d bumped into your grandfather’s ghost.”  
 
    “You keep joking about it, but I know you’re just as nervous as I am.” 
 
    “Nah, I never get nervous.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Ingrid shot back, “and the sun doesn’t come up every morning.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “We’ll just have to be confident about how much progress we’ve made during this time, and that this last test will put us where we belong.” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t put us downriver...” 
 
    “Viggo, you’re hopeless,” said Ingrid. “You’re as pessimistic as they come.”  
 
    “I’m a born realist. Life’s taught me to be. Don’t bury your head in your hands if one of you ends up in a School you weren’t looking for, or gets expelled, because it’s going to happen, I can promise you.” 
 
    Nilsa gave a start. “You’re a bird of ill omen.” 
 
    “There’s something in what he says, you know,” Astrid agreed. “Some will end up in the School they don’t want or that wasn’t their favorite, and others will be expelled, just the way it’s been at the end of every year. It’s sad, but it’s the reality of the system the Rangers use to train their own people.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s none of us,” Lasgol said, looking first at his friends and finally at Astrid. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” she said with a sweet glance that met Lasgol’s enthusiastic eyes, 
 
    Oden came out and called the first team. “Foxes, come in!” 
 
    Everyone turned to see them go in. 
 
    “Good luck,” Astrid called to them. “I’ll go back to my team, it’ll soon be our turn. Good luck, everyone.” 
 
    “And to you too!” Ingrid called back. 
 
    The teams started to go in. The Wolves, the Bears, the Eagles... When they came out again nobody said anything. On some faces happiness was unmistakable, but on many others the disappointment was clear. Lasgol began to worry about his team’s fate. The Owls’ turn came, and they went in with Astrid in the lead. When they came out, Lasgol could not tell whether she was happy or not; her face was serious, and this made him uneasy. 
 
    Oden called the next team. “Snow Panthers, come in!” 
 
    Nilsa started violently and nearly fell. Lasgol felt a massive knot in his stomach. Gerd’s eyes were wide as saucers, and what little color was left on his face disappeared. Egil made a face, which was unusual in him. Viggo folded his arms as if he could not care less. Ingrid stood up to her full height. She raised her chin and said: 
 
    “In we go, team! Without fear!” 
 
    She made for the entrance, and they all followed in single file. Lasgol was the last to enter the common hall. 
 
    Dolbarar was waiting for them, together with the Four Master Rangers, all seated at the great table. The leader of the Camp presided at the head. One other figure was present: Galdason. He was seated beside the fireplace. 
 
    “The Snow Panthers Team,” Oden announced. He made them stand in a line in the center of the hall, facing the table. 
 
    “Very good, Oden, thank you,” Dolbarar replied. He was leafing through the tome in his hands. 
 
    Oden closed the door and stayed inside the room, guarding it. 
 
    “Welcome,” Dolbarar greeted them. “Today is a very important day, and I’m sure you must be quite nervous. It’s natural enough. It happens to everybody on this day. It’s always been like that, since long ago. I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t nervous when this moment arrived, no matter how confident they might have been about their possibilities and achievements.” He looked each of them up and down, as if he were checking their worth. 
 
    Dolbarar was not mistaken; the five were standing so tensely that they were scarcely breathing. They gave the impression that they might snap at any moment under the enormous pressure they were feeling. The Four Master Rangers joined in Dolbarar’s scrutiny, which increased the pressure still further. They seemed to be determining whether the decisions they had made about the five team members were the right ones, or whether they needed to change them. There was a long interval in which nobody spoke or moved. Only the appraising eyes moved as they studied each of the Apprentices. 
 
    After a long moment the Four Master Rangers opened the green-bound tomes in front of them, and with long quills wrote something on the yellowed pages. Lasgol had the feeling that they were passing judgment on him, which unfortunately might well have been the case. He swallowed. 
 
    Dolbarar went on with his address. “I want you all to take a deep breath and then let out all the nervousness you’re feeling now. Be easy. Whatever will be, will be. You’ve already fought and shown what you’re made of.” 
 
    Lasgol followed this advice and breathed in deeply, then exhaled in a single long breath. His partners followed his example. 
 
    Dolbarar gave them a soothing smile. “Good. Your faces already look less tense.”  
 
    Lasgol looked aside at his teammates. They were all as nervous as he was himself, but their postures were now a little less rigid. 
 
    Dolbarar waved at the Four Master Rangers. “The decisions which will mark your future as Rangers have already been made, for those of you who have passed...”  
 
    The Master Rangers nodded solemnly. They laid down their quills beside their ink-pots, looked at one another and nodded. 
 
    “We’re ready,” they said. 
 
    “Good,” Dolbarar said. “In that case, the moment has come to announce the decision for each of the members of the Snow Panthers Team.” And this time he was the one who picked up his quill and prepared to write in his tome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Contestant Ingrid Stenberg, step forward, please,” Dolbarar called. He was writing in his tome as he spoke.  
 
    Ingrid stepped forward; her chin held high. 
 
    “As the Captain of the team and as Contestant, you have shown your worth during these three years you have been training as a Ranger. Today we decide which School you will belong to, if any...” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while Dolbarar consulted something in his tome. Ingrid kept her chin up. She would accept her fate with her head held high. 
 
    “During the Test of Schools you faced four situations designed to show the skills acquired in each one of the four Schools and reveal which of them you excelled in.” Dolbarar gestured at the four Master Rangers. “The results, please.” 
 
    “I, Eyra, Master Ranger of the School of Nature, certify that she failed the test in this School.” 
 
    Ingrid’s chin sagged. 
 
    “I, Esben, Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife, certify that she failed the test in this School.” 
 
    Ingrid’s head bent lower. By now she was looking down at the floor. 
 
    “I, Haakon, Master Ranger of the School of Expertise, certify that she failed the test in this School.” 
 
    The Captain breathed out heavily in frustration and her head remained bowed. Her eyes were on the floor, like her spirit. 
 
    “I, Ivana, Master Ranger of the School of Archery, certify that she did not fail the test in this School, as she won the test of the Expert Archer.” 
 
    Ingrid swelled with pride and gave a long sigh of relief. 
 
    Dolbarar went on: “Taking into account the results of the Test of Schools and her progress as Ranger, is there any School that wishes this Contestant among their ranks?” 
 
    Lasgol realized that Dolbarar was giving the Master Rangers one last chance in case they wanted to recruit her, even though she had failed their respective tests. This gave him hope, both for himself and for his partners. 
 
    The silence that followed the question made everyone feel a dreadful tension. The knot in Lasgol’s stomach was on the point of making him double up in pain. 
 
    “The School of Archers accepts this Contestant,” Ivana said at last. 
 
    Ingrid looked up at the Master Ranger. Her voice broke as she said: “Thank you. I will not disappoint the School.” 
 
    Dolbarar wrote this down in his tome. 
 
    Ingrid went back to her team, who welcomed her with open arms and congratulations. 
 
    Dolbarar went on: “Contestant Nilsa Blom. Step forward, please.” Once again he wrote in his tome. 
 
    Nilsa took a leap forward, rather than a step, so that she almost lost her balance and fell on her face. But she regained control of herself and stood erect. 
 
    Dolbarar watched her for a moment, then smiled. He began the evaluation of the nervous redhead’s merits. The four Master Rangers gave their pronouncements, as they had with Ingrid. Nilsa was so nervous that her knees were shaking and she could barely keep still. Her nervousness infected the rest of the team, who were watching her with their hearts in their mouths. 
 
    And to Nilsa’s surprise – so that she practically fell backwards when she heard – Ivana accepted her among the Archers. She had not defeated the Expert Archer completely, but she had wounded him badly, so that eventually he would have died. Therefore the test was considered successful. 
 
    Ingrid raised her fist in a sign of victory. “Yes!” Then she realized that they were looking at her and she lowered it. 
 
    Nilsa went back to the team skipping, so happy it seemed she was about to explode with joy. 
 
    “Contestant Gerd, step forward, please,” Dolbarar called as he made an annotation in his tome. 
 
    Gerd moved forward, white as a ghost, or rather as if he had seen one. Nilsa might have been a sea of nerves, but Gerd was an entire ocean of dread. Lasgol feared he would have a panic attack and faint, or something worse. He had already had a small crisis earlier in the day for fear of being expelled. 
 
    The evaluations of the Four Master Rangers came. Ivana refused him. So did Haakon. With each rejection, and the pressure of his own fear, Gerd seemed to shrink. He was now so pale that the blood seemed not to be reaching his brain. Lasgol could see that the big boy was going through a real hell, and his inability to help his friend was breaking his heart. Eyra, who Lasgol thought might save his friend, also refused him. 
 
    Gerd was about to have a seizure. Lasgol made to go and help him when Esben spoke. 
 
    “I, Esben, Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife, accept him. He solved the test of the Snow Panther, even though he was wounded.” 
 
    Gerd opened his eyes wide as saucers. He stared at Esben, open-mouthed, unable to say a word. Suddenly color returned to his face, as if the ghostly hand which had been oppressing his heart had stopped squeezing, He gasped out so violently that Dolbarar’s snowy mane fluttered. The Leader of the Camp smiled, surprised by this powerful snort. 
 
    Next came Viggo. He stepped forward looking sullen, as though he could not have cared less about what was about to be decided, as if he were against the world and this was simply another problem he would have to overcome. Nothing mattered to him; the world might be against him, but he would survive, no matter how. But Lasgol knew that none of this was true. Viggo really cared. Belonging to a School really mattered to him, even though he might try hard to pretend it did not. But Lasgol also knew that Viggo would survive the decision, whatever it might be. He was a born survivor. He was cold-blooded, cynical, but he was a survivor. 
 
    The evaluations began. Ivana refused him, as did Eyra. With the second rejection his expression turned to a more natural one, as if he genuinely cared. And then the third rejection came, that of Esben. There was real worry on Viggo’s face now. That only left Haakon, who was the toughest of all the four Master Rangers. He was out. He was going to be expelled. Involuntarily, knowing that he was out, that everything was now over for him, he turned to Ingrid and looked into her eyes. Her blue ones connected with his black ones, and they stared at each other for a long moment. And the sentence came. 
 
    “I, Haakon, Master Ranger of the School of Expertise, accept him.” 
 
    Ingrid’s face changed from fear to surprise to joy in the blink of an eye. Viggo was left frozen, unable to react, as if he had not understood what he had just heard, as if it simply could not be true. For a moment he remained staring at Ingrid, then he tried to pretend that what had just happened was not particularly important. He went up to Ingrid, looked her straight in the eye and winked. 
 
    “You’re impossible,” she said. 
 
    He smiled. “I know.” 
 
    It was Lasgol’s turn now. He stepped forward and took a deep breath. He needed to calm his nerves and the unease which was unsettling his stomach. 
 
    Dolbarar was looking at him with a strange expression, and this made him even more nervous. He needed to calm down; he wanted to be a Ranger more than anything else in the world, and for that he first needed to be accepted in some School. If he failed it would be a disaster; he would have to leave the Camp, leave his friends... and seeing that he had ended up in the infirmary after the test, the only one to do so, he feared the worst. 
 
    “Lasgol,” said Dolbarar. “During the Test of Schools something out of the ordinary happened with you. I can’t say that it surprises me, knowing your background... this isn’t the first time that strange things have happened around you. This has been so ever since your arrival. But this time, as it occurred during the Test of Schools and before our own eyes, I have to say that it was strange and unexpected. Even so, we must judge the merits and the test as with every other Contestant.” He turned to the Master Rangers. “The results, please.” 
 
    “I, Ivana, Master Ranger of the School of Archery, certify that he did not fail the test of this School.” 
 
    Lasgol stared at the glacial blonde in amazement. 
 
    “I, Eyra, Master Ranger of the School of Nature, certify that he did not fail the test of this School.” 
 
    There was a murmur of joy among his friends. Lasgol looked at the old lady, happy but puzzled. 
 
    “I, Esben, Master Ranger of the School of Wildlife, certify that he did not fail the test of this School.” 
 
    The murmur among his teammates grew louder. Lasgol was staring at the Tamer with joy overflowing in his heart, but still without understanding. 
 
    “I, Haakon, Master Ranger of the School of Expertise, certify that he did not fail the test of this School.” 
 
    Lasgol threw his head back, staring wide-eyed at Dolbarar. His friends were cheering with joy and triumph behind him. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded thoughtfully several times. “Yours is an exceptional case, Lasgol. You managed to win in all four of the situations you encountered during the test. You passed the four Schools.” 
 
    “I did it? Really? Me?” 
 
    “Yes. You succeeded. You defeated the expert Archer of the School of Archers. You solved the problem of the poison in the School of Nature. You were able to resolve the situation with the Snow Panther, and last but not least, you defeated the Assassin of the School of Expertise. But the experience was too much for your mind.” 
 
    “It was a terrible thing to go through, I can tell you.” 
 
    “Please accept my apologies,” Galdason said suddenly. “If Dolbarar will let me explain...” 
 
    “By all means. Lasgol deserves an explanation of what happened to him.”  
 
    Galdason came up to the table. “As you will know – since it’s already public knowledge among the Third-Years – I’m really a Mage, an Illusionist. Dolbarar and I have been friends for a very long time. I usually help with the tests at the Camp. The Test of Schools is my specialty, and I’ve been preparing it for a long time. The potion leaves the mind in a favorable state, which allows me to manipulate it and create the four situations you must face. It also helps me to control what is going on in your mind during the whole test. Nothing is real, everything happens inside your head, which is controlled by my power. I’m the one who creates and controls the situations and what happens in them.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand...” Lasgol remembered how he and Egil had followed Galdason and Eyra and concluded that they were preparing a poison to kill somebody at the court. It had really been the potion for the test. How wrong they had been... “That’s why my head was so numb... clogged... and I couldn’t wake up,” he said. “It was like a nightmare, but so real...”  
 
    “Exactly. The final objective is to see how you react to each of the four situations, and for that you must believe them to be real.” 
 
    “But your minds shouldn’t be in any danger,” Dolbarar put in. “There have been incidents in the past... unpleasant ones...” 
 
    “Which were rectified. The spell is now very safe. I’ve put in a lot of work on it and spent several years perfecting it. None of you are ever in real danger.” 
 
    “So what happened to me?” 
 
    “Well, you see... the situations are designed so that you only survive one of the four. The Master Rangers assured me that passing the four tests one after the other was impossible. For someone to have done it was something we hadn’t counted on. Nobody else has ever done it. You’re the only one, and you shouldn’t have been able to do it. The test is designed so that each contestant excels in one, or two at the most. We never thought that one person could excel in all four. The physical, or rather mental, punishment you received almost made you lose your mind. That’s why you ended up in the infirmary under the care of Healer Edwina.” 
 
    “What? Nobody else?” 
 
    “No, just you.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, unable to believe it. 
 
    “You should only have survived the situation involving the School you have most affinity with.” 
 
    Dolbarar sighed. “You survived all four, and the battering of each test was added to the next, one by one, until it was too much agony for your mind. As a result there was nearly a disaster and we almost lost you.” 
 
    “Dolbarar was very angry with me for not having foreseen this circumstance,” Galdason said. He waved an apology toward the leader of the Camp. “In my own defense, I have to say that nothing like this has happened in the last ten years. For next year I’ll make sure I bear this circumstance in mind, though I very much doubt whether it will ever happen again.” 
 
    “Why? If it’s happened to me it can happen to someone else, surely?” 
 
    “Yes, but the odds are practically nil.” 
 
    “But... why me?... What does it mean, that it should have happened to me?” 
 
    Galdason was silent. He looked at Dolbarar to give the answer. 
 
    “It means you’re someone special, Lasgol,” the Leader of the Camp told him. “You have an affinity to the four Schools, when most people have an affinity to just one. You’re an anomaly, someone different. But you need to see that as something positive. Others may not see it like that, because there’s always fear of the one who’s different, the one who’s not understood, but let me assure you that it’s something positive.” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. Being different had always brought him trouble and pain. Now that he was beginning to shed the stigma of being the ‘Traitor’s Son’ and keep his Gift hidden, he was finding that there was something else to make him different all over again... 
 
    “And now you must choose your School,” Dolbarar said. He spread his arms wide. “All four have accepted you, but you can only belong to one of them. You must choose.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed; he had not been expecting this. He looked at Ivana, Eyra, Esben and Haakon, unable to decide which of them to join. 
 
    “Take your time. It’s an important decision. If you have a specialty in mind, you ought to choose the School for that specialty. You won’t be able to change it later.” 
 
    “A specialty? Me? I don’t think so...” 
 
    “Even so, choose well and look up at the stars. Nobody knows what they can achieve in life when they put all their effort and determination into it.” 
 
    Lasgol thought about the specializations of each School that most attracted him. He had to choose well; it was not so much the specialization (since he doubted whether he would attain it) but whether he belonged to the School he felt most whole-heartedly about. He sighed. He did not know what to do. He decided to eliminate the two that appealed to him least: Archery and Expertise. 
 
    His teammates watched him in silence. The Four Master Rangers were staring at him intently, Dolbarar and Galdason curiously. Lasgol could read those looks; it was not very hard to do. He had to choose between Nature and Wildlife. He enjoyed the knowledge he had acquired in both. He loved animals (Camu included of course), following a trail... but he also loved the knowledge of Nature with all its traps, poisons, healing potions... it was a difficult choice. 
 
    He breathed out heavily. He was sweating, unable to decide which of the two to choose. He recalled the moments lived in each one, what he had learned, the experiences. Finally he decided. 
 
    “I choose the School of Wildlife.” 
 
    His teammates applauded. Dolbarar smiled. 
 
    “Good,” he said, and came over to him. 
 
    Esben rose and gave the other Master Rangers at the table a smile full of satisfaction, then came over to Lasgol and shook his hand. 
 
    Lasgol felt honored and full of an enormous happiness. He went back to his friends, who congratulated him. 
 
    Then, at last, came Egil’s turn. He stepped forward with resignation on his face. He understood he had no chance of passing. He had done terribly in the Test of Schools, and during the whole year he had not caught up with the others, whose bodies had developed much more than his own. As a result, at seventeen he was considerably smaller than the others. But he would accept the verdict with dignity. 
 
    Ivana refused him, as did Esben, exactly as he had expected. He gave a deep sigh. Haakon spoke, and even before he did, Egil already knew it was ‘no’. Finally Eyra spoke. 
 
    “I, Eyra, Master Ranger of the School of Nature, refuse him.” 
 
    Everyone gave muffled cries of surprise and protest. 
 
    Dolbarar frowned sternly at the team. “Quiet, Panthers. We must respect this moment for what it is, one of enormous importance. Decisions are not taken lightly.” 
 
    Egil signaled to them to relax. He accepted his fate. 
 
    “Master Rangers,” Dolbarar said, “is there any of you who might reconsider their decision out of deference to me? I don’t mean to impose my position on you, but I believe this young man possesses an exceptional intellect which we ought to keep.” 
 
     “We’re not questioning his intelligence,” said Haakon. “We all know he has a brilliant mind. The problem is that his body isn’t at the same level as his mind, not if he’s to carry out the tasks of a Ranger.” 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “Wise words.  But I would like to offer an alternative which might be acceptable.” 
 
    “Please do, we’re listening,” Esben said. 
 
    “I agree with you that Egil’s physical skills aren’t at the level of what’s expected of an active Ranger. Nevertheless, his mind is very valuable, and it would suit us very well to have someone of his talent in the Camp. For that reason I’m asking you whether any of you would accept him as a dedicated Instructor, without the option of leaving the Camp on missions for which he’s not as well prepared physically as his teammates.” 
 
    The four Master Rangers looked at one another and were thoughtful for a moment. Then they spoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s not possible,” Ivana said. “Not in my School. His intellect and his theoretical knowledge can’t make up for the strong, trained physique needed to become an excellent Archer or an instructor.”  
 
    “I agree,” Haakon said. “I need his body to be in top condition, a body which is outstanding.” 
 
    “So do I,” said Esben. 
 
    Everything was lost. Egil bowed his head. 
 
    And then Eyra spoke. “Of the four Schools, that of Nature is the one which least needs a strong body and most needs an agile mind. His intelligence would be well directed towards teaching others. But I have a proposal I think is even better.” 
 
    “Please go on, we’re listening,” said Dolbarar. 
 
    “We could keep him so that he can take charge of our Library. We know very well that our Librarians are getting very old and need assistance. Of course, that is if he accepts, because it’s a post that many wouldn’t want.” 
 
    Egil nodded energetically. “It would be an honor. More than that, I’d be delighted. The Library is my natural setting.” 
 
    “In that case, I accept the Contestant,” said Eyra. 
 
    The team burst into shouts of joy and jubilant applause. 
 
    Egil was weeping with happiness. He would not have to leave the Camp, he could still graduate as a Ranger. And what was even better, he would be allowed to live surrounded by books and knowledge. He could devote himself to study. He could not believe it. This was the happiest day of his life. Unable to hold back the tears, he wept with pure joy. 
 
    Dolbarar applauded. “A wonderful solution.” 
 
    The Panthers joined in the applause. 
 
    “Good. And so it is hereby recorded,” said Dolbarar. “And now call the next team, the Boars.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, sitting on the cabin porch, the Panthers reflected on what had happened.  
 
    “We managed to get into the Schools,” Gerd said with deep feeling. “All of us. That’s wonderful.” 
 
    “Of course we were going to make it,” Ingrid said. She looked puzzled that he should ever have doubted it. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t the slightest bit sure,” said Nilsa, standing up with a bounce. She had been sitting still for longer than it took to take two breaths, and that was longer than she could usually manage. 
 
    “It was a really extraordinary test,” Egil said reminiscently. “None of us could have prepared for it. There are two things that fascinate me about it.” 
 
    “The first...?” Ingrid said, encouraging him to go on. 
 
    “The test itself. The way everything only took place in our minds. We were always there in front of Dolbarar, the four Master Rangers and Galdason... we never fought, we didn’t even move from where we were standing. It’s fascinating. A dream induced in our minds.” 
 
    “More like a nightmare,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Exactly,” agreed Nilsa, who was throwing a pebble up at the moon in the sky. 
 
    “I’m fascinated by the power of the Mage Galdason, an Illusionist no less. There are very few mages in that specialty. At least as far as we know. I didn’t even know we had one in Norghana.” 
 
    “What specialty is that?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve been able to read in books about the known specialties of magic – because we don’t know all of them...the Illusionists specialize in making the mind believe in situations that aren’t real. They have the ability to enter the mind of one person or more, and make them believe in things that aren’t real. Like what happened to us.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Lasgol said. He found this kind of magic very powerful. 
 
    “Loathsome,” Nilsa said with a frown. 
 
    “It seems very dangerous to me,” said Gerd. “Look what it did to all of us. It might have made us believe something terrible and we could have done something horrible. Like convincing us that we were on fire, so that we jumped off a bridge.” 
 
    “Or that your right arm was a poisonous snake trying to bite you and you cut it off,” said Viggo. 
 
    “That’s dreadful,” Ingrid said, sounding shocked. 
 
    “Magic ought to be forbidden,” Nilsa said. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Only if it’s used for evil purposes,” said Egil. “But if it’s used for good it’s very helpful.”  
 
    “Yeah, I already know the way you think,” Nilsa said. “It’s not the sword that kills but the hand that wields it.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So we eliminate swords, and then everything’s sorted,” said Gerd. 
 
    “That would be a wonderful world,” Egil said. He was gazing up at the stars. 
 
    “It’ll never happen,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Egil, “but it’s nice to dream.”  
 
    Viggo shook his head. “There are men who are born with hearts black as coal, and others who go through situations in their lives that turn them black. The upshot is that there’ll always be men with black hearts who take up the sword and kill.” 
 
    “You’re a true philosopher,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it seriously.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Viggo’s quite right,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Even so,” said Egil, “let me dream of a world without wars, even if it’s only for a tiny fraction of time.”  
 
    They all fell silent and looked at the heavens for a long while. 
 
    “What’s the second thing that surprised you?” Nilsa asked suddenly. 
 
    Egil came out of his reverie and pointed at Lasgol. “The second... is our friend here. His affinity with the four Schools is something unique. A fantastic anomaly. Worth of studying.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “No studying it”  
 
    “This guy here’s very weird, you know,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Why Wildlife?” Ingrid asked him. “Archery’s the best-known, the one most people want.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know... but it’s not my favorite.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know why not,” Nilsa said. “It’s the best School by far.” 
 
    “For you,” said Gerd. “You want to become a Hunter of Mages, but it’s not for everyone. I like animals, so Wildlife is the best School for me.” 
 
    “I don’t like any of them,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ingrid said. “That’s why you’re in School of Expertise with the weirdos.”  
 
    “You mean the interesting and dangerous ones...” 
 
    “The dimwits.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    They felt happy at having entered the Schools. And no matter how strange the method of the test might have been, in fact the Schools they had been accepted in were the best-suited for them, and they knew it. Even Lasgol, who could have chosen any of the four, felt he had made the right choice. 
 
    For a few days they tried to take in what it all meant for each of them. Particularly Lasgol. His doubts were growing less, although he felt a little sad at not having chosen the School of Nature, given that all of Eyra’s knowledge about the world around them fascinated him, not to mention everything he had learned about setting traps and elemental arrows. But every time he played with Camu or visited Trotter in the stables he felt he had made the right choice. Yes, the business of animals and tracking were his strong point, and because of that he belonged to the School of Wildlife. 
 
    One evening he and Egil were on their way back to the cabins after leaving Ingrid, Nilsa and Gerd chatting in the dining hall. They were discussing all this as they went. Suddenly they saw Marta from the Eagles. She was sitting on a rock on the slope that led to the Third-year cabins, massaging her right ankle. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lasgol asked her. 
 
    “Oh, thanks for asking. I just took a wrong step and I think I’ve sprained my ankle.” She pointed to a stone beside a hole in the path.  
 
    “Check whether it’s swelling up,” Egil said. “Sprains can seem like nothing much when they happen and then turn quite painful after a while.” 
 
    Marta felt her ankle. “I think it’s swelling.”  
 
    “Does it hurt?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “No... well, not as long as I don’t put my weight on it.” 
 
    “Try to stand on it... carefully,” Egil told her. He offered her his arm to lean on. 
 
    “It scares me a bit.” 
 
    This surprised Lasgol. Marta was one of the toughest girls in the Camp, as tough as Ingrid or even more so. “Scared?” 
 
    “It’s just that I think it’s going to hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Egil. “Just put a little weight on it.”  
 
    Marta thought for a moment. Then, very slowly, she stood up, leaning on Egil’s arm. 
 
    “I’m going to lean on it,” she said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Egil. “I’m holding you.”  
 
    Marta put her foot down and cried out in pain, then sat down again. 
 
    “Well, it looks as though you have a bad sprain,” Egil said. 
 
    “I won’t be able to walk for days,” she said sadly. 
 
    “Do you want us to call someone from your team? The Healer?” Lasgol offered. 
 
    “No, it’s all right, I just need to rest a little.” 
 
    “That pain’s an indication of trauma,” said Egil. “I don’t think just resting will make it go away.” 
 
    Marta threw an unobtrusive glance toward the cabins as she massaged her ankle. It seemed strange to Lasgol. 
 
    “If we carry you between us, you could get to your cabin.” 
 
    She did her best to dissuade him. “I don’t know whether I can...”  
 
    Lasgol offered her his shoulder. “Of course you’ll be able to, you just wait and see.”  
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol in puzzlement. At his friend’s sign, he nodded. 
 
    “We’ll carry you between us,” he said and offered her his own shoulder. 
 
    Marta looked at them both, then accepted. They started to go up the remaining slope, with Marta limping between them. 
 
    As they saw the first cabins Lasgol had an ominous feeling. Their cabin ought to be dark because there was nobody in it, and yet there was light. 
 
    He stopped. “What’s going on here?”  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Marta said. 
 
    “Why’s there a light in our cabin?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” she replied, but her answer did not sound sincere. 
 
    “Egil... our cabin...” 
 
    “The door’s open.” 
 
    Camu! 
 
    Lasgol looked at Marta. There was a triumphant smile on her face. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” Lasgol cried. 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol, then at the cabin, and understood. Lasgol ran off to it, and Egil turned to Marta. 
 
    “Too late,” she said. 
 
    Egil ran after his friend. As they reached the door of the cabin Oden came out, followed by Isgord. 
 
    Oh, no! Camu! 
 
    Lasgol and Egil stopped. 
 
    “Panthers, what’s the meaning of this infraction?” Oden said. The expression on his face meant that they were in serious trouble. 
 
    “Infraction?” asked Lasgol innocently. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me,” Oden said, sounding very annoyed. 
 
    “We don’t know what you mean,” said Egil. 
 
    “It’s forbidden to have animals of any kind inside the cabin!” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil froze. Camu had been found. It had been Isgord. He had set a trap to delay them on the way while he went in with Oden to search. 
 
    Lasgol went on pretending innocence. “Animals?” 
 
    “Isgord informed me that you were hiding a creature inside, and I’ve found it.” 
 
    Oh no! Lasgol was frozen with terror. Egil’s face blanched. 
 
    Oden brought out the hand he had been keeping behind his back and showed them the creature, hanging upside down, held in his fist by its feet. 
 
    Lasgol thought his heart would break. Egil threw his head back. 
 
    “No creatures inside the cabins!” 
 
    “Don’t do anything to it! Lasgol cried, and as he did so he realized that what was hanging from Oden’s hand was not Camu but an enormous squirrel. 
 
    “Why would I do anything to the squirrel? You’re the ones I’m going to punish!” 
 
    “It’s our mascot... the team’s...” Egil hastened to say. 
 
    “No mascots!” 
 
    Lasgol took up the story. “It’s been with us for a long time.”  
 
    “Well, it’s confiscated. I’ll set it loose in the woods.” 
 
    Lasgol made a sorrowful face, followed by Egil. Oden turned to Isgord. 
 
    “You did well to tell me. They’ll be punished, and you’ll have a reward.” 
 
    Isgord smiled. “It was my duty. I’d had my suspicions for a long time.” 
 
    “Very good work.  And now all of you, back to your business.” 
 
    Oden went away with the squirrel. 
 
    Isgord looked at Lasgol, who was doing his best to look defeated. The captain of the Eagles was still doubtful, but the evidence was too strong. It was a squirrel. 
 
    Egil glowered at him. “I hope you had your fun.”  
 
    “Yes, plenty. This way you’ll learn to follow the rules.” 
 
    He gave them another triumphant look and left. Marta joined him. There was nothing wrong with her ankle. 
 
    When they had both gone, Lasgol ran into the cabin. 
 
    “Camu?” 
 
    The creature was not there. 
 
    “D’you know where he is?” Egil asked him. They ran out of the cabin. 
 
    “Here,” came a voice. 
 
    They looked up at the roof and saw Viggo lying on it. On his back was Camu, happy as could be, doing his usual dance. 
 
    “But... how?” Lasgol could not find the words. 
 
    “I’ve been watching him for a while,” Viggo explained. “I knew he’d play his little game on us. I set up a counter-trap for him.” He smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “The squirrel?” 
 
    Viggo nodded. “I caught it about a month ago. I had it up here hidden by the chimney in a cage, biding my time. Today it came.” 
 
    “How did you get Camu to go up there?” 
 
    “Easy. I told the little beast we’d play hide-and-seek, then I climbed up here myself. A moment later there he was, on top of me.” 
 
    “A master-stroke,” Egil said, pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “Hah, I almost used a skunk. It would have stunk them out, and that really would’ve been a master-stroke.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol bent double with laughter. 
 
    Lasgol’s attack of fright passed. Camu was safe, and Isgord would not bother them any more after this. At least not about Camu. 
 
    They laughed for a while at Isgord and what he must have looked like when he found the squirrel inside the cabin. 
 
    The following morning they were on their way down to the stables in a very good mood when they saw something odd which did not bode well at all: royal soldiers in the Camp, on their way to see Dolbarar. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed and gave Egil a worried glance. His friend looked concerned. No, this did not look good at all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you find out?” Nilsa asked Viggo by the House of Command, on the other side of the bridge.  
 
    The two of them, together with Lasgol and Egil were watching what was going on, which was not much. For three days, since the soldiers had arrived, there had been no sign of Dolbarar or the Four Master Rangers. 
 
    Viggo climbed on to the balustrade of the bridge that gave access to the island and started balancing on it. “How do you know I found something out?” 
 
    “Because you come from the back streets, and you always find things out using your ‘skills’. And get off there before we’re punished with having to do laps around the lake. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    “You were born nervous, don’t blame me.” 
 
    “Get down and tell me!” 
 
    “What I found out with my ‘back street skills’?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Well, well, well... now it turns out I have skills, just like our talented Lasgol.” 
 
    Lasgol looked around, startled. If anyone should hear... and sure enough, they heard. 
 
    “Who’s talented?” Astrid said as she came up to them. With her were Ingrid, Isgord, Jobas and Luca. 
 
    Egil stiffened. Lasgol swallowed. 
 
    “Me, of course,” said Viggo. “I have certain ‘skills’.” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “Yeah, we know,” she said. She reached for her belt and mimicked snatching a purse. 
 
    Viggo smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “We’ve just come from a Captains’ meeting. What’s the word?” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to be good news,” Egil said. “The Camp leaders don’t often spend so long shut in, neglecting their duties.”  
 
    “It must be the fault of our tin-pot hero,” Isgord said with his usual sullen expression and tone of disdain for Lasgol. He gave him a glare of pure hatred. Lasgol had decided to avoid looking at him straight or taking his bait, so he simply ignored him. Besides, he knew that this bothered him even more. 
 
    “Any guesses?” Luca asked, seeing that Ingrid was already about to punch Isgord. 
 
    “The envoys are Messengers of the Royal Guard,” said Viggo. “King Uthar sent them.”  
 
    “Are you sure? How do you know?” 
 
    “I have my sources... in any case, even a blind man would have seen that under their cloaks they’re soldiers, they’re wearing light scaled armor and high riding boots of reinforced leather. Their winged helmets with the rampant horse on the front identify them as belonging to the light cavalry corps. In short, messengers of the Royal army.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about army business?” Isgord asked rudely. “Did they kick you out of it?”  
 
    “I’ve been kicked out of plenty of places, but not the army. I wouldn’t go near it for love or money.” 
 
    Isgord made a face. He was not very convinced by the answer. 
 
    “It’s strange that the King doesn’t use the Royal Rangers as messengers,” Astrid commented, sounding surprised. 
 
    “So it is, my dear lady,” came a melodious voice from behind them. “But there’s a reason.” 
 
    They turned and saw Braden, the Ranger Bard. He came up to them, and with every step his attractiveness and magnetism became more palpable. The girls smiled without knowing very well why. Several of the boys frowned. Particularly Viggo. 
 
    “Braden...” Astrid said. 
 
    “That’s how half of Tremia knows me, although people usually accompany my name with words like charming, poet, artist, irresistible, handsome, sublime, and others. I have to say that they’re not too far from the mark.” 
 
    “Certainly modest isn’t one of them,” Viggo said ironically. 
 
    “Why should I be modest? Since when has a Ranger failed to make use of all his skills and knowledge? It’s simply that in my case they’re somewhat different ones, more delicate and refined. Anybody can throw a short axe, but not many can play the lute, recite poems and sing.” 
 
    Egil bowed his head respectfully. “Very true.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him,” Viggo said. 
 
    “You mentioned a reason...” Luca said. 
 
    “And a reason there certainly is,” Braden said with a smile both sweet and mysterious, which immediately captivated the feminine audience, and even some of the males, like Jobas, the brutish Captain of the Boars. “It’s a message from the Royal Army.” 
 
    “War?” Ingrid asked at once. 
 
    “It could very well be.” 
 
    Isgord shook his head. “No, it can’t be. Darthor was defeated and withdrew to the Frozen Continent.”  
 
    Braden bowed his head. “Very often a timely withdrawal is a victory.”  
 
    “Are you hinting that Darthor wasn’t defeated?” 
 
    “I’m not hinting anything. Many songs tell of the return of the hero who was given up for dead, of the evil that was defeated, of the god who was beaten... One must never underestimate the enemy.” 
 
    “If he’d landed in the north we’d know,” said Luca. “There are Rangers watching the whole coast.”  
 
    Braden smiled, showing a perfect set of ivory teeth. “Whichever way, we’ll soon know.” 
 
    “How will we know?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Because they’ve summoned me.” 
 
    “Oh...” 
 
    “If the fair ladies will excuse me, duty awaits me,” Braden said sweetly. He bowed elaborately as he left. 
 
    “He’s a bit of a pedant,” said Viggo. 
 
    “And a cretin,” said Isgord. 
 
    Astrid was watching him go. “He’s charming,” she said. 
 
    “And so handsome...” Nilsa said, enraptured. 
 
    Lasgol sought Ingrid’s gaze, but even she had fallen under the bard’s spell and was smiling for no reason. Ingrid rarely smiled, still less for no reason. 
 
    Egil was stroking his chin, his eyes fixed on the House of Command. “I wonder what’s going on...” 
 
    “Nothing good, it seems to me,” Lasgol said. There was an uneasy feeling in his stomach. 
 
    “Yes, I agree with that interpretation.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s keep out of it,” Viggo said. “No getting tangled up in things. I want to stay alive a bit longer.” 
 
    The following day, as if fulfilling Viggo’s premonition, Dolbarar summoned the Third-Years. He made them line up in front of the House of Command. With him were the Four Master Rangers, as was usual when it was a matter of importance. Further behind stood the royal messengers. Beside them on a corner, Braden the Bard and Histason the Archivist. 
 
    “Welcome, Contestants,” Dolbarar greeted them with his usual reassuring smile. 
 
    “He’s only summoned the Third-Years,” Egil whispered in Lasgol’s ear. “This is significant.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It only affects us. Not all the Rangers.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    Dolbarar took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s the end of the summer. Autumn is close and with it the change of leaf. Soon the foliage will swap its intense green for ochre, and the brightness of the light will leave us and become a little more subdued. My favorite season.” He looked up at the sky thoughtfully, sighed and went on: “And with Autumn there comes a key moment for the Contestants.” 
 
    “Uh-oh...” Gerd muttered. 
 
    Nilsa was unable to contain herself. “The Autumn Test, he’s going to announce the Autumn test,” she said. 
 
    “This year, the third of your course, the tests must be real, so that you Contestants can begin to experience in your own flesh what awaits you once you graduate as Rangers next year.” 
 
    “As if we hadn’t experienced anything already...” Viggo complained. 
 
    Ingrid put her finger to her lips and glared at him. 
 
    “In general,” Dolbarar went on, “the Autumn Test for the Third-Years consists of carrying out maneuvers with the Royal Army. This year will be the same – with the important difference that they will take place on the Frozen Continent instead of the kingdoms of the mid-west or the Masig prairies, as is the normal procedure.” 
 
    There were comments of surprise and concern among the contestants. 
 
    Lasgol was petrified. The Frozen Continent, the home of the People of the Ice. The place where his mother had taken shelter. What did all this mean? 
 
    “This looks very bad,” Egil whispered. 
 
    “The Frozen Continent?” Viggo protested. “You’ve got to be kidding!”  
 
    Gerd was silent, but he was paler than usual. Nilsa was hopping from one foot to the other. Ingrid was watching Dolbarar with her eyes half-closed. 
 
    “You are to participate as explorers in the service of the King’s Army. That’s what Uthar has asked, and that’s how we must honor him. The Frozen Continent is an immense and unexplored area, and the army needs explorers. In the spring we sent all the Rangers available, but Uthar needs more personnel. You are to present yourselves and carry out the reconnoitering missions that will be assigned to you. I know there’s no need to remind you, but even so I would like to do so: the Frozen Continent is enemy territory. It’s inhabited by the People of the Ice and is their domain: a frozen domain, unexplored and dangerous. You must take extreme care and always avoid contact with the savages. Only explore and report. Nothing else. At first contact you’re to withdraw like lightning and report. Be very careful. Remember that although Uthar has expelled them from the north, we’re still at war, and they won’t hesitate to kill you as soon as they see you.” 
 
    The warning had its impact on all of them. Even Isgord, who was always cocky and haughty in the face of any challenge or difficulty, bent his head. In his eyes was worry... fear... 
 
    “You’ll encounter dangers which you must confront and survive,” Dolbarar went on in a grave voice, charged with concern. “I don’t mean only the Wild of the Ice, their beasts and creatures, but also the land itself and the dreadful climate. Although the offensive was due to take place in summer, simply because it’s the season in which men are least likely to freeze to death in the middle of an ice-storm, it’s been delayed because of logistical problems...” 
 
    “And political ones,” Egil whispered to Lasgol. “The Western League doesn’t want to support the King in this campaign of conquest.” 
 
    “I can see that. It’ll have delayed Uthar’s plans. But I don’t think he’ll pull back. I think he’s capable of ordering an invasion in the middle of winter.” 
 
    “That would be a disaster. They’d all die. The temperatures in winter are too low for men to bear. They’re too low even for the Peoples of the Frozen Continent, and their skin and constitution are more used to freezing cold.” 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Dolbarar warned them. “I can assure you that the weather will be freezing. The terrain and weather of the Frozen Continent are as dangerous as its inhabitants, if not more so. Be very careful when you explore. One slip, one misstep, and you might end up at the bottom of an abyss or under the layer of ice on a frozen lake. The moment you sense a storm, as soon as you smell it, get out of its way as fast as you can and take shelter wherever you can. If you think our winter storms are terrifying, I can assure you they’re babies compared to the storms of the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    Gerd shivered. He was so white that he looked as if he were already freezing just from listening to Dolbarar’s words. “I don’t like this one little bit...” he said. 
 
    Egil patted his arm. “Courage, my friend, we’ll survive.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Viggo commented, not sounding at all convinced. 
 
    The comments among the teams, fearful and worried, were growing more intense. 
 
    Dolbarar made calming gestures. “It’s not the most ideal situation, I realize. I don’t like the idea of sending you into enemy territory, but these are King Uthar’s orders. And we must obey. Your exploratory tasks will be for secondary missions of support and reconnoitering. The veteran Rangers will be in charge of the riskier missions. You shouldn’t run into any danger, but I want you all to be on the alert, and don’t let yourselves be overconfident at any moment.” 
 
    “That sounds better,” Nilsa said. She let her shoulders sag, feeling a little more relaxed. 
 
    “We’ll be a long way from the front line,” Ingrid assured them with her usual confidence. “There’s nothing to fear.” 
 
    Egil and Lasgol exchanged doubtful looks. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Gerd said. There was a little more color in his face. 
 
    Dolbarar called Oden. “Have them all go back to their cabins and get ready to leave. Gear them up for a winter campaign.” 
 
    Oden nodded. “Yes, sir. Winter gear.” 
 
    “They leave at dawn.” Dolbarar told him. 
 
    “Right. I’ll handle that.” Oden turned to them. “You heard! Get going!” 
 
    As they were crossing the bridge they heard Dolbarar’s voice: “Good luck, and come back alive.” 
 
    Lasgol shivered. An icy chill ran down his spine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey to the east coast was swift. Time was pressing: a pressure that did not bode well. Oden was guiding them, and with him were several Royal Messengers, who set a very fast pace. Lasgol watched his companions traveling alongside him on their mounts, their faces dull. He stroked Trotter; he felt happy to be able to ride him once again, even if the situation was far from ideal. 
 
    Hanging from his saddle he carried his travelling satchel, and inside it was Camu. From time to time his bulging eyes made an appearance as the little creature looked out at the landscape, but once he had done this he quickly went into hiding again. He was behaving well, which was unusual in him. Lasgol did not relish the idea of bringing him along, but he had had no choice. He could not simply leave him alone at the Camp indefinitely. 
 
    The Snow Panthers made their way on, following the Owls, with Astrid in the lead. Lasgol gave her surreptitious glances, but she did not turn her head. She had no reason to, since Luca and the Wolves were ahead of her. Isgord, leading the Eagles, went first, as he did whenever he could. After them came the Bears with their Captain, Ahart, who was arguing over the leadership Isgord always wanted to take on. The rivalry between these two was growing more widely-known and bitter. This was good for Lasgol, because the busier Isgord was kept, the less trouble he would be able to make for him. 
 
    All the Contestants were geared up for winter, with long snow-white cloaks over greased-leather pants, woolen shirts, warm jerkins, and snow boots which were also the color of winter in the Norghanian lands. Even their gloves and Ranger scarves were white. Everything was of excellent quality and make, made to last. The only thing that was not that color was the range of weapons they carried. They had been cautioned to carry these hidden under their hooded cloaks. Seeing the teams moving in a line, Lasgol felt as though they were a procession of monks on a pilgrimage to some temple on a faraway, frozen peak. 
 
    The sound of full-voiced song brought him out of his reverie. He turned his head, as did his companions, and glimpsed a discordant figure bringing up the rear. It was none other than Braden, the Bard Ranger. Lasgol could not understand what he was doing there. For some reason Dolbarar had assigned him to the mission. Assigned him along with several instructors, with the aim of leading the teams in enemy territory. 
 
    “There goes the rooster again,” Viggo protested sourly. 
 
    “He sings so well,” Nilsa said, sounding captivated. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, ‘and he’s so handsome’...” Viggo said, imitating her voice. 
 
    “It’s true, he is,” Ingrid admitted. 
 
    “Well, let him sing at the top of his voice so that all the Wild of the Ice know we’re coming a league away!”  
 
    Egil smiled. “We’re still in Norghanian territory,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah! We’ll see when we cross the frozen sea. What’s he here for, anyway? I can understand that Instructors would be coming with us, but him? He won’t even know how to fight.” 
 
    “Of course he does,” said Nilsa. “He boasts that he’s a lethal fighter.”  
 
    “Oh, sure, he probably batters them to death with his guitar.” 
 
    Lasgol could not contain himself and burst out laughing. 
 
    “Well, he says there’s no-one like him with Ranger knives,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Sure, now pull the other one.” 
 
    Braden went on singing an epic ode which spoke of heroes who set out to defeat the enemies of the realm. He never stopped singing, even when the pace became even harder. Every note he played was in tune, even though the path had its ups and downs. Braden seemed to be able to sing and stay in tune even underwater, if he so chose. Lasgol wondered what all this conscientiousness was for. When they left the valley and found themselves facing the sea, he was given the answer. 
 
    Hundreds of Norghanian ships were anchored in an enormous bay. The blue of the sea was dotted with red and white sails, creating a landscape that left him open-mouthed. Light assault vessels, heavier ones for combat and a host of slower ones for cargo were waiting there while soldiers, weapons, supplies and tools were loaded. Some were inshore, others further out in the bay. Small boats were waiting there to transport everything that was needed from the land. 
 
    “By the frozen goddesses!” Nilsa cried. 
 
    “It’s... impressive...” Gerd muttered. “So many ships...” 
 
    “This must be the port city of Noroga,” Egil said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Ingrid asked him. “Have you been here before?”  
 
    “No, I’ve never been so far east, I’m from the west... but I know that the largest port city of Norghana is Noroga, on the east coast. It’s known for its immense bay, and it’s the main operational base of the King’s navy.” 
 
    Nilsa nodded. “Well then, it must be Noroga.” She was looking from one end of the bay to the other, watching the ships and the coming and going of the barges. 
 
    “I can count about a thousand ships,” said Lasgol, who was calculating with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “The best navy in the world!” Ingrid said proudly at the sight of a thousand red and white sails. 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Viggo said. 
 
    “To be fair,” said Egil, “the navy of the Nocean Empire south of Tremia is considered the best...”  
 
    “Shut up, both of you,” Ingrid said, “and look at the power of our people, the Norghanians!”  
 
    At the sight of naval power on this scale Lasgol thought about his mother, and the Wild of the Ice. The King was sending all his forces against them. They were lost... and if he was sending all his forces, then the Western League must be there too. He gave Egil an inquisitive glance and nodded in the direction of the ships. 
 
    Egil looked at him for a moment and seemed to understand what he was asking him without any need for words. He shrugged slightly and looked intense. Lasgol guessed that he did not know, but that they would have to find out. 
 
    They arrived at the southern part of the city, and Oden ordered them not to go into it. Instead he led them toward the bay, where they found a throng of soldiers from the Norghanian army. From the city to the docks were crowds making their final preparations for boarding. There were soldiers with winged helmets over blond hair, golden beards and broad shoulders. Tall, rough-looking men wearing full scaled armor and carrying round wooden shields reinforced with steel and axes were embarking on a fast assault ship. 
 
    “They look pretty tough,” Gerd said. 
 
    “They are,” Ingrid said. “They belong to the Thunder Army. They clear a path and the rest of the army follows,” she added, quoting their motto. “You’ll recognize them by their size and the red breastplate with white diagonal stripes.” 
 
    “They certainly are big and strong,” Nilsa commented. 
 
    “And true idiots if they’re the ones leading the way against the enemy,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Only the Invincibles of the Ice are more fearsome,” said Egil. 
 
    “But they’re not so big,” Lasgol said. He remembered seeing them with the King. 
 
    “No, but they’re much more skilled with the sword. The soldiers of the Thunder Army are notable for their toughness and their brutality with the axe. The Invincibles for their finesse and skill with the sword.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lasgol said, watching those men who looked like white bears armed with war axes and round shields. 
 
    On their way down to the docks they came across several groups of soldiers, also big strong men, but unlike the former, these wore pure white breastplates over the chainmail that came down to their thighs, and carried a sword beside a short axe at their waists. They were boarding large barges that would take them to the enormous transport ships. 
 
    “And who are those?” Gerd asked. 
 
    Egil stared at them for a moment. “Soldiers of the Snow Army,” he said. 
 
    “The most feared heavy infantry of all Tremia,” Ingrid said. There was a touch of envy in her voice. 
 
    Lasgol was intrigued. “Really?”  
 
    “They’re unrivalled in one-to-one combat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Viggo said, “but if the Rogdonian cavalry catches them they’ll make mincemeat of them.”  
 
    “You’re such a blockhead! Can’t you ever say something nice, ever?” 
 
    “About you any time, Blondie.” 
 
    “I’m going to give you a black eye!” 
 
    Viggo threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “Silence! Keep moving!” Oden said grimly. 
 
    They went on, and Ingrid had no chance to carry out her threat. They arrived at the docks, but it was almost impossible to gain access to them. There were thousands of soldiers trying to embark under their officers’ orders, which came in the form of deafening shouts. 
 
    Further away the Blizzard Army, in their light armor and breastplates striped horizontally in red and white, were loading their mounts on to a huge cargo ship. 
 
    “I didn’t know we had cavalry,” Gerd said. 
 
    “They’re not exactly cavalry,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Well, they have horses,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “What Ingrid means is that they’re not fighting cavalry,” Egil explained. “They’re light scouting cavalry. But in addition to them, the Blizzard Army has archers and lancers, the former to attack the infantry and the latter to face the cavalry so that they can defend our own infantry. It’s an extremely interesting mixed group.” 
 
    “You find everything extremely interesting,” Viggo said. 
 
    “But that’s what it is. They use the light cavalry for skirmishes and quick attacks on supply lines. Without the archers in the snowy northeastern forests it would be impossible to set up positions, take fortresses and deal with the enemy infantry and cavalry. And without the lancers, the enemy cavalry would destroy our infantry.” 
 
    “Now it turns out you’re a master strategist too,” Viggo complained. 
 
    Egil smiled. “I think so,” he said. The amount of knowledge he had stored in his little mastermind was amazing. 
 
    “He’s the complete general,” Ingrid said, smiling. “Our General,” she added, and gave him a quick hug. 
 
    “We’re going on!” shouted Oden. 
 
    They had to cross the sea of soldiers and support personnel. This was not at all simple on horseback. There were so many people that they were forced to dismount and lead their horses through the throng. 
 
    “Line up here!” an officer was shouting at his squadron, men of the heavy infantry. 
 
    “Bring the supplies!” another one was yelling at the quartermaster’s staff, who were pushing ox-carts laden with barrels. 
 
    The whole dock area seemed to be enveloped in chaos, but it was a military chaos, ordered and following a chain of command. The captains were giving orders to the sergeants, who passed them on to the soldiers, who in turn ran everywhere to carry them out. Troops and supplies were loaded without a second being wasted. 
 
    They moved through the crowd of soldiers with difficulty. Finding himself amid that vast army, Lasgol felt his nerves clamping on his stomach. The situation was becoming very real, and the danger ahead of them was great. 
 
    Finally they reached the southern pier. Oden made them wait while he went determinedly up a plank to a cargo ship. He presented himself to the captain of the vessel and began talking to him in a low voice. Lasgol and his companions had no idea what they were saying. What was beginning to be palpable was the restlessness. Isgord was already arguing with Jacob, of the Boars, and with Ahart, the Captain of the Bears. Luca was trying to stop his teammates from arguing with the Falcons because someone had accidentally tripped over someone else’s foot. Nerves and tension were beginning to make their appearance. They were about to embark for war, and the situation was beginning to weigh a lot on their spirits. They were all aware that they were risking their lives. More than ever. Some would not return alive from the Frozen Continent. 
 
    “This sight inspires me to composition,” came Braden’s melodious voice. He was coming forward with his lute in his hands. As he passed among them the gazes of the feminine element there immediately turned to him, almost involuntarily. Astrid watched him pass by her with a half-smile she could not restrain. Nilsa let out a giggle, and Ingrid, who was about to scold her, was caught by the bard’s magnetism when he came to stand beside her and gave her a perfect and bewitching smile. 
 
    “But can’t they see he looks like a girl? Viggo protested. 
 
    “He has delicate features,” Egil said. “That in a man, in some cultures, is considered attractive. From what I’ve read.” 
 
    “You read too much!” 
 
    Lasgol smiled. “It does look as though the girls find him attractive...” 
 
    Braden started to sing an ode about the invincible navy of King Uthar and how they were on their way to fight the Wild of the Ice and their creatures. The more he sang, the more he charmed all who were listening with his melodious voice, his troubadour’s air and his physical magnetism. They listened as he praised the greatness of the army assembled there, the difficulty of the enterprise and how they would come out victorious, to return as heroes of the Norghanian homeland. While Braden sang, even Viggo forgot where he was and stopped protesting. The ode was intense and beautiful and filled their hearts with courage and hope, something they needed badly before they set out for the battle. 
 
    While all the contestants were surrounding Braden and enjoying his singing, a figure in a blue hooded cloak approached the group. Unobtrusively, a finger tapped Egil on the shoulder. He turned around in surprise. 
 
    “Come with me in silence, quickly,” the figure whispered in his ear. 
 
    Lasgol, by his friend’s side, noticed this. He stared at them in puzzlement. 
 
    Egil nodded and left with the figure without a word or even a glance at his friends. 
 
    To Lasgol this seemed very strange. Without stopping to think, he decided to follow them and walked off after them among the soldiers. Where’s Egil going? Why? Without a word to anyone. This is very weird. I’d better follow him and make sure that nothing bad happens to him. Braden’s voice was lost behind him as they made their way through the crowd of soldiers. 
 
    They dodged a confused crowd of soldiers and came to one of the fishermen’s houses in a picturesque row in front of the main dock in the traditional Norghanian colors: red and white. 
 
    Egil, don’t go in! 
 
    But his friend followed the figure and went into the house. 
 
    Lasgol swore to himself. Egil was out of his sight now. Inside the house, anything might happen to him. Why did you go in? Why aren’t you being the slightest bit careful? You know better than that, we’ve been taught better than this. He had no choice but to go up to one of the side windows between two houses. He crouched and very carefully glanced inside to try to find out what was going on. 
 
    Egil went to the center of the living room. The figure stayed watching the front door. At the far end of the room, in shadow, someone else was waiting. 
 
    “Father!”  
 
    “Egil,” the Duke said crisply, and nodded at him by way of greeting. 
 
    Egil seemed to want to hug his father, but the latter gave him no opportunity. He stayed where he was, staring at the imposing figure of the Duke. 
 
    Lasgol, watching through the window, let out his breath sharply at the sight of Duke Olafstone. He was impeccably clad in Norghanian dress armor of exquisite quality, with silver scales, winged helmet trimmed with gold and a breastplate which bore his house’s coat of arms: a war axe and a sword crossed over a snowy mountain in the background. Lasgol was always impressed by the Duke, and judging by his friend’s expression, so was Egil. 
 
    “Did you recognize Albertsen?” 
 
    Egil looked at the figure who had brought him there; it was none other than the Duke’s aide. “Yes, straight away.” 
 
    “Good. We mustn’t arouse any suspicions.” 
 
    “Suspicions? I don’t understand...” 
 
    “Very dangerous times are at hand, for us, for our house. That’s the reason I called for you.” 
 
    Egil’s face now showed real worry. “What’s happening, Father?” 
 
    “Uthar is going to war and... I’m being forced to support him. I’m sailing out today with my troops.” 
 
    “Forced to go to war? How?” Egil asked. He could not understand what was happening. 
 
    The Duke shook his head. There was pain and rage in his eyes. “The King has your brothers.” 
 
    All color drained from Egil’s face. “He has Austin and Arnold? What happened?” 
 
    “Dirty treason, that’s what happened. Uthar had them kidnapped while they were hunting in the south of the duchy.” 
 
    “Are they all right? He hasn’t...?” 
 
    “No. Not for now. He’s keeping them alive to ensure that I do what he wants.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re going to war... to fight for Uthar...” 
 
    “I’m not the only one. He’s also forcing several of our people...” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Practically half the Western League.” 
 
    “How did he do it?” 
 
    “By treachery and blackmail.” 
 
    Egil nodded. “I see. The King is clever...” 
 
    “Yes, Uthar’s very smart. He knows that if he controls half the league, the other half won’t dare go against him. The situation’s very delicate. We might not come out of this one alive.” 
 
    “Father.... don’t...” 
 
    “But if it comes to that, I’ll take Uthar with me to the eternal abyss! That much I promise you.” 
 
    “There has to be an alternative. I’ll think of something.” 
 
    “No! You’ll do no such thing. You’ll obey my orders.” 
 
    “But I might be able to help...” 
 
    “Silence! You’ll do what I tell you. I’m your father and your lord. Show yourself loyal to me.” 
 
    Egil got on one knee before his father and bowed his head. 
 
    “That’s better. I’m ordering you to stay on the edge of things. You must stay with the Rangers and hide from Uthar. He mustn’t know you’re here. If he finds you he’ll use you against me, and the situation is already complicated enough. I’ll deal with this mess as I’ve always done. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Father...” 
 
    “In case I don’t manage to come back alive, you must hide.” 
 
    “That won’t happen...” 
 
    “Be quiet and listen to me. Anything can happen. Uthar is seeking my death and the end of the Western League in order to reign in Norghana unopposed, and at this moment he has the advantage. But the game isn’t lost. I’ll turn it around. For that I need Uthar not to find you. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes Father. I won’t fail.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for. And now be off, before your people find you’re not there and begin to suspect.” 
 
    Egil made to hug his father, but the Duke remained distant. His son bowed his head, turned and started to leave the room. 
 
    “When the horn sounds, remember who your friends are,” the Duke said in farewell. 
 
    Egil turned his head, half-closed his eyes, nodded and left. 
 
    Lasgol moved away from the window with a knot in his stomach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol rubbed his arms hard. The cold was intense, even though they were protected by their Ranger’s winter gear. Before their eyes stretched an endless expanse of snow-covered tundra with mounds of ice and rock scattered everywhere. He let the air out of his mouth and watched the steam formed by the cold. Then he put his hand to his eyes to protect them from the falling snowflakes and tried to glimpse some sign of life in the distance. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    No trace of life whatsoever. 
 
    Just as in the dozen other expeditions which had had to be made ever since they had landed on the Frozen Continent with Uthar’s great navy. The journey by ship had been shorter than Lasgol had imagined. The Frozen Continent was no more than a week away by assault ship. The only danger they were aware of was the ice blocks and massive icebergs which they had to dodge. Arrival and landing had taken place without incident, beyond thousands of soldiers taking a great frozen, deserted bay. 
 
    And now they were patrolling and tracking to protect the rearguard of Uthar’s army, which was already marching north to confront Darthor’s forces. When he thought about his mother, Lasgol was afraid for her. Uthar’s army was enormous, and was very well trained and led. He hoped his mother had a plan, one that would prevent a massacre. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” Ingrid asked Luca, the Captain of the Wolves. 
 
    Luca looked out at the frozen horizon and pointed a white-gloved finger. “Southwest,” he said. “Until we reach the sea.” 
 
    “We’re heading southeast, also till we reach the sea,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Axel and Bjorn were talking animatedly with Egil. Einar, together with Gerd, was going over the inventory of what they were carrying in their winter knapsacks 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t meet any trouble,” Luca said. 
 
    “Yes, let’s hope so.” 
 
    “D’you know where the other teams are going?” 
 
    “The Eagles and the Owls have been sent directly south,” said Ingrid. “Apparently more of the King’s ships are arriving, and they want to ensure the safety of the route from White Bay to the War Camp. The Boars and the Bears have been given the job of sweeping the rear of the camp. The rest are doing quartermaster’s work at the base.” 
 
    Ashleen and Nilsa were giggling over some funny remark, while Daven watched them. His expression was intrigued. 
 
    Lasgol went up to Ingrid and Luca. 
 
    “I think a storm’s brewing,” he commented, and nodded at some ugly clouds that were approaching them stealthily, charged with an icy threat. 
 
    “Yeah, they look ominous,” Luca agreed. 
 
    “We’d better go on our ways before it reaches us.” 
 
    “Remember what we were told,” Luca warned them. “Storms here are much worse than in Norghana.”  
 
    “Be careful, and good luck,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “You too,” Luca replied, and they grasped each other by the arms. 
 
    “Lasgol,” said Luca with a nod. 
 
    “Good luck,” Lasgol said. He felt strange in the presence of the Captain of the Wolves after the incident with Astrid. 
 
    The two teams said goodbye and went their separate ways. Ingrid gave the order to march, and the Panthers set off at a good pace along the slippery, icy terrain they had to cross. They gained some distance on the storm, which seemed to have held back. The cold was intense, the temperatures considerably lower than those they had to bear in their homeland. They were used to the cold – they were Norghanians – but here it was something more than simply cold. 
 
    A movement ahead in the distance made Ingrid call a halt. At once they flattened themselves on the ground. Lasgol had no time to warn Camu, who flew out of the winter satchel and rolled over the snow-covered ground. 
 
    He became visible. 
 
    “Hide!” Lasgol whispered apprehensively. 
 
    Camu recovered and looked toward the moving figures. 
 
    “Hide! Danger!” Lasgol urged. 
 
    But Camu decided to start bouncing on his four legs, without a care in the world. 
 
    Lasgol saw that the little creature was not afraid. “I don’t think there’s any danger,” he said. 
 
    “What are they?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Egil was watching them. “They’re land animals, large ones, and they’re coming in a herd.”  
 
    Nilsa bit her lip. “Wolves?”  
 
    “They’re too big to be wolves, aren’t they?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Can’t you use one of your ‘skills’ and see what they are?” Viggo asked Lasgol, although when he said ‘skills’ there was hostility in his voice. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. He was no longer bothered by the fact that that his friends were wary of his Gift. Especially Viggo. He had grown used to it. He concentrated and used his Gift to summon his Hawk’s Eye skill. 
 
    His sight improved to the level of a bird of prey, and he was able to get a clear view of the kind of creatures that were coming toward them. They had a long white coat, and they were big. He caught a glimpse of horns and was afraid. They were shaped like a U. He could also make out two large eyes, a rough forehead with a muzzle like that of... an ox... 
 
    “Easy. They’re some type of ox...” 
 
    “Oh, in that case they must be Albino Oxen,” Egil said excitedly. “There aren’t any on our continent.” 
 
    They remained hidden and let the animals get close without scaring them off, to get a proper look at them. The herd was about twenty strong. They were huge compared to a Norghanian ox, almost twice the size. Their white wooly hair was striking. Egil enjoyed watching them. 
 
    Viggo did not like the horns at all. “A thrust from one of those things would send a man flying. And he wouldn’t get back up again.” 
 
    “They must have quite a bit of meat on them, judging by their size,” Ingrid said, thinking about survival. 
 
    “Think about who it must be who hunts them for food,” said Nilsa. 
 
    They all turned to look at her. 
 
    “Eh?” she said, looking innocent. “Surely it must be the Wild of the Ice who hunt them.”  
 
    “Very well observed,” said Egil. “It’s the most likely answer, given the circumstances.”  
 
    “Then we’d better go on with our mission,” Ingrid said. She got to her feet and gave the signal to move on. 
 
    They went on through that frozen, inhospitable landscape. They saw a White Bear in the distance, but the animal showed no inclination to attack, so they kept going. The size of the beast surprised them. It was considerably larger than a Norghanian bear. The realization left them feeling very uneasy. Ingrid stopped the march to rest, and they took the opportunity to eat dried meat and drink from their water-skins. 
 
    “Come here, little one,” Lasgol said to Camu, who was running around on the ice trying to bite the snowflakes. Of course the creature paid no attention and went on bouncing and enjoying himself with the snow and ice. He did not seem to be in the least affected by the temperature. 
 
    “This place is a nightmare,” Viggo complained. “And hold that beast, he makes me nervous when he’s running around my feet.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Ingrid snapped at him. “The Wild of the Ice are going to hear you grousing.” 
 
    “What Wild Ones? We’ve been in this god-forsaken place for a fortnight and we haven’t seen a single soul. Nobody, not even the Royal Rangers. Where are these Wild Ones? I’d say they fled when they saw Uthar’s navy arrive.” 
 
    “The fact that we haven’t found them doesn’t mean they’re not here,” Ingrid pointed out, “it just means we can’t see them.”  
 
    He spread his arms wide and spun round on himself. “Well, you tell me where. There’s nothing but tundra, rocks covered in snow and those scattered ice mounds sticking up from the ground.”  
 
    “This landscape is pretty desolate,” Gerd agreed as he looked around. “There’s nothing but ice.” 
 
    “What I hate most is this snow that never stops falling,” Nilsa said as she shook her hood. 
 
    “Better if we don’t come up against any surprises,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “All this area is a great frozen plain,” Egil said, studying the map they had been given. “The ice pinnacles that rise from the rocky surface are really fascinating.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t say,” Viggo said, making a face. “That map doesn’t inspire any confidence.” 
 
    “It’s a Ranger’s map, it ought to be quite good,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “D’you really believe our people have travelled through all this continent and drawn precise maps?” Lasgol asked. He was looking around him, with doubts in his mind. 
 
    “I imagine it must have been so,” Egil said. “We’ll soon have proof. According to the map, the sea is beyond that glacier at the far end.” He pointed out what looked like a rectangular mountain of pure ice a little to the southeast. 
 
    “You’re not thinking of climbing that, are you?” Viggo said, plainly thinking: in your dreams. 
 
    “Climbing it, no. Going around it.” 
 
    “And suppose we turn back now?” 
 
    “I’m with Viggo,” Gerd said. “Let’s go back. There’s nothing here but ice, snow and desolation, and my feet are beginning to freeze. These boots we’ve been given are too small for me and the tips of my toes are freezing.” 
 
    “And what about our orders?” Nilsa said uncertainly. 
 
    “No disobeying orders,” Ingrid said. “Over my dead body. You heard Egil. We’ll go around the glacier to the sea, as we were ordered to.” 
 
    “Better follow our orders,” Lasgol agreed. “There doesn’t seem to be any danger in sight.” He was looking at Camu, who had found a small frozen lake under the layer of snow and was sliding on the slippery surface, happy as could be. 
 
    “We shouldn’t find any dangers in this area,” Egil said. “The front is north of here, and they’ve got us patrolling to the south.”  
 
    “On we go,” Ingrid said. “Put your scarves over your faces to avoid this cutting wind and let’s move on. I’ll lead the way. Lasgol, Camu.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with him,” he assured her. Using his Gift he called the little creature, who let him know that he was happy and wanted to play. But Lasgol sent him a clear, concise mental message: with me, now. 
 
    Camu stared at him for a moment, then did as he was told. 
 
    They went on in a single file for hours. Lasgol tried to calculate how long, but in that place it was very difficult. The days lasted longer in the summer, far longer, but in the autumn they were beginning to shorten rapidly. In winter, on the other hand, nights seemed eternal and there were barely a few hours of sunlight. Or so they had been told by the Rangers. In addition, the sky was permanently covered with immense, threatening clouds, so that the sun was barely visible. 
 
    They reached the glacier. It was immense, a colossal structure of ice and snow. It was a beautiful blue. 
 
    Nilsa was looking at it curiously. “It looks like a frozen fortress,” she said  
 
    “It looks to me like a hunk of ice,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Well... now you say so, Nilsa,” Gerd commented, “it looks rather like a castle to me too. One wall of ice on top of another and some kind of frozen tower. All covered by frozen snow.” 
 
    Viggo shook his head in exasperation. “You’re just like little kids.” 
 
    But Lasgol also had the same impression, as if it were an enormous fortification of snow and ice. A solitary, desolate construction of nature. 
 
    They went on skirting the colossal structure and began to get a view of the sea. A deep dark blue sea, beautiful but chilling. Hundreds of islets of ice were scattered on it near the shore. Further out at sea, a huge iceberg seemed to be seeking to reach dry land. 
 
    “Whoa! That’s pretty!” Nilsa cried, overwhelmed by the beauty of the place. 
 
    “You can say that again! This sure is nothing like my farm,” Gerd said. He was staring at the ocean spreading before them with his mouth open. 
 
    “Spectacular,” said Egil. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. The landscape of ice and sea was awe-inspiring. 
 
    “Can we stop looking at the sea and focus?” Viggo protested. “My bones are freezing in this sea breeze!”  
 
    Ingrid looked around; there was not a soul in sight. “We’d better rest a while before we go back,” she said, and pointed to the back of the glacier that rose above the shore and was reflected on it, as though the sea were a mirror. The reflection showed a cave facing the sea. 
 
    “Good idea,” Egil said. “It’ll be just the thing for us.”  
 
    “We’d better be really careful,” Lasgol said. 
 
    They readied their bows and made their way to the entrance of the ice cave. It was deserted, and they took shelter from the sea winds. Carefully, they went further in to make sure that the cave itself was deserted. It was like entering a world of ice. Walls, floor, everything that surrounded them was ice. Lasgol found to his surprise that despite this, it was not as cold as it was outside. 
 
    They left their winter knapsacks on the floor and settled down to rest. Egil began to give them a talk about why that natural shelter protected them from the outside temperature, even though it might seem strange because it was made of ice. 
 
    “You see, ice has been used by the northern cultures as a shelter, even as a dwelling, because it isolates you from the cold and wind, those great enemies of survival...” 
 
    Lasgol allowed Camu to go out and play beside them while his friend finished his explanation. 
 
    “Well,” said Gerd, “I’d have sworn a shelter made of ice would freeze you alive.”  
 
    “Well, you’d be wrong,” Egil assured him. 
 
    “What can you expect from a farmer?” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “Don’t pretend to be clever,” Nilsa snapped, “’cause you didn’t know it either.”  
 
    “Of course I did.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” Ingrid said, joining in. 
 
    Egil smiled in amusement and petted Camu, who seemed grateful for the attention. Then the little creature went over to Gerd, who although he was used to it by now, was still somewhat wary of it. The one who still wanted nothing to do with Camu was Nilsa. And the little creature sensed this, so he did not usually go near her or Viggo unless he wanted to pester them, which sometimes happened because Camu’s sense of humor was as special as he was himself. 
 
    “How do you think the other teams are doing?” Lasgol wondered aloud. 
 
    “Perfectly well, I’m sure,” Ingrid said reassuringly. 
 
    “They have us all patrolling south in all directions,” Egil said confidently, “but that’s just a precautionary measure. It’s necessary, but it shouldn’t involve any danger. The enemy isn’t in these latitudes, and if they were, they’d have left the moment they saw Uthar’s navy arrive.”  
 
    “That’s why us newbies have been assigned the job,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “The Rangers and soldiers are moving north,” Ingrid said. “They say that’s where the enemy is, assembling forces to fight our army. But this a huge continent and it’s not going to be easy to find them, least of all in this weather.” 
 
    “Our leaders had better consider the adverse climate of this continent,” Egil said, “or else we’ll be in serious trouble.”  
 
    “They will,” Lasgol replied, although he did not sound very confident. He was not. He bowed his head and went over his gear. 
 
    While they were resting, Gerd’s gaze was lost in the ocean that spread endlessly beyond the cavern entrance. He heaved a sigh so deep that they all looked at him. 
 
    “Are you all right, pal?” Viggo asked him in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, yes! It was just a passing thought...” 
 
    “A deep one,” Egil pointed out. 
 
    “Yup...” 
 
    “Tell us, what’s bothering you?” said Ingrid. “We’ll help you.”  
 
    Gerd’s shoulders drooped. “What doesn’t bother me...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re among friends, you know that,” Nilsa assured him. 
 
    Viggo patted his shoulder in encouragement. “Whatever may come, we’ll all face it together, just as we have up till now.”  
 
    But Viggo’s words seemed to have the opposite effect. Gerd began to look agitated. He could barely hold back his tears. “I don’t deserve your friendship...” 
 
    They all froze. Gerd was by far the kindest and best person of all, and they all knew it. 
 
    “What are you saying?” Viggo said. “Let me see that water-skin, I think they must have put strong spirits in it.”  
 
    “I haven’t told you the whole truth about myself...” 
 
    “None of us here has, big guy,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Hey! At least I have!” Nilsa said. 
 
    “Are you sure, freckles? Have you really told us everything that really happened about your father’s death? I don’t think so.” 
 
    Nilsa was about to protest. She opened her mouth, then closed it again and fell silent. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Let her be,” Ingrid scolded him. 
 
    “You’re not off the hook either, Blondie. Or do I need to remind you of your aunt’s story?” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re hateful!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m right. We’ve all got our secrets, our past. The weirdo with the Gift, it goes without saying, and Egil, the secret heir to the Norghanian crown, nothing unusual there. And nobody says anything. So Gerd, don’t feel you have to tell us anything, because all of us here have got secrets.” 
 
    “You’re the one with the most!” Ingrid accused him angrily. 
 
    “Don’t know whether I’ve got the most, but I can assure you they’re the worst,” Viggo replied. His expression and the look in his eyes had turned as dark as those of an assassin. 
 
    Lasgol shivered. He knew that Viggo had a dark side. It had always been there. He had not let it come out, not in front of them. Lasgol wondered what would happen if he did. Better not to know. 
 
    Egil raised his hands in a pacifying gesture. 
 
    “There’s a lot in what Viggo says. We all have our inner demons and secrets. Some have been revealed, others are still hidden. Whether to reveal them or not is a personal decision. Nobody is obliged to, not anymore. After everything we’ve been through together. At least, that’s my own opinion.” 
 
    Egil looked at his teammates, who looked down and nodded. 
 
    Suddenly Camu gave an abrupt shriek. 
 
    Lasgol stood up immediately and looked in the direction of the sound. “Camu, what’s the matter?” 
 
    Camu was at the end of the entrance to the ice cave. 
 
    “Tell the creature not to make so much noise,” Viggo said. “There’s nothing there, we already looked.”  
 
    Lasgol watched Camu. The way he was wagging his tail and the little shrieks he was giving told him that something was up. He went to see what it was, and Egil and Ingrid followed him. 
 
    When they reached the far end they could not see anything strange. There was nobody, nor was there any trail on the ground, either animal or human. 
 
    “See?” Viggo said. “There’s nothing.”  
 
    Nilsa and Gerd followed them to see what was going on. Suddenly Camu gave out an intense golden gleam. 
 
    “By all the heavens!” cried Viggo. 
 
    “He’s done dirty magic!” Nilsa said angrily. Her eyes were red with rage. 
 
    Gerd took a step back in fear. Lasgol was frozen in surprise. 
 
    Egil pointed at the wall in front of Camu. “Look.” 
 
    A blue rune in the form of a star, like a snowflake, had appeared on the ice wall. 
 
    “This wasn’t there before!” Viggo said. 
 
    “It’s magic!” 
 
    “We’d better be careful,” Ingrid said, and reached for her weapons. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Egil said. He went over to study the rune. 
 
    Camu stiffened. His tail was pointing at the rune, and he gave out another flash. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Viggo asked. He was clutching his daggers. 
 
    “I... don’t know...” Lasgol stammered. 
 
    The rune flashed blue, three times. 
 
    The slab of ice under their feet gave way. 
 
    The cavern swallowed them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a painful landing. They fell at least two stories into the void, hit a slope of ice and snow and rolled out of control downhill. Lasgol tried to grab something to slow his frantic descent, but all he managed to do was scratch the ice. He was rolling at great speed, and at every turn was struck on some part of his body, only to go on rolling and getting bumped again. He saw Gerd go past him; because of his volume he was going down faster still, like a felled tree-trunk toppling down a slope. 
 
    “Grab something!” Ingrid shouted. 
 
    Lasgol saw his bow and quiver fly off after a violent bump. 
 
    They went on downwards until they crashed against a huge mound of snow and lay there, sore all over, half-buried in the snow. 
 
    For a long moment nobody said anything. The only thing that could be heard was deep panting and grunts of pain. 
 
    “Are you all okay?” Ingrid asked as she tried to get to her feet. 
 
    “Define ‘okay’,” Viggo replied. He was buried in the snow in an agonizing posture. 
 
    Gerd’s head appeared through the snow and took a deep breath of air. He was buried up to his neck. 
 
    Nilsa dragged herself out of the mound. She shook her curly red mane to get rid of the snow. 
 
    “I’m sore all over, I can’t even think.” 
 
    Egil spat out a mouthful of snow. There was a large lump on his forehead. 
 
    “What a fall...” 
 
    “Check that nothing’s broken,” Lasgol said. He was sitting on rock and ice, feeling his own limbs. 
 
    Camu appeared next to him. There was a mischievous gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” 
 
    Camu began to do his little dance and gave a shriek, as if he were asking for more. 
 
    Lasgol rolled his eyes. “You’re impossible.”  
 
    Gradually they began to recover. They were bruised and very sore, but luckily there were no broken bones. They got to their feet and searched for their weapons and knapsacks. 
 
    “We’ve lost our bows,” Ingrid said, frowning at the setback. 
 
    Viggo took out his short axe and Ranger’s knife. “At least we’ve got our hand weapons.” 
 
    “Not me,” said Gerd, who had lost his axe. 
 
    “Here, take mine,” Viggo said. “I manage better with the knives anyway.”  He handed him his axe, then took out his ‘personal’ knife from his boot and brandished it. 
 
    “Everyone else?” 
 
    Nilsa, Lasgol and Egil nodded. They had their hand weapons. 
 
    “Have you seen how big this cave is?” Ingrid asked. She sounded frustrated. “It’s huge.” 
 
    Gerd was looking around, then up at the dome. “I can’t see any way out,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol followed his example. They had fallen into a cavern down a slope that descended from the upper levels. The whole cavern was covered in blue ice, with no rock to be seen, only huge blocks of ice which formed frozen columns and walls. But the strangest thing of all was that in the center was an enormous mountain of fresh snow, which was what they had crashed into, luckily. 
 
    Egil was looking carefully around. “That’s funny. At this depth, there shouldn’t be any snow inside the cavern.” 
 
    “Then someone’s brought it here...” Lasgol said uneasily. 
 
    “Certainly very strange. With what aim in mind, I wonder.” 
 
    “We could climb the slope and get out of here,” Ingrid said, but without much confidence. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Nilsa said, her arms akimbo and a look of disbelief on her face. 
 
    “It’s that animal’s fault!” Viggo said furiously. “I’m going to murder it!”  
 
    “He used filthy magic!” Nilsa complained. 
 
    Seeing the hostility in their eyes, Camu gave a leap and hid in the snow. 
 
    “Don’t run away, it’s your fault we’re in this mess!” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil pushed in to separate the two of them from Camu. Lasgol tried to defend him. 
 
    “It wasn’t his fault...” 
 
    “Why not?” Viggo shouted. “He activated the rune!”  
 
    “He detects magic,” Egil said. “He can’t help it, it’s part of him.”  
 
    “If it detects magic and activates it, it’s a filthy magic creature,” Nilsa said. She was as red with rage as a ripe tomato  
 
    “Camu is good, he didn’t mean to do it,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... like the Mages of the Ice, he has a soft heart,” Viggo sneered. 
 
    “This time he’s really done it,” said Gerd, “but I don’t think it’s his fault.” He sounded as though he was not very happy about what had happened, but did not want to punish Camu. 
 
    Viggo and Nilsa got tangled up with Lasgol and Egil, who would not let them get near Camu. 
 
    “Everyone stop it!” Ingrid ordered. “This won’t help us get out of here.” 
 
    But Viggo and Nilsa, enraged, were not listening. 
 
    Ingrid snorted. “Camu’s gone, you’re not going to find him!” 
 
    Nilsa and Viggo looked at the mountain of snow and saw that Camu was not there any longer. 
 
    “Bloody slippery animal!” Viggo grumbled. 
 
    “You just wait till we catch you!” Nilsa shouted menacingly. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil waited a moment for everyone to calm down. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” said Gerd. He was looking up at the towering walls of ice, shaking his head. “How are we going to get out of here?” 
 
    “First we need to understand where we are,” Ingrid said. 
 
    A voice, cold as the cavern of ice they were in, spoke suddenly. “You’re in my domains, human.” 
 
    All six spun around. 
 
    On a block of ice on their right there stood a figure. A moment before, there had been no-one there. It seemed the god of the cavern had materialized to inspect his domains. He was not very tall, no more than they were themselves, but extremely thin. His body had a bluish hue which seemed to be characteristic of the beings of that frozen region, but not completely, for there were areas like his neck and arms that were crystalline white, as if snow had crystallized over the skin. It hurt to look at that brightness. Lasgol guessed that that striking skin probably protected him from the low temperatures of the frozen continent. He wore clothing made of the skin of some albino animal. At first Lasgol could not identify what kind it was, but after a moment he realized that it was the skin of a great Sea Lion. 
 
    “We...” Ingrid began. 
 
    “This is my home,” the being interrupted her. “You shouldn’t have come in here.”  
 
    Lasgol tensed. He was intrigued to find that this being’s face, despite its bluish tone, was a very human one, more so than those of the other Wild of the Ice he had come across so far, whose features had something savage about them, something basic and animal. He was staring at them with intensely blue eyes which were full of intelligence. He bent his head to look at the ground, and Lasgol saw that it was shaven. On it a white tattoo was visible, a strange rune which covered part of his head. In his right hand he carried a long staff made of animal bones and ornamented with different runes carved in the bone itself, together with pendants of different types which gave it a shamanic air. In addition he wore the bones of animals round his neck. These decorations created an effect which was primitive and at the same time somber. 
 
    “We didn’t want to come in, honestly,” Gerd said. 
 
    “Yet you stand here before me” 
 
    “Weapons at the ready,” Ingrid said. She had reached for her short axe and knife. 
 
    “If you wish to die in my home, the choice is yours,” the being said. He raised the staff above his head and intoned a litany in an unknown language. 
 
    What they witnessed now left them all speechless. From another, deeper, cave issued a beast like nothing they had ever seen before. It was huge and awe-inspiring. 
 
    “Look out, a dragon!” Gerd cried in terror. 
 
    Fear gripped their souls at the sight of the monstrous beast approaching them. It filled the whole cavern with its enormous body. 
 
    “It can’t be a dragon,” Ingrid said, more to convince herself than to deny the fact. “They’re extinct!” 
 
    It did indeed look like a dragon, judging by the mythological portrayals they had seen in books in the Camp library. Lasgol noticed that although it looked like a dragon because of the shape of its body and head, it had no wings. Its colossal body filled the whole cavern, and was covered in crystalline scales which might have been carved out of ice. It moved on four short, powerful legs, also scaled, which ended in whitish claws. It shook a long tail so that it struck one of the walls, causing large chunks of ice to break off. 
 
    “Move away from it!” Lasgol shouted. “It’s so big it’ll crush us without even realizing!”  
 
    Its head was that of a giant reptile. It had golden eyes, huge and reptilian. A tall crystal crest grew from its cranium, continuing down its neck to the tip of its long tail. The crest was so white and crystalline that it appeared to be made of pure ice, like its scales. 
 
    It was both majestic and unbelievable. 
 
    “Don’t attack it!” Lasgol cried, suddenly afraid that the monster’s anger would be provoked. 
 
    Suddenly the beast raised its head, stretching its scaly neck and showing its mouth with its two rows of enormous teeth. Frightened to death, they stepped back, even though it was impossible to protect themselves from it. Ingrid tried to confront it and protect her teammates. 
 
    She took a step toward the beast. 
 
    They all knew that it was a futile gesture. The monster stared at her curiously with its head on one side, then brought its enormous snout close to her. It looked like that of a giant lizard, except that it was full of huge, sharp fangs which it was showing threateningly. 
 
    “Get back, Ingrid!” Lasgol shouted again. 
 
    “We can’t fight it,” Egil said. “Better if we don’t look aggressive.” 
 
    Hearing them talk, the beast shifted its attention from one person to the next. With its large golden eyes it watched them all for a long moment. 
 
    Viggo had his daggers in his hands, but did not dare use them. Nilsa was so nervous that she thought the ground she stood on would crack open and swallow her up. Gerd was staring at the beast with terror in his eyes. 
 
    The monster brayed, and they froze at the icy roar. 
 
    “Get out of the way of its breath!” Egil shouted suddenly. 
 
    With its next roar, the beast let out a gust of breath so cold that it froze everything in front of its mouth. 
 
    All six jumped to the sides to avoid being hit. 
 
    “Watch out!” Lasgol yelled. “It could freeze us!”  
 
    Egil was watching the creature. “Don’t run!” he said. “That would be worse.” 
 
    Lasgol was looking at the beast’s skin from below. It looked like a solid layer of ice over scales that did not look breakable. “I don’t think we can fight it with our weapons.” 
 
    Viggo got to his feet and brandished his daggers in front of the monster. “I’m not afraid. If you dare to breathe on my face you’ll get what for!” 
 
    The creature straightened, and its head seemed to fill the dome of the cavern. It tilted it to one side as it stared at him. 
 
    The being on the top the column of ice gave a guttural laugh. “I’d forgotten how amusing your race is, particularly young ones like you. Do you really believe you can defeat Misha all by yourself with those ridiculous daggers? You couldn’t even tickle him.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that!” 
 
    The beast’s head plunged toward Viggo at amazing speed. Its neck was as long as its tail. He noticed that its neck and head made up a third of its length, with the rest divided equally between body and tail. 
 
    When he saw the monster’s open mouth, Viggo threw himself to one side just as it let forth its icy breath. He cried out in pain as he rolled across the floor. Lasgol saw his leg turn white as snow. Viggo tried to stand up, but was unable to. His leg was an icicle.  
 
    “Is that the best you can do, whitey?” he shouted defiantly from the floor. 
 
    His teammates hurried to back up this gesture of bravado. 
 
    “Don’t infuriate it,” Gerd whispered. 
 
    Viggo was clutching his frozen leg. “We’ll have to do something, or else he’ll turn us into ice statues.”  
 
    Nilsa shook her head. “I don’t think fighting these two would be a very good idea.”  
 
    “Let’s try to reason with the Ice Shaman. He’s the one who’s in control of the beast.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Lasgol said, and took two steps forward. 
 
    The monster’s head descended from above until it was in front of him, and opened its mouth. He could feel a deadly cold coming from the beast’s throat. 
 
    “We...” he began, “… we got lost and ended up in this cavern by accident.” 
 
    “You’d better not lie to me,” the Ice Shaman said. “Misha doesn’t like liars.” 
 
    Hearing its name, the beast put its head to one side and fixed its golden eyes on Lasgol. 
 
    “I’m not lying, and we have no intention of harming you,” Lasgol hastened to say. 
 
    The Ice Shaman gave a hearty laugh. “You really are funny.” He twirled his staff over his head and uttered some incomprehensible words. There was a blue flash above the staff, and the ground began to shake. The tremor was followed by the cracking of the surface of ice and rock. Immediately sturdy stakes of ice sprang up from the floor to surround them. Amid tremors, a palisade of ice took shape. They were trapped. 
 
    “Careful! Move back!” Ingrid called out. She had realized that the stakes might impale them. 
 
    “Filthy magic!” Nilsa shouted. She threw herself backwards, but found herself trapped by the spikes of ice which were springing up around them. 
 
    Egil tripped and nearly tumbled, and Gerd helped him to stay on his feet. They were all caught, except Lasgol, who was standing a little further forward, facing Misha. 
 
    “Don’t hurt us!” he called out. “We’re not a threat!”  
 
    The Shaman looked at him, amused. “Of course you’re not a threat. Six novice Rangers, what a threat! Don’t you agree, Misha?” 
 
    The beast let out a series of short, icy brays which Lasgol interpreted as laughter. 
 
    “Do you know who we are?” 
 
    “What you are, who you serve, and what you’ve come to do. I know it all very well. The evil you bring to our land. Uthar brings us death and destruction with his great bloodthirsty army of pale men with sun-colored hair and beards. With their murderous axes and their round shields, with their greed for conquest and pillage hidden behind them. But we don’t fear them, we’ll fight for our land. We’ll defend it to the last of our own people, because it is sacred and our cause is fair. We will kill all who soil this frozen ground.” 
 
    Lasgol realized that he could not deceive him. That they would not get out of there alive. 
 
    “We’ll kill you all, you cursed barbarian Norghanians.” 
 
    The Shaman made a sign to the beast, which fell on them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” Lasgol yelled.  
 
    The beast’s mouth opened. It was going to use its icy breath. I’m dead. Desperately he tried to summon one of his skills, but he could think of none that would help him in this situation. He called upon his Gift in total despair, feeling a sudden sense of great danger. Terrible danger. He was not the one who was generating it; the feeling was coming from someone... 
 
    And Camu emerged from the pile of snow. 
 
    The beast was about to exhale. 
 
    Camu flashed once, with a powerful golden glow which lit up the whole chamber. 
 
    The beast exhaled. 
 
    Lasgol shut his eyes to receive the freezing death. The breath that reached him was not the icy one of death but a normal one, cold and fetid, but not freezing. He opened his eyes and saw the beast, its head on one side, looking at him with large reptilian eyes that did not understand what was happening. 
 
    Camu was on top of the pile of snow, rigid, his tail pointed at the monster. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” the Shaman asked, sounding both puzzled and annoyed. He tried to cast a spell on Lasgol, but in the middle of it Camu shrieked and flashed again, and the spell failed. 
 
    Lasgol moved away from the monster, which was staring at Camu in surprise. 
 
    The Shaman realized that the culprit was Camu. 
 
    “This is certainly a surprise,” he said, and pointed at Camu with his staff. “Who are you, little one?” 
 
    Lasgol was almost on his knees. “He’s Camu, he’s with me. Don’t hurt him, please.”  
 
    The Shaman smiled. Without taking his eyes off Camu he said: “You’ve just said two things that make no sense. How can this wondrous creature be with you?  And why would we harm one of our own?”  
 
    Lasgol was petrified. Camu’s one of them! He comes from the frozen continent! 
 
    The enormous creature went over to Camu, and to everyone’s surprise, licked him repeatedly with a long blue tongue, as a mother would its baby. 
 
    Camu came out of his trance and gave a little inquiring shriek, to which the beast replied with another that sounded like a deep sigh. Camu began to bounce up and down and transmitted to Lasgol: No danger. Happy. 
 
    Everyone was still lost in amazement. Viggo grunted with pain, and Gerd helped him to his feet. 
 
    “We’ve got a chance,” Ingrid whispered. “Be ready.” 
 
    “Let’s not do anything foolish... yet,” Nilsa murmured. 
 
    “That creature... even without its magic, it’ll destroy us all,” Gerd said. “It’s colossal! It’ll rip us to shreds in one sweep of its tail, or else gobble us up like mice.” 
 
    “Shhhh, I know,” said Ingrid. “But I refuse to give in.”  
 
    Egil was watching the two creatures interact. “They’re fascinating creatures,” he said. 
 
    Camu gave a leap and began to climb the beast’s neck as far as its head. He gave a happy shriek. 
 
    The Shaman was looking at the two creatures in astonishment. “Amazing,” he murmured. 
 
    Lasgol seized this moment of puzzlement to try and convince him. “We’re not a threat. Although we’re Rangers, and we’ve come with Uthar’s army... I know it’s difficult to understand... but it’s the truth...” 
 
    The Shaman turned to him. 
 
    “You said that the little creature was with you. I don’t believe you. Prove it.” 
 
    Lasgol swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “Camu, come down to me.” 
 
    Camu looked at him. At that moment Misha gave him a lick, and he began to do his dance of joy. 
 
    Lasgol sighed and tried again. He slapped his own thighs. “Come on Camu, come here,” he said. 
 
    But Camu was delighted at being able to play with his new, colossal, friend, so he ignored Lasgol’s calls. Which, by the way, was something he very often did. The little one tended to have his own ideas. 
 
    “It looks as though you’re lying to me,” the Shaman said.  “And that’s something I can’t tolerate...”   
 
    “I’m telling you the truth!” Lasgol said. He was really frightened by now. 
 
    Ingrid got ready to act, although in the situation they found themselves in there was not a lot they could do. 
 
    Lasgol closed his eyes, concentrated and used his Gift. There was no other way to make Camu heed him. He sent him a clear, urgent mental message: come with me, right away. A green flash issued from his head. 
 
    Camu stopped playing between Misha’s legs and looked at Lasgol. 
 
    Come on, I need you to obey, please. 
 
    The Shaman tensed. 
 
    An agonizing moment went by. 
 
    Camu obliged. 
 
    Lasgol gave a snort of relief as the little creature climbed on to his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you, little one,” he whispered. 
 
    Camu licked his cheek and began to bounce on his shoulder in great delight. 
 
    “Well, well. Amazing. Your race never ceases to surprise me. Sometimes in a good way.” 
 
    “I’m not lying, he’s with me. Ever since he was born. We’re friends, partners. We look after each other.” 
 
    Camu let out a little shriek of happiness. 
 
    “That green flash...” the Shaman said with a strange smile on his face. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. 
 
    “You are special, you’re... like me...” 
 
    “Not exactly, my Talent, my pool, is very small. Nothing like a Mage’s, or a Shaman’s...” 
 
    “I presume you used your Gift to communicate with the little creature. It’s a remarkable thing.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I did. Thank you...” 
 
    “A Ranger with the Gift, here in my dwelling, with one of the sacred creatures... Life is one long surprise,” the Shaman said, and began to laugh. 
 
    Misha raised his head and gave a grunt that sounded like a guffaw. 
 
    “Are you... are you going to let us live?” 
 
    The Shaman thought for a long moment. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friends, trapped inside the circle of ice spikes. They were tense and alert. 
 
    “I’ll let you live. For now...” 
 
    Lasgol muffled a snort and tried to keep calm amid the joy he was suddenly feeling. 
 
    “What’s your name, Ranger?” 
 
    “My name is Lasgol. And I’m not... we’re not” – he indicated his teammates – “Rangers yet, we’re Contenders.” 
 
    “Contenders, in my dwelling,” the Shaman said, laughing. It took him a while to calm down. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his friends. Egil signaled to him to keep talking. 
 
    The Shaman swirled his staff. A blue flash was a sign to Lasgol and Camu that he had used magic. Camu stiffened and flashed in warning. The Shaman appeared beside them, emerging from what looked like a curtain of snow. 
 
    “My name is Asrael,” he said, and bowed. “I’m a Chief Shaman of the Ice. This is Misha, a Matriarch of the Creatures of the Ice.” Misha bowed her head, then raised it again, as if in greeting. 
 
    Lasgol felt easier at this gesture from the two of them. He followed it up with another bow. It took Camu a little longer. He did not trust the Shaman’s magic. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to free my friends?” 
 
    “If they promise not to do anything stupid.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “You have my word. And theirs,” he added, looking at Ingrid in particular. She nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to free them,” he said, with his eyes on Camu. 
 
    Lasgol sent a mental message to Camu: Let him use his magic. Don’t stop him. 
 
    Camu looked back at him with his great round eyes and moved his head to one side hesitantly. 
 
    I’m sure. Leave him. 
 
    Camu gave a muffled shriek of resignation. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Lasgol said to Asrael. 
 
    The Shaman cast another spell, and the ice spikes vanished as quickly as they had emerged, burying themselves in the ground amid tremors. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No nonsense, or he’ll make Misha squash you like worms.” Lasgol threw a warning look at Ingrid. 
 
    “There won’t be anything like that.”  
 
    “Pick up what you can of your gear. I’ll be back in a moment.” The Shaman said. 
 
    Lasgol let Camu play with Misha, and watched them in wonder. Misha treated him as if he were her little lost child, and Camu was delighted. He ran around the huge creature or climbed up its back and to its head. 
 
    They collected what they could. Gerd helped Viggo, who could not walk with his frozen leg. He was cursing his bad luck. Nilsa and Egil checked the leg and tried to revive it with their knowledge of Nature and the potions and ointments they carried in their belts. 
 
    “You won’t do anything that way,” said Asrael as he came back. He was carrying something bright in his hand. “I’ll take care of him.” Without even looking at Viggo, he went up to Lasgol. 
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like this?” 
 
    Lasgol saw something shaped like a star, bigger than the palm of a man’s hand. It seemed to be made of ice, though inside it there shone a blue light that made him think it must be imbued with power. 
 
    “No. What is it? I can feel its power. There’s magic in it, it’s charmed.” 
 
    Hearing this, Egil came to have a look. Asrael gave him an unwelcoming glare. 
 
    “All right...” Egil said, and backed away. 
 
    “He has a great heart and an even bigger intellect,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “I’m sure he has. But this conversation is between you and me. And that’s the way I want it to stay.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “This is a Glacial Star. Only five are known to exist, and they’re to be found in the North of Tremia. In a safe place. It’s not charmed. It has its own magic, a very ancient and powerful one.” 
 
    “It’s amazing.” 
 
    “More than that. It’s not only very ancient, but both valuable and incredible.” 
 
    “Very ancient?” 
 
    “How many springs would you say I’ve seen?” 
 
    Lasgol took a good look at the Shaman for a moment. That blue face, those eyes intense as the ocean in that shaven head with the rune tattooed on it in white left him at a loss. He had no idea what age he could be. 
 
    “Fifty?” 
 
    “I’ve seen more than two hundred springs.” 
 
    At the sound of this, they all turned to stare at him. 
 
    “Nobody lives for two hundred years,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Time passes differently here in the North for her blue-skinned children, in particular for some of them, as in my case.” 
 
    “They live longer? The Peoples of the Frozen Continent? Compared to us, I mean.” 
 
    “Yes. About a quarter more in general. Our bodies have evolved to bear the intense winter cold in this region, and this has given us increased longevity.” 
 
    “Even so, I take it you’re an exception.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Two hundred years is an eternity.” 
 
    Asrael laughed. “Not so long. How many springs do you think Misha has seen?” 
 
    Lasgol did not know what to say. “I don’t know anything about such an... impressive creature... I wouldn’t know what to say...” 
 
    “My dear friend Misha is over five hundred years old.” 
 
    “Ohhh!” Egil cried. “That’s fantastic!”  
 
    “And this star is over three thousand years old. Or so say our beliefs.” 
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    “As you can see, time is relative.” Asrael smiled and allowed him to hold the star. 
 
    “Call your little friend.” 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift: Camu, come here. 
 
    The creature stopped playing and ran to his side. 
 
    “Show him the Glacial Star.” 
 
    Lasgol showed the object to Camu, who looked at it curiously. Suddenly the Star began to glow brightly and give out blue pulses of light. 
 
    “There’s no doubt of it now. He’s a Creature of the Ice, like Misha.” 
 
    “We didn’t know what he was. Can you give me some more information about him?” 
 
    Asrael shook his head. “Only once have I seen a creature like this, and it was a very long time ago, in the north of the continent. Azur had it; he’s the most powerful Ice Shaman. It was his pet. As Misha is mine. But Azur and I had an argument... a very heated one... there was bloodshed. It’s been years since we’ve talked.” 
 
    “Perhaps he might...” 
 
    “I don’t recommend you to search there. If the cold and the storms don’t kill you, the people who live there will. They’re not as welcoming as I am. Curiosity is my weakness. That’s why I’ve let you live. One day it’ll kill me, I know. But I’m like that, and it’s a little too late to change. What I do want you to understand and take as a warning is that the Peoples of the North will kill you the moment they set eyes on you.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I can tell you one thing about the little one,” Asrael went on. “The Creatures of the Ice are beings with fascinating and varied powers.” 
 
    “I’d already realized that Misha’s powers and Camu’s are different.” 
 
    “So they are. But let me assure you that your little friend’s power is very special, very special indeed. Because it can detect and avoid the magic of other beings who have power. Really special and precious.” 
 
    “Precious?” 
 
    “Imagine what it might do if it fell into the hands of someone with evil intentions.” 
 
    “Oh... yes, I see.” 
 
    Asrael went over to Viggo. 
 
    “Don’t move. It won’t hurt.” 
 
    Viggo looked at him distrustfully, but said nothing. The Shaman knelt beside him. He laid his staff to one side and put away the Glacial Star in the strange sea lion coat he wore. He placed his hands on Viggo’s leg and closed his eyes, then murmured a spell. The leg began to come back from its frozen state until it was normal again. 
 
    “Try to walk.” 
 
    Viggo did so, with Gerd’s help. He limped, but he walked. 
 
    “Will I be lame?” 
 
    “Only for a while. Afterwards, with lots of effort, you’ll recover.” 
 
    Viggo sighed. 
 
    “Misha is sorry,” Asrael said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Misha approached Viggo. She rose up before him, high as a mountain, and let out a roar that sounded like an apology. 
 
    Viggo looked up into the great creature’s eyes and waved the matter aside. 
 
    “Things happen. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Misha lowered her head and licked him. 
 
    “That’s all right. Don’t worry, I’ll recover,” he said. He sounded sure of himself, with no trace of a grudge. 
 
    They all stared at him in amazement. 
 
    He limped a little more, testing his leg. “I’ll manage it. Thank you.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at him with eyes full of surprise and admiration. 
 
    Lasgol felt the need to confess to Asrael and Misha that they were not with Uthar, that they were not a part of the invading army. He tried again, this time from the opposite perspective. 
 
    “Do you know Darthor?” 
 
    Asrael looked at Lasgol with doubt on his indigo face. His gaze had turned unwelcoming. 
 
    “Be very careful, you’re stepping on thin ice...” 
 
    “I know. But I want you to understand that we aren’t your enemy.” 
 
    “Be careful with what you say, you’re risking your life...” 
 
    Misha came to stand behind Asrael like a huge, threatening mountain of living ice. 
 
    Lasgol swallowed. He could stay silent and see where his luck led him, or make the Shaman of the Ice see that they were on his side. He thought about it, then looked at Egil in search of help. His friend gestured to him to go on. 
 
    “I’m with Darthor.” 
 
    “Why do you lie to me? I’ve let you live, and now you risk losing your life.” 
 
    “I’m not lying. What would I gain by that?” 
 
    “You’re trying to trick me.” 
 
    “We’ve come with Uthar because we have no choice. But we don’t support his cause.” 
 
    “And you support that of Darthor? The cause of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent?” 
 
    “We support it.” 
 
    Asrael brought his face close to Lasgol so that their noses almost touched. His blue eyes bored into Lasgol’s own, seeking to find out whether he was telling the truth. 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “It’s a very difficult truth to believe.” 
 
    “But it’s the truth.” 
 
    Asrael smiled and moved back. “I can’t read a man’s soul, but my instinct tells me you’re not lying. No matter how preposterous it might seem coming from you.” 
 
    Misha seemed to relax. 
 
    “We’re not enemies. If we’re anything, we’re allies, because we’re both seeking to defeat Uthar.” 
 
    “Truly this day is full of surprises. A Ranger in my dwelling. With a Creature of the Ice, who possesses the Gift and is an enemy of Uthar’s.” 
 
    “When you put it that way...” 
 
    “It sounds insane.” 
 
    “I have to admit it does...” 
 
    “And yet I believe you. Not because of you, because men are treacherous and vile, but because of him.” He pointed at Camu. “He wouldn’t stay by a dishonest man’s side. His instinct, his soul would make him flee.” 
 
    Lasgol offered him his hand. “Friends?” 
 
    Asrael looked at it for an instant. And shook it hard. 
 
    “Friends.” 
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    For three days they stayed with Asrael and Misha in the great cavern of ice within the glacier. A storm was raging on the surface, and going out would mean freezing to death. In conditions like this only the People of the Ice could survive on the surface. 
 
    Camu and Misha enjoyed playing with each other. Asrael helped the group to get their strength back with shelter, warmth, food and water. Little by little the mistrust and fear disappeared on both sides, giving way to a cordial relationship. 
 
    On the morning of the fourth day he appeared with supplies. 
 
    He pointed upwards with a long thin blue finger. “The storm will be over soon.” 
 
    Egil was very curious. “How do you know?” he asked. 
 
    Asrael chuckled. “The studious Norghanian wants to know everything,” he said to Misha, who was resting her enormous body on the pile of snow, which (as they had found out on their first night) was simply her bed. She slept on a bed of snow. And oddly enough, Camu had taken to sleeping with her, curled up in her lap. For some reason the snow relaxed them and regulated their body temperature. The image was so contrasting that they were all charmed. “The giant of the ice and her little friend.” 
 
    Misha gave a nod. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Egil said. “All this is so fascinating.”  
 
    “For you everything’s fascinating,” Viggo said. He was rubbing his leg to warm it. 
 
    Nilsa smiled. Gerd gave him a friendly jab with his elbow to stop him teasing Egil. 
 
    “Are we sure Misha and Camu aren’t related?” Lasgol asked Asrael as he watched them. 
 
    “Not beyond the fact that they’re both Creatures of the Ice. In fact they’re two very different species, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Are there many Creatures of the Ice here, in the Frozen Continent?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately not. There used to be in ancient times, three thousand years ago, but they’re growing scarce. Some are now completely extinct. At first the People of the Ice and the Creatures of the Ice fought each other. We believed they were brainless creatures, wild beasts without intellect. They thought the same about us. There were many deaths on both sides. But about a thousand years ago Moltran, the leader of the Peoples of the Ice, was caught by Laurasin, Misha’s grandmother. It’s curious, because like you, Moltran and his hunting group fell into Laurasin’s lair by accident. They fought, and she killed them all. Or so she thought, but Moltran survived.” 
 
    “Was she as big as Misha?” Egil interrupted eagerly. 
 
    “Let him tell the story,” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “She was bigger than Misha and had seen a thousand springs.” 
 
    “A thousand? Fascinating!” 
 
    “And what happened?” asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Laurasin found that Moltran was alive, although badly wounded. She was about to finish him off...” 
 
    Nilsa was biting her nails. “And?” 
 
    “She took pity on him and let him live.” 
 
    “How odd,” murmured Ingrid. “To let an enemy live.”  
 
    “Which indicates that she had a heart, as well as brains,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “That’s right,” Asrael said, looking at Misha fondly. “Laurasin looked after Moltran until he recovered. It took him a whole season to do so. During that time an honest friendship developed between them. They talked and exchanged experiences.” 
 
    Ingrid glanced at Misha. “They talked? How could they?”  
 
    “Because Moltran was like Lasgol,” 
 
    “Oh! Wonderful!” Egil exclaimed. 
 
    “Did he have the Gift?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Yes, he did. And with a certain amount of time and effort, they managed to communicate. And from that communication an understanding was born, and from it came friendship. Laurasin and Moltran reached an agreement, and the hostilities between the Creatures and the Peoples of the Ice ended. From that day on we’ve lived in peace, and in some cases, as with me and Misha, we live together in peace and harmony.” 
 
    “And how did that communication go?” Egil asked. 
 
    “The Creatures of the Ice can’t speak like us, but what they can do is project their thoughts to someone with the talent to receive them, such as myself or Lasgol.” 
 
    “Do you mean that Lasgol and Misha could understand each other?”  
 
    “Yes, he could. If I can, so can he.” 
 
    Egil was now very excited. “Could you try, please?” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Asrael doubtfully, and the Shaman motioned him to go ahead and try. 
 
    “All right, I’ll try, but I don’t think I’ll get through. It took me a long time with Camu.” 
 
    “Come on, try...” Egil begged him. 
 
    Nilsa and Gerd did not seem at all happy with the experiment. 
 
    Lasgol sighed resignedly, concentrated and summoned his power. He sought the inner energy stored in the small pool of quiet water in the center of his chest, opened his eyes and stared at Misha. Using his Animal Communication skill, he felt her mental aura, clear and powerful, an intense pale blue, and focused on reaching it. 
 
    Hello. Lasgol sent the mental message. He had no idea whether Misha would receive it. Probably not. 
 
    The great creature turned her head toward him and stared at him with her huge yellow eyes. 
 
    I’m listening, human.  
 
    Lasgol received the mental message with such power that it surprised him. His head whipped back, and he almost fell backwards.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Egil asked him in concern. 
 
    “Yes, yes... She communicated with me. Her mind is... big... powerful.” 
 
    I would like to ask you something, Misha said. 
 
    Of course. What can I do for you? 
 
    The war is about to reach us. There will be a great deal of death and pain. I don’t want the little one to suffer. I want you to protect him. 
 
    You have my word. I’ll protect him with my life. 
 
    That makes me happy. It’s not usual to find a human with a good heart. 
 
    Camu is my friend, my partner. I’ll always protect him. 
 
    Thank you. He is very happy with you. He loves you. Don’t fail him. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Camu, who was sleeping beside Misha, oblivious to what was going on. 
 
    I love him too, he’s like my little brother, I’ll protect him. 
 
    Thank you. Misha bowed her head in respect. Lasgol returned the bow. 
 
    His friends were watching them, with no idea what was going on. 
 
    “Did you manage it?” Egil asked him. 
 
    “Yes. She’s asked me to take good care of Camu. I promised I would.” 
 
    “Of course we’ll protect him,” Egil said. 
 
    “Can you really talk to Misha?” Ingrid asked him. She still could not entirely believe it. 
 
    “Yes... not so much talking, it’s a question of exchanging thoughts.” 
 
    Nilsa folded her arms. “I don’t like it at all,” she said.  
 
    “Nor do I,” Gerd agreed. 
 
    “I see your friends don’t approve of the use of the Gift,” Asrael said. He sounded annoyed. “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “It’s not something to be too worried about,” Egil put in. “They’ll understand, given time.” 
 
    “Well, they’d better hurry. Bad times are on their way, and they’re going to need all the help possible to survive.” 
 
    “The war?” asked Lasgol. 
 
    “The war. Thousands will die. Death and destruction will reign in the Frozen Continent on a scale that has not been seen for a long time. It saddens my soul. The unbridled ambition, the greed, the horror in the hearts of some beings are abominable.” 
 
    “You speak of Uthar.” 
 
    “Yes. But also of some of our own people. Not everything is black and white. On our side too there are those who wish to destroy Uthar’s army and then conquer Norghana.” He shook his head, and there was disappointment on his face. 
 
    “There are horrible people everywhere,” said Egil. 
 
    “Very true. Greed, spite, false beliefs, do untold damage.” 
 
    “There’s no realm free from powerful people who are guided by those mistaken principles.” 
 
    Asrael nodded and closed his eyes. “The storm has calmed down.”  
 
    “It’s time to leave,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “So it is, for all of us. You must go back to Uthar’s forces. I go to meet Darthor and my own people.” 
 
    “Will you give Darthor a message from me?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Asrael nodded. His friends looked at him in puzzlement. 
 
    “Tell Darthor that Uthar is coming with the Thunder Army, the Snow Army and the Blizzard Army. Tell him he has close to thirty thousand men. That he’s forced the Western League to join his cause. Tell him to be careful...” 
 
    “Strange message coming from you... but I’ll tell Darthor...” 
 
    “The whole army must be here already,” Lasgol added. “We were among the last to make the journey.”  
 
    “If his army’s so big... then we haven’t much chance...” 
 
    “But you have the Creatures of the Ice, and the Wild of the Ice and their beasts,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Yes, but there are few of us, our army is far smaller than Uthar’s. Unfortunately, at the end of the day it’s numbers that tilt the balance in battles.” 
 
    “Not always,” Egil said. “Strategy, courage, leaders: these are factors which have proven to be critical and definitive in battles. I’ve studied it.”  
 
    “Let’s hope this will be an exception... Things look bad for the Peoples of the Ice, for us.” He looked at Misha with sorrowful eyes. “But we’ll fight. We’ll fight with all our strength, because this is our land, and we’ll defend it to the end. We’ll confront the invaders. Their blood will stain our icy soil red.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t meet in the battlefield,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Let’s hope not. Keep your distance from the fight if you can. In the intensity of battle I can’t guarantee that you won’t end up wounded, or dead.” 
 
    Gerd swallowed. Nilsa looked horrified. 
 
    Lasgol turned to Camu and used his Gift. 
 
    Come on, Camu, we must leave. 
 
    Happy. Play, the little creature transmitted. 
 
    I know, but we must go now. 
 
    Joy. Misha. 
 
    Lasgol felt a knot in his throat. He did not want to take Camu away from Misha; it was unfair to the little one. He could not force him to leave. Nor did he want to. So he let him choose. It seemed the fairest thing to do. 
 
    I must leave now. If you like, you can stay with Misha. 
 
    Camu looked at him with his large eyes and put his head to one side. 
 
    Leave? 
 
    Yes, I must leave. But you can stay if you want. 
 
    Camu gave a mournful shriek. 
 
    With you, he transmitted, and ran to Lasgol. He leapt on to him and climbed up to his shoulder, where he wrapped himself around his neck. He began to lick his cheek amid further mournful shrieks. 
 
    Easy, easy, I don’t want to leave you behind, I just wanted to know whether you’d rather stay. 
 
    Three more licks ended his doubts. 
 
    “The little creature is very fond of you,” Asrael said with a smile. 
 
    “And I’m very fond of him,” 
 
    They said farewell. Asrael hugged each of them, and Misha let out a deafening roar of sadness at Camu’s departure. Asrael led them to the surface. When they came out they found everything covered in snow. The sky was clear, with only a few light flakes still falling. 
 
    The journey back to the camp was quiet and uneventful. The temperature was bearable after the storm, and the icy beauty of the frozen landscapes left them breathless. Every mound of ice they found on their way made them wonder whether there might be a cavern below the surface where the Wild of the Ice were sheltering. They were like giant icebergs buried in the ground of that continent of ice; they could only see their tips, but there was a whole world below them. Lasgol had the clear feeling that this was the case, and that was why they had not seen a single inhabitant of that region. 
 
    When they reached the war camp of the Norghanian army, in a great valley between two walls of ice, protected from the icy wind and with an exit to the sea where they had camped, they realized that the army was on the march. A long line in red and white was moving slowly, leaving the shelter of the valley. 
 
    “They’re leaving already,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “To the North, to the front,” said Egil, who was checking the position of the sun. “They’re taking advantage of the fact that the storm has passed.” 
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” Nilsa said. 
 
    They arrived at the camp with the Blizzard Army still maneuvering to follow the Thunder Army and the Snow Army. The soldiers on watch duty at the perimeter of the war camp challenged them three times before they could reach the center of the base. 
 
    They hastened to the Rangers’ tents, found their own and left their weapons and knapsacks. 
 
    Lasgol brought Camu out of the satchel and stroked his head. 
 
    I must go out for a moment. Don’t move until I come back, he told him, and put him on the camp bed. He gave him some greens and an apple from a barrel of supplies. Camu bounced happy and began to play with the apple. 
 
    It’s to eat... 
 
    But Camu preferred playing to eating. 
 
    “We’d better report,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nilsa said, sounding concerned. “I can’t see the other teams. They ought to be here.”  
 
    “Perhaps they’ve been sent with the army,” Gerd suggested. 
 
    They hurried to the Ranger Officers’ tent. 
 
    “Who goes there?” asked a Ranger on watch duty. 
 
    Three Royal Rangers came out of the tent.  Lasgol was surprised to see them there. 
 
    “Ranger Contenders returning from a scouting mission,” Ingrid said solemnly. 
 
    The Ranger consulted a list of orders. “You’re several days late.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The storm caught us. We had to look for shelter and wait for it to pass.” 
 
    “It must have been an interesting experience,” came a voice behind them. 
 
    They turned around. 
 
    And were petrified. It was King Uthar! In person! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Attention!” cried the Royal Ranger. “The King!”   
 
    Lasgol froze with the sudden shock. He tried to speak, but the fear he was feeling would only let him mumble. 
 
    “The... King...” 
 
    His partners had noticed too, and were as paralyzed as he was. Egil was keeping his head bowed, looking down. If Uthar found out he was here... he would use him against his father Duke Olafstone and the Western League. 
 
    They fell to one knee and bowed. 
 
    “On your feet,” Uthar said. 
 
    He was even more formidable than Lasgol remembered. Bigger than the dozen large Royal Guards accompanying him, as broad at the shoulder as two men, and a least half a head taller than Gerd. He did not seem a day older. Although he was in his forties, he did not look it in the least; instead, he emanated youth and power. He wore his blond hair loose, hanging down to his shoulders. He was not wearing his crown, but carried a winged gold and silver helmet under his arm. He was staring at them with large, cold, blue eyes in a sullen face. His armor was exquisite: not the ceremonial kind, but battle armor. From his shoulders hung a red and white cloak. A magnificent sword hung from one side of his waist, a war axe from the other. He was ready for battle. 
 
    Ingrid managed to overcome her fear. “Your majesty, it really was an interesting experience.” 
 
    “The storms in this god-forsaken region are a real problem.” 
 
    “Particularly for an army on its way to the front,” said Sven, Commander of the Royal Guard, indicating the army that was leaving the valley. Lasgol looked closely at the King’s right hand. The Commander’s appearance still surprised him, since he was not as big or as strong as the King and the Royal Guards. He was thin and not particularly tall. In addition, his horse was dark, like his eyes, which was unusual in the North. Lasgol remembered that he was from the South, from the border, which accounted for his features. Nobody could defeat him with the sword. His agility and skill in the use of the blade were unequaled. He was the one who had saved the King from the attack by Lasgol’s father, as Lasgol himself remembered well. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sven,” the King said. “The generals of the three armies know what they have to do.”  
 
    “I’ll be easier when we’re actually facing up to the enemy. If a storm catches us on the way it could be a catastrophe.” 
 
    “But it won’t catch us. Will it, Olthar?” 
 
    The King’s Ice Mage was with two other Ice Mages, further back. Their clothing and the aura of arcane power they emanated left no doubt as to what they were. They wore plain snow-white robes, and in their hands each carried an exquisite staff, white as snow, ornamented in silver. Olthar’s hair was long and white, his eyes grey and icy. Although he looked like an older, fragile, man, he emanated power. Lasgol could feel it. He was a very powerful mage. Nor did Lasgol forget that he was the one who had killed his father Dakon. 
 
    “The weather in this continent is both unpredictable and hostile,” Olthar explained. “But according to our studies, we should have at least five days of calm after the last storm.” 
 
    Uthar smiled confidently. “That’s long enough to let us reach the front.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Sven said. He did not sound convinced. 
 
    Uthar’s gaze turned to the six companions, who were as stiff as planks from the tension of the encounter. Lasgol and Egil kept their heads bowed and their eyes on the ground, trying to go unnoticed and unrecognized by the King. 
 
    They were unlucky. 
 
    “I know you, young Ranger,” the King said. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol raised their eyes slowly, their hearts in their mouths. 
 
    Lasgol met Uthar’s gaze, which was fixed on him. 
 
    Damn, he’s recognized me! 
 
    He swallowed. “Do you mean me, your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes. Who are you? Your face is very familiar.” 
 
    “My name’s Lasgol Eklund, your Majesty.” 
 
    Uthar’s face lit up as he recognized the name. Then it turned somber. 
 
    “Lasgol, Dakon’s son, of course.” A smile appeared on his face. 
 
    Lasgol was so nervous that he could barely keep his knees still to stop them shaking. Did Uthar know they had unmasked him? If so, he would order them to be beheaded on the spot. Perhaps he did not know. They had not done or said anything to give themselves away. At least as far as they knew. But Uthar was extremely clever and had spies. Perhaps they had been overheard. With each thought he began to feel more nervous. 
 
    “Do you feel all right?”  the King asked. “You don’t look too good.”  
 
    “I...” 
 
    “It’s because of the mission, your Majesty, it’s been pretty demanding,” Ingrid put in helpfully. 
 
    “Nothing that a little rest won’t fix, young Ranger. I’m glad to see you here.” 
 
    Lasgol saw the gleam in Uthar’s eyes. He could not tell whether it was one of recognition, or the realization that having him near would allow him to kill him easily. 
 
    “It’s an honor to serve you in this campaign.” 
 
    Uthar smiled, and once again Lasgol saw something evil in that smile. Or perhaps it was his imagination. As far as he’s concerned I’m a loose thread, and now, a long way away from the Rangers’ Camp, he’s got me at his mercy – and in enemy territory where anything might happen to me. This is turning nasty. 
 
    Uthar turned to his Commander. “Have the Invincibles of the Ice landed yet?”  
 
    Sven pointed to the ships anchored offshore. “They’re landing at the moment.”  
 
    Uthar half-closed his eyes and watched the landing. “I can see them. Quite honestly, they’re impressive.” 
 
    Lasgol in turn gazed at them. They were not very big men, but on the other hand they looked agile and battle-hardened. Expert swordsmen. They were dressed completely in white: winged helmet, breastplate and cloak. Even their shields were white. They fought with sword and shield. They did not use axes, which they considered slow and clumsy. 
 
    “They’re the best infantry in all Tremia,” Sven assured him. 
 
    “We’ll see whether that statement holds against the Wild of the Ice.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt whatsoever that they’ll defeat them.” 
 
    “I hope so. Those Wild Ones are huge and colossally strong. They’re not normal men, like the ones who make up the Rogdonian or Nocean armies.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your Majesty, skill with steel will always win over brute force. I’m living proof of that. The Invincibles will show why they bear that name. However big or strong their opponents may be, they’ll cut them to shreds.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Uthar. “That’s the way I like it. As soon as they finish landing, we’ll set out.”  
 
    “Understood, my liege.” 
 
    “I want this to be a quick, victorious campaign. Those filthy savages will learn to respect Norghanian blood once and for all. They won’t dare raise arms against us again. They must learn who rules the north of Tremia. And when I’m done with them and the whole north is Norghanian, we’ll teach the rest of the world to respect us. By fair means or foul.” 
 
    Lasgol knew in that instant that it would be foul means. 
 
    “Lasgol,” the King said suddenly, “come with me a moment. I’d like to talk to you.”  
 
    Lasgol’s heart skipped a beat. Why would the King want to talk to him? There could be no good reason. Had he found out that Darthor was his mother? Was he lost? Would he order him to be killed? 
 
    “Walk with me.” 
 
    Lasgol followed Uthar, who made his way to where the Invincibles were landing and assembling in lines. 
 
    “What do you think of this campaign?” 
 
    Lasgol sensed that the question was a trap. “I’m just a Ranger Contender serving his King. I don’t understand campaigns or wars.” 
 
    Uthar smiled. “Good answer. You’re smart. You remind me a lot of your father Dakon.” 
 
    Lasgol felt a knot in his stomach. 
 
    “How are the Rangers treating you?” 
 
    “Very well, your Majesty. I couldn’t be happier.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. I wonder if you wouldn’t like to move into my personal staff, with the Royal Guard. In that way you would be able to serve your King better.” 
 
    Lasgol saw the trap as clearly as if it were there in front of him, a black shadow on the ground of ice and snow. If he took a wrong step, it would swallow him up and that would be the end of him. I must think of something fast, or else I’m lost. If he wants me at his side it’s because he doesn’t trust me. That, or else he suspects something. If he takes me with him, nobody’ll be able to save me. I’ll have an ‘accident’ and nobody will ever doubt the King’s word. He began to sweat. Think, come on! You must get out of this mess. 
 
    “It would be... such a... a great honor... but it wouldn’t be fair to the other Royal Rangers... I haven’t even finished my third year of training. I don’t deserve to be among them.” 
 
    “I’m the King. It’s my prerogative.” 
 
    “Of course, your Majesty. It’s just that...” 
 
    “Speak freely.” 
 
    “I’ve already had this stigma for all these years...” 
 
    “For being the traitor’s son...” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    “But Dakon’s name has been restored, his honor redeemed.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I wouldn’t want any favorable treatment that might revive the rumors about me.” 
 
    Uthar stopped, and with him the whole entourage. Sven and Olthar were immediately behind them, with the Royal Guards on either side and the Ice Mages bringing up the rear. He stared at Lasgol, piercing him through with his icy blue eyes as though trying to dig the truth out of his soul. 
 
    “Hmmm. That’s easily solved.” He turned to Sven. “Bring me Gatik.” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty,” Sven said, and sent a Royal Guard to fetch him. 
 
    Lasgol started to feel even more worried. Gatik was the King’s First Ranger. 
 
    They came to the Invincibles, who at the sight of the King welcomed him with wild cries of victory that echoed across the frozen valley. 
 
    Uthar swelled with pride at this reception. He smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    At the sight of the Invincibles shouting to the air with their swords unsheathed and raised to the skies, Lasgol remembered Asrael’s words. Death and destruction were coming to the Peoples of the Ice. 
 
    Gatik, the First Ranger, came immediately. Lasgol recognized him at once. He was tall and thin, in his early thirties. His stride was lithe and poised, his hair blond, his beard well-trimmed. His gaze was serious, determined and not in the least friendly. A man of character, the best among all the Rangers. The envy of all of them. 
 
    “Your Majesty, did you want to see me?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I need your advice about something.” 
 
    “You do me honor, my Liege.” 
 
    “As it’s a Ranger affair, I’ll leave it in your hands, seeing that you’re the highest in rank here.” 
 
    Gatik nodded. “Gondabar, our leader, has had to stay in Norghania. His health is not too good.” 
 
    “Old Gondabar is going through a rough patch,” Uthar said. “I hope he gets better soon. I need him by my side. He’s an invaluable ally.”  
 
    “We all hope he’ll make a quick recovery.” 
 
    The King turned to Lasgol. “Young Lasgol here: I want him to join the Royal Rangers which you lead. What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s not my place to judge your majesty’s wishes.” 
 
    Uthar smiled. “True. But I want you to tell me what you think. Speak freely.” 
 
    Gatik now looked serious, more so than was usual in him. He scrutinized Lasgol for a long moment, as if studying him, assessing his worth. 
 
    “He’s not ready to be a Royal Ranger. He’s a Contender. He still has a lot to learn and improve before he can enter your service, your Majesty.” 
 
    “You’re straightforward, no-nonsense. That’s why I like you, Gatik.” 
 
    Uthar looked around. His whole retinue was watching the scene. He reconsidered. 
 
    “All right. As you’re not ready, and it wouldn’t be ‘fair’ on the other Rangers, we’ll forget the matter. But I want you to be near me when things turn ugly. I want him beside me. It would be a real shame that anything should happen to him.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Lasgol’s spine. 
 
    “Don’t worry, your Majesty,” said Gatik. “I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    “Good. Matter resolved.” He turned to the Invincibles. “It’s time to show those savages what stuff we Norghanians are made of! Ready to march!” 
 
    A roar of voices rose to the sky. 
 
    “Glory to the Norghanians!” 
 
    The shouts and cheers filled the frozen valley. 
 
    “Follow me,” Gatik said to Lasgol. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    They went back to the Rangers’ tents. Lasgol was gasping with relief. He had managed to stay free by a hair’s-breadth. This time. But he had the feeling that there would not be a second chance. 
 
    “I have no idea what all that was about, but remember, you’re a Ranger Contender and nothing more than that. You’re not ready.” 
 
    “I know, it was the King’s idea, I didn’t...” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. The facts are what they are. You still have a long way to go before you’re a Ranger, and even longer before you’re a Royal Ranger. Only the best among us attain that position, and they’re chosen after passing some very hard tests, which let me assure you, you’re not ready to face.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I didn’t...” 
 
    “Let’s forget about it.” 
 
    They arrived at the tents. His friends tried to hide their delight at seeing them return. Ingrid and Nilsa were taking in every detail of what Gatik was doing. 
 
    “All the Rangers, with the exception of the Royal Rangers, have already left,” he said when he saw they were practically alone in the Rangers’ area. “I can’t take you with me, I’ve got to go with the King. Hell. What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    A delicate, melodious voice intervened. 
 
    “I can look after them.” 
 
    Gatik turned. 
 
    “Braden.” 
 
    “Hello, my friend.” 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged a surprised glance. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought all the Rangers had already left for the front.” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve all left. I stayed to wait for these people. I couldn’t leave without knowing whether they were coming back. Dolbarar asked me to take care of them.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, that’s that. They’re now under your responsibility.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll take charge.” 
 
    Gatik nodded. “I’m glad to see you. How long has it been? 
 
    “Not so long. Three or four seasons.” 
 
    “Will you delight us with your odes when we gain victory?” 
 
    “You just make sure we gain victory. I’ll take care of the heroic odes and songs.” 
 
    Gatik smiled. “See you at the front.” 
 
    “Good luck, my friend.” 
 
    “Good luck!” 
 
    Gatik strode away. 
 
    Braden stared at them for a moment. “I’m glad to see you in one piece. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t come back at all. Well, there’s no time for hugs and kisses. Gear up. We leave for the front at once. Your friends left yesterday. We need to catch up with them.” 
 
    All six went into their tent. It did not take them long to get ready for the journey. 
 
    “One last thing. You do everything I tell you without complaint. You’re risking your lives.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded, as did the rest of the team. 
 
    “On we go. In silence, and very warily. Take it easy, do whatever I tell you and we’ll come out of this continent alive.” 
 
    Unfortunately Lasgol was not so sure about this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The front was not the way he had imagined it. Or at least the front they could see, because the missions they were assigned to forced them to keep a long way behind, in the rearguard. Viggo was more than happy with that position, and whenever he had a chance he had made sure his partners knew, or anybody who might ask them. It had already cost him a fight with Isgord, who had called him a coward along with other names, and which had been solved by a fist-fight between the Eagles and the Panthers. Braden had had to intervene and separate them. Lasgol could not reproach him for it; nobody felt like dying in this frozen continent, and as far as they knew, that was exactly what was happening to all the patrols advancing toward the north, where the enemy was hiding among enormous, impenetrable glaciers. 
 
    Lasgol was inside the tent they had been given, watching the activity in the camp through a slit in the canvas door. Thousands of red and white tents filled the plain, frozen but well-sheltered from the wind. The generals knew their trade well. The vast Norghanian army always camped in some hollow in the terrain, sheltered by ice or rock formations. Wind and cold killed more men in this latitude than the fiercest of Tremia’s warriors. Luckily the weather was holding, but everybody was waiting in terror for the next storm. 
 
    The war camp was gigantic, with close to thirty thousand Norghanian soldiers in it. Managing all those men and making them work as a unit was something that seemed impossible to Lasgol. But the rigid military pyramid, with its generals, captains, sergeants and other ranks, was working to perfection, and all that vast army deployed and assembled in unison amid precise orders, shouted at full volume. 
 
    Dawn arrived with the sound of the reveille. The soldiers woke up and got ready to perform the tasks they had been assigned for the day. The officers of the three armies shouted orders in roars, as of polar bears. In a matter of moments, thousands of people began marching all across the colossal area. 
 
    “What’s our job going to be this morning?” Nilsa asked. She was biting her nails outside the tent they shared. 
 
    Lasgol was watching the meeting of Captains around a barrel of dried meat a few paces away. Ingrid was listening attentively to the instructions Braden and the other two veteran Rangers were giving, Astrid and Luca exchanging worried looks. Isgord, on the other hand, was still as confident and self-satisfied as usual. Ahart of the Bears, Jobas of the Boars, Gonars of the Falcons, Sugesen of the Snakes and Azer of the Foxes were listening to the list of chores they would have to do that day. 
 
    “I bet they tell us to guard the supplies again,” Viggo said. 
 
    “I don’t mind protecting the supplies that come up from the ships to the south.” 
 
    “Yeah, because you can eat what falls off, you glutton.” 
 
    Gerd went as red as a tomato, and Nilsa burst out laughing. 
 
     “Don’t be such a little devil,” Lasgol said to Camu, who was running around inside the tent. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we don’t move to the glaciers here and now and say goodbye to all this,” Viggo said. 
 
    “That’s what Uthar’s already tried to do three times,” Egil said, “and he couldn’t.” 
 
    The first time the bad weather had stopped him. An unexpected storm had caught them as they advanced and they had been forced to retreat to the base camp for shelter. It had been so lethal that Uthar had lost two thousand men in the retreat, victims of the extreme temperatures. He had been yelling at his Ice Mage for two whole days for not having foreseen it. But the weather in the Frozen Continent was as unpredictable as it was lethal. 
 
    On the two other occasions when he had tried to reach the Blue Glaciers there had been two important battles, besides a myriad isolated skirmishes, and morale was not exactly high. The Wild of the Ice and their beasts had defeated the Norghanian troops in both battles. From what the surviving soldiers had said, the Wild were enormous, and brutal fighters. Their beasts, Trolls and Albino Ogres, had terrorized the most battle-hardened soldiers. 
 
    “I don’t understand why,” said Viggo. “We’ve got thirty thousand soldiers; we could conquer half of Tremia.”  
 
    “That’s a good summary, but it’s incorrect. Now we have thirty thousand men. When the battles took place, we only had a third of them. The rest were on their way.” 
 
    “Then Uthar was too hasty,” Nilsa said. “He ought to have waited until he had all his men.”  
 
    Egil smiled. “Also incorrect. It wasn’t Uthar who started the battles. It was Darthor. He took advantage of the fact that Uthar was waiting for his men to attack and weaken his forces.” 
 
    “We’ve retreated twice after those defeats,” Lasgol pointed out. 
 
    “Darthor and the Peoples of the Ice know what they’re doing. They might be fewer in number, but their strategies are good ones. They’ve already caused us to lose more than three thousand men, what with the dead and wounded.” 
 
    “We’re Norghanians,” Ingrid said. “We shouldn’t retreat.”  
 
    “In war there’s a time to fight and a time to retreat, as any good strategist knows. Uthar’s retreated twice to wait for the rest of his forces. Now he can fight with his whole army. Darthor attacked to weaken him, in strength and morale, and he’s succeeded. It’ll be very interesting to see what happens next.” 
 
    “’Very interesting’, you say. You’re hateful and charming at the same time,” Nilsa said, and pecked him on the cheek. 
 
    Egil shrugged and smiled at the caress. 
 
    Ingrid arrived at the tent, and Nilsa jumped. “What have we got today?” she asked. 
 
    “Exploring, to the southeast.” 
 
    Viggo gave a sarcastic smile. “Sorry, big guy, today you won’t get your supplement.”  
 
    “Get ready, we’re leaving very soon. Braden is the leader of the expedition, and we’re going with the Eagles.” 
 
    Viggo grimaced. “How nice. My favorite Ranger as leader and my favorite team as company.”  
 
    “What can we do about it?” Nilsa lamented as she began to get her weapons ready. 
 
    “We’re the Snow Panthers, and difficulties make us greater,” Ingrid said. 
 
    They all looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “I had a moment. Forget it.” 
 
    Viggo smiled broadly. “Don’t worry. You’ve motivated me so much I think you should do that every day.”  
 
    “Shut up, you halfwit!” 
 
    “Yes, my leader.” 
 
    They all smiled and finished getting their things ready. Lasgol could not make Camu stay in the tent, so he let him get inside the knapsack, and they left. 
 
    Uthar had ordered no further attacks in small groups. He was seeking a confrontation in which his greater numbers would make the difference. He needed to force the Wild out of their hiding places in the ice. 
 
    They set out on their mission with a prayer to the gods of the ice that nothing bad would happen to them. 
 
    Fortunately it was another mission without incident. 
 
    The following day, Lasgol was looking out at the Rangers’ tents that surrounded him. The reconnoitering mission had gone well, with no trace of the enemy, and today it was their turn to rest. The King had summoned all his Rangers to war, and five hundred or so of them were camped there, although most were out on reconnaissance or patrol. The last thing he and his generals wanted was to find themselves taken by surprise while they were camping. Lasgol was enjoying the company of other Rangers. Nor was he the only one. Ingrid was delighted to be able to hear at first hand all the experiences of those men and women of the Ranger Corps in the service of the King. Nor did Astrid, Isgord, Luca and the other Captains miss the opportunity to worm out information from the veterans. 
 
    Braden arrived with three other Rangers. “Attention, Third- and Fourth-year Rangers!” he called. 
 
    Lasgol got up and went out of the tent. He was pleased that they were being referred to as Rangers, even though they were not really that yet. Egil had told him that it was probably to cheer them up and make them feel they belonged in difficult times like these. As usual Egil was right, and Braden had confirmed it when they had asked him the night before. Braden delighted all the Rangers with his singing after dinner around the campfires. They loved it, novices and veterans alike. They asked him for songs and odes about great battles and the heroic deeds of earlier Rangers, and he obliged until curfew. There was no doubt that Braden was one of the most popular Rangers, if not the most popular of all, which had surprised Lasgol and his friends immensely. Viggo now hated him more than ever for being so well-liked. 
 
    “Line up! Quick!” Braden called. 
 
    Everyone assembled, fell to one knee and looked straight ahead, Ranger-style. This was another feature Lasgol had noticed which they did not share with the Norghanian army. The soldiers lined up stiff as boards, chests puffed out, showing how big, strong and reckless they were. As in a contest between blusterers. Except that they could split a man in two with an axe if he dared throw them a challenging glance. In fact there was a gulf between the training, customs, behavior and style of fighting of the soldiers on the one hand and the Rangers on the other. They were as different as night and day. All those days of sharing camp with thousands of soldiers were beginning to highlight those differences. The Norghanian soldiers, particularly the veterans, reminded him of Ulf: big, strong, weathered, scarred, with mouths as big as their brute strength. Except for the Invincibles of the Ice, who were far more moderate. The Rangers, on the other hand, were even more moderate and reserved. And yet the lethal gleam in those men’s eyes assured him that once danger arrived they would kill soundlessly, without warning. And they would not miss. 
 
    For these reasons, and mostly because of the distrust that the Rangers awoke among the soldiers, they always kept themselves apart: together in the camp, but clearly separate. The missions of Rangers and soldiers were completely different, and mixed groups were never sent out. Apparently solders and Rangers did not collaborate at all well, and disputes and fights between them were frequent. Lasgol was not surprised by this; the soldiers hated the Rangers, whom they considered dark and treacherous as snakes, while the Rangers hated the soldiers because they thought they had the minds and manners of pigs in a sty. 
 
    “Today I have three Rangers with me that I’d like you to meet,” Braden said. 
 
    The three men were not particularly different from the other Rangers, with the same winter white clothing, and with hoods and scarves overhead and mouth so that only their eyes could be seen. These were not old eyes, but experienced ones. 
 
    “The three of them have something special to show you about their Schools.”  
 
    The three men let them see their medallions. Two belonged to the School of Archery, with the design of the bow, the third to the School of Nature, with an oak leaf carved in the center of his wooden medallion. 
 
    “In addition to that, all three are Specialist Rangers.” 
 
    The surprise left them open-mouthed, staring wide-eyed. Some, like Gerd, remained open-mouthed for some time. Lasgol was aware that there were Elite Specialists among all the Rangers, but he had not been able to recognize any. The three men now revealed a second medallion, larger than the one of School. 
 
    “Mortensen is the Archer of the Wind,” said Braden. “He’ll explain what his specialty is and help you prepare for battle.” The medallion he was showing bore a carving of an arrow above waves of wind. Braden selected several teams, who left with Mortensen. 
 
    “This is my friend Olson. He’s an Infallible Archer, and as the name of his specialty so accurately indicates, he never misses.” Ingrid craned her neck to see the medallion. It showed an arrow buried in the center of a target. 
 
    “I’m going to be just like him,” she said. 
 
    Her partners nodded. They knew it was her dream. Braden selected another group, who left with Olson. 
 
    “And finally we have Hansen, Forest Survivor. There’s nobody better to have as company on a mission than him.” 
 
    “How I wish...” Gerd said with a look of longing. 
 
    It was their lot to go with Hansen, who explained to them which healing potions and ointments to prepare against the infections of war, and how to make them. It would help them to be prepared for battle, and he also recommended certain poisons to use in combat. Later on they joined Olson, who explained to them which arrows they needed to have prepared, and how many of each. He focused on the preparation of elemental arrows, in particular the fiery ones which were the most often used in battle. He also told them which arrows to use when concentrating on accuracy or on long-distance shots. Lastly they joined Mortensen, who gave them a master-class on how to release while moving and in the face of a charge by enemies armed with close combat weapons. They spent all next day preparing arrows and potions for the battle, following these instructions. 
 
    The next evening, Viggo came into the small tent the Snow Panthers shared, at the end of the Rangers’ area. 
 
    “I’ve got some interesting information for you,” he told Egil in a mysterious whisper. Viggo’s eyes were shining with that lethal gleam they sometimes showed, and never for anything good. 
 
    “What information?” 
 
    Viggo put his finger to his lips. “It’s about your family.” 
 
    “What do you know? I haven’t been able to find anything out.” 
 
    “I have. Your two brothers are being held prisoner.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Viggo shrugged. “I have my means, you know that...” 
 
    “Where are they holding them?” 
 
    “At the southern end of the war camp, in the prisoners’ carts.” 
 
    “I must go and talk to them.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” said Lasgol, who was listening. “The few prisoners they’ve captured are in those carts. Besides, the carts are built like cells with bars, you won’t be able to get access.” 
 
    “Well, well, it turns out I’m not the only one who listens in on other people’s conversations.” 
 
    “I have to see how they are and know what’s happening,” said Egil. 
 
    “We’ll go with you,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “We?” Viggo repeated incredulously. 
 
    “Shut up and help,” said Lasgol, who had no time for Viggo being Viggo when Egil was going into danger. 
 
    “Fine. But I want it put on record that I protest.” 
 
    It was midnight, and the camp was asleep. The three friends slipped among the shadows of the night to the carts. A close watch was being kept on them. It would not be easy to get near. 
 
    Lasgol was taking a close look at the guards. “The perimeter’s guarded.”  
 
    Viggo frowned. “How are we going to cross it?” 
 
    “The best way to cross a circle is by not breaking it,” Egil said. 
 
    “Oh, right? Then what do we do?” 
 
    “You won’t do anything. I’ll cross above the circle.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at him in puzzlement. Viggo’s gesture said: he’s crazy. 
 
    A few moments later, silently and under cover of the night, Egil was crawling above the square cart-prisons. These were placed side by side, without the oxen that pulled them; these had been taken to the pens with the other beasts of burden. Taking great care not to make a sound or be seen, he had jumped from a frozen boulder on to one of the carts and was moving from one to another, without stepping down, until he had reached the one his brothers were in. 
 
    “He’s clever, that kid,” Viggo said. 
 
    Lasgol gestured at the guards on the perimeter and a dozen more who were patrolling. “And brave.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “Let’s get in position in case he needs us.” 
 
    Egil, up on the cart, made sure the patrol had gone by and then hung down over the edge, headfirst. 
 
    “Egil!” Austin cried in surprise when he saw his younger brother’s face between the bars. 
 
    “I don’t believe it!” said Arnold, the second brother. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” Egil said excitedly. “Lower your voices, we don’t want to be found out. How are you? Let me have a look at you.”  
 
    Austin, his older brother, was equally excited. He was six years older, and it showed in his body. He was tall and strong, like his father the Duke. He still wore his blond hair short. His blue eyes, sunken with worry, stared back at Egil.  
 
    “Every day you look more like Father,” he said to Austin. 
 
    Austin hugged him through the bars, and Arnold joined them. Egil took a good look at him. He was a couple of years younger than Austin, and had grown since the last time they had seen each other. He looked back at Egil with his brown eyes below a chestnut fringe. 
 
    “You’ve grown, you look like a different person.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s really changed, if you’re capable of sneaking in here and doing all those acrobatics as if they were nothing!” 
 
    “Ranger’s training,” Egil said with a smile. 
 
    “You’ll have to leave,” Austin said. “If they find you here, they’ll have all three of us.”  
 
    “Father warned me Uthar had captured you. I couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Well, you can. That heartless swine is keeping us prisoners to make sure Father does what he wants him to.” 
 
    “If Father doesn’t come to help Uthar with his men,” Arnold added, “they’ll cut our throats.”  
 
    “He won’t dare!” 
 
    Austin heaved a heavy sigh. “Yes he will. He’s told us so himself. There was no doubt in his eyes when he said it, only greed. He’ll kill us without a second thought. He’s ordered Sven to do it. If Father doesn’t come, we’ll be tried for treason and sentenced to death. He’s shown us the royal sentence, signed and sealed. All he has to do is give the order, and Sven’ll carry it out.” 
 
    “It’s monstrous!” 
 
    Austin nodded. “Yes, but Uthar is King, and he has the power to do it. And he will. He’s vengeful and corrupt.”  
 
    “The Western League will stop him.” 
 
    “Half the League is here, serving him. Its strength is divided and you know the rest. You’re much better at this sort of thing than us with that brain of yours.” 
 
    “Divide and conquer...” 
 
    “And even if it were united, the League has far fewer men than the hosts of the East that support the King.” 
 
    “Two to one,” Arnold said. “That’s why Father never sought an open confrontation. The King’s forces and his allies outnumber us two to one.” 
 
    “I see... and on top of that, now we’re divided...” 
 
    “Father won’t come,” said Austin. 
 
    “He will,” Egil said confidently. 
 
    Arnold shook his head. “No, he won’t.”  
 
    “Uthar’s very clever and extremely dangerous,” said Austin. “He’s planned his moves well after the setback he suffered in Norghana against Darthor.” 
 
    Egil snorted in disgust. “He won’t get his way.” 
 
    “He has a huge army of soldiers of the north,” said Arnold. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid he will.” 
 
    “We’ll see. The game isn’t over yet. There are a lot of pieces in play on the board, and the moves are unpredictable.” 
 
    “Don’t get mixed up in this, little brother,” Austin told him. “Our lot is cast, but yours isn’t. Hide among the Rangers and disappear from the King’s sight.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Austin looked at Arnold, who lowered his head. 
 
    “Whether he wins or loses, Uthar won’t let us live. He’ll seek to kill Father, and us as his heirs. Nobody else can oppose his rule. He’ll destroy the Western League. In this campaign, it’s not only the future of this frozen continent that’s at stake... it’s Norghana’s as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I see...” Egil was teasing out all the implications of this. “The whole future of the north of Tremia is at stake. Uthar will rule over Norghana and there’ll be nobody left to dispute his possession of the crown, because we’ll all be dead.”  
 
    “That’s it, little brother. You have a very special mind, you understand.” 
 
    “We can’t let it happen! I’ll think of something!” 
 
    “Well, think fast, time’s running out. The great battle’s close at hand, and after that all opposition to Uthar will have died out, one way or another.” 
 
    Egil sighed heavily. 
 
    “He’s planned it very well. But somehow we’ll manage to make sure he fails.” 
 
    An owl hooted. It was Lasgol’s warning. 
 
    “I must go. That’s the warning that the guard’s on his way back.” 
 
    “We’re really proud of you, Egil,” Austin said. “Father never treated you the way you deserved, but I want you to know that.”  
 
    “Truly, from the heart,” Arnold added. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, this isn’t a farewell. We’ll get out of this one.” 
 
    “Go on, Egil. Disappear.” 
 
    Egil, tears in his eyes, raised himself to the roof of the cart-prison and disappeared into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The storm reached the war camp without warning at mid-morning, driven by the freezing northerly winds. The sky turned black, with lethal clouds, and it began to pour on the Norghanian war camp. The temperature dropped so far, and so abruptly, that the icy rain and wind was killing anyone it caught out in the open. 
 
    Braden jabbed his finger at the tents which had been assigned to them. “Everybody inside!” 
 
    The Panthers hurried in. 
 
    “I’ll go and warn the others! Don’t come out of the tents for anything in the world!” For the first time, Braden’s voice sounded off-key. 
 
    “I’m freezing! I can’t even think!” Viggo complained as he went in. 
 
    “Small mercies!” Ingrid snapped. “Come in and shut up!”  
 
    Nilsa’s teeth were chattering uncontrollably. Gerd was shivering as if he had fallen into a frozen lake. The wind lashed the camp with violent gusts as if the Gods of the Ice were blowing over them with their icy breath as punishment for having invaded their frozen realm. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Lasgol said. “The temperature’s dropping fast.” His hair was starting to freeze on his head. 
 
    They wrapped themselves in the furs and blankets they had with them for protection. At first it seemed these would be enough, but as the hours passed and the storm turned more deadly, they began to freeze.  
 
    “I’m turning to ice!” Viggo muttered. He was rubbing his gloved hands to stop them freezing. 
 
    Lasgol could feel the icy wind on his body. “Let’s seal any crack that could let the wind in,” he suggested.  
 
    As they did this, he noticed that Camu was as easy as could be; the cold did not seem to affect him. He crept into Lasgol’s satchel and went straight to sleep. 
 
    “The temperature keeps dropping,” Egil said. “This is almost below what anyone can stand. If it keeps dropping we’re going to die...” 
 
    “That’s just great!” Viggo complained. 
 
    “I’m... dying... of cold...” Nilsa said. She was huddled in a ball, unable to stop shivering. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll give you a bit of warmth,” Gerd said, and spread his arms wide to give her a bear-hug. 
 
    Nilsa smiled at him, and they joined in an embrace to share the heat of their bodies. 
 
    Egil watched them for a moment, and his eyes lit up. 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” 
 
    “What is?” Ingrid asked. She was sealing off the entrance as best she could. 
 
    “To give one another our body warmth. That might just save us.” 
 
    Ingrid looked at Viggo, who gave her a roguish smile. 
 
    “No way!” she said. 
 
    “Come on,” Egil said, “this isn’t the time to be shy. We have to share the heat our bodies give off.”  
 
    “I agree with Egil on this,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “In fact...” 
 
    “In fact what, Egil?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The dimensions of this army tent are for eight people. There are six of us, which doesn’t help us in these conditions.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you mean.” 
 
    “He means the more people there are in this tent the better,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Exactly. More people, more bodies, more heat generated in the same space.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass. What can we do?” 
 
    “We need more people. We have to bring another team in to share the tent.” 
 
    “Another team would be twelve people, and there’s only room for eight in here.” 
 
    “But we’re Rangers, and we’ve been taught how to arrange ourselves in a small tent...” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll bring another team,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Are you going out?” Viggo said. “Have you lost your mind?”  
 
    “If it guarantees our survival, of course I’ll go out,” she said, and before anybody could say anything else she had already gone out into the storm. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool!” Viggo cried after her, but he was too late. 
 
    They waited apprehensively for her return. Nilsa and Viggo kept glancing at the entrance, waiting for her to appear at any moment. But there was no sign of her. 
 
    “She... won’t have... frozen to death, will she?” Gerd asked, sounding very concerned. 
 
    Suddenly the entrance flapped open, and Ingrid’s face appeared. 
 
    “Get into position,” she warned them. “I’ve got another team with me.”  
 
    “Fantastic!” said Egil. 
 
    They arranged themselves as they had been taught, and Ingrid came in, followed by Astrid and the Owls: Leana, Asgar, Borj, Oscar and Kotar. 
 
    Viggo made room for Ingrid, who fitted herself in beside him. Viggo hugged her. 
 
    “Oh, hell...” she protested. 
 
    “It’s a matter of survival,” he assured her. “I don’t like this any more than you do.”  
 
    “No nonsense, or I’ll hit you.” 
 
    “What nonsense? I can’t even move, and we’re stuck together.” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “Take it easy, I’m a gentleman.” 
 
    “You? Yeah, sure!” 
 
    “A gentleman of the underworld.” 
 
    “Pfuh...” 
 
    “Don’t complain so much. Why did you take so long?” 
 
    “I passed the word on to the next team for them to do the same.” 
 
    “Well done. You’re a real leader.” 
 
    “Don’t sweet-talk me.” 
 
    “I only say what my heart feels,” Viggo replied. His expression suggested that he had never so much as broken a plate in his life. 
 
    “You’re hopeless.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” 
 
    The Owls went through to the back of the tent and arranged themselves in pairs. 
 
    “Thank goodness you didn’t bring the Eagles,” Viggo said to Ingrid. 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Laughter burst out across the tent, making the terrible moment easier to bear. 
 
    Egil and Lasgol hugged each other. Around them the new arrivals arranged themselves. It took them a moment to organize; it was not an easy task. But finally they were all in place. 
 
    “Everybody okay?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “All fine,” said Astrid, who was beside Egil and Lasgol, her arms around her partner Leana. 
 
    “It seems incredible that we all fit,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Thanks to the Rangers’ teachings,” said Nilsa. 
 
    For a long while they were all motionless, not speaking, waiting to find out whether the idea was working or not. And little by little, they saw that it was. Under the blankets and furs, with bodies against bodies, the heat began to help them to bear the tremendous cold coming down from the deadly sky. With the warmth they began to feel better, and conversations broke out here and there among the pairs. The murmuring of six conversations filled the tent. 
 
    “Don’t even think about moving,” Ingrid warned Viggo. 
 
    “Are you worried you might like it?” 
 
    Ingrid’s face turned red with fury. “How could I like anything you do when I can’t stand you?” 
 
    “Sure you can’t stand me? I can see less anger in your eyes every time you get mad at me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I don’t hate you. And in case it’s not clear, I do hate you.” 
 
    “I think you’re beginning to hate me less all the time, and you know what they say...” 
 
    “No, what’s that?” 
 
    “That it’s only a step from hate to love.” 
 
    Ingrid’s eyes almost popped out of her face. “I’m going to give you a black eye!” 
 
    “I will take my punishment gladly,” Viggo said poetically, imitating Braden, “because it will allow me to keep holding you in my arms, and my soul smiles when we are close.”  
 
    “Don’t talk nonsense!” 
 
    “It’s not nonsense. Being together with you, in each other’s arms, your little nose close to mine, those blue eyes that penetrate to the bottom of my soul and your face with that cold northern beauty, makes my heart soar to the heavens.”  
 
    “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “No. I’m perfectly sober. But as I’ll probably never get another chance like this in years, I’m making the most of it.” 
 
    “Don’t move, and shut up.” 
 
    “Why? Could it be because you like it?” 
 
    Ingrid was left speechless, trying to come up with some retort to this, but she could think of nothing. So she let herself be carried away by her instincts. 
 
    “Ouch!!” Viggo cried as her fist contacted his eye. 
 
    “You made me do it.” 
 
    Viggo smiled. “Deep down you like me, however much you try to pretend otherwise.” 
 
    Ingrid’s fist struck out again. This time it hit his other eye. 
 
    He howled with pain. “The more you punish me, the more you reveal yourself,” he spluttered. 
 
    “Uffff... Ingrid snorted, and hugged him closer. “Shut up, you dimwit. And no more nonsense.” 
 
    The hours went by and the temperature went on falling, the killing winds went on searching for someone to carry off to the kingdom of the Frozen Gods. The tent withstood its battering, but they did not know how much more it could take. If they lost its protection they would die. The colder it became, the closer they held one another. 
 
    Suddenly Lasgol felt a movement at his back. Someone slid over Egil. 
 
    “Would you mind moving over with Leana?” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “Um... no, of course not.” 
 
    Astrid took Egil’s place and put her arms round Lasgol. 
 
    “Hi there, hero.” 
 
    Lasgol was left speechless. He went red as a tomato. 
 
    “Hug me close, I’m getting cold.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Surprised?” 
 
    “Yes, very...” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you.”  
 
    “Me? What for?” 
 
    “You know what for.” 
 
    “I... don’t know...” 
 
    “Because of how weird you’ve been towards me ever since the year began.” 
 
    “Me? No...” 
 
    “Don’t deny it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s...” 
 
    “Because of the kiss.” 
 
    “Yeah...well... that’s none of my business...” 
 
    “No, it’s not. But it’s my business, and I want to know if that’s why you’re not speaking to me anymore.” 
 
    “I do speak to you...” 
 
    “When you have no choice. Like now that you’re trapped. The rest of the time you avoid me.” 
 
    “I don’t avoid you, it’s just that there are so many things to do...” 
 
    “Sure, with every excuse you’re turning redder and redder.” 
 
    Lasgol did not know whether he was getting redder or not. But he was very uncomfortable. Not just for being in Astrid’s arms, which generated all kinds of feelings and nervousness, but for the questioning he was being subjected to. He felt hot, cold, nervous and ashamed, besides other very intense feelings he could not identify but which were running through his stomach and chest and going up to his head. 
 
    He decided not to beat about the bush. “Luca is a fine lad, you’ve chosen well.” 
 
    “Who told you I’d chosen him?” 
 
    “You’re together a lot... you get along well...” 
 
    “Of course, like the good friends we are.” 
 
    Lasgol saw a glimmer of hope in these words. “Friends, or something else?” he asked, bracing himself. 
 
    “Just friends,” she said. 
 
    His heart started to beat faster. “And the kiss...?” 
 
    “Luca’s bold and brave, he saw his chance and took the risk. He tried to make a conquest of me. Not like some others...” 
 
    “But he saw his chance...” 
 
    “Of course, I gave it to him myself. There’s nobody in all the Camp with better qualities than Luca. He’s handsome, athletic, he’s outstanding in all the Schools, he’s honorable, and on top of that he’s a nice person. Perfect for me, perfect for any girl.” 
 
    “I see...” 
 
    “No, you don’t see a thing. Because I’ve been giving you all kinds of opportunities ever since the first day and you’ve done nothing.” 
 
    “Me? Opportunities?” 
 
    “See? You’re blinder than a mole!” 
 
    “I... it’s just that...” 
 
    “Or is it just that you don’t like me?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that, of course I like you.” 
 
    “Then is there another girl?” 
 
    “No! There’s no other girl!” 
 
    “Well you can’t like me that much because you haven’t showed anything, not even when you thought I was with Luca.” 
 
    Lasgol was so confused, so overcome by such intense feelings and emotions, that all he could do was stammer. 
 
    “I... I’m sorry... I like you so much... Ever since the first day... so, so much...” 
 
    Astrid smiled. “A fine ladies’ man you’ve turned into. I honestly can’t think what I see in you.” 
 
    “You see something in me?” 
 
    “Of course, you idiot.” 
 
    She brought her lips to Lasgol’s. He felt the sweet pressure on his mouth, and there was an explosion of emotions in his soul. Her soft lips almost made him lose consciousness. A warmth and an overwhelming passion surged up his chest, and he held her close as he lost himself in a wonderful kiss which left him ecstatic. He had to contain the volcano that was threatening to explode within him. His soul smiled happily; his heart was on the point of bursting. 
 
    “Idiot,” Astrid repeated softly. 
 
    “I am. Big time. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    “You’ll have to earn my forgiveness.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    She smiled. “I believe you.”  
 
    They both fell asleep in one another’s arms and dreamed of love, happiness and the thought of better times to come together. 
 
    Little by little they all fell asleep, and spent what was to be the first of three nights of survival under a cold that froze the soul. The camp had been raised strategically, protected between two of the strange, enormous formations of ice and rock. But even so, by the fourth day, when the storm finally stopped, it had killed more than two thousand men. 
 
    And the storm was the straw that broke the camel’s back of Uthar’s patience. 
 
    The horn-call sounded. 
 
    “We’ll advance as far as the Blue Glaciers and take them!” Uthar ordered. He was beside himself. 
 
    And the great offensive began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uthar’s invading army advanced across the icy ground until they reached a spot seven hundred paces from the Blue Glaciers, and the King gave the order to halt. 
 
    In the center, five thousand Invincibles of the Ice were lined up in their spotless attire, white as the landscape around them. They were said to be able to slit a man’s throat in the time it took him to blink. They were lethal, and all Tremia knew it. They stood there in silence. General Hilakson raised his sword to signal that they were ready. 
 
    On the right flank, protecting the Invincibles, stood five thousand soldiers of the Thunder Army. True Norghanians: big strong men, very tough, with blond hair, golden beards and broad shoulders. They wore full scaled armor which reached to their thighs and carried round wooden shields reinforced with steel, together with assault axes. Red breastplates with white diagonal stripes distinguished them from the other armies. Beneath winged helmets, pale eyes sought an enemy to attack. They lead the way, and the rest of the army follows. They were known throughout the north for their harshness and brutality in battle. General Irmason was at their head, and with him was Captain Rangulself. He raised his sword and called. 
 
    “Thunder Army, ready to charge!” 
 
    On the left flank were the men of the Snow Army. No less massive than their fellow-soldiers, their white breastplates made them stand out. They wore winged helmets and scaled armor. They were known as the best heavy infantry in the continent, and fought with sword and shield. They also carried short axes at their waists as a secondary weapon. Their function was to finish off the enemy once the Thunder Army had led the way. General Sombsen was at their head, and with him was Captain Olagson. Once they were in place and in line, he raised his sword and called out: 
 
    “Snow Army, ready to enter combat!” 
 
    Bringing up the rearguard was the Blizzard Army. They wore light armor, with breastplates horizontally-striped in red and white. It was the least-famed of the three armies, but it was essential in confrontations with the enemy. It was made up of a multi-disciplinary force: light scouting cavalry, archers to harass the enemy infantry from a distance, and lancers to confront the cavalry in a way that allowed them to defend the Norghanian infantry. They had been the most heavily-hit in the skirmishes and the two previous battles. Of the five thousand of them who had come, only two thousand were left in fighting condition. General Gustafsen raised his sword once they had taken up their positions. 
 
    “Blizzard Army, ready to fight!” 
 
    Uthar had summoned all the Rangers to his service for this campaign. Apart from the Camp instructors, Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers and a few who had remained in Norghania, the capital, the remaining Rangers were all there. Gatik was in command of them as First Ranger. Uthar had told Gatik that he wanted all the Rangers supporting the mixed army to help as archers in the battle. All the Rangers: which included the Contenders. Gatik had tried to persuade the King not to send the Third- and Fourth-year Rangers, who were carrying out supporting tasks, but the King’s reply had been inflexible. 
 
    “If they can wield a bow, I want them in the battle.” 
 
    Gatik had tried. 
 
    “My liege, they’re young and inexperienced, they’re not prepared for a fight like this, they’ll die...” 
 
    “Do you think the enemy won’t be bringing their young ones to the battle? You have your orders, don’t make me repeat them.” The threat in Uthar’s voice had brought the conversation to an end. 
 
    Braden had led the Third-Years with the Blizzard Army, and they were now lined up beside the Bard-Ranger. 
 
    “Keep calm and do whatever I say. You’ll come out of this alive. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Lasgol was trying, but neither he nor any of his partners were in the least calm. They were about to take part in a brutal battle. And they could easily die. All of them. He searched for Astrid. The Owls were on their right, and she returned his glance with one of encouragement. Luca and the Wolves were on their left, and a little further away were Isgord and the Eagles. The Captain of the Eagles was pale, very pale. Nobody had foreseen that they would find themselves in a situation like this. A little further to the left were the Fourth-Years, whom Dolbarar had sent a week before them. Lasgol recognized Molak, the Captain of the Fourth-Year Wolves, who was watching Ingrid out of the corner of his eye. She was unobtrusively returning his glances and smiles. Viggo noticed this, and his eyes glowered with rage. 
 
    The tension caused by the imminent conflict was increasing by the moment. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Braden told them, “you’re among your own people, they’ll protect you.” He indicated the two lines of Rangers who stood between them and the Blizzard Army. 
 
    “They’ve all come,” said Gerd. 
 
    “When the King calls, the Rangers come,” said Braden. “So it’s written in the Path of the Ranger.”  
 
    Nilsa was trying to count them, craning her neck. “How many are there?” she asked 
 
    “A lot, considering they’re Rangers,” Egil said. 
 
    “Practically all of us. In all there are about five hundred of us, give or take a few.” Braden replied. 
 
    Lasgol watched them, interested and full of admiration. They were lined up in silence, well-trained, alert, awaiting orders. They were barely visible in their hooded cloaks of that wintry white. Their faces were covered by their scarves, so that only their eyes could be seen: intelligent, experienced, determined eyes. Each carried a compound bow and a quiver with different kinds of arrows. Lasgol knew that under their cloaks they were carrying short Ranger axes and knives. At their waists were the belts with many pockets full of compounds, herbs, poisons, medicines and other equipment that only the Rangers used. He remembered to check that he was carrying all his own equipment. 
 
    It was strange to see all those Rangers gathered in front of him. He had never seen so many together. At the Camp there were only about thirty of them, including Dolbarar and the Four Master Rangers. Ever since they had set foot on that frozen continent he had seen a number of them coming and going from the area assigned to their tents, but they were always on a mission, day and night. It was difficult to come across more than a dozen together during the day. And suddenly there they were, lining up, like a small army within Uthar’s forces. And yet Lasgol knew that using the Rangers like this, as an army, went against their nature. They were a mobile force, supreme in missions of stealth and guerrilla warfare. Here they were no more than a group of archers. Very good archers, it was true: the best in the whole kingdom. 
 
    Uthar gave the order and sent Duke Olafstone’s men, the forces of the nobles of the Western League, who were not a part of Uthar’s army. The five thousand men were dressed like the rest of the army, but on their breastplates was the crest of the Duchy or County of the West they belonged to. 
 
    Uthar sent them to stand in front of the Invincibles of the Ice. 
 
    “Father...” Egil moaned in a whisper when he saw his father go past at the head of his men. 
 
    “Will he fight on Uthar’s side?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “He has no choice, or Uthar’ll have my brothers killed.” 
 
    “Bastard!”  
 
    “Shhhh,” Nilsa warned them. “Speak softer or they’ll hear us.” 
 
    “He’s sending my father and his people to the front so that they’ll be the first to fall, and more of them will die.” 
 
    “The swine!” Viggo said. 
 
    “He’s situating them at the front, unprotected,” Ingrid said. “That’s cowardly.” 
 
    “Don’t lose hope,” Nilsa said to Egil. 
 
    Gerd was looking over his shoulder. “Who are those people there with the King?”  
 
    They all turned to watch. King Uthar and his retinue had gone to stand behind them in the rearguard. 
 
    “An interesting little group,” said Viggo. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    Egil narrowed his eyes. “King Uthar, Commander Sven, Olthar the Ice Mage...” 
 
    “And two more Ice Mages behind them,” Nilsa said uneasily. 
 
    “And who are the other twenty?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “They’re the nobles of the east who support Uthar,” Egil explained, “the ones who’ve contributed the troops that make up the four armies. I can recognize Uthar’s cousins, Duke Thoran and his brother Orten. I can also see Count Volgren, who’s very powerful, and other, dukes and counts. All allied with Uthar and enemies of my father and the Nobles of the West.” 
 
    “I’m confused by all this politics,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “I’ll explain it to you,” Viggo offered. “The ones with the King are the bad nobles. Those with Egil’s father are less bad. But really, they’re all bad.” 
 
    “What a way of simplifying things,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “But not entirely mistaken,” said Egil. 
 
    “Well, there you are,” Viggo concluded. 
 
    “Don’t get mixed up with politics,” Braden put in. “We’re Rangers, and we serve the King.” 
 
    “Don’t we serve the kingdom?” Viggo asked meaningfully. 
 
    Braden gazed at him in surprise. “That too. But we serve the King, and through him, his kingdom. Don’t you forget that, or you’ll end up in a mess that’ll cost you your lives.” 
 
    “We know that,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. Going against the King is treason, and traitors in Norghana are hanged from a tree.” 
 
    “We understand,” Egil said, trying to stop things going any further. 
 
    “Right then. Now keep your ears open for my orders and be very careful. Things are going to get pretty ugly. But I’ll be with you to help you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “It’s my duty as a Ranger.” 
 
    Braden turned and went to give the rest of the teams some encouragement, trying to ease their minds, although in the present circumstances this was all-but-impossible. 
 
    Lasgol concentrated. He called upon his Gift and used his Animal Communication skill to catch the aura of Camu’s mind. The mischievous creature was on his shoulders, and he transmitted to him: Get down on the ground. Don’t let anybody see you, and be very careful. 
 
    Danger? Camu transmitted back. 
 
    Yes, little one. A lot of danger. A battle’s on its way. I’ll have to fight. Don’t get away from me and don’t let anybody see you. 
 
    Protect, Camu transmitted. 
 
    Thanks, my little friend, I’m going to need it. 
 
    Friends. 
 
    Yes, little one, friends always. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    Me too, to have you as a friend. Be very careful. 
 
    Camu gave a little shriek. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He felt better at having Camu with him. 
 
    Viggo, who had recognized the sound, looked surprised. “Did you bring the creature?” he asked in a whisper.  
 
    “He didn’t want to stay in the tent for anything in the world. It’s as if he knew we’re heading into danger. 
 
    “He’s such a fascinating creature,” Egil said. 
 
    “Make sure we’re not killed because of him,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
    But Lasgol was worried himself, as were all his teammates. Nerves and fear were beginning to make their presence felt. 
 
    “Maybe they won’t come out to fight,” Gerd said, seeking some outlet for his fear. 
 
    “That would be nice,” said Nilsa. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ingrid said. “From what I understand, the Wild are as fierce as they are proud, they’ll respond to provocation,”  
 
    “Maybe not,” said Gerd. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Viggo doubtfully. “A whole Norghanian army right in front of their shelter – I think that’ll make them react.”  
 
    “They’ll come out,” Egil said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “It’s the most logical action in the circumstances. If they don’t come out Uthar will order us to go into the Glacier, and that would be very bad for them.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “They’ll have people sheltering in there, innocent women, children, old people. They’ll defend them to the death.” 
 
    “That’s a correct assumption,” Braden said. “They won’t let us set foot in their shelter or harm their families.” 
 
    Suddenly they heard a tremendous roar, as if a god had woken from his hibernation and discovered that his domains had been invaded. Lasgol craned his neck. What was happening? 
 
    The forces of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent were beginning to line up in front of the Blue Glacier. Everyone was now uneasily watching the thousands of Wild Ones who were flooding out of the glacier from points that were not even visible. 
 
    In the center were the Wild of the Ice, the most numerous. They were huge, more than six feet tall, intimidating, muscular and strong. Their smooth, ice-blue skin made them unmistakable when seen from afar. Their hair and beards were a bluish blond, as though frozen. Their eyes were such a light clear grey that they almost looked as if they were pure white, without irises. Strong, wild, brutal, they were wearing white furs made from the skins of northern animals, and carried enormous spears, bows, axes and shields. They roared like furious bears. 
 
    Lasgol felt a shiver run down his spine. 
 
    “How many do you make them?” Viggo asked. His voice was none too steady. 
 
    Egil was squinting to get a good view. “About five thousand.”  
 
    “Look!” cried Nilsa. “There are giants coming out!”  
 
    Beside the Wild of the Ice came their lords, the Semi-Giants of the Ice, led by their lord Sinjor. They were almost twelve feet tall, as broad as three men. Their skin was blue, like that of the Wild Ones, but with white diagonal streaks. Compared to the average Norghanian they were giants. They wore white bearskins. Their hair and beards were long and snow-white, and their most remarkable feature –the one that left everybody open-mouthed with amazement – was that instead of having two eyes they only had a single enormous one in the middle of their clear blue foreheads. The irises of these were blue, like their skin. They were armed with axes and wooden shields, both colossal. 
 
    “By the frozen gods!” cried Gerd. 
 
    “Blue, one-eyed giants! This is insane!” Viggo exclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid!” said Ingrid. “We’re in this together! We’ll come out of this!”  
 
    The Wild of the Ice bowed their heads in respect as the Semi-Giants came to stand among them, forming a compact group. They spread out at a signal into three long rows. This done, they roared to the heavens and froze the blood of the Norghanian soldiers in their veins. 
 
    “And what about this lot coming out now?” said Viggo in surprise. “They look like snowmen come to life!” 
 
    After a moment Lasgol recognized them. “They’re the Tundra Dwellers. Agile and lethal.” 
 
    “Great!” Viggo protested. 
 
    The Tundra Dwellers emerged from the west side of the glacier. Tarsus was leading them. Their skin was crystalline white and shone, reflecting the light, so that those watching had to look away. It, like their snow-white hair, might have been covered in crystallized snowflakes. Their eyes were an intense grey, like those of their cousins the Wild Ones of the Ice. They were slim and athletic, less muscular than the Wild Ones, but equally tall. They wore albino seal-skins and were armed with javelins and short bows.  
 
    “Those give me the willies,” Ingrid said. “More than the strong blue ones.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nilsa agreed. 
 
    Tarsus ordered his people to stand behind the last row of the Wild Ones. In an orderly manner, a long line of crystalline beings lined up behind the Wild of the Ice. 
 
    And just when it seemed that things could not get any worse, they did. 
 
    Nilsa was shaking her head in disbelief. “I don’t believe it...” 
 
    “Monsters...” Gerd said, pale as the snow beneath their feet. 
 
    “Colossal monsters,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Murderous monsters,” added Ingrid. 
 
    From the eastern side of the glacier appeared hundreds of beasts. White bears that rose on two legs and roared threateningly; lethal-eyed snow panthers; white tigers that made their presence felt with roars that froze the soul; packs of white wolves that howled in warning of death to come. Boars with intelligent eyes and deadly tusks, huge sharp-horned reindeer, and white buffaloes both massive and unstoppable. Albino Trolls and Ogres that beat their chests and roared, and other beasts they had never seen before. They came in an awe-inspiring herd, in an orderly manner, each species together with its own, in groups. But though watching those creatures approach was chilling enough, what made the situation even more unreal was their size. They were enormous, far larger than their Norghanian relatives. The wolves were the size of ponies, the panthers and lions the size of horses. The bears were the size of a Wild of the Ice and the Trolls and Ogres that of a Semi-Giant. 
 
    “By the heavens,” Ingrid said, “they’ve called all the animals to join them in the fight!”  
 
    “All the animals that can kill us.” Egil corrected her. 
 
    “They’re an amazing size,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “A terrifying size,” said Viggo. “If one of them grabs you, say goodbye to this icy world. It’ll destroy you like a rag doll!” 
 
    The monstrous animals assembled in front of the Wild of the Ice, forming a front line of attack. 
 
    “How can they do that?” Ingrid wondered. “How can they dominate the wild animals like that?”  
 
    “There comes your answer,” Egil said. 
 
    After the beasts came those who controlled them. Lasgol recognized Azur the Shaman of the Ice, Chief of the Glacial Arcane. These were gaunt and not very tall. Their skin was bluish, very like that of the Wild of the Ice, but with areas of crystalline white like the skin of the Tundra Dwellers. Their blue eyes shone with intelligence in almost human faces. Their heads were clean-shaven, and bore a strange rune in crystalline white. Instead of weapons they carried staves made of animal bones. There were only a couple of hundred of them, but they were unmistakable. 
 
    “They’re the People of the Glaciers,” Lasgol said. “Many of them have been born with a little of the Gift. They can control the wild beasts, and the most powerful of them can work the same kind of Magic as our Ice Mages. They’re Asrael’s people.” 
 
    “That’s all we needed!” Viggo burst out. 
 
    Nilsa was unable to stay still. “This is getting worse by the moment,” she said. 
 
    “Easy, all of you,” said Braden reassuringly. “Don’t move, and wait for my orders.”  
 
    “How many d’you make it?” Viggo asked. 
 
    “In all, including beasts, about ten thousand,” Egil said. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Braden assured them. “There are three of us for each one of them. Numbers are on our side. We’ll defeat them.” 
 
    At that moment a procession emerged from the center of the glaciers. At its head rode a figure on a white horse with a dense coat. It was dressed completely in black. By the helmet that covered its head, Lasgol recognized the figure. 
 
    It was Darthor! 
 
    It was Mayra, his mother! 
 
    After her came Muladin, and behind them an escort of six bodyguards. They advanced to the front of their lines and took their places in the center, facing the enemy. Very slowly, they advanced to a point half-way between the two armies. 
 
    There was a tense silence. 
 
    “I am Darthor!” announced a cavernous voice. 
 
    The silence which followed was sepulchral. 
 
    “Uthar, show your face!” Darthor shouted. 
 
    The two armies waited tensely for the reaction of their leaders. 
 
    Uthar did not come out to meet Darthor, but instead whispered something to Sven. The commander put the war-horn to his mouth and gave the signal to attack. The sound of the horn reached the massed forces of the Ice. Several more horn-calls followed, ordering the Norghanian armies to advance. 
 
    “Uthar, you’re a coward!” Darthor said. He made a sign to his own people and went back to his forces. 
 
    Lasgol shivered; the battle was about to begin. Were they going to win? He was not so sure, and judging by his friends’ faces, nor were they. Things looked very bad. There might be more of their own forces, but the enemy was awe-inspiring. And for Lasgol, the enemy was not even the enemy; his mother was the one leading them. And the real enemy was leading the Norghanians, leading the Rangers. He was on the wrong side. But there was nothing he could do about it. The situation was insane. Would they survive? He breathed heavily. He did not have too much hope. 
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    The thunder of the Norghanian boots in the snow and ice in their steady advance was impressive. Twenty-five thousand Norghanian soldiers advanced over the white expanse in tight formation. 
 
    “We follow the rhythm that’s been set,” Braden said when their turn came to move. 
 
    Lasgol could not believe what was happening. They were going into battle, with Uthar’s army, advancing to meet the hosts of the People of the Frozen Continent. They were going toward death. Nilsa’s nerves were barely allowing her to keep up. Gerd, looking like a ghost, was not even speaking. Viggo had that strange lethal look in his eyes. He knew what was coming and was preparing himself mentally. Ingrid was fully prepared, and her eyes shone with daring. Egil looked smaller and more fragile than ever. His face showed the conviction that he would not come out of this alive. 
 
    The thunder of the footsteps was followed by the shouts and cries of war from the soldiers, from the Thunder Army, which muffled the sound of the war horns. The red-and-white tide marched implacably toward the expectant blue-and-white host. By now the clash was inevitable. 
 
    Four hundred paces away Darthor’s order could be heard thundering above his troops: 
 
    “Prepare missiles!” 
 
    The Wild Ones of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers readied their bows. The Semi-Giants dropped to one knee and the beasts crouched down. 
 
    “Now! Release!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    Thousands of arrows flew from amid the blue-and-white host. They covered the distance with lethal whistles and fell on the Norghanian lines amid their advance. 
 
    “Shields up!” the Generals ordered their men, almost as one. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers raised their round shields to cover their heads, and the red and white tide suddenly sprouted a roof of thousands of wooden and steel eyes. 
 
    Many of the arrows struck wood and steel, which stopped them, but many others slipped between the shields and hit the soldiers. There were moans and muffled cries among the Norghanians, and the first deaths. The army advanced, stepping over the fallen dead. The wounded went on as best they could. 
 
    “Forward, Norghanians!”  Sven cried. “Glory awaits us!”  
 
    The Norghanian armies moved on, not decreasing their pace or missing a step. There was no haste, not even with the death that was reaching them from the sky. Lasgol and his teammates and the Rangers advanced with them as if they were part of the Blizzard Army. 
 
    “Release again!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    Death rained from the frozen sky. Blue and brilliant white death, sent by the Wild Ones of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers. The Norghanian soldiers fell, and the muffled cries of death were now more evident. The arrows fell on the secondary lines, where they caused more harm. Darthor knew very well what he was doing. He did not attack the front lines, or the rearmost, where there would be fewer casualties. 
 
    “For Norghana!” the Generals cried. 
 
    At two hundred paces, the deadly rain of arrows intensified. 
 
    “Release! Release with all you have!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    The lethal whistles and the hollow sound of the arrows striking wood or flesh filled the battlefield. The Norghanians were suffering considerable losses, but they kept on their way. Lasgol and his friends moved forward, half-dead with terror. The arrows had reached some of the Rangers in front of them. 
 
    At that moment came the order for the Norghanians to release. 
 
    “Blizzard Army! Release!” the General ordered his men. 
 
    “That’s us,” Braden said. “Arm your bows and release. Calculate the flight well and don’t hit our own side. Release calmly.” 
 
    The archers of the Blizzard Army and the Rangers began to return the enemy’s arrows. Now it was the Wild Ones who were the targets of the lethal rain. They raised their shields, but many were not even carrying them and were hit.  
 
    “Shoot to kill those savages!” came the order. 
 
    The exchange of arrows should have favored the Wild Ones, since they were more numerous than the Norghanian bowmen, but the group of Rangers was infallible at that distance and was wreaking havoc. More than that, they were releasing at three times the speed of the Norghanian archers, so they knocked down three times more enemies, and more quickly. 
 
    But one group of Rangers was not shooting, and Braden became aware of this. 
 
    “What are you doing? Shoot at the enemy!” he shouted to Lasgol and his friends. But though their bows were ready, they were not doing so. 
 
    “This isn’t right...” Lasgol said to him. 
 
    “No war is right,” Braden said. He was eyeing General Gustafsen anxiously. “Death is never right. But this isn’t the moment to philosophize about this. You’ve got an order to follow. Obey or you’ll be hanged.”  
 
    Lasgol exchanged a glance with Egil and the others. 
 
    Ingrid made the decision for them. “We’ll follow orders. We’re Rangers and Norghanians. We’ll fight.” 
 
    “That’s more like it. I’ll write an ode to your courage when this is over and we’ll sing it around the campfire. Now fight.” He said and turned to nock his bow and aim. 
 
    Lasgol had to resign himself. If they failed to fight, they would end up being hanged. They raised their bows together and released, without aiming, into the center of the enemy lines. 
 
    They came to within a hundred paces of the enemy. 
 
    The Norghanian Generals ordered a change of pace. “A steady trot!” they called. They were getting ready for the clash. 
 
    “Javelins!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    A thousand javelins were launched, and fell on the running soldiers. The power behind them was so great that they pierced the shields and struck the Norghanians. Many fell, seriously wounded or dead, transfixed. 
 
    “Full charge!” the Generals ordered. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers, axe or sword in one hand and shield in the other, raced to attack the enemy front lines. At the head of the Norghanian assault went Duke Olafstone and his men of the Western League. They would be the first to fall, just as Uthar wished. The four Norghanian armies lined up behind them, and they would follow. 
 
    “Father...” Egil said when he saw what was happening. “They’re being sent to their death.” 
 
    Lasgol wished he could say something to cheer his friend, but seeing what was happening he could think of nothing that would comfort him. 
 
    “Beasts, attack!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    And chaos was unleashed. The army of colossal beasts attacked with chilling roars that froze the soul of the most daring. The White Bears launched into a run, the Snow Panthers and the White Tigers after them. They reached the Duke’s men, and the clash was devastating. The beasts leapt upon the Norghanians, tearing and shredding the men of the Western League. Duke Olafstone was fighting for his life against a giant white bear. They fought with all they had, but the beasts tore them to pieces with their strength, their claws and their murderous jaws. 
 
    “No!” Egil cried desperately. 
 
    “It’s a massacre!” Nilsa said in horror. 
 
    “I have to help him!” Egil shouted. He began to make his way toward the fray. 
 
    Braden saw him and seized his arms. “Stop! If you go there you’ll die!” 
 
    “It’s my father!” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Braden said. “Now you’re a Ranger. Back to your place. Hold him and don’t let him move.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Gerd offered and held him tightly. 
 
    “Father...!” 
 
    The brutal clash lasted a moment. The next moment Duke Olafstone ordered the retreat. He and his men fled to the east, pursued by several packs of white wolves. 
 
    “Bloody cowards!” Uthar cried at the sight of the Duke and his men running for their lives. 
 
    “The wolves’ll finish them off,” said Sven. “They won’t be able to outpace them.” 
 
    “They’re getting what they deserve,” Uthar said, and a malicious smile appeared on his face. 
 
    The King and his retinue closed the lines of the Norghanian army. Lasgol turned and saw him clearly, not more than a hundred and fifty paces from them. An idea suddenly came into his mind: I could kill him. If I kill him now everything will be over, before it’s too late. The idea grew in his mind: yes, that was the only option that would bring an end to all that madness. He’s only a hundred and fifty paces away. I can do it. Then he saw Sven and Olthar on each side of Uthar, covering him, and he remembered what had happened to his own father Dakon. He thought he could do it, and he couldn’t. And he was First Ranger, the best among all the Rangers. I’m not even a full Ranger yet. I wouldn’t be able to succeed where my father failed. Unconsciously, he had raised his bow and was looking at Uthar. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Lasgol?” Braden asked him. 
 
    “Er... I... nothing.” 
 
    “Look ahead, at the enemy. And be alert, or I’ll have to write a funerary ode to sing at your funeral.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, of course, sir.” Lasgol said, and turned around. 
 
    What he saw froze the blood in his veins. The bears, tigers and panthers were hurling themselves on the Thunder Army with devastating fierceness and brutality, tearing the Norghanian soldiers to pieces. The boars and reindeer charged against the Snow Army with all their might, sinking fangs and tusks and horns into bodies that could do nothing to stop the force of the charge. The white buffaloes attacked the Invincibles of the Ice like a stampede of wild horses, hurling the leading soldiers through the air. After them came the Trolls and Ogres with their enormous bodies, jaws and claws and their colossal strength. They tore men in two. 
 
    “Push the beasts back! Push them back!” the Generals shouted at their men. 
 
    “Hold your positions!” cried General Irmason of the Invincibles. “Kill the beasts!” 
 
    The Invincibles were being slaughtered by the wild beasts, and there was nothing they could do against their size and strength. They managed to kill them with accurate sword-strokes, but by the time the creatures fell they dragged half a dozen men with them. The men of the Thunder Army, bigger and stronger, were holding out better with their shields and axes. The men of the Snow Army were in deep trouble, although they were putting up a good fight. 
 
    “Blizzard Army, spears!” ordered General Gustafsen. 
 
    The soldiers of the Blizzard left their bows and picked up the strengthened spears. Lasgol looked at Braden, who shook his head. The Rangers were not using spears. They stayed behind. 
 
    “Attack the beasts! Now!” the General ordered. 
 
    While the soldiers of the three armies were fighting against the beasts with sword and axe, the Blizzard Army maneuvered to attack them from the side. The beasts, caught by surprise, turned to face the new threat and found themselves corralled. They attacked the Blizzard Army, desperately trying to get out of the trap. The spears pierced their bodies, while claws and jaws tore the men of the Blizzard to pieces. The fight turned into pure butchery. Ogres and bears held the other armies back while the remaining beasts pushed their way forward. 
 
    “Bury those spears in them!” General Gustafsen was shouting.  
 
    But his men were destroyed. The buffaloes trampled them in their passage and the tigers and panthers finished them off. In the blink of an eye, Uthar had lost one of his armies. But the beasts had also suffered many casualties. They had fallen by the hundreds. 
 
    “Withdraw the beasts!” Darthor ordered. 
 
    The Trolls were the last to retreat, amid roars of fury. They did not seem to want to leave the battle. Many of the beasts withdrew, wounded, but even so they had managed to cause enormous losses among the invading armies. 
 
    The three remaining Norghanian armies drew back and re-ordered their lines. Before them was a sea of blood, dead men and beasts. There were thousands of bodies. Lasgol could barely look. 
 
    “Now we’ll get behind the Invincibles of the Ice,” Braden told them. 
 
    The Rangers obeyed at once. Lasgol looked over his shoulder and saw King Uthar’s retinue. They were now two hundred paces or so away, watching what was happening in the battlefield and sending messengers with orders to the Generals. Lasgol had the feeling that the King would get no closer than that. 
 
    “Leave now for where you came from!” Darthor warned them. “Go back to Norghana and you won’t die here today!”  
 
    But Uthar had no intention of withdrawing. “Finish them! Kill those savages!” he ordered furiously. 
 
    The Generals gave the order, and the three armies began to move forward, forming three compact squares: shields in front, swords and axes ready to kill. They advanced with military precision, each step taken with care, all as one. 
 
    Darthor watched them approach. 
 
    The end was inevitable. 
 
    He sent his troops. 
 
    “Peoples of the Frozen Continent! Defend your land from the invader! Charge! With everything you’ve got!” 
 
    There came a deafening howl as the Peoples of the Frozen Continent in their thousands shouted to their gods, and they charged as the wild beasts had done. 
 
    The first to attack were the Wild of the Ice. They broke against the military squares with the strength and rage of a thousand winters. They struck at the barrier formed by the front lines with their massive axes and the colossal strength of their bodies. The impetus of their attack forced the Norghanian soldiers to stop and resist the attack. They protected themselves with their shields and their iron-tight military discipline. The enormous blue-skinned wild men struck shields, bodies and anything they found in their way again and again, sending men to their death amid deafening shouts. 
 
    Lasgol thought that the Norghanians would not stand up to the punishment. But he was wrong. The Norghanian soldiers stood their ground shield to shield, shoulder to shoulder, and began to counter-attack. The Wild Ones could not penetrate the formations. For every man they killed, another took his place from the inner lines, and so the square held up. In the center of each square the General and his captain advanced, organizing the men so that the formation would not yield. 
 
    And it held. 
 
    The Wild of the Ice struck furiously, but their fellow countrymen, the Tundra Dwellers, could not reach the enemy because the Wild Ones themselves were blocking the way. There was not enough space for all of them. 
 
    “Get out of each other’s way!” Darthor shouted at them. 
 
    But it was impossible. The first line of the Wild held no more than two thousand men. Another five thousand of their people were pushing them against the three enemy formations, which were already beginning to move as one under the sure direction of their generals. 
 
    “Surround them! Clear a space!” 
 
    The Wild hurled themselves forward again and again, trying to break the lines with their brutal attacks, but in vain. Thanks to their colossal brute force they made a dent, but the lines withheld. The Wild could not attack with enough numbers to break the formations. 
 
    “We won’t manage it like this!” Darthor yelled. “Sinjor, it’s your turn! Forward!” 
 
    Sinjor glanced at Darthor and nodded. He moved forward amid the Wild as far as the front lines of his own people with enormous strides. With him went a large group of Semi-Giants. They were huge, strong, with that one eye in their blue faces possessed by fury. 
 
    “Three groups, with me!” Sinjor called to his people. 
 
    The Wild of the Ice retreated and formed a corridor to let them through. Lasgol watched in amazement as three groups of thirty Semi-Giants made their way toward the enemy armies. The Norghanian soldiers looked like children beside them. Sinjor was leading the group that was attacking the Snow Army, and two other Semi-Giants were in command of the other two groups. 
 
    The Norghanians stopped their advance in the face of the approaching threat. They dug their heels in and prepared to withstand the attack. The soldiers lined up firmly behind their shields, each leaning on the man beside him. 
 
    The Semi-Giants reached the Norghanian soldiers. Suddenly they cried out in something between a roar and a desperate shout. Instantly they hurled themselves against the front line of each of the three Norghanian formations as if a mountain were advancing on a stone wall. 
 
    The Norghanians tried to withstand. It was impossible. The soldiers were hurled into the air by the brutal blows of the Semi-Giants. With each blow of their huge axes they felled several men where they stood. With each sweep of their shields they sent several men through the air, to strike their comrades in the rearmost lines. Terror was beginning to spread through the Norghanian lines. 
 
    Sinjor and his group opened up a breach and moved forward, leaving death and despair at each step. The soldiers of the Snow, unable to hold them back, fell dead, impotent in the face of their colossal strength. The thirty or so Semi-Giants were a group small enough to make a wedge in the lines of the enemy formation. They moved to the center, where General Sombsen was yelling orders at his men in desperation. Beside him Captain Olagson, a man as big as a bear, was trying to get together a defense. 
 
    The situation was no better in the lines of the Thunder Army. The thirty or so Semi-Giants had managed to penetrate between the lines with tremendous axe-blows and unstoppable brutality. They struck blows in every direction, accompanying them with sweeps of their shields. The Thunder soldiers jumped on them, trying to wound them with their axes, before being hurled through the air or torn to pieces. The screams were horrifying, the Semi-Giants grunting with rage and the Norghanian soldiers howling with fear and pain.  
 
    And yet the Invincibles of the Ice were holding up. Instead of facing them and trying to stand up to their slashes and sweeps, they were moving away from the blows of the Semi-Giants, then when they saw their chance, surrounding them and stabbing them mercilessly with their swords one by one. A dozen soldiers together managed to bring down the first Semi-Giant. He fell like a century-old tree felled by a group of albino woodcutters. Seeing the figure fall dead, the soldiers cheered madly. Realizing they had a chance, they leapt to finish off the rest amid howls. 
 
    Sinjor saw one of his comrades fall, struck by twenty axes in the hands of soldiers desperate to survive in the square formation of the Snow Army. He roared in pain and rage, then turned to General Sombsen and Captain Olagson and attacked with all his fury. The General was hacked to pieces by the axe, and the Captain received a terrible blow in the face with the shield that left him unconscious and bleeding. Sinjor turned to the Wild Ones of the Ice and yelled: 
 
    “Go in and kill everyone!” 
 
    The reaction was not long in coming. The Wild Ones of the Ice went in through the open breach and began to deliver death to the Soldiers of the Snow. The fight turned chaotic. The Snow Army were now fighting for their lives, without leadership, their formation broken, each man for himself. 
 
    “To me, brothers of the Tundra! Finish them off!” cried the leader of the Semi-Giants in the middle of the Thunder Army formation. General Irmason lay headless on the ground. Captain Rangulself was moving back, shouting orders to his men not to break the formation. The Tundra Dwellers came at them, yelling and howling like hungry wolves. 
 
    Despite this, the Invincibles of the Ice managed to kill the thirty Semi-Giants and hold their position. They were magnificent fighters. Leaving aside their brute force, using their skill with the steel and their cool-headedness, they had brought down all their formidable enemies. They surrounded them, stabbed them in the legs until they fell, then finished them off where they lay, even though they suffered enormous losses. General Hilakson barked orders to his men to tighten their formation. They managed to do this, and the general ordered them to assist Captain Rangulself and the soldiers of the Thunder Army. 
 
    “Archers! Rangers!” came the order from Commander Sven. “Release against the Semi-Giants!” 
 
    The archers of the Blizzard Army released immediately. 
 
    Egil looked at Lasgol with doubt in his eyes. “What do we do?” he whispered. 
 
    The eyes of his comrades were on him. 
 
    “Bring them down! Aim at their torsos!” Gatik ordered the Rangers. 
 
    Several hundreds of arrows in unison, accurately aimed, flew from the Rangers’ bows at amazing speed and hit the chests of the enormous beings. A dozen of them fell, riddled with arrows. 
 
    Braden was passing the order, and soon he would reach them. They could not ignore a direct order. They would be hanged. But Lasgol could not help kill the Semi-Giants, it was something stronger than him. He just could not. He looked at Egil in a desperate plea for help. 
 
    Egil looked at the sky and smiled. “Hollow-tipped arrows,” he whispered to his teammates. “Quickly.” 
 
    They understood. They took out the arrows with hollow tips they carried ready to fill with explosive or elemental compounds, except that they were empty. They had not loaded them with the compounds. 
 
    Braden arrived at a run. He gave the order to release, and the Panthers obeyed. Except that their arrows would cause no harm, since the tips were hollow and would break on contact. Unfortunately the other teams and the Rangers themselves were using real weapons and delivered death to the Semi-Giants. 
 
    And just when Lasgol thought that the situation could not become any more chaotic, any more terrible, Uthar moved the next piece in the game. 
 
    “Ice Mages! Raze them!” he shouted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olthar and three Ice Mages advanced slowly until they drew level with the Rangers. The fighting was bitter. The Wild of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers were managing to defeat the Thunder and Snow Armies. The Invincibles of the Ice were maneuvering in close formation, trying to reach their comrades to help them. The Rangers and archers of the Blizzard Army were delivering death to the Semi-Giants. The uproar of the battle was deafening. The cries of fighting and dying rose to the clouded skies of the North. 
 
    Lasgol and his friends could barely stand the horror of death and destruction they were witnessing. War was an atrocious beast where only death and pain triumphed. The souls of the six young friends were suffering it with full intensity. 
 
    And the powerful Norghanian Magic came into action. Olthar closed his eyes and concentrated, as did the three Ice Mages. 
 
    Then they began to work magic. 
 
    Lasgol watched the Ice Mages in their snow-white clothes, holding their staves as they worked. A knot formed in his stomach. 
 
    “What are they going to do?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “From what I understand,” Egil began, “the Norghanian Ice Mages are very powerful. They specialize in the Magic of the Element of Water. They can create winter storms, freeze human beings alive, and cast spells which involve the manipulation of this element.” 
 
    “Will they create freezing storms over the enemy?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Egil looked up at the sky. “I don’t think so. If the enemy were different it would be an excellent tactic to use, but against the Peoples of the Frozen Continent, I doubt it. They’re used to freezing storms and temperatures no human would be able to stand. The storms and freezing spells won’t have much effect on them.” 
 
    “Do the Ice Mages know that?” Nilsa asked. 
 
    Egil nodded. “Oh, they know, don’t worry. They’re very intelligent, and their profession involves a lot of study.” 
 
    “Look!” Lasgol cried at the sight of the four spells materializing. 
 
    Before the four Mages there appeared a hundred sharp spikes of ice, levitating, aiming at the enemy, waiting to be commanded. At an order from the Mage, the icy missiles shot off at tremendous speed against the Wild of the Ice who were destroying the Snow Army. The stakes pierced them and kept on their way, bringing death and injury to everyone in their path. Amid cries of surprise and rage, the Wild Ones were falling. 
 
    “They’ve found another way...” Gerd said. 
 
    Lasgol was watching the scene in horror. 
 
    The Norghanian Ice Mages repeated their spells. This time they directed the icy missiles against the Tundra Dwellers, who had the Thunder Army trapped, unable to defend themselves against the attack. Hundreds of Wild Ones fell dead. 
 
    Darthor reacted. 
 
    “Glacial Arcanes, with me!” 
 
    He took several steps forward, toward the vanguard of the fighting. He kept out of reach of the Rangers, who were still shooting at the Wild and the Tundra Dwellers, causing massive casualties. With him was Muladin. Azur and the Glacial Arcanes took their places in front of them. 
 
    “We’ll use Magic against Magic,” Darthor told them. 
 
    Azur and the Arcanes began to cast a spell, eyes closed, murmuring secret words. Suddenly a blue mist began to form over the battlefield. Little by little it covered the Snow and Thunder Armies. A moment later both armies had vanished in the mist, which was growing thicker by the moment. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Magic, it’s accursed magic!” Nilsa complained. 
 
    “They’re casting a great spell, all together,” Egil said as he watched the fog thickening between the soldiers and the Wild Ones. “It’s fascinating, really fascinating. They use their Gift, their power, in unison, to create an enormous spell.”  
 
    “What are they trying to do with that fog?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    Ingrid pointed. “For one thing, it’s stopping the Ice Mages from attacking. They can’t see a thing.”  
 
    “And the same with the Rangers,” Viggo said, indicating their own people, who were staring into the fog, unable to see a thing. 
 
    The fog became denser until it was an intense sky-blue. 
 
    “I think it has some other purpose,” said Egil, “It’s not just to protect them from missiles and Mages.”  
 
    Then they saw several soldiers emerging from of the fog. Their arms were hanging down and they were staring blankly up at the sky. They seemed to be in a trance. 
 
    “Go back to the fight!” Commander Sven ordered them. 
 
    But the soldiers heard nothing; they might have been drugged, wandering aimlessly and looking up at the sky. More and more of them came out of the fog in the same state, like sleepwalkers. 
 
    “What d’you think you’re doing! Come back!” 
 
    The soldiers did not react, but went on walking aimlessly. Suddenly the Wild of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers came out of the fog at a run, and in the blink of an eye killed the soldiers. The Rangers released at them, but they took refuge in the fog. 
 
    “By the heavens! The fog only affects our side!” Ingrid said. 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Egil thoughtfully. “The spell doesn’t affect the Peoples of the Frozen Continent.”  
 
    Lasgol shook his head sadly. “They’re going to be massacred in there.”  
 
    The Invincibles of the Ice went up to the fog, but their general halted them. 
 
    “Nobody’s to go into the fog!” 
 
    The soldiers of the other two Norghanian armies were being exterminated inside it. 
 
    “Olthar, use your magic!” Uthar ordered. 
 
    The Ice Mage closed his eyes. After a long moment of concentration, he murmured words of power. 
 
    A winter storm began to form over the battlefield. The other Mages, seeing what Olthar was trying to do, followed his example. Above the battlefield a number of winter storms formed. Thunder boomed and lightning flashed. The black clouds poured down icy rain, and the temperature dropped dramatically. 
 
    “How’s a winter storm going to help?” Ingrid wondered. 
 
    “Wait and see,” Egil said. “Where there’s a storm, there’s always...” 
 
    Wind! With the storm came strong, icy winds. Their purpose was to freeze anyone beneath them, but in this state of affairs it made the fog disperse. The wind blew it away to nothing. In a few moments it had disappeared completely, and the fighters could be seen. 
 
    “Protect our people!” Gatik cried. 
 
    The Rangers began releasing against the enemy forces, and meanwhile their fellow-countrymen were beginning to come out of that state of numbness the fog had sunk them in. 
 
    “Regroup!” Captain Rangulself was shouting at his men. 
 
    The soldiers of the Thunder Army started to move back, while the Tundra Dwellers hurled themselves at them to try to annihilate them. 
 
    “Form yourselves into lines, or we’re dead!” Captain Olagson shouted at the soldiers of the Snow Army. The Wild of the Ice were tearing them to pieces. 
 
    “Invincibles, protect them!” Sven ordered. 
 
    The elite Norghanian army took up their positions behind the enemy forces and prepared to attack from their rearguard. 
 
    Darthor saw the move and pointed to the Invincibles. 
 
    “Muladin,” he said to his loyal sorcerer.  
 
    Both began to cast a spell, a dark and powerful one. 
 
    The Rangers and the archers of the Blizzard Army went on releasing against the enemy. The Ice Mages attacked again, throwing javelins of ice and spheres of crystallized ice, which burst into thousands of sharp splinters on impact. They hurled the spheres into the center of the hosts of Wild and Tundra Dwellers, wreaking havoc. But despite the damage they did not give up, but instead kept attacking with even more fury, if that were possible. 
 
    To protect Darthor and Muladin, Azur and the Glacial Arcanes moved forward and cast spells on the archers of the Blizzard Army, which was taking up its position in front of the Rangers. A new blue fog began to appear among the archers. They tried to move back, but collided with the Rangers who were getting into position behind them. They tried to flee the fog, but were too slow. The spell had been cast. The archers started to scream. 
 
    “I’m blind! I can’t see! By the gods, I’m blind!” they cried desperately. They dropped their bows and put their hands to their faces. They could see nothing but the darkest of dark. 
 
    “It’s just an illusion, you’re not blind!” Olthar yelled at them. 
 
    The Rangers tried to help them, but those who were touched by the fog met the same fate. 
 
    “Don’t go into the fog!” Gatik cried. “Shoot at the Arcanes, they’ve come within range so that they can cast spells against us!” 
 
    The Rangers obeyed, and death fell upon the Arcanes. It was true that in order to cast their spells they had moved forward a hundred paces, and now they were paying for it with their lives. Azur ordered his people to retreat at a run. They had killed the archers of the Blizzard Army and gained time for Darthor to finish his great spell, although the price they had paid had been very high. 
 
    Darthor and Muladin completed their long spell. Under the feet of the Invincibles of the Ice there appeared an arcane smoke, something between violet and black in color. It seemed to be emerging from the snowy ground itself. Lasgol watched, open-mouthed. The strange smoke formed a circle around the soldiers and began to rise. The Invincibles paused in their advance, taken aback. They watched the violet smoke climbing up their bodies toward the sky. 
 
    Olthar recognized Darthor’s powerful magic. “Get out of there! It’s a spell!” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Darthor closed his eyes and pronounced a word of power. He spread his arms and immediately closed them, bringing his hands together. 
 
    Muladin did the same. 
 
    The eyes of the Invincibles turned the same violet-black as the spell. They turned to one another and began to fight among themselves. To kill one another. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Gerd cried in horror. 
 
    “They’re killing each other!” Nilsa shouted. “Stop it!”  
 
    “They can’t,” said Egil. “Now they’re under Darthor’s Domination spell. They’ll do whatever he orders.” 
 
    “It’s impossible!” Ingrid was shouting. “He can’t dominate a whole army!” She was unable to believe her eyes. “The Invincibles! There are several thousand of them! How can he dominate all of them?” 
 
    “Darthor and his sorcerer have an overwhelming power,” Egil said. He was stunned. 
 
    Lasgol stared at what was happening, unable to say a word. “They’re... killing each other...” he muttered at last, in disbelief. 
 
    Meanwhile the other armies were retreating and trying to regroup under the asphyxiating pressure of the fury of the Wild Ones and the Dwellers. Only the Rangers were keeping the enemy at bay by releasing their arrows from a distance. They were out of reach of Darthor, and he was out of theirs. 
 
    “Kill Darthor! Kill him!” came the order from Uthar. 
 
    Sven looked at him, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “Order the Rangers to advance and protect our Mages!” Uthar shouted. “Advance and kill Darthor!”  
 
    “Gatik, move forward!” Sven ordered. 
 
    The First Ranger sighed. It did not look as if he liked this maneuver at all. But he could not disobey an order from the King. 
 
    “Rangers! Forward!” 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach was in such a tight knot that he doubled up. They were sending him to kill his mother. He did not mind dying in that battle, but he did not want his mother to die, not for anything in the world, except that that his mother was the enemy leader. How can I have got myself into this situation? he wondered as they advanced toward the Arcanes who were protecting Darthor. Get away from here, Mother, flee, they’ll kill you! his soul cried out. Take her away, Muladin, escape! His teammates were staring at him, their eyes full of fear and doubt. Now it had come down to kill or be killed, and they knew it. 
 
    “Olthar,” Uthar ordered his Ice Mage, “make the Invincibles stop killing each other!”  
 
    Olthar stopped and evaluated the situation. 
 
    “Will he be able to?” Ingrid asked Egil. 
 
    “I doubt it... an Ice Mage has elemental magic, of the element of water. He can’t undo Magic of Illusion or Domination.” 
 
    Gerd was watching the great mage moving his staff and uttering words of power. “Well, he’s casting a spell,” he said. 
 
    Olthar finished his spell. Over the Invincibles there formed a new winter storm. But instead of strong winds, this one brought icy temperatures. In a moment frost began to appear on the Invincibles. The storm strengthened, and the temperatures began to drop to unheard-of levels. The beards and hair of the Invincibles started to freeze. Their attacks, their movements, became slower, more lethargic. Finally they were left motionless, frozen, unable to move their limbs, only capable of breathing. Olthar held the spell, so that it kept the storm in that state, at that temperature, fixed over the Invincibles. They were alive, but frozen on the spot. 
 
    “Wow,” Viggo said. “I wasn’t expecting that!”  
 
    “A very intelligent mage,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Excellent strategy,” said Egil. 
 
    The Rangers moved in unison, following Gatik’s order, as if they were an army. 
 
    Muladin became aware of this. 
 
    “Beware, my lord,” he warned Darthor. 
 
    Darthor saw the Rangers advancing and knew that the moment they came within shooting range, they themselves would be dead. 
 
    “Sinjor, we need him,” said Darthor. He concentrated and used his great pool of power. He sent a mental message to Sinjor, using his Gift. The Semi-Giant, who was fighting as leader of the Wild of the Ice, turned and saw the situation. 
 
    “Intercept the Rangers!” he ordered his people. 
 
    The surviving Wild Ones and Semi-Giants stopped attacking the Snow Army and ran to intercept the Rangers. 
 
    Lasgol could see them coming at a run on his left, and fear ran up his chest to his throat. The Rangers reached shooting distance. They now had Darthor and Muladin within range. 
 
    “Release! Finish them off!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    Lasgol felt panic taking over his body. He raised his bow, but his hands were shaking. 
 
    “Release!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The arrows flew from the Rangers’ bows. 
 
    Darthor and Muladin were casting a spell, but they would finish their spells an instant too late. 
 
    The arrows sought their chests but did not reach them. 
 
    The Arcanes moved to stand in front of them and intercepted the arrows that were meant for the bodies of Darthor and Muladin. They had formed a defense barrier of flesh and bone. 
 
    Gatik saw it and cursed. Darthor and Muladin were already finishing their spell, and the Wild hurled themselves on the Rangers from the left. Uthar had sacrificed them in an attempt that had been too risky. 
 
    Sinjor and his people crashed against the group of Rangers like a frozen tsunami. The Rangers were forced to drop their bows and wield short axe and knife to defend themselves against their attackers, who were falling on them like furious beasts. The clash was horrifying. Sinjor struck right and left with sword and shield like a god of war. The Semi-Giant sent Rangers flying or split them in two with his axe. The Wild Ones were attacking with the fury of those who are defending their land from invaders. The Rangers in turn defended themselves as best they could, but the fury of the attack was shattering. 
 
    Braden appeared at a run, and gathered the Third-and Fourth-Years with urgent signs. 
 
    “Follow me, we’re retreating,” he said. “In teams, retreat formation!” 
 
    They took their positions as they had learned in their training, forming a line of six, with Ingrid in the lead and Viggo at the rear. They ran in unison like a well-trained team. 
 
    The Wild Ones were opening up a gap toward them. 
 
    “Get a move on!” Braden urged them. 
 
    Darthor and Muladin finished casting their long and powerful spells. Gatik’s face showed that he knew they were lost, that it was over for them, that the spells would be their end, one way or another. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    The spells did not fall on the Rangers. They fell on the Ice Mages who were following them. 
 
    Two of the Ice Mages were Dominated by Darthor and Muladin. 
 
    Olthar shouted “No!” 
 
    While the King’s Mage was raising a protective sphere, two of the Dominated Mages attacked the third, who saw with terrified eyes two lightning bolts of ice piercing him before he could even think of defending himself. He fell to the ground, dead, with an expression of terror on his face. 
 
    “Curse them!” Olthar cried, and attacked the two Dominated Mages. 
 
    The fight between the three Mages was spectacular and terrible. They exchanged missiles and lightning-bolts of ice, spheres of shards, frozen white dragon’s breath. The attacks crashed against the defensive spheres the Mages had raised to defend themselves. But with every attack they weakened. Finally Olthar, more powerful than the other two mages, defeated them. One died crushed by a stalagmite of ice which Olthar had hurled against him, while the other was left badly wounded on the ground from several of Olthar’s spells. 
 
    Gatik saw that the Wild Ones and Sinjor were causing many losses among his people. He called four elite Archers, the most accurate among all the Rangers. Lasgol saw that they wore their identifying medallions round their necks. They were Infallible Archers. 
 
    “With me, all at once, at the Semi-Giant’s eye,” he said to them. 
 
    The four elite Rangers nodded. They readied their bows, using arrows with penetrating heads, aimed at Sinjor, who was dealing with two Rangers, and then released. Five arrows pierced the Semi-Giant’s eye simultaneously. His head whipped back and he was held motionless in that position, arched backwards, big as he was. He raised his axe and shield, roared with the force of an avalanche and fell forward, dead. 
 
    Lasgol saw him fall like some gigantic, thousand-year-old tree. He felt immense sorrow for the leader of the Wild of the Ice. He had died defending his people, his land, from the Norghanian invader. And it was Rangers – Lasgol’s own comrades – who had killed him. He shook his head. This was a nightmare he could not wake up from. It was total madness. The Rangers were killing honorable beings who were fighting to survive, to defend their families and land. 
 
    Egil had seen him shaking his head. “It’s not your fault,” he said, “it’s Uthar’s. He bears the sole responsibility for all this.”  
 
    “You’re right... but even so...” 
 
    And Gatik’s order came. 
 
    “Retreat! Disband!” 
 
    “With me!” Braden told them, and led them toward the rearguard. 
 
    Lasgol looked back and saw his mother casting spells. It was all madness.  
 
    A terrible madness! 
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    Lasgol ran, his comrades beside him. On his right he saw Astrid and the Owls, and his heart cheered to see the fierce brunette who made him feel as if he had wings and could fly. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, don’t worry. You?” 
 
    “Me too. Don’t go too far from my side.” 
 
    She gave him an encouraging gesture. “I won’t.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded gratefully in return. 
 
    Beside them ran Isgord and the Eagles, with Luca and the Wolves a little behind and then the remaining teams. 
 
    “Run! Retreat!” Braden kept shouting, to make sure that all the Third- and Fourth-Years reached safety. 
 
    The Rangers were retreating haphazardly, fighting as they went. They were forming small groups which fought and then retreated in an orderly fashion, bringing down enemies. They did better this way than in the military formation they had been forced to take up. 
 
    While the Rangers withdrew, so did the survivors of the Thunder and Snow Armies. The Invincibles began to thaw, free now from the effect of Darthor’s Domination spell. Immediately they withdrew beyond the reach of any more spells. They were moving back toward the position of Uthar and his retinue. 
 
    When he saw the Norghanians retreating, Darthor called out to his forces: 
 
    “To me, children of the Frozen Continent!” 
 
    The Wild of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers gathered back around their leader and the surviving Arcanes of the Glaciers. The two hosts regrouped their ranks. The battlefield between them was strewn with corpses, the snow and ice stained with blood and death. 
 
    “Withdraw and re-form!” Commander Sven shouted. 
 
    The Invincibles of the Ice shook the cold off their bodies. The Thunder and Snow Armies joined them. Gatik reorganized his Rangers, who took their places beside the other two armies. 
 
    Lasgol was watching Darthor and his people. 
 
    “We’ve lost half our forces,” Ingrid calculated uneasily. 
 
    Egil took a long look at the now-reorganized armies. “Yes, practically half.” 
 
    “But it hasn’t gone any better with them,” said Viggo, with a wave at Darthor’s side. 
 
    “I think they’ve lost about the same,” Lasgol said sadly. 
 
    “That gives us the advantage,” Viggo said. “There are very few of them now.” 
 
    “All this is an awful mistake,” Lasgol said. “Our side is killing the Peoples of the Ice, we can’t let this happen. It’s not just Uthar, it’s this barbarous act the Norghanians are committing.” 
 
    Nilsa waved her hand towards Uthar and his retinue “Shhhh, lower your voice. Talk like that’s treason, and they might hear you...”  
 
    “I know what you mean, Lasgol,” said Ingrid. “But there’s not much the six of us can do about it.”  
 
    Lasgol looked around him. “It’s madness, it’s horrible.”  
 
    “Yes, it’s a horror,” Ingrid said, “but a horror we have to come out of alive. Stay on the alert, or else we’ll end up like all those unfortunates lying dead on the ice.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Viggo, “and you know I don’t like to admit that Blondie here is right. We may feel bad about those savages, but we can’t let them kill us. We need to be on our toes.” 
 
    “We’ll get out of here,” Ingrid promised them. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Astrid beside them and smiled at her. She smiled back, although her eyes showed the fear she felt, the fear they all felt. 
 
    A voice rose, powerful and furious. 
 
    “It’s time to end this once and for all!” Uthar shouted. “Forward as one, and finish them off! We’re Norghanians! And the Norghanians win battles! Kill those filthy savages!” 
 
    “You heard!” Commander Sven said. “Forward, for Norghana!” 
 
    “Whoever brings me Darthor’s head will be bathed in riches!” Uthar yelled. 
 
    The two Norghanian armies and the Rangers began their advance. Lasgol was so nervous that his hands were shaking, not from fear of dying, but for fear of killing, or else that any of his friends might be killed. 
 
    The Wild of the Ice and the Tundra Dwellers assembled in front of Darthor and Muladin, who were protected by Azur and the Glacial Arcanes. 
 
    Lasgol realized that even so, there were not enough of them to resist. Flee, Mother, flee! his soul was shouting. But Darthor was not moving, nor were any of those protecting him. They were going to fight to the bitter end, to death. 
 
    The Norghanian armies advanced, confident that victory was theirs. Darthor’s remaining warriors would not be able to contain them. 
 
    Flee, Mother flee!  
 
    But she did not move. No child of the ice moved. They waited like statues for the final confrontation. 
 
    All of a sudden there came a long, sustained bray, followed by several more. 
 
    The Norghanian troops stopped hesitantly, four hundred paces away. 
 
    The ground began to shake as if an earthquake were breaking out. 
 
    “Watch out!” Gatik shouted at the Rangers. 
 
    From a pass in the glacier to the northeast came a dozen beasts. They were colossal. 
 
    “What are they?” Gerd said in amazement. “They look like... giant albino elephants.”  
 
    “I don’t know what they are,” said Viggo, “but they’re monstrous, bigger than a two-story house.”  
 
    “And those enormous tusks?” Nilsa asked nervously. 
 
    “They must be relatives of the elephants,” Egil said, watching them advance toward Darthor’s position. “They look more archaic, an ancient race. They’re not albino, they have long white hair that looks like wool. They’re titanic. Fascinating animals...” 
 
    “There are people on top of their heads, leading them,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lasgol in surprise. “They look like Glacial Arcanes.”  
 
    “In that case they must be controlling them,” Egil reasoned, “the same way they controlled the beasts that attacked us before.”  
 
    Suddenly the creatures broke into a run. For all their size, they ran with tremendous speed. The ground shook as though under a stampede of thousands of wild beasts. Lasgol felt his own body shaking, as did all the Norghanians. 
 
    “Shoot at the beasts!” Sven ordered. 
 
    Gatik gave the order, and the Rangers released hundreds of arrows against the dozen giant beasts. Lasgol feared this would mean the death of the beasts, but he was wrong. The arrows struck the gigantic bodies, but were unable to penetrate the thick, tough skin. The only thing they managed to do was anger the beasts even more, so that they hurled themselves full tilt at the Norghanian infantry. 
 
    The clash was brutal. The beasts wrecked everything in their path, sending soldiers flying or crushing them with their colossal feet. 
 
    “Finish them off!” Sven yelled. 
 
    “Change your tips, use piercing arrows!” Gatik said. “We have to get through their skin!” 
 
    As one, the Rangers fell to one knee, reached for their quivers and took out their piercing arrowheads. They stood up and released again. The beasts, amid the Norghanian troops, were attacking by swinging their huge tusks, which swept everything before them. The piercing arrows managed to penetrate their thick skin, and they roared with pain. 
 
    “Keep shooting!” Gatik said when he saw that they were having some effect. 
 
    The soldiers were trying to wound the beasts’ legs with desperate thrusts, but were being either struck by the tusks or crushed by the legs they were trying to slash. 
 
    “They’re destroying our infantry,” Viggo said. He was releasing arrows with normal heads. 
 
    Darthor saw his chance and called the rest of his forces. 
 
    “Attack! Death to the invader! Defend your homes!” 
 
    The Wild and the Tundra Dwellers charged with furious yells. 
 
    And chaos took over the battle. 
 
    “Rangers, Fire Arrows!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The Rangers fell to one knee and prepared their arrows. 
 
    Lasgol and Egil exchanged a nervous glance as they did the same. Braden and Gatik were close by them, so there was no way they could avoid obeying. 
 
    “Release at the beasts!” Gatik shouted. 
 
    The fire arrows struck the bodies of the beasts, creating small flurries of flame with every impact. The beasts brayed and went mad, not with pain but with fear. Fire terrorized them. They wanted to escape the flames, but were unable to because the fire was trapped in their bodies. They wrecked everything in their way and fled. 
 
    “Yes!” cried Gatik when he saw this. 
 
    The Wild Ones and the Dwellers, on the other hand, far from running, attacked with even more strength. But the Norghanian infantry, especially the Invincibles, began to cut them to pieces with their swordsmanship. 
 
    Surrounded by fallen enemies, Tarsus, the leader of the Dwellers, killed an Invincible by piercing him with his lance. But it was his last fight. Four Invincibles surrounded him and killed him. He fell, cursing the invaders. With his death, the scales of battle tilted toward the Norghanian side. 
 
    Darthor saw that his people were lost, and called the retreat. 
 
    “Back to me! All of you!” he shouted. 
 
    The Wild Ones and the Dwellers hesitated. They wanted to go on fighting. But Darthor called them again. 
 
    “To me! All of you!” 
 
    They obeyed, and took up their new position around him. 
 
    “They’re ours!” Uthar shouted euphorically. He had moved his position forward, and with his retinue was now standing behind his troops, not far away. 
 
    “Kill them! They’re finished!” he ordered. 
 
    Lasgol stared at the Norghanians, then at his mother and the children of the ice, and knew that they were going to die. He could barely breathe, thinking of what would happen next. They would be massacred, Uthar would leave none of them alive. 
 
    And at the very moment the Norghanian troops were hurling themselves forward to finish them off, another chilling roar sounded: a different one, more powerful and ancestral. It froze the blood in their veins. 
 
    All the hair on Lasgol’s body stood on end. The ground shook anew, as if a giant were stamping on it. 
 
    From the great Blue Glacier there came a colossal beast.  
 
    “It’s a dragon!” Isgord cried in terror. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” Sven roared. 
 
    Lasgol stared at the dragon and recognized it. It was not a dragon at all. 
 
    It was Misha! 
 
    Beside the thousand-year-old creature came Asrael. Misha came forward, roaring. Lasgol saw his body, covered with crystalline scales, shining with every step of his four short and powerful legs. Seeing the creature at a distance, he could appreciate the enormous length of its tail and neck. He could not see the golden eyes, large and reptilian. But he could see the tall crystal crest which stretched from the top of his head, down his neck and back as far as the tip of his tail. 
 
    “It’s Misha and Asrael!” Egil said. “They’re joining the battle!” 
 
    A new roar announced the arrival of a second creature, as immense and terrifying as Misha. It was similar in size, but even stronger and more compactly-built. Its skin was albino, but it did not shine. Its neck was short and its head very large, unlike Misha’s, with a square crest and one huge horn on its snout. It moved on four strong legs, and its tail was shorter. It looked like a rhinoceros thousands of years old. 
 
    Egil half-closed his eyes to see better. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s Azur’s pet coming to help him.” 
 
    Camu transmitted a message to Lasgol, who was beside him on the ground, invisible, Friends, he said. 
 
    I know, little one. Stay hidden. 
 
    Friends. Help. 
 
    The two creatures, Asrael and Azur, went to stand beside Darthor and Muladin. 
 
    “You honor me with your presence,” Darthor said, and bowed deeply to the creatures. 
 
    “It is our duty and our privilege to protect our land,” Asrael said. 
 
    He and Azur nodded to one another. There was no friendship between them, but there was respect. 
 
    “Whatever they are, kill them!” Uthar yelled hysterically. “Kill them all!”  
 
    The infantry advanced, and with them the Rangers. 
 
    The two immense creatures came to meet them. 
 
    “Fire arrows against the beasts!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The flaming arrows struck the bodies of the two beasts. Misha roared in fury, but the arrows did not hurt him since they could not penetrate his skin of ice. Nor did the fire of the arrows harm his body. The other creature brayed furiously. It did not like fire. 
 
    “Easy, Osgar, my friend,” Azur said softly to his pet. “Fire may frighten us, but it can’t harm us.” 
 
    Lasgol used his Gift to look more closely at Azur, the leader of the Glacial Arcanes. He was intrigued by him. Younger than Asrael, he emanated power and strength despite his slenderness. He had the typical skin of the Arcanes: mostly bluish, with areas like the neck and arms crystalline white. His face was human, and his grey eyes seemed imbued with power. His head was clean-shaven, with a white tattoo in the form of the strange rune that covered most of it, and he was dressed in sealskins. The expression on his face was hard and grim.  
 
    The infantry went on advancing while the Rangers released. 
 
    Misha opened his mouth and received them with his icy breath. The first lines of soldiers before him were left frozen on the spot. 
 
    “By the northern winds!” Uthar roared. “Magic! They’re magic creatures!” He turned to his Ice Mage. “Olthar, use your magic against those beasts!” 
 
    Seeing that the arrows of fire had no effect, Gatik looked for an alternative. 
 
    “Try with other elemental arrows!” 
 
    The Rangers began to release the different kinds of arrows they had prepared, but nothing seemed to penetrate the coats of the two creatures until they used Arrows of Air. On impact these produced small explosions that sounded like thunder and were followed by electrical charges which ran through the creatures’ legs and backs, burning them as they did so. 
 
    The two creatures roared in pain, but Asrael and Azur managed to control them. They went on attacking. 
 
    The Invincibles surrounded Osgar. The creature roared and swept its tail, sending men flying. The Invincibles attacked his legs, delivering blows, slashes and knife stabs with all their strength. The creature’s tough skin began to crack, and when the soldiers realized this they went on attacking. White, viscous blood began to flow. Osgar roared with pain and rage. Suddenly his horn – it was more than six feet long – began to vibrate, at first faintly and then more strongly. The soldiers watched uneasily, feeling that something ominous was happening. It was too high for them to attack it. Suddenly there came a blast from the horn. Everything within a radius of ten paces from it was completely frozen. The soldiers who had been surrounding Osgar were now statues of ice. 
 
    Misha blew out another icy gust and froze another group of soldiers who were attacking him. His legs were wounded, and the Norghanians were still hacking at them. He was defending himself with blows of his tail, which felled his attackers. 
 
    Gatik noticed this. “Rangers, Arrows of Air! At its legs! We have to cripple it!” 
 
    Hundreds of arrows followed the order: arrows released by expert Archers. They hit their target squarely, and both creatures roared with pain. 
 
    Asrael, Azur, Darthor and Muladin stepped forward to help them, and began to cast a Domination spell on the soldiers. 
 
    Olthar saw his chance and attacked. He cast a spell of water magic on them, a very powerful one, using the last drop of the lake of power inside his chest. Once he had finished this spell there would be nothing left, and he would barely be able to walk without help. It was all or nothing, but the situation was favorable, the enemy sorcerers were distracted and he seized his opportunity. He finished casting his spell a moment after they had cast their own. 
 
    Part of the group of soldiers who were attacking the two creatures fell under the spell of Domination, stunned and disoriented. 
 
    In front of Darthor and his allies there formed a blue spiral, which started to spin at great speed. It was about fifteen feet tall, and looked threatening. 
 
    “Beware! Magic of Water!” Darthor called to them. 
 
    Asrael, Azur, Muladin and Darthor raised defensive shields when they saw the spell forming before them. The spiral vanished, and in its place there appeared a colossus: an Ice Elemental. The eyes of the creature turned golden. 
 
    “Kill them!” Olthar ordered, then withdrew, unable to stay on his feet. 
 
    The colossal Elemental, humanoid in shape and with a body of ice blocks, took two steps and struck Darthor a blow with its huge fist of icy rock. Darthor’s protective sphere withstood the impact, but it was damaged. Within his protection he was savagely shaken. 
 
    Muladin threw himself at the Elemental in defense of his lord. Unfortunately the spells of Illusion and Domination could do nothing against a creature that was not human. The Elemental of Ice launched a tremendous kick at Muladin, who was thrown over, rolling over and over inside his protection. He was left stretched out on the ground, and did not get up again. 
 
    Asrael and Azur conjured above the elemental’s head. They might not be able to control it, but they could at least hinder its actions. They succeeded in creating a thick dark fog around its head, which obscured its vision. Enraged by the attack, it beat on the ground with its hands in front of the two sorcerers, with such force that they were hurled into the air. 
 
    Several Wild of the Ice tried to wound the creature of ice, but they only managed to knock off fragments of frost before they died, crushed by the blind blows of the colossus. 
 
    Gatik saw Darthor fighting against the creature of ice. He was in serious trouble, and Gatik knew it was the chance they were waiting for. He called the Mage Hunters: six Elite Rangers trained in the specialty of hunting and killing mages and sorcerers. 
 
    “Kill Darthor,” he ordered them. 
 
    The Mage Hunters nodded. They nocked their arrows and prepared to release. 
 
    “They’re ours now!” Uthar yelled euphorically. He raised his King’s sword to the sky. 
 
    Lasgol saw that everything was lost. 
 
    They’re going to kill them all. Mother, flee! 
 
    And then the situation, by now desperate, became impossible. From the direction of the war camp behind them there came more Norghanian soldiers. 
 
    It was the end. 
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    The Mage Hunters were going to kill his mother.   
 
    Lasgol had to do something. He could not let this happen. 
 
    “Cover me, quick,” he told his friends. 
 
    Gerd and Nilsa moved to stand in front of him. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Lasgol did not reply. He crouched down among his friends and searched in his belt. He knew he was carrying a prepared grenade, just in case. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re doing, do it fast. Braden’s coming this way.” 
 
    “Viggo, distract him!” said Ingrid. 
 
    “At your command,” Viggo said, and gave an enormous leap, taking Braden with him. 
 
    “Now,” Egil said. 
 
    Lasgol threw a container with one hand over his friends’ heads. It flew in an arch, hit the ground behind the Mage Hunters and broke with a sound of shattering glass. A violet gas spread in all directions. 
 
    Egil recognized it at once. “It’s Winter Sleep.”  
 
    The potent narcotic gas, an improvement on Summer Slumber, reached the six Mage Hunters, but unfortunately it was an instant too late. The arrows had left the Rangers’ bows, one after another, before the gas affected them. 
 
    The first three struck Darthor’s defensive sphere together, practically on the same spot, aimed at his heart. The sphere cracked at the point of impact. The next arrow completed the job, and the fifth penetrated. Darthor whipped up his arm to protect himself, and the arrow buried itself in his forearm. He grunted with pain. 
 
    The sixth would pierce his heart. 
 
    Muladin appeared in front of Darthor and took the arrow in his chest. 
 
    He collapsed. 
 
    “Muladin!” Darthor cried and crouched down by his side. 
 
    The six Mage Hunters fell, numbed by the effect of the Winter Sleep. 
 
    “I die content, my lord.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, old friend, I need you.” 
 
    “It’s time to begin another adventure.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything, old friend.” 
 
    “Survive... my lady,” he said, and died. 
 
    Darthor howled in rage and frustration. 
 
    The Elemental of Ice, free at last from its blindness, moved to put an end to Darthor. He was lost. He raised his arm to defend himself against the Elemental’s final blow. 
 
    But at that moment a small being appeared beside Darthor. 
 
    “Camu!” Lasgol cried in disbelief. 
 
    Camu was pointing his tail at the Elemental. He began to vibrate, then gave out a golden flash. 
 
    The Elemental could not lower its arm. Something was happening to it. It tried to deliver the blow but its body would not obey. Its golden eyes dimmed. It was left paralyzed. 
 
    “It’s a magical creature,” Egil reasoned. “Camu’s power’s affecting it.”  
 
    The Elemental’s eyes recovered their golden gleam. And the arm prepared once again to deliver the final blow. 
 
    Camu flashed again, and the elemental’s eyes dimmed. 
 
    “Great work, Camu!” Lasgol said. 
 
    The little creature went on producing its strange area of effect. 
 
    Suddenly Misha appeared behind the Elemental and hit it with his tail so hard that it broke in half. Its upper part flew out of the area controlled by Camu’s power, and its eyes regained their golden gleam. It tried to stand up, but was unable to. Despite this, it tried to move toward Darthor by dragging itself along on its arms of ice. 
 
    Misha struck another blow with his tail and tore off its head, which rolled over and over on the ground. The light in its eyes went out altogether. 
 
    Camu gave a shriek of joy. Misha replied with a roar. 
 
    A sound caught their attention. It was a Norghanian horn, which rang out clearly. Norghanian troops were arriving at a run. 
 
    “Oh, no!” cried Lasgol. 
 
    “The reinforcements!” Gerd said. 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve got to be Norghanians,” Ingrid said. 
 
    Egil watched their rapid approach. “They’re Norghanians... yes, but those aren’t reinforcements...” 
 
    “What d’you mean?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Those Norghanians...” 
 
    Nilsa was unable to keep quiet. “What?” 
 
    “They’re not coming to help Uthar.” 
 
    It was Lasgol’s turn to look at Egil in puzzlement. “Eh?” 
 
    They were now quite close, and they could see them more clearly. 
 
    “When the horn sounds, remember who your friends are,” Egil quoted. 
 
    “I don’t follow you, pal,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “My father told me.”  
 
    Lasgol still did not understand. 
 
    Egil pointed. “I can see my Father at the front, and my two brothers beside him,” he said. On his face was a smile of pure delight. 
 
    “Your father?” Ingrid repeated. “It can’t be, he ran away with the beasts chasing him.”  
 
    “I don’t think he ran away at all,” Viggo said. “It was a ruse, a very well thought-out one.” 
 
    “He went back to the camp with his men, and he’s rescued my brothers. Now he can fight freely. Uthar’s blackmail is over.” 
 
    “And will he fight against Uthar?” Lasgol asked hopefully. 
 
    “Now we’ll see,” Viggo said. 
 
    Uthar and his retinue had also realized what was going on. The King was wondering the same thing. Duke Olafstone’s powerful voice cleared his doubts. 
 
    “For the legitimate King! For Norghana! Kill Uthar!” he roared. 
 
    The men of the Western League launched themselves against the King’s retinue. 
 
    “Protect the King!” Sven shouted at his troops. But they had gone far ahead, to try and kill Darthor. 
 
    The Norghanians of the Western League squared up to those of the east. The King’s cousins Thoran and Orten, two enormous brutes, delivered blows right and left, surrounded by their men. Count Volgren was seeking an escape-route with his men. Uthar saw Duke Olafstone hurling himself at him. Sven pushed himself between them, but Count Erikson forced him to step aside. Duke Svensen, of the Western League faced Thoran and Orten.  
 
    “I’ll kill you; you scum!” Olafstone yelled at Uthar. 
 
    “In your dreams!” Uthar replied, and attacked the Duke in the same moment. 
 
    Uthar’s troops, seeing what was happening, left the attack and ran to help the King. 
 
    “The King”! Sven yelled. “Protect the King!”  
 
    The Rangers could not release, for fear of hitting the King and his people. 
 
    “Short weapons!” Gatik ordered. 
 
    The Rangers took out their long knives and short axes and ran to protect the King. Lasgol and the others followed their veteran comrades’ example. 
 
    “I’ll skewer you like a rat!” Uthar snarled at Olafstone. 
 
    “You’re going to die today, you impostor!” the Duke said, and with a master-feint he wounded Uthar in his right shoulder. 
 
    Uthar cried out in pain. He saw his own blood and panicked. “Sven! Protect me!” 
 
    Sven turned and leapt to stand in front of him. In a flash Gatik too arrived and joined Sven to protect the King. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” the Duke told them as his two sons came to join him. “He’s not the King. He’s an impostor!”  
 
    “He’s our King,” said Sven. “You’re the one who wants to usurp the throne.” 
 
    “The blood he bleeds is not of royal lineage. He’s an impostor.” 
 
    “We’re not going to let you kill him,” Gatik said. 
 
    The Duke shook his head. “One day you’ll understand. And I hope by then it’s not too late.” He attacked, his sons with him. 
 
    Sven and Gatik moved to protect the King. 
 
    “Retreat! Sound the retreat!” Uthar yelled. He was moving back, holding his wounded shoulder, now with the protection of the Invincibles who had come to his aid. 
 
    The horns called the retreat, and the armies began to move back. As they retreated, Uthar whispered something in Gatik’s ear. 
 
    “But – my liege...” 
 
    “Do what I tell you. I am your King.” 
 
    “Your Majesty... no...” 
 
    “Obey your King’s order!” 
 
    Gatik raised his bow and aimed. 
 
    The Duke saw him and thought that he himself was the target. But in fact Sven was aiming to his right. 
 
    “Father, this is wonderful,” came a voice behind him, to his right. 
 
    The Duke recognized the voice and realized. Egil was coming up to his father and brothers, and the arrow flew straight at his heart. 
 
    The Duke’s warning shout made him look up. He saw the arrow coming straight at him, and his eyes opened wide. 
 
    The Duke took a step sideways and blocked the trajectory of the arrow with his body. There was a hollow sound, and a groan. 
 
    “Father!” Egil cried. 
 
    The Duke fell to one knee and put his hand to the arrow. It was a deadly wound. He collapsed to one side. 
 
    Egil knelt beside him. “Father!” 
 
    “Don’t let... that impostor... win...” 
 
    “No, Father, I won’t,” Egil promised. He was sobbing. 
 
    “Egil... use your brains... you’re special that way...” the Duke said, blood dribbling from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Father...” 
 
    “I’ve been harsh with you... but it was for your own good...” He coughed blood. “I wanted to make you strong...” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now, Father,” Egil said between sobs. 
 
    “You’re my son... I love you... don’t you ever forget that.” 
 
    Egil shook his head. “Never, Father.” 
 
    His two brothers, seeing what was happening, dropped to the ground by their father. 
 
    “Revenge... death to the impostor...” 
 
    “We’ll do it, father,” Austin said. “On our honor.” His eyes were moist. 
 
    “I’ll kill him with my own hands,” growled Arnold. 
 
    “The crown of Norghana belongs to our family... regain it...” 
 
    “We will,” Austin said. 
 
    “Swear it.”  
 
    The three brothers laid their hands on their father’s bloody chest and swore their oath. 
 
    The Duke took his last breath and died, and his death marked the end of the battle. 
 
    Uthar’s forces retreated. The Rangers followed at a run, and with them Lasgol and his comrades. Egil, seeing them leave, ran to join them. 
 
    “Egil?” Austin called out in bewilderment. 
 
    “It’s better this way,” he said. “Trust me” – and he went to his team. 
 
    Darthor’s forces and those of the Western League were left on the battlefield as the victors. 
 
    But nobody cheered. There were so many casualties, and such significant ones, that there was only silence across the battlefield. 
 
    The invaders had been repelled, but the cost had been very high. 
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    Several weeks later, an encounter which had ended very badly the first time was repeated. The Nobles of the Western League and the leaders of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent were gathered in the sacred cave in the northern territory of Norghana. Before the snow-white monolith inside the cavern in the center of the island, both groups were watching one another warily. Lasgol and Egil were attending as guests. 
 
    Darthor took his place in front of the monolith and addressed both sides. 
 
    “The last time we met here we failed to reach an agreement. The alliance I proposed between the Western League of Norghana and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent did not progress. It failed to do so because of the distrust and hatred that are so deeply rooted on both sides. And because we failed to seal an alliance here, we have been very close to dying, all of us. Uthar nearly put an end to us.” 
 
    Nobody spoke; the tension in the atmosphere was palpable. On the right of the monolith stood the representatives of the Peoples of the Ice. Jurn, after Sinjor’s death, was now the leader of the Wild. From what Lasgol had heard about him he was highly intelligent, though not as much of a warrior as Sinjor. The new leader, following the death of Tarsus, was Sarn, of whom it was said that he was so slippery that no weapon could catch him. The loss of life had been enormous, and some of those lives had been particularly important ones. 
 
    The leader of the Glacial Arcane was still Azur, whom Lasgol for some unknown reason did not trust. He did not like the sullen Shaman of the Ice. Beside him stood Asrael, who winked at him. This cheered him up. Lasgol was glad that he had survived the battle. From what his mother had told him, the two Creatures of the Ice, Misha and Osgar, had survived too and were recovering from their wounds. Osgar would limp for the rest of his life, and this saddened Lasgol. Wars brought nothing but death, pain and destruction, and he hated them. 
 
    “Listen to me closely,” Darthor said, addressing them all. “We are here today because we are joined in a common goal: to defeat Uthar. We don’t have to see things the same way, nor do we have to get along with one another. The Norghanians will always be Norghanians. The peoples of the Frozen Continent will always be the People of the Ice. There’s a long history stained with blood behind us. A story that can’t be erased or forgotten. But there is one thing we must do if we want to have a chance at defeating Uthar, and that is to tolerate each other. If we can’t work together, Uthar will win.” 
 
    “We can’t allow that,” said Austin, Egil’s older brother. He had taken the place of his father, Vikar, the late Duke Olafstone. 
 
    “No, we can’t, because it would mean death for many of those here.” 
 
    “The situation is complex and very delicate,” Duke Erikson said. “Norghana is now divided in two, the West under our control, and the East under that of Uthar. 
 
    “That takes you in the direction of a civil war,” Darthor said. 
 
    “I don’t agree,” Duke Svensen said. “We could negotiate with him. We could divide the realm.” 
 
    “Think about it. Do you really think Uthar is going to give up half the realm? That he’ll just give it to you?” 
 
    “Probably not...” 
 
    “Exactly. You can’t trust him. He’s intelligent. He’ll set a trap for you. Or have you forgotten what we’ve just been through?” 
 
    “We haven’t forgotten,” Duke Svensen said. 
 
    “Now Uthar is considerably weakened. Wounded, with the realm divided and much of his forces destroyed. We must take advantage of the fact. Put pressure on him. This is our opportunity.” 
 
    “What opportunity are you talking about?” asked Austin. 
 
    “Now is the moment to strike, before he recovers. We need to force a civil war.” 
 
    The murmuring filled the cave. 
 
    “Are you sure? He’s taken refuge in Norghania, the capital, and that’s an all-but-impregnable walled city.” 
 
    “If you can’t take the capital, then put pressure on him in the counties where he’s weakest.” 
 
    “What you are proposing is very serious,” Duke Erikson said. “It’ll be Norghanians against Norghanians...”  
 
    “I know. But negotiating with him will lead nowhere.”  
 
    “Are we sure we can defeat him?” Svensen asked. “He still has considerable forces, more than we do.” 
 
    “We have a chance, and we have to grasp it. Remember: he won’t stop until he has the North under his control. Not just Norghana, but the Frozen Continent too. He seeks riches so that he can go on conquering.” 
 
    “The gold and silver mines,” Austin said. 
 
    “Just so. When he controls those, he’ll be able to buy an army of mercenaries, and that will be the end of us. Of us and half Tremia, because he won’t stop with the North. Once he has it under his control he’ll look to the west, to the Kingdom of Rogdon, or the south, to the domains of the Nocean Empire. Although the first to fall will be the lesser realms of central Tremia: Zangria, Erenal, the Masig...” 
 
    “His ambition is as great as that?” asked Sarn, the leader of the Tundra Dwellers. 
 
    “His ambition has no limits. The North is just the beginning. We must stop him now before he becomes too powerful.” 
 
    The nobles whispered among themselves. 
 
    “That’s why we must leave our differences aside and become allies.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” Austin asked. 
 
    “What I proposed before. An alliance between Norghanian nobles of the Western League and the Peoples of the Ice, with the aim of defeating Uthar.” 
 
    “An irrevocable alliance,” said Austin. 
 
    “Yes. No half -measures. It’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “And if we don’t reach an agreement?” 
 
    “We’ll all die.” 
 
    “I still think that now we could negotiate with him,” Erikson said, “make a deal and keep Norghana divided into two independent realms.”  
 
    “Do you want to take the risk?” Darthor asked. “Do you want to trust Uthar’s word?”  
 
    “The crown belongs to us by right of blood,” said Austin. “It belongs to me.”  
 
    “Then make a decision, but do so wisely...” 
 
    The nobles talked among themselves again. For a long moment Darthor let them argue. They needed to make an important decision. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll decide?” Lasgol whispered in Egil’s ear. 
 
    “It’s difficult to predict. My brothers won’t forget our father’s death and the oath we took. But the other Dukes and Counts of the West are more cautious. They know that in a civil war there’d be great loss of life, and they’re less powerful than Uthar.” 
 
    “What d’you think yourself?” 
 
    “The most prudent thing would be to negotiate with Uthar, then topple him.” 
 
    “Let’s see what they decide.” 
 
    “Understand that when Uthar comes for us,” Darthor said, “he’ll come not only for the heads of the families that rebelled, but for your children too. Understand that not only will the parents die, so will they. He’ll never forget what happened in the battle of the ice.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. His memories of everything that had happened were painful. 
 
    “It’s fresh in our minds,” Count Malason assured him. 
 
    Erikson frowned. “We understand. That’s why we need to decide calmly. It affects all our families.” 
 
    “You have the example in front of you,” said Count Malason, indicating Austin. “They’ll have to overcome the terrible pain caused by the loss in their family, and go on fighting like the Olafstone sons.”  
 
    “We can make a deal with Uthar, then betray him,” Count Malason said. 
 
    “We could, but it would be a risky gamble.” 
 
    “It would give us time to recover and organize ourselves.” 
 
    “And it would do the same for him.” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation and doubts. The nobles talked among themselves. The Wild stayed silent, expectant. In their case the dice were already cast, and it was fight or die. 
 
    Lasgol realized the importance of what was being decided. If the nobles did not unite here today, Uthar would win. Of that he had no doubt. Judging by the faces of some of them, and the way they were arguing, it did not seem that the decision was going in the right direction. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    And at last Austin spoke. 
 
    “There will be an alliance. If we must die it will be on our own terms, not Uthar’s.” 
 
    “So be it,” Darthor said. “We will seal an alliance of blood in this sacred place.”  
 
    He approached the monolith. Turning to the leaders of the Frozen Continent, he said: “It is the moment for the ritual of the oath.” 
 
    Azur, the leader of the Glacial Arcanes, now came up to Darthor. He was dressed like a Shaman for the ritual. He took out a large ancient-looking knife and showed it to them all. The blade was of a strange, reddish metal. 
 
    “This is the knife of oaths,” he said in a deep, rasping voice. “Today, before the sacred Monolith of the Gods of the Ice, we swear with honor. We swear with blood, an unbreakable oath.” He looked at Darthor. 
 
    “Continue. Proceed with the ritual.” 
 
    Azur knelt before the monolith and began to intone an ominous chant, while he showed the knife to the Gods and then to the rest of the gathering. Without rising, he cut his palm, displayed it to all and began to intone another chant, even more lugubrious. Slowly, he stood up and placed his bloodied hand on the white surface of the monolith. When he withdrew it, his handprint was marked there in red. 
 
    Darthor took off his gauntlet and showed the shaman his hand. The old man grasped it by the wrist and made a cut in the palm. 
 
    Darthor declared in a decisive voice: “I swear fealty to this cause to dethrone Uthar.” He placed his hand on the monolith, leaving his bloody print beside the Shaman’s. 
 
    “So be it,” the Shaman said. “The Gods will watch over it to ensure that it is so.” He inclined his head to Darthor. 
 
    “Austin, Duke of Olafstone...” Darthor called. 
 
    The Duke approached him. For a moment he stared at the Shaman, who was waiting with the ritual knife in his hand. He thought for one last moment, then decided. 
 
    “Do it,” he told Azur, and offered him his hand. 
 
    The Shaman made a cut in his palm. The Duke repeated the oath with his hand on the monolith: “I swear loyalty to this cause to dethrone Uthar.” 
 
    Azur saluted him, and the Duke went back to his people. 
 
    One by one, Norghanian Nobles and Chiefs of the Wild of the Ice, Tundra Dwellers and Glacial Arcanes, went past the monolith to swear in the unusual ritual. 
 
    When all this had been done, the Shaman spoke. “This oath sworn before the Gods of the Ice cannot be broken. Whoever fails to keep his oath will suffer a terrible death and bring a curse of death upon his family.” 
 
    With this warning, Azur concluded the ritual with another mournful chant. 
 
    And so the fate of the North was sealed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the meeting, Lasgol sought out Darthor. They moved away from the others and went into an adjacent cave so that they could speak in private. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Muladin,” he said to his mother. 
 
    “I’ve lost my best friend, my dearest collaborator. I can never repay him for all he did for me during all these years... and he gave his life for me...” 
 
    “He was a great man, and a loyal one.” 
 
    “Yes, to death,” said Mayra. “What have you decided to do?” she asked her son. 
 
    “I’ve thought about it a lot... believe me, Mother,” he whispered, looking around, making sure nobody was listening. This had to go on being their secret for the good of the North of Tremia, and for the sake of his own fate. 
 
    “Tell me, my dearest son, share it with me,” she whispered, and her voice changed. Once again it was that of a woman, of Mayra, although with the terrifying black helmet she wore it was hard to get used to the idea. 
 
    “I’m going back to the Camp.” 
 
    “It’s a risky decision...” 
 
    “I know, Mother, but I can’t leave them to their fate.” 
 
    Mayra indicated Egil, who was talking to his two elder brothers. “Is it for him, for your friend?” 
 
    “Yes, partly. He’s going to go back to the Camp. He’ll forsake his family and swear loyalty to the King.” 
 
    “Uthar will use him against his brothers.” 
 
    “They know that.” He glanced at the three Olafstone. “They’re counting on it. That way they’ll see betrayal coming. Having an informant among the Rangers will be very helpful to them.” 
 
    “The game of subterfuge and espionage is a very dangerous one. What you want to do is very risky, too much so. If he makes the slightest mistake, Uthar will have him killed.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I want to be close at hand.” 
 
    “He’ll kill you as well if he finds you’re mixed up in it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded heavily. “I know.” 
 
    There was a silence, then Mayra took up the point again. “You remind me so much of your father... I don’t want to lose you the way I lost him.” 
 
    “You won’t. I’ll be very careful. And I have him.” He pointed to his shoulder. Camu became visible and started flexing his legs as he liked to do when he was happy. 
 
    Mayra chuckled. 
 
    “And also I have to help my other teammates. There are plenty of rumors at the Camp, rumors of division, of people being locked up after what happened, that Dolbarar hasn’t explained yet. The graduation ceremony has been postponed because of all these things. We don’t know who’ll pass this year and who’ll go to prison, or worse... There are comrades from both sides, some of them sons of the West, some of them sons of the East... I can’t let anything happen to my friends.” 
 
    “You mustn’t forget that you’re a son of the West.” 
 
    “I know...” 
 
    “And that Uthar is watching you closely.” 
 
    “I haven’t given him any reason to doubt me. I fought with the Rangers, on his side.” 
 
    “You’re brave, and so is your friend Egil, but what you want to do, even though it does you credit, is too dangerous. I can’t give you my blessing.” 
 
    “Are you going to stop me?” 
 
    “No. I’m asking ask you to come with me, with your mother.” 
 
    “And there’s nothing I’d like better in the world,” Lasgol said, and his eyes moistened. His heart was torn. He wanted with all his heart to go with his mother and make up for all the time they had lost. But he could not leave his comrades without knowing what was going to become of them, he simply could not. “If anything were to happen to them I’d never forgive myself. I can’t, I’m sorry, Mother. I want to, but I can’t.” 
 
    Mayra nodded. “You’re already a man, you can decide for yourself. I’ll respect and support your decision.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. That means a lot to me.” 
 
    Lasgol longed to embrace his mother with all his heart, but he could not do it there. They would have to say goodbye without a hug. A bad omen. But there was no other way. Nobody must ever know of their relationship, especially the leaders of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent, who would not understand. 
 
    Asrael came over to them. “Someday you’ll have to tell me about this strange friendship of yours,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Mayra changed her voice to that of Darthor when she replied. “Someday, my Shaman friend.”  
 
    “How’s Misha?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “He’s fine, he’s recovering from his wounds in my cave. It’s going to take him some time, he heals more slowly than we do. It must have something to do with his longevity; time doesn’t go by for him the same as it does for us. They’re exceptional creatures.” 
 
    “So they are,” Lasgol agreed. 
 
    Asrael nodded at Camu. “Take good care of the little one.”  
 
    “I will.”  
 
    “And you take good care of yourself too.” 
 
    “Thanks. I hope we’ll meet again.” 
 
    Asrael smiled. “In better circumstances.”  
 
    They said their farewells. Egil came over to them and greeted Darthor respectfully. “It’s time to go back to the Camp,” he said. 
 
    Lasgol nodded. “Off we go.” 
 
    Darthor saw them leave. 
 
    “Be very careful,” was his farewell.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The atmosphere was very tense at the Camp. All kinds of rumors were circulating, and they were not at all promising. The realm was divided into two sides, and the same was true for the Camp. There had been several fights between the “Westerners” and the “Easterners”, even though they were all Rangers and had to serve Uthar, in other words the East. In the face of their doubts about what might happen, some of those Rangers whose parents or close relatives were noblemen of the Western League had left the Camp for fear of retaliation. Braden assured them that nothing would happen, that Dolbarar would not allow it. The majority were staying, although there was great uncertainty. 
 
    Master Instructor Oden had been obliged to work hard, as had the Instructors, and even the Four Master Rangers. News of Uthar’s defeat and the possible civil war was affecting many, in a variety of ways. The presence in the Camp of Rangers who had been wounded during the campaign made the situation even worse, if such a thing were possible. Most had returned with the King to the capital, Norghania, to protect him, but some wounded had been brought to the Camp because it was closer. 
 
    Dolbarar had suspended classes to avoid more disagreements until things had calmed down a little. Lasgol and Egil had taken this opportunity to attend the secret meeting where the alliance between the Western League and the Peoples of the Frozen Continent had been forged. Now that they were back, they were waiting with the rest of their comrades for whatever might happen. 
 
    And the moment came. A large regiment from the capital entered the Camp during a heavy snowfall. The news spread at once. Lasgol and Egil went to look, and when they saw who it was, the blood froze in their veins. This was no courtesy call; Commander Sven and First Ranger Gatik were at the head of the regiment. This looked bad. When he saw Gatik, Egil had to make a tremendous effort not to set on him. Viggo, who was watching him out of the corner of his eye, grabbed him by the arm to dissuade him. 
 
    The following dawn Oden assembled everyone in front of the House of Command. Lasgol and Egil were lined up beside their comrades, their eyes and ears open. He had summoned all, from First- to Fourth-Years, and they were all lined up in that order. Surrounding them were the soldiers. The Instructor Rangers were waiting some way behind, on the other side of the bridge. Seeing the armed soldiers made everybody nervous. The tension was at its peak; they were all aware that something important, and not necessarily good, was about to happen. 
 
    Dolbarar came out of the House of Command, followed by the Four Master Rangers. His expression was very stern, more so than they had ever seen it. Behind him came Sven and Gatik. Lasgol swallowed. 
 
    Dolbarar stepped forward to address them all. 
 
    “The Ceremony of Acceptance, which we had postponed because of the recent events, will take place now.” 
 
    They all looked surprised, and the whispering began. By now nobody had expected it to take place. 
 
    “But it will be different from the way we have traditionally performed it. The Ceremony of Acceptance of this year will be handled by Commander Sven.” Dolbarar stepped aside for the Commander. 
 
    Sven came forward to stand beside him. “By decree of King Uthar, all the Rangers, and in particular those of you who are training in this Camp and are to be tomorrow’s Rangers” – he looked at the Fourth-Years who were currently graduating – “must swear explicit loyalty to Uthar, King of Norghana, and his cause against the Western League.” 
 
    The murmuring became more apparent. 
 
    The Commander went on in a voice of military sternness: “By decree of the King this year, no one will be expelled. The King needs all his Rangers to fight at his side. Nor will there be any reprisals against those who come from the ‘West’. King Uthar is a magnanimous King who judges every man or woman by their actions, not by their origins or their family.” 
 
    Viggo whispered: “Sure, after they swear loyalty...” 
 
    “Anyone who does not wish to continue as a King’s Ranger may leave the Camp now.” He pointed to the bridge behind him. 
 
    “Don’t you even dream of saying anything,” Viggo muttered in warning. “This one’s come to cut heads. I can see it in his eyes. Anyone who fails to swear won’t come out of here alive.” 
 
    “Dolbarar won’t allow it,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “You see the soldiers?” Viggo said to her. “Dolbarar can’t do a thing. These are direct orders from the King. He must accept them. He and all the Rangers serve the King.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Viggo’s right,” Gerd said.  
 
    “Those who wish to serve the King may do so and will be rewarded for it,” Sven went on. “The King is offering gold coin to whoever fights by his side, be he soldier or Ranger.” 
 
    “Now he’s trying to buy us,” Viggo commented. 
 
    The news relieved many who had not been sure if they would still have a place there. 
 
    Dolbarar nodded. “The good news is that this year, you all graduate because of the war and the scarcity of useful men and women to fight after the great battle in the Frozen Continent.” 
 
    “But first,” Sven added, “every single one of you must swear loyalty to Uthar. Anyone who doesn’t want to do so is free to leave.”  
 
    Nobody moved. 
 
    Egil said nothing. His eyes were fixed on Gatik. The First Ranger did not look well. 
 
    Dolbarar made a sign to Sven. “If you’re happy with it, Commander, we’ll begin with the First-Year Initiates.” 
 
    “Fine. Go ahead.” 
 
    Dolbarar looked at the first row, where the Initiate Rangers were standing. He was not smiling, which made the young ones very nervous. 
 
    He took the scroll with the list of the First-Years and called out the first one. 
 
    “Armisen, come up.” 
 
    The boy stepped forward, very tense. 
 
    “On your knees,” Sven ordered him, and Armisen obeyed. 
 
    Sven’s question was blunt. “Are you from the East or the West?”  
 
    Armisen looked at Dolbarar, who nodded to him to answer. 
 
    “West, Lord Commander.” 
 
    There was a murmur. The first one to be called, and he was from the West. They all tensed. 
 
    “Fine,” Sven said. “Don’t worry, you have nothing to fear.”  
 
    Lasgol did not believe him. Something in his tone and in Gatik’s face suggested otherwise. 
 
    Sven placed his sword on the Initiate’s right shoulder. “Do you solemnly swear to serve your King, Uthar, and only him, in all he may command, with honor and loyalty as his Ranger?” 
 
    Viggo could not restrain himself. He whispered: “Doesn’t that seem just a little specific?” 
 
    Ingrid’s eyes were on the soldiers around them. “Shut up, you dimwit, you’re going to lose your head,” she said, sounding worried. 
 
    “I swear on my name,” Armisen said. 
 
    “Yeah, what else,” whispered Viggo. 
 
    Ingrid shushed him angrily. 
 
    “The punishment for breaking this oath is beheading. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Your King accepts your oath of loyalty.” 
 
    Dolbarar gave him a leaf as proof that he had passed the year’s test. Armisen went back to his place and breathed out heavily in relief as he took his place once again. 
 
    “Next,” Sven called. 
 
    One by one all the First-Years came forward, and all stated whether they were from the East or the West. It was very clear by now that not swearing meant dying, so that nobody dared do otherwise. The Second-Years passed, then came the turn of the Third-Years. Astrid, Luca, Isgord, Ingrid, Gerd, Nilsa and even Viggo were from the East. But Lasgol and Egil were not. 
 
    Egil’s turn came. He came forward and fell to one knee, slowly, as if he were thinking about it. He did not look at Sven or Dolbarar; instead his eyes were fixed on Gatik. A look that promised death. 
 
    “I know you,” Sven said. 
 
    Lasgol’s stomach shrunk to the size of an olive. 
 
    “West, lord Commander,” said Egil neutrally. 
 
    “You’re Olafstone’s son.” 
 
    “I am indeed.” 
 
    Sven looked at Dolbarar. “His case is a special one. Take him away.”  
 
    Dolbarar’s face turned grim. “Nor will there will be any retaliation against those who come from the ‘West’. King Uthar is a magnanimous King, he judges a man by his actions, not by his origins or family.” He had repeated Sven’s own words. 
 
    The Commander stiffened. “He’s the son of the traitor of the ice.” 
 
    “Even so, the King is magnanimous,” Dolbarar insisted. 
 
    Sven looked at his men, who tensed and reached for their weapons. 
 
    Dolbarar looked in turn at his Four Master Rangers, who grasped their own weapons. The Rangers in the square also made their preparations. 
 
    “You’re making a great mistake,” Sven said. 
 
    “I do my King’s will. How can that be a mistake?” 
 
    Sven looked at Gatik, who shook his head, and Sven had to give up, but not entirely. 
 
    “We’ll see whether he swears,” he said. 
 
    “The contestant Egil is one of my most intelligent students,” Dolbarar said. “I’m sure he’ll swear.” It was more a plea to Egil than a mere statement of fact. 
 
    Sven placed his sword on Egil’s shoulder, with the edge too close to his neck. “Do you solemnly swear to serve your King Uthar, and only him, in all he may command, with honor and loyalty as his Ranger?” 
 
    Lasgol was clenching his fists, frustrated at being unable to do anything. Swear, Egil! Swear! This isn’t the moment! 
 
    Egil looked up at Sven. With a mischievous smile worthy of Viggo, he said: “I swear on my name.” 
 
    Sven was left cold. 
 
    All eyes turned to him. The tension was tremendous. Dolbarar’s eyes were on Sven’s sword. He moved it slowly, pushing it back. 
 
    “The punishment for breaking this oath is beheading. Do you understand?” Sven said, and this time it sounded like a promise. 
 
    “I do, sir.” 
 
    “Very well. Your King accepts your oath of fealty.” 
 
    Dolbarar handed him a leaf as proof that he had passed the year, and gave him an odd look that was a mixture of feeling proud and at the same time thinking he was insane to stay. 
 
    As Egil returned to his group, Lasgol knew for certain that his friend was alive because of Dolbarar’s intervention, and that the leader of the Camp would pay dearly for it. He felt deep affection for him and pride on his behalf. 
 
    And his name was called. He stepped forward with a thousand thoughts swirling in his head and fell to one knee. 
 
    Sven recognized him. “You’re Dakon’s son.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I am.” 
 
    “You’re from the West.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Your case is different. Your father showed his loyalty to the King.” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Lasgol lied. 
 
    “Uthar told me to give you a message.” 
 
    Lasgol froze. 
 
    “His offer still stands.” 
 
    Instinctively Lasgol looked at Gatik, who shook his head. 
 
    “I’m grateful to the King for his kindness. It’s an honor for which I’m not yet ready. I’d like to stay and graduate. Then I’ll be able to accept that honor and serve him in the palace.” 
 
    Sven tilted his head to one side, as if taking stock of him. “Very well. In that case, swear like everyone else.” 
 
    Lasgol did so, and after receiving his leaf from Dolbarar, who gave him a slight smile, he rejoined his group. 
 
    The ceremony went on until all the Fourth-Years had passed. Sven took his leave with these words: 
 
    “The war goes on. The enemy hasn’t been defeated, yet. Now we fight against external and internal enemies. You, as the King’s Rangers, will defend him from both. Anyone who collaborates with the Western League will be beheaded at once, without excuses, without half-measures. The Rangers are your family, your loyalty is to the King. There is no other family, no other loyalty. The Western League will be defeated and Uthar, the rightful King, will rule over a Norghana united under a single flag.” 
 
    Dolbarar brought the ceremony to a close. “It’s been a very difficult year. We’ve lost many comrades... friends... in a war which began as one against the enemies of the Frozen Continent and has since turned fratricidal. Celebrate the fact that you’ve graduated today. Let us leave the concerns of war for tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Lasgol was watching the column of soldiers leave. Sven was in the lead, coming toward him slowly, making sure everyone saw him. Gatik had stayed at the Camp to ensure the loyalty of the Rangers and the carrying out of the King’s orders. 
 
    “Enjoying the little military parade?” said a feminine voice which Lasgol recognized at once. 
 
    “Hi there, Val,” he said with a smile. 
 
    She moved to his side to watch the soldiers. She tossed her long, wavy blonde mane to one side, and Lasgol saw those great blue eyes watching him. 
 
    “You’ve been neglecting me lately,” she complained. 
 
    “Me? Why d’you say that?” 
 
    “You haven’t got time for me.” 
 
    “You’re the most popular girl in the whole Camp. Wherever you go, you’re followed by a dozen boys hoping to win your favor. I think it’s the other way around.” 
 
    Val laughed, a sweet, pleasant laugh. 
 
    “That’s a very good reply. I see you’re learning.” 
 
    “I certainly need to,” Lasgol said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors it’s for some other reason.” 
 
    “What rumors?” 
 
    “That you spend a lot of time with a Third-Year brunette, a Captain no less.” 
 
    “Don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Don’t play dummy, you know perfectly well. I’ve seen you together, very close...” 
 
    Lasgol blushed. 
 
    “That brunette may have seduced you, but this blonde doesn’t give up easily, no sir, there’s still a lot to be seen,” she said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “Your teammates are coming. So I’ll go. But remember my words.” She winked at him and left with a giggle. 
 
    Viggo came up to him and turned to look at Val leaving. 
 
    “Close your mouth, you’re drooling.” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. That one means trouble, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Trouble, who?” Gerd asked. 
 
    “Valeria the enchantress.” 
 
    “She’s so pretty... and pleasant...” Gerd said. 
 
    “See?” Viggo said. 
 
    “They’re leaving at last,” Egil said. He was watching Sven and his men go by. 
 
    “Yes,” Nilsa said, “after spoiling this year’s Ceremony of Acceptance for us. What a mass of nerves I was! I thought he was going to behead all the Westerners, just as a precaution.” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” said Ingrid. “He wouldn’t dare.”  
 
    “You think so? After all we went through in the Frozen Continent?” 
 
    “Nilsa’s right,” said Gerd. “After all the horrors we’ve seen, it might very well have happened.” 
 
    “Dolbarar would have never allowed it,” Lasgol said firmly. 
 
    “Well, he’d have started an interesting battle,” Viggo said. “Sven, Gatik and his men against Dolbarar, the Master Rangers and the Instructors.” 
 
    “Piece of cake for the Rangers,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Are the nightmares getting any better?” Viggo asked Gerd. 
 
    “Well... a bit better...” 
 
    “I still wake up with my heart pounding,” Nilsa said. 
 
    “It’s the aftermath of war,” Egil said, his gaze distant. “We’ll all go through the same thing, one way or another, because of what we’ve lived through.”  
 
    “Let’s look on the bright side,” Lasgol said with a note of optimism in his voice, trying to raise his friends’ spirits. “We survived the third year, and in spite of the war and all the trouble we got into... we all passed!”  
 
    “True! That’s something to celebrate,” Gerd said with a smile. “I still can’t believe we’ve done it! 
 
    “And we all have our Skills,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Mine is very surprising,” Egil said, with the trace of a smile. It was the first time he had smiled in days. 
 
    “And with added suspense and a surprise at the end,” said Viggo. 
 
    “But we’ve got them, which is the important thing,” said Lasgol. “It’s been a complicated year and in spite of everything here we are, still together, we’ve passed and got our Schools.” 
 
    “Quite honestly, it’s a real achievement,” said Gerd. 
 
    “An achievement we weren’t at all sure we’d manage at the beginning of the year,” Nilsa said. 
 
    The soldiers were already leaving the Camp. 
 
    “What do you think next year will be like?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “It’ll be wonderful,” Viggo hastened to say. “What with the Civil War, the country divided in two, Norghanians killing Norghanian cousins and us on the wrong side,” he added sourly. 
 
    “Pretending we’re on the wrong side,” Egil corrected. 
 
    “Even better. And as if we weren’t in enough trouble as it is, we’ll be acting as spies and being sure to get into more trouble.” 
 
    “Sounds very promising,” Egil said, and now he was smiling openly. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” Gerd said, looking horrified. 
 
    “It’s going to be a spectacular year,” Nilsa said. “And at the end we’ll graduate, and what’s more we’ll be able to choose a specialization.” 
 
    “That is, if we’re chosen for an elite specialty,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “They’ll choose us, I’m convinced of that.” 
 
    “Sure, red-head, that is if we live to finish the year,” said Viggo. 
 
    “Why the pessimism?” she shot back. “We’ve managed so far.”  
 
    “It’s going to be a fascinating year,” Egil said. 
 
    Viggo slapped his forehead. “Oh no, not fascinating, please!”  
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “I need a bear-hug,” said Gerd. 
 
    “Oh no, not a load of gush on top of it all!” 
 
    “Shut up and hug, idiot,” Ingrid said. 
 
    They gave one another a bear-hug. And laughed once more, letting out all the tension of what they had been through. 
 
    Ingrid broke up the hug. “I have to go. I’ll see you at the cabin.” 
 
    “Are you going to see your Captain?” 
 
    “Molak isn’t ‘my Captain’, and besides, what does it matter to you?” 
 
    “Everything matters to me, Blondie,” Viggo said. 
 
    “Well, stop it, and don’t call me Blondie!” 
 
    “Could you just stop fighting?” Nilsa put in. “You’re always like cat and dog.” 
 
    “He started it.” 
 
    “Me? Never!” 
 
    Nilsa shook her head. Gerd and Lasgol did the same. They were smiling broadly. 
 
    “See you later!” Ingrid said, and left in a huff. 
 
    “Can’t understand what she sees in that Molak...” Viggo muttered. 
 
    “Well, he’s handsome, tall, a Captain, an incredible archer...” said Nilsa. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, what a bore,” Viggo interrupted her. 
 
    They chatted a while longer, recalling all they had lived through and learned. Finally they decided to go back to the cabin, and then they saw Astrid coming over to them. 
 
    “A brunette and a blonde...” Viggo said sarcastically as Astrid arrived and the others left. 
 
    “What blonde does he mean?” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. “Um... no-one I know,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “You know you’re a terrible liar, don’t you?” 
 
    “I... well...” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, I know which blonde he means.” 
 
    “I haven’t...” 
 
    “I know you haven’t,” she smiled. “But just so that you don’t have doubts about brunettes or blondes...” Astrid kissed him with such passion that he was left breathless, with his heart beating madly. 
 
    “Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “I... need to be completely sure...” 
 
    “You rascal!” 
 
    Lasgol returned the kiss, a sweet, passionate kiss. The moon found them in one another’s arms. 
 
    “Let’s stay a little longer,” Astrid asked him. 
 
    “All the time in the world,” Lasgol offered. 
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