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Laiva tossed and turned in bed. It was so unfair. Nobody
would have laughed if she was a boy. And then as she stood
there, alone, the whole village laughing at her, her eyes wa-
tered and she could not hold back her tears anymore.

Why her? She was no small girl. After all she was already
eight years old, nearly grown up. It hurt so much. Nobody un-
derstood her, not even her mummy. Then she made a decision.

She stood up and dressed. She would take only a few
things with her. Carefully she opened the door of her room and
tiptoed past her parents’ door. Stairs next. That was the most
difficult part; they always creaked. Slowly she went down stair
by stair. Her Daddy’s dagger was lying on the table as always;
Laiva took it and went into the kitchen, she took some bread
and cheese and put it into her leather bag. Then she went out
of the kitchen, carefully removed the heavy bolt from the door
and opened it.

A small figure hurried along the road leading toward the
woods. Nobody else was on the streets; even the village wasn’t
safe at this time of night.

Two yellow eyes followed the girl. Slowly the wolf came
out of the shadows. It enjoyed bathing its dark gray fur in the
light of the full moon. Dark gray except for a thin silver line
around the neck. It had an envelope in its mouth. Then it went
to the door the girl had come from and dropped it in the mail
slot before trotting away into the same direction as Laiva.
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The forest was even more scary than usually. Laiva renewed
her grip on the dagger. Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea af-
ter all. There were good reasons for staying at home at night,
but it was too late; there was no way back, she had made her
decision. If only it wasn’t that scary. And all those stories
about the beasts living in this forest. There were far too many
men who never got the chance to tell their story. Like her un-
cle. The grown-ups had been whispering, but she had heard
it anyway; they had only found his gold ring. It was a gift
from the Duke and he’d rather have died than taken it off.
And then Laiva had that feeling. She couldn’t tell why but
she knew she was being followed. And it was far too quiet.
No owls were crying, no animals were running through the
undergrowth. Not even the wind was rustling in the leaves.

They were on the hunt. A pack, a dozen wolves at least, per-
haps two. However, that wasn’t the problem. Werewolves
were overrated anyway. No, the real problem was darting
through the trees, far above the pack. Odd enough it wasn’t
attacking; it must have smelled the girl. She was lost. Nobody
to see it had survived long enough to tell the tale. Then there
was the sound of jaws crushing bones and claws slicing flesh.
And again there was silence. The beast was gone. Forever.

The wolves were approaching; they had surrounded Laiva, but
making fire was easy; she had mastered the spell years ago.
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Laiva mumbled the words, being careful not to confuse the syl-
lables; the wolves were already dangerously close. Laiva’s fin-
gers were illuminated by a magical glow and suddenly a small
flame appeared in her hand. For a second the wolves were
frozen, enough time for her to grab a branch, lit it and press
her back against the nearest tree. Laiva knew she could defend
the semicircle. She had never understood why werewolves
were afraid of fire as if they were ordinary wolves, but it was
certainly a good thing to know. Waving the burning branch in
front of her, she kept the wolves at a safe distance. What next?
They weren’t attacking, but they were waiting. She knew she
only had to wait until dawn, but it wasn’t even midnight. She
also knew that she would be safe on a tree, but the very second
she turned her back towards the wolves to start climbing they
would attack. The dagger wasn’t any help. It was made of the
best steel, but she’d never be able to fight that many wolves.
If it was made of silver she’d perhaps have a chance. Silver. . .
She searched her pocket while still waving the branch with the
other hand. They were still there. She had completely for-
gotten about them. The buttons for her new ceremonial dress.
They were made of silver. Laiva did a fast move and some-
thing flew through the air. One of the wolves yowled in pain
and for a few moments its body was shaken by spasms be-
fore the death struggle was over. The buttons had always re-
minded her of throwing stars. The other wolves, overcoming
their shock, speeded away. Just as she wanted to relax a bit an-
other wolf appeared. Thick dark blood was dripping from its
mouth. It stopped and wiped the blood away with its tongue.
Could the others have called their leader? It looked different,
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not really like the werewolves, but there hadn’t been normal
wolves in this forest in ages; the werewolves had hunted them
all down. And anyway, she couldn’t take a chance. The sil-
ver star flew towards the wolf. It jumped and while turning
in midair it caught the piece of silver. Slowly it approached
the baffled girl. It didn’t even seem to be afraid of the burning
branch in her hand. About half a metre from her it dropped the
button and laid down. Laiva didn’t know what to do. Sure, it
was a wolf, but it didn’t behave like one. She bowed down and
took the button, closely watching the wolf, but it didn’t move,
just returned her stare as if wanting to say ‘Don’t be afraid, I
won’t hurt you.’

She put the fire out. It had nearly reached her hand and
the wolf didn’t seem to be impressed by it anyway. It was
a risk, but burning herself wasn’t really an option. The wolf
watched her, but still it didn’t move. Perhaps she should have
left it alone, but something made her sit down in front of the
wolf. Obviously the most stupid thing you could do, yet she
couldn’t help herself. It all felt like a dream and she knew she
could trust the wolf; it put its head on her lap. Laiva couldn’t
help herself but gently scratch it behind the ears. It had soft
silken hair. On the neck Laiva’s fingertips touched leather.
The collar was completely hidden by the fur, just below that
stripe of silver fur around its neck. She managed to remove
it in order to take a closer look. It was just a thin strip of
leather. There was no buckle, instead it had been fastened with
a simple knot. Written on it with yellow paint were the words
‘CALL HIM MYNOR’.

‘So you are Mynor?’

4



Mynor barked.
When Laiva tried to put the collar back in place, Mynor

wriggled his head out of her hands.
‘Well, we’ll have to leave it off then.’
Another short bark.
‘You understand every word I say, don’t you?’
Again Mynor barked.
‘You know, I can’t stay here. I still have a long way to go.

Nice to meet you, Mynor.’
Saying this she stood up. She went to the dead werewolf,

pulled the silver star out of the corpse and started to continue
her way. A few moments later Mynor was next to her. She
wasn’t surprised, had secretly hoped so; she had only meet
him a few minutes ago, but he already was like an old friend
and more important he gave her the feeling of being safe. Per-
haps that feeling was nothing more than an illusion, but Laiva
didn’t care. And anything was better than being alone, at
night, in this forest; if you thought about it the whole thing
was pretty strange, after all Mynor was a wolf. On the other
hand he barked and as far as Laiva knew wolves didn’t bark.
They yowled, growled, snarled, but barked? And what about
that collar? It was as if it was made for her. ‘CALL HIM
MYNOR’, more an instruction than anything else. Well, it’s a
strange world anyway.

It was nearly dawn when they reached the village. However,
Laiva couldn’t risk being seen. She had been here quite of-
ten and she didn’t want to be stopped by anyone she knew. It
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was too obvious what she was up to. And nobody would al-
low a child to travel alone. Especially not a girl. On the other
hand she needed some things; it was foolish to leave without
preparing properly. Laiva knew that her aunt had everything
she needed in her shop. If she hurried she could grab what
she needed and leave before the village came to life. She was
already standing in front of the shop door and searched the
wall; the joint between the two stones was just big enough for
the key. Carefully she unlocked the door and entered, Mynor
following her in. Laiva closed the door. She didn’t need a
lamp; she knew where everything was. The backpack first.
This one was just the right size for her; she put a bit of every-
thing in. When she had finished that she went to the weapon
shelf. Laiva took a short sword, a bow, a staff, throwing stars,
some arrows and a selection of different kinds of arrow heads.
Last but not least came a large water bag and a small pot of her
aunt’s secret ointment. She kept it secret because of the ingre-
dients; Laiva had seen her make it and had sworn she’d never
use it again, but you never know what it’s good for. The sun
was just rising when Laiva and Mynor left the village. When
the street was filling with people a few minutes later, they had
already disappeared between the mighty trees of the forest.

The forest wasn’t scary anymore. The sun was shining through
the leaves and once again there were sounds. Birds singing,
smaller animals running through the undergrowth; she had
even spotted some deer between the trees. What a lovely
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morning. It was quite odd. While at night you had to fear
for your life, at day it was almost as secure as being at home.

The inns were an important part of travelling; not just for com-
fort though. With their strong walls and bolted windows they
were primarily for protection. The distance between two inns
could be easily covered within a day, so you’d never have to
spend the night outside. It was already late afternoon when
Laiva reached the inn and knocked at the heavy oak door.
She had hidden the sword, the bow and the staff in the un-
dergrowth, some distance away. Defense was one thing, but
travelers around here weren’t expected to be armed like that;
after all the roads were quite secure if you didn’t happen to
travel at night. And the last thing she needed was people ask-
ing her what she was up to. A few moments later the door was
opened by a middle aged woman.

‘Hello, little girl. I’m Mrs Onilly.’
‘Good afternoon, my name’s Laiva. I wanted to ask if I

may stay here over night.’
‘Of course, come in, come in.’
Laiva stepped in. Then she noticed the woman look behind

her and turned around. Mynor! She had nearly forgotten about
him.

‘Erm, that’s my dog. . . ’
‘It’s a wolf.’
‘Well, he’s a wolfhound. . . he doesn’t bite. . . ’
Why was she lying? Mummy always got angry if found

out she was lying. And she always found it out sooner or later.
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‘It’s all right then, I guess.’ she said, but there was an un-
dertone of disbelieve. On the other hand he didn’t do anything;
he was behaving exactly like a well educated dog.

‘Mynor.’
Mynor entered and the woman closed the door behind him.
‘So what does a girl with her dog do alone in the middle of

nowhere?’
Laiva had been afraid of this question all the time, but now

she was telling her tale almost without thinking.
‘I’m visiting my aunt in the city. And my parents are tied

up with work so they can’t come along. I know the way on my
own anyway. It’s not the first time I’ve visited her.’

Again lies, nothing but damn lies.
‘Hm, I’ve never seen you here before. . . ’
‘We normally ride our horse so we only rest an inn later,

but daddy needs him at home so I’m walking. Erm, I don’t
have enough money. . . ’

For a fraction of a moment the face of the woman looked
a bit disappointed before returning to its caring expression.

‘. . . but I’m all right with the stable.’
‘Oh, never mind. We have plenty of free rooms and I don’t

see why you shouldn’t have one of them. Follow me, I’ll show
it to you.’

It was a quiet night. Protected by the strong walls and buried
deep under the soft warm quilt Laiva finally slept. She had
been up for one and a half days and now not even an earth-
quake could have woken her. Mynor was lying curled up on
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the rug in front of the bed just like a loyal dog guarding his
master. However, unbeknownst to Laiva, great events were al-
ready casting their shadows. Somewhere in the mountains, in
a dark hall of a long forgotten castle, thirteen figures in long
black robes were standing around a fire.

‘It is time. The first part of the prophecy has been fulfilled.’
‘Is it definite?’
‘It is definite.’
‘There is no other way?’
‘There is no other way.’
‘So it is us or her. . . ’
‘It is us or her.’
‘Then it shall be.’ Mynor opened his eyes when the light-

ning struck. The thunder was growling in the distance. He
turned towards Laiva who was still asleep. Poor thing, the
way she had chosen was difficult enough, but being a girl al-
most everyone would be against her.

When Laiva woke up it was long after dawn. If she wanted
to reach the next inn before sundown she had no time to lose.
She washed, dressed and left the room with Mynor. Mrs Onilly
was downstairs.

‘Good morning, Mrs Onilly.’
‘Good morning, little girl. Wait a moment, I’ll be right

back.’
She rushed into the kitchen and promptly returned with a

steaming bowl.
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‘Eat, you are going to need it.’
She placed the bowl in front of Laiva, who hesitated. She

couldn’t pay for it after all.
‘It’s all right. I can’t let someone like you leave hungry,

can I?’
‘Thank you, ma’am.’

Another day was about to end. The sun was disappearing and
Laiva enjoyed the last rays warming her body; while it was
still summer the nights were already quite chilly. When the
inn came in sight Laiva saw smoke; it wasn’t coming from the
chimney of the house, though, but the inn itself. The roof had
collapsed and so had parts of the blackened walls. All over the
place were signs of a fight, but it got worse when Laiva found
the origin of that sweet smell. In the ashes there were the
half-burned remains of several people. Laiva turned away and
choked. How could anyone be that cruel? Then she started to
run; she just wanted to get away, away from this place, away
from what she had seen. It was getting dark and darker, but
she didn’t care.

About half an hour later she finally stopped and collapsed on
the ground. Tears were running down her face and still she
couldn’t form a single clear thought. For a few minutes Mynor
had been carefully watching the area, but now he turned to-
wards her and pushed his mouth against her head. Slowly she
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turned and looked into his face. Again Mynor gently pushed
her with his mouth and then she realized her situation. No-
body could help those people, but now it was her life that was
in danger; she was easy prey. She stood up and tried to com-
pose herself, but it wasn’t easy. The scene had been too cruel
and she just wanted to go on crying, but Mynor didn’t let her
waste any more time. Firmly he was shoving her away from
the path, between the trees, and Laiva let it happen. When
he stopped she sat down, leaning her back against a tree; she
knew she had to get her feelings under control, but everything
was so senseless.

Lost in the depths of her feelings she didn’t hear Mynor growl-
ing until it was too late. From behind the trees several people
had appeared, people of the most evil kind – thugs, robbers,
murderers, scum willing to sell their own mother for a few
pieces of copper or even less. Laiva turned around, but only to
face even more of them; they were surrounded. It was easy to
read in the faces of the men, they had killed before and would
do it again. A thought formed in her mind: those must be the
men raiding the inn and they wouldn’t hesitate a moment to
get rid of her as well. With the power of despair she pulled
out her sword and stormed towards the one standing in front
of her. Then everything happened very quickly. Laiva rammed
her sword into the stomach of the man, too surprised to defend
himself. At the same time Mynor jumped and brought down
another one. After the initial shock the others hurried to help
their pals and Laiva received a few blows by their fists, but
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since Mynor was bringing down one attacker after the other,
despite several deep cuts by their daggers and swords, they
didn’t have the time to finish her off. Then there were arrows;
one of them hit Laiva’s arm and everything went black. The
arrow poison was doing its job.

Slowly Laiva opened her eyes. She was lying in a bed; she
didn’t know what had happened, her last memories being that
of a fight. Her whole body was aching. She wanted to sit up,
but couldn’t move. In fact she couldn’t move anything but her
eyes at all. Laiva panicked and wanted to cry, but couldn’t do
that either. Slowly she calmed down a bit and started to inspect
her surroundings. From what she could see from her position,
the bed she was lying in stood in a small room with walls and
ceiling made of wood. There was a small window to her right,
but all she could see through it was the green of leaves. What
had happened to her? Who brought her here? Where was she?
And what had happened to Mynor? The last time she had seen
him, he had been fighting for his life. And why did she still
feel that tired?

Hours later Laiva was gently shaken.
‘Wake up, you can’t sleep forever.’
She was half asleep and it took some time before she could

make any sense of what was going on. A large, slim woman
was standing in front of the bed and talking to her. She had
never seen her before and somehow she looked odd.
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‘Wh. . . ’ Laiva started, but the words turned into a yawn as
soon as they left her mouth.

‘Do not talk right now. You are safe, we brought you to
our city.’

That didn’t make sense. The next city was days away from
where she had been attacked. She couldn’t possibly have slept
that long, could she? And there wasn’t so much green in the
cities either. Except of course. . . Laiva took another long look
at the woman. The slightly pale skin, the graceful appearance,
the noble face – that woman must be an elf! Realizing Laiva’s
look the woman pushed the hair at the side of her head back,
revealing a pointy ear.

‘That was what you wanted to know, was it not?’
The woman’s voice was warm and comforting, yet

sounded strange. On the second look her slight accent had
to be the reason for this.

‘You got hit by one of our arrows, I am afraid. Can you
move again? The poison needs time for the effects to wear
off. . . ’

Laiva stretched a bit; it was difficult, but she could move.
‘Good, I will help you sit up.’
After doing so she put a pillow behind Laiva’s back for

support, then she gave her a small bowl filled with a blue glow-
ing liquid.

‘Drink that, it will make you feel better.’
Laiva emptied the bowl. The liquid was thick and tasted

sweet; it was as if it was going straight into her blood. Laiva
could feel her heart pulsating stronger, heard her blood rush-
ing through her body, her muscles seemed to be bursting from
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newly gained power; the pain fell off her like a heavy coat
and with it her sorrows, her fears and everything she had ever
worried about.

Mynor licked his wounds. He had received some pretty dan-
gerous blows, but he was used to it; not even the elven arrows
had been able to stop him. Well, the girl was safe for now and
that was what counted; his wounds would heal sooner or later
and he was still strong enough to defend himself against any-
one or anything stupid enough to attack him. Then he heard
the chanting; it wasn’t loud and quite distant, but Mynor’s
keen ears enabled him to hear it anyway. He knew the words;
he should have known this would happen.

The elves in their white robes were sitting in a circle around
the girl. She didn’t move, she was just sitting there, staring
holes in the air. She didn’t know that either for she was in
a kind of trance. The chanting of the elves filled the air, but
something just wasn’t right. The elves felt something. Some-
one. It was as if he was watching them, but that couldn’t
be. The temple had no windows and there were guards at the
entrances; yet they couldn’t shake off this odd feeling. The
chanting continued, but now there were a few extra tunes.
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It was a day like every other. Anya got up and dressed; her
parents would already be waiting for her with the breakfast.
Foster parents in her case. Strictly speaking she was not even
an elf, but that did not really matter. You are what you think
you are, her parents always told her and deep inside she knew
she was as much an elf as everyone else in the city. Anya
jumped on the handrail of the small bridge connecting her
room with the main part of the house. All the houses of the
city were sitting on the large branches of the forest giants and
connected like that. When she reached the end of the handrail,
she jumped right into the kitchen window below her.

‘Anya! How often do I have to tell you to use the door like
everyone else? One day you will miss the window and what
are you going to do then?’

‘Land on the next platform, it is only three metres below.’
‘And it is fifteen metres to the ground.’

After finishing her breakfast it was time for school. Anya did
not like the school, for the others excluded her – not talking
with her more than absolutely necessary, looking at her in that
strange way whenever they felt unobserved and worst of all
always whispering behind her back. At least the lessons were
interesting; Anya had quite a skill for spell casting and did not
do much worse in the other subjects, but she knew that the
others would never accept her.

15



It was already afternoon and Anya was picking some flowers
at a clearing when something strange happened. Suddenly a
large wolf stood in front of her. It had to be the same wolf
she dreamt of every night; there couldn’t be that many wolves
with dark gray fur and thin silver stripes around their necks. It
did not do anything, just looked at her, before it disappeared
between the trees again. Anya wanted to follow it, but could
not find a sign of it; it was as if it had vanished into the air. The
whole thing could not have lasted more than a few seconds, but
it felt like an eternity. Could it have been some kind of vision?
The wolf was said to be a symbol of deep magical powers; and
visions involving one meant big changes. Could it really be?

That night Anya’s dreams were even more intense than usual.
In all the nights before she had dreamt of things that seemed to
be memories of a life in the outside world, a term used for all
non elvish places, but that could not be; she had been adopted
shortly after birth and never left the forest. However, this night
everything was different. Everything around Anya was black
and although she could not see anything below her feet either,
she felt the ground. Out of thin air the wolf appeared; it gave
her a knowing look and then turned to go. Anya followed it
and suddenly they were in the forest. She knew the place, had
been here several times in fact. It was nothing special, but
to an elf a group of trees has the same meaning as a row of
houses to a citizen. Suddenly there were heavily armed men;
they seemed to surround someone. Anya went closer to look.
Inside the circle was a girl. Sure, the clothes were strange, but
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she looked exactly like her; at her side was the wolf. Her other
self attacked and there was a struggle. Then elves came; Anya
recognized most of them. Arrows were flying through the air.
Everything turned black again, only the wolf was still standing
in front of her. A second later she was in her room and saw her
herself lying in the bed. Her mother was giving her some blue
potion; Anya knew only one of that colour, but why would her
mother want to give her that? Only high priests used it and
while it was ideal for achieving a trance, it could kill you if
you took an overdose. The scene shifted again. Now Anya
was standing in a circle of priestesses. There was no sound,
but she could clearly see them speak, chant. Then everything
slowed down, came to a halt. Even the fire on the torches
was frozen; it was as if the world itself was holding its breath.
When time came back the realization hit her like a heavy rock.

She opened her eyes and jumped out of her bed. In mid air
appeared glowing lines, forming a complicated pattern. She
knew what it meant; it was one of the basic principles of
the elvish culture, along with ’nature’, ‘family’, ‘believe’ and
‘harmony’. This one meant ‘choice’. The pattern faded back
into nothing. Hastily she put on her gown and hurried out of
her room; she wanted an answer and she wanted it now. In-
stead of using one of the elevators, she climbed down a long
rope, this way she didn’t have to face any questions she didn’t
want to answer. There was already someone waiting for her
on the ground.

‘Mynor, you have no idea how glad I am to see you again!’
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She could have sworn that Mynor’s look meant ‘Of course
I do.’

Not much later they entered the temple; it was the only build-
ing in the whole city that had been built on, or rather under
the ground, but if you didn’t know it was there, you’d never
find the entrance. The narrow passage became wider and then
they stood inside the large main room of the temple. The huge
cave was lit by thousands of magical lights along the walls,
yet the ceiling disappeared in the darkness above them. It was
quite an impressive view, an effect amplified by the fact that
the place was empty except for the enormous statue on the op-
posite wall; so large that its top was hidden by darkness as
well. In front of the statue two priestesses were preparing a
ceremony; they hadn’t noticed the two of them yet.

‘Why?’ Standing in the middle of the cave she exclaimed
this single word. Its sound was echoed by the walls again
and again, until it filled the whole temple. Alarmed by that
the priestesses hurried towards her, but when they came closer
Mynor started to growl; not especially loudly, but that wasn’t
necessary. His message was clear:

‘This far and not one step closer.’
‘Tell the rulers we have to talk.’ she told the priestesses

in an unnaturally calm way. They would have to face her,
whether they wanted or not.
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She was nervous, but she didn’t show it. The whole temple
was filled with elves, most of them well armed; only a small
circle around her and Mynor had been left free. The tension
was immense and still it grew from second to second. The
crowd divided and a small group of men and women entered
the circle. So there they were, the almost almighty rulers of the
city, the council of the 7 wise – and the high priestess. They,
too, were extremely nervous and they were not very good at
hiding it. The high priestess stepped out of the group and
looked at her for a long time before she spoke.

‘Follow me, those things are better discussed under four
eyes and with a good cup of tea.’

This definitely wasn’t the way she had expected things to de-
velop. She had followed the priestess into her hut and now was
alone while waiting for her to return with the tea. Mynor was
lying next to her on the floor; they had tried to keep him out of
here, but Mynor had his own way to make his point clear – the
guard’s arm would need quite some time before he could use
it properly again. The priestess returned from the kitchen.

‘Here you are, Anya.’
She took the cup.
‘Do not call me that.’
‘Why not, my child?’
‘And I am not one of your children either.’
‘Let us start again. So how shall I call you?’
‘Laiva. . . I think.’
‘Well, Laiva. . . ’
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‘Nothing is well. Have you got any idea what you did to
me?’ Laiva cried, half in anger, half in despair.

‘Take some tea, my child, it will help you calm down a bit.’
‘You did not put blue mushrooms in by any chance?’
The voice of the woman turned sad.
‘No, just tea this time.’
Carefully Laiva put the cup to her lips and took a sip. It

tasted as if there were dozens of different herbs in it and there
probably were. She relaxed a bit; perhaps the priestess really
only wanted to talk to her after all.

‘I remember every single bit, so do not even try to fool me.
I just want to know why.’

‘Yes, I think you have a right to know and I will tell you
as well as I can; although that might not be that easy, but first
tell me what happened to you, only yesterday you were a com-
pletely normal. . . ’

‘Normal? You call that normal?’
‘Well, normal might not be the right word. . . ’
‘Yes, it is not the right word, but I will tell you what hap-

pened to me. He’, Laiva pointed at Mynor, ‘happened to me.
After a whole month he remembered me and came back. I did
not recognize him at first, but tonight my dreams finally made
sense. This wolf is more loyal than all of you together.’

Again Laiva was more crying than speaking.
‘Calm down, take some more tea.’
Laiva did so; there had to be some calming drugs in it.
‘And now you feel confused, do you not? You do not know

who you are and where you belong.’
‘How do you. . . ’
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‘One does not become high priestess for no reason. I feel
your confusion, my child. And now you want me to tell you
who you are.’ Laiva agreed by staying silent.

‘I told you I will answer your questions as well as I can.
Let me try to explain why we did what we did; have some
more tea and listen to the story.’

’Our races are not as different as many think. In fact they used
to be one. Few know that, but after so many generations it
does not make any difference anyway. The whole thing started
when a group of philosophers declared that people should rely
more on nature and less on technology. As a result society split
and those following the teachings of the philosophers went
away from the cities to live in small settlements, close to and
in harmony with nature. They coexisted in peace for about
a century and almost everything you call elvish today has its
origins in this time. Our people became famous for magic and
fine jewellery which they traded for raw metals. Wealth grew
and so did envy until one day the outsiders started to raid our
temples and destroy our homes. Many died, and only those
who hid fast enough survived; the woods were too dense and
mighty for them to follow us. Only a few decades ago laws
still permitted killing elves on sight and even today every elf
travelling the outside world has to fear for his life; only a few
years ago the elven city of Alanis fell, betrayed by one from
the outside world who claimed to be our friend. Two hundred
thousand elves died, only a mere seventy could escape. I hope
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you understand that we had no choice other than keeping you
here. It was the best solution for all of us.’

‘For all of us? You had no right to do that to me!’
‘What is right, my child, and what is wrong? We could

have let you die, but instead we gave you a new life. I am
afraid you will have to accept this; it would have been easier
if you did not remember.’

‘But I do.’
‘Yes, you do. And that makes things difficult. If you really

want to leave we cannot stop you, but there is no reason why
you should not stay.’

‘But I. . . ’
‘You are as much an elf as I am. You speak our language,

know our rituals, understand our way of life. You will always
be one, wherever you go and whatever you do; there is no
point in denying it. Try to see it as a gift and make the best of
it.’

The massive city walls seemed to scratch at the sky and in the
fading daylight the big sentry towers cast long ghostly shad-
ows on the moat. When Laiva and Mynor finally reached the
bridge to the gate it was already night, but by then the full
moon had risen and bathed everything in its bright light. The
water below, however, was pitch black. The gates had already
been closed, so Laiva hammered her fists against the ancient
dark wood. There was no reaction, but Laiva didn’t stop and
after a few minutes a guard showed up between the battle-
ments.
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‘Go away.’
‘But. . . ’
‘Go away, I tell you. You are too late, we already closed

the gates.’
‘Listen, I. . . ’
‘I don’t care. These gates won’t open until tomorrow.’

Having said this the guard disappeared. Cursing, Laiva
crossed the bridge over the moat once again; why would a
guard refuse to let a child into the city for being just a few
minutes late? That was murder. It wasn’t as if Laiva minded
sleeping outside; in fact, she hadn’t slept in a proper bed since
leaving the elven city; but, as the priestess had said, she was
almost an elf and elves know the forest; any little change in
its song would have alarmed her long before any danger could
have come close. Anyway, she wasn’t going to give up that
fast. The gates looked solid and heavy; she didn’t have a
chance of getting through them. Magic was no use either; the
pale green glow on top of the walls surely was a magic barrier,
blocking any attempt to cast spells or cross the city borders
by means of magic. She was quite talented, but that was far
beyond her abilities. That only left her the choice of waiting
until dawn or climbing the wall.

It had been a really stupid idea. She was hanging halfway
up the wall, the wind was freezing, the water below looked
like a bottomless abyss and she was completely on her own.
She had hidden her backpack and most of her weapons, and
left Mynor with them; but there was no way back, unless she
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wanted to jump into the icy water far below. Slowly she pulled
herself up again, loosened the grip of her left hand and started
groping for the next joint. A distant tolling. A second one.
And a third. So she had been climbing for about a quarter hour
now; she should be able to reach the top of the wall in another
quarter. Once more she pulled herself up. It would have been
so much easier to wait until morning. Time went on and Laiva
climbed higher and higher until she finally pulled herself into
one of the gaps of the battlement. The wall was about two
metres wide with a handrail on the opposite side, behind it
there was a labyrinth of roofs and chimneys. Slowly Laiva’s
pulse returned to its normal rhythm. As long as she remained
in the shadow of the gap she was relatively safe, but it was
time for the next step. Carefully Laiva peered left and right;
no guards in sight. Silently she moved off the battlement and
onto the wall itself and some seconds later she jumped over
the handrail, landing on one of the roofs. Safe. Then a voice
cut into the silence.

‘Down there on the roof! Hurry men! Hurry!’
Laiva looked back; a group of well armed guards were ap-

proaching the part of the wall she had just crossed and some
of them had bows. She tensed her muscles and started to run.

On the bell tower of the cathedral, high above the city, a figure
sat and watched the scene. It was quite far away, but with
the help of its sharp eyes it spotted every movement of Laiva
and the guards. She was jumping from roof to roof, avoiding
any arrows and extending her lead with every step, while the
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guards could barely follow her in their heavy armour. Finally
the girl slid down a drainpipe and vanished in one of the alleys
and the guards had to give up their pursuit. She was good,
even without their heavy armour they wouldn’t have had a real
chance to catch her. The gargoyle ceased playing with the
small silver ring on its right hand and, unfolding its wings,
pushed away from the tower.

Laiva stopped and listened, but all she heard was herself gasp-
ing for breath; she had shaken off the guards. For a few min-
utes she allowed herself to rest and then continued her way
between the houses that looked even more shabby than the al-
ley was dirty. So this was the city; she had heard many stories,
but none had mentioned such streets. Then the alley opened
into the main road and Laiva was overwhelmed by the scene
that presented itself to her eyes; the road was broad and lit
by uncounted lights hovering over it and performing a dance
that seemed without rules. Shop fronts bordered the road like
glowing pearls on strings. The most astonishing thing, how-
ever, was that it was full of life. Even at this time there was an
uncounted number of people on the street, in the pubs and in
the shops. Here, within the safety of the city walls, life went
on, something of which Laiva would never when she left her
village; there nobody left the safety of their houses at night,
nobody but her. Laiva sighed. Perhaps she should write a letter
to her parents, just to let them know that she was all right. She
followed the broad way to the center of the city, the square and
the cathedral. The market stands, as well, hadn’t been closed
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yet. According to the stories she had been told the merchant
treks were the best way to get from the smaller cities to the
capital and they were to leave at this time of year. However,
Laiva didn’t know when exactly; again she cursed herself for
leaving in a hurry, but it was too late anyway. She chose one
of the stands at random and approached its owner.

‘Good evening Mister, can you tell me when the trek leaves
for the capital?’

‘The great merchant trek?’
‘Yes, that’s the one.’
‘I’m sorry, child, but they left two weeks ago. . . ’
Laiva cursed.
‘. . . but if you just want to go to the capital, you could ask

old Niry. Over there in the hut with the green roof. . . ’

When the gates opened and the sun sent its first rays over the
surrounding fields, Laiva left the city and hurried to fetch what
she had left last evening. There was no time to lose since old
Niry already made his last preparations to leave for the capital;
he had agreed to take her with him for free, partly to have
somebody to talk with, partly to help him pack and unpack his
market hut. Laiva collected her possessions.

‘Mynor.’
There was no sign of him.
‘Mynor?’
This time he showed up and gave her an innocent look;

Laiva bent down and scratched him behind the ears.
‘Come on, it’s time to go.’
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Some minutes later they met up with Niry at the gate and
climbed on his cart. He wanted to say something about her
being very well armed and her dog looking more like a wolf,
but then changed his mind; some extra weapons would do no
harm, and since the horses didn’t seem to mind the dog, it was
probably all right.

‘Ever driven a cart or coach?’
‘No, never.’
‘Well, there’s always a first time, eh?’

They travelled during the day and rested at inns at night. While
Niry usually took a room for the night, Laiva slept in the sta-
ble, but she didn’t mind; after all she was travelling for free
and Niry was quite old anyway. Days followed nights and
nights followed days, meadows followed hills, fields followed
meadows and hills followed fields; after the first two days
Laiva had grown bored with the landscape and that had been
half an eternity ago. Even the occasional village they passed
couldn’t hide how uniform it really was, especially since she
started to miss the woods; she had always taken them for
granted and now they were no longer around.

So a week passed until Laiva woke up in the middle of the
night. She was certain that she had heard some strange sound.
Mynor didn’t move, but he was awake and looked highly alert;
so he had heard it, too. There it was again, but this time is
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was coming from the roof of the stable, as if someone were
walking on it. Laiva groped for her weapons. A moment later
there was the sound of straw being pushed away and a hole
appeared in the roof. In one smooth movement Laiva rolled to
her right, pulled an arrow out of her quiver, brought the bow
up and shot it directly through) through the hole. There was a
cut off cry, something heavy slid down the roof and bumped
into the ground. And then there was silence again.

Time passed. It was like an eternity, but Laiva didn’t dare to
move and Mynor didn’t move either. They listened, but there
was only silence; not the silence of the night but a complete
absence of sounds, like the absence of wind in the eye of the
storm. It was long before dawn so there was no need to hurry,
plenty of time for Laiva to get mad or make a deadly mistake.
She had won the first round, but it had been far too close. Half
a second later and this bolt would have hit her; now it was
sticking in the wooden floor, exactly where her head had been.
Her heart was beating wildly. Somebody had tried to kill her,
her and nobody else, and this somebody had been a profes-
sional. She had to do something, but what? Only a wonder
could get her out of this alive. However, what if she could
make one happen? All she needed was some magic. Now was
the time to put theory into practice; theory was simple enough,
however Laiva had never tried it herself, only watched others
doing it. Brokenly she recited the first syllables, but then they
came more and more fluently until they merged into a song;
the air around her lost its transparency and gained a milky
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white colour, only next to her at first, but spreading fast. Not
bad for the first time, although it wasn’t really meant to block
her sight as well.

Everything was going wrong; first he had been hit by that ar-
row, and now thick fog appeared out of thin air. It had sounded
so simple: a little girl, only guarded by her dog and travelling
with some old man; nothing difficult and the pay had been
good. Now his left arm was bleeding and he couldn’t see his
hand before his eyes.

The door opened with a big squeak, followed by the sound of
crashing wood; a bolt had been fired into the door and since
here in the plain, unlike at home, houses weren’t built to be
rock solid fortresses, but to protect only from the weather, it
had broken through the planks the opposite wall of the stable
was made of. So she had been right, it wasn’t over yet. Slowly
and without making a noise she climbed off the beam above
the door; Mynor came out of the fog and joined he. Slowly
they inched their way out of the door and to the back of the
stable, carefully avoiding any sounds and keeping close to the
wall; whatever had been on the roof must have fallen down
here. Laiva didn’t know what she was actually looking for and
even if she knew, chances were good she’d never find it, but
Mynor’s nose spotted it anyway. Despite the low temperature
the blood was still warm. Keeping his nose close to the ground
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Mynor started to follow the trail; for him the smell of the fresh
blood was easier to follow than a way sign. A few steps ahead
was a broken arrow. It was Laiva’s and obviously the reason
for all the blood. Now she had proof that she’d hit. Min-
utes went by and they were still walking through thick fog.
Laiva could see just far enough not to lose Mynor, directly
in front of her. Sight blocked and hearing muted she would
have been completely lost without him. Another few minutes
later Mynor stopped and raised his head; he must have spot-
ted something. For half an eternity she peered at the gray wall
in front of her, but she couldn’t see anything. Laiva crouched
down and started to crouch forward until she could finally see
it. In front of her, not more than four metres away, was a dark
silhouette lying on the ground, facing the direction the sta-
ble had to be in. She slowly took her bow out and selected
an arrow; there was no sound when she tensed the tendon
and silently the arrow darted through the fog until it, with a
metallic crack, hit the target. The scheme rolled, bringing up
a crossbow, and fired. In the same moment Mynor jumped
forward, taking the bolt that would otherwise have hit Laiva.
Before it got another chance to attack, Laiva rolled to the side,
pulling a throwing star off her belt and flinging at the figure
with all her strength. The figure clutched at his throat, then
slowly sank to the ground.

A few more words and the fog vanished as fast as it had come.
Laiva listened to the sounds of the night; it was over. She stood
up and ran to Mynor, who was lying on the ground; bleeding
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and breathing heavily. She pulled the cloak off the dead as-
sassin, wrapped it around Mynor, then carried him back into
the stable. The bolt was stuck deep in his flank. With a hitch
Laiva pulled it out; Mynor jowled. Now blood was running
in streams through his fur, tinting it from gray to red. Laiva
ripped a strip off the cloak and pressed it on the wound as hard
as she could; if she couldn’t stop it, Mynor was going to bleed
to death.

The owner of the inn wanted to go to the stable as he did ev-
ery morning, but the first rays of the sun were illuminating
an unusual scene. He found the lifeless body of a dead man
he’d never seen before, an open stable door, and, in the stable
itself, the child that had arrived with the old merchant yester-
day, next to her bandaged dog who was lying in a pool of dried
blood. She was sleeping like a stone, but the dog was watch-
ing him closely. With some effort Mynor managed to stand up
and poked Laiva with his nose. When she slowly opened her
eyes she looked into the blank face of the innkeeper; her eyes
wandered to Mynor, the blood on the floor, the broken plank
of the wall and back to the man.

‘I can explain that, I think. . . ’

She pulled the throwing star out of the body. The assassin had
been a middle aged man with a face making you believe he
couldn’t harm a fly; no scars were witnessing the fights he had
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been in. He wore armour protecting chest and back; so that
was why the arrows hadn’t killed him. Metal scales had been
sewed on slightly bigger ones made of strong leather; this way
the metal parts didn’t bump together, avoiding the treacherous
clattering while still protecting the wearer. Laiva’s arrowhead
still stuck in the armour. She pulled it out and put it in one
of her pockets; it had penetrated one of the scales, but slowed
down enough not to kill. Over the shoulder the man wore a
belt with a number of bolts for the crossbow, a set of different
knives and a long rope on it. Laiva turned away and picked her
bow up which was still lying where she had dropped it. Lost in
thoughts she ran her fingers over smooth wood and the runes
engraved in it. It was a good bow, much better than the one
she originally had; the elves really had a skill for archery.

‘Come on, or do you want to stand there all day?’
Niry was waiting with the cart. The innkeeper had insisted

on them leaving instantly; Laiva wasn’t sure if he was afraid
of her or the people she might attract, but the result was the
same. Laiva climbed on the back of the cart and sat down next
to Mynor wrapped up in the cloak of the assassin. His life
didn’t seem to be in danger anymore, but he was still weak. In
fact the shot should have been deadly, and would surely have
killed any other wolf, however, Mynor proved to be special
again. The speed at which he was recovering was beyond any
imagination and by all means beyond the effects of the oint-
ment Laiva had put on the wound. She scratched him behind
the ears. He had risked his life to save hers, without hesitating.

‘You know,’ Niry started, ‘I believe the story you told the
man, but I’m a little bit worried. It’s just. . . you killed this
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man. I watched your face when you told it; either you are a
great actor or you weren’t shocked at all and someone having
met as many people as me is not easily bluffed. To you it was
just a necessity, wasn’t it? I don’t want to say that are used to
killing, no, I’ve met such people. You see, you just didn’t seem
to mind. And then the man, his tools; he was a professional
killer. You are not the a harmless little girl you appear to be,
at first sight. . . ’

There was no reaction, so Niry turned his head and looked
in the back. Laiva was sleeping, snugged up to Mynor.

They travelled on, but things weren’t the same. No matter
how fast you might be, rumours will always be faster. People
tried to avoid them or gave them strange looks, and that wasn’t
the worst. Even old Niry behaved differently towards Laiva;
he hid it pretty well, but she noticed anyway. He wasn’t sure
who he was actually travelling with, but since he’d never tried
to talk with her about it, Laiva kept silence about it as well.
However, the worst thing was all the time she had, time to
think. Too many things had happened in the last week, things
she didn’t want to think about at this time, and yet she couldn’t
help herself brooding over them. She still felt uncomfortable
about her overhasty leave; she had run away, although she’d
never admit it. Then there were the elves. That one was re-
ally driving her crazy; she had twice the amount of memories
she should, nicely contradicting each other, and sometimes it
was really hard to distinguish between the real and the fake
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ones. What was real anyway? Could she trust her senses any-
more? Mynor was strange enough, something not to muse
upon, but those were all things she could deal with, or at least
she thought she could deal with. However, the assassin had
been too much. Nobody, absolutely nobody, had a reason to
have her assassinated. Laiva brooded long over the question if
there was perhaps someone she had just forgotten about, but
what could an eight year old girl possibly have done to pro-
voke such a reaction? The only ones that might have a reason
were the elves, but that wouldn’t make any sense. No, they let
her go because it was right and it wouldn’t fit into the elven
way of thinking anyway. Yes, they’d let her go. There had
even been a kind of goodbye party for her. It hadn’t been an
easy decision, but she couldn’t just give up. The moment she
had left her village she’d known that there was no way back,
her decision had been made and it was final. All had wished
her the best for her future and then she had left, the elves in
her heart and their gifts in the backpack.

Using the last bit of its power the pigeon landed in the window,
exhausted by its long journey. It had flown through storm and
through rain until finally the old castle had appeared, a giant
shadow from the ancient past. Thankfully it let the man re-
move the uncomfortable tube from its leg; soon it could dry its
feathers and eat as much grain as it wanted.

‘What does it say?’
‘It can’t be. . . the assassin. . . he failed. The child. . .

killed him.’
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‘So the second part has been fulfilled. “The one sent. . . ”’
‘Stop it, it’s not over yet.’
‘You can’t cheat destiny.’
‘We’ll force it onto its knees, if we have to.’

They arrived in the capital without further incidents. Laiva
helped Niry set up his market stand and went into the city;
she’d come back later to fetch her belongings and say good-
bye. Mynor was accompanying her; although hardly a week
had passed, he had completely recovered; it was a really a mir-
acle. The capital was much bigger, yet Laiva wasn’t impressed
at all; it was only a big city with some additional buildings.
She had better things to do and there was no time to lose; the
trials had already started.

In a dark and silent alleyway a bag changed owners.
‘Pretty heavy, is it. . . ’
‘Fifty in gold.’
‘Ah, good. And all I have to do for it. . . ’
‘. . . yes, her and the dog. And make sure the bodies are

cared of, only a clean city is a working city.’
‘Of course, my Lord.’

The trial had begun in the past week and now was about to
end. Every year hundreds of boys came and every year most
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of them were disappointed; not more than a dozen of them
passed the tests, if any at all, and usually three quarters of the
novices gave up in the years to follow. Laiva went straight
to the entrance of the school and entered the huge building;
Mynor stayed outside. With the help of the signs, hanging
all over place, she managed to find the application desk. The
room was empty, since nearly everyone registered before the
trials even started; Laiva would surely be the last one, but in
her opinion that wasn’t a bad thing at all. On the desk there
was a pile of small cards and Laiva took the one at the top. She
was number twelve, in three days.

’Come, be a good dog. Look what a fine sausage I have for
you.’

Mynor followed the man, or rather the smell of the
sausage, into a narrow and dark street. It was far too much
gold for such an easy task, but who was he to complain? The
man dropped the sausage in front of him. Mynor carefully
snuffled and then ate it. Easily earned money; you just had
to know how to do it. The man dropped another sausage.
Hastily Mynor ate this one as well. This was just too easy,
it had already dropped any caution. The man dropped a third
one, smelling slightly of bitter almonds. Mynor ate this one as
well. The man looked at the wolf. Mynor looked back. The
man started to run. Mynor was faster.
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Niry was already waiting for her when Laiva arrived at his
stand.

‘Either you have some weighty friends or weighty ene-
mies. A man asked for you. I have no idea how he found
me. Looked like a noble, if you ask me. . . Where’s your dog,
by the way?’

‘He went off on his own, it seems, but I’m sure he’ll be
back later.’

‘Well, he’s your’s, you have to know. . . Ah, here it is.’
He gave Laiva a slip of paper.
‘”To Laiva Azanee. You might want to stay in the Red

Dragon, the room is paid for. A friend.”
Sounds fishy. A noble you said?’
‘I guess so; who else would wear a cloak of black silk?

I’m pretty sure he would have the money to buy an assassin.
That golden clasp alone must have cost a fortune.’

‘There’s only one way to find out weather it is a trap or
not.’

According to Niry the ‘Red Dragon’ was one of the better inns
in town, clean rooms, yet reasonable prices. As she was about
to enter, Mynor joined her. It was useless to wonder how he
managed to show up in time, although Laiva could have sworn
that was no coincidence. She opened the door and entered the
house. The hall was full of people, drinking and chatting, so
she had to search a bit until she found the bartender.

‘Erm, sorry, but I. . . ’
‘You are Miss Azanee?’
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‘Yes, I’m Laiva. . . ’
‘Follow me, I’ll show you your room. Oh, and he wanted

me to give this to you; a terrible hand, but he said you’d be
able to read it. Good luck.’

He handed Laiva a small book bound in red leather.
‘Erm, this might sound a little bit silly, but who is “he”?’
‘You don’t know? Said his name wasn’t any of my busi-

ness. A tall man, black hair, black eyes, black cloak, silver
ring?’

‘I hoped you knew his name; he only said he was a
friend. . . ’

‘Well, you can never have enough friends, can you?’

Laiva dropped onto the bed and opened the book. Indeed, the
book had been written by hand. However, the letters were
clear and regular, but that wasn’t the reason the landlord hadn’t
been able to read it; it was elvish. Laiva read the title: ‘A Brief
Guide To History’. Odd, she knew the title, it was one of the
elvish standard works, if she remembered correctly; she had
never gotten around to reading it, though. Where do you get a
book like that in a place like this? And who knew she could
read it? Then she noticed the words below the title; added by
someone else.

‘Dear Laiva,’ she read, ‘take some time to recover from the
exertions of your journey and to prepare for the tests. Please
read this book as well, it should contain everything you abso-
lutely have to know about the recent and not so recent past.
The school is said to be quite keen on history. Do not worry
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about the room, it is paid for a week and the inn should be
safe. A friend.’

Very odd, indeed. However, the advice was good, and
there was nothing else for her to do anyway.

The day had come. Long before the trials started Laiva arrived
at the school, but she wasn’t remotely the first one. Even at the
last day the huge hall of the school was filled with spectators.
It wasn’t as if there was anything to see, the actual trials were
held in another room, but that didn’t stop the them. There was
a good chance that at least one of the applicants would make
history, and that was surely a thing someone could tell their
grandchildren about later on. And although the trials attracted
so many people every year, most of them didn’t know any-
thing about its origins. In fact nobody knew much about the
history of the Order of Asterion, or the Red Order, as it was
often called because of the traditional red cloaks, and even the
few known facts were nothing more than shadows in the mists
of time. However, it was the most powerful institution the
world had seen so far; watching over law and justice, negoti-
ating diplomatic issues, in short making sure all the peoples
could live together in peace – by the means of weapons, if
necessary. Not bound to any rulers or borders they answered
only to themselves. And she wouldn’t leave before she got a
fair chance to become one of them, show them what she was
made of, all those who had been laughing at her; she knew she
could pass the tests. Nobody would stop her that easily. Es-
pecially not now, not after all her troubles. A hissed whisper
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went through the crowd and interrupted Laiva’s thoughts. She
stretched to get a glimpse of the new candidate and was quite
surprised to see that the boy was an elf.

‘You are number eleven?’
Number eleven? Was is already that late? She couldn’t

even remember whether the previous applicants had been ac-
cepted or not. The boy walked to the board and handed the
card with his number on it to the three testers.

‘Yes, my name is Idnir Silva.’
‘Well, Idnir, why do you think we accept elves here?’ the

first one asked.
‘Go home, elf, go back where you belong.’
That sounded by far harsher than necessary; obviously the

tester shared the public opinion about elves, but the boy’s ex-
pression didn’t change a bit. It still showed determination, the
determination of someone who wouldn’t give up just because
of a few prejudices.

‘Because the rules say that anyone is to be accepted, who
passes the tests, no matter what his status or origin may be.’

The calmly spoken words struck the testers like lightning;
they knew the rules, or course, but it had never crossed their
minds that ‘everyone’ applied to elves as well. There was quite
a pause until one of them regained control of the situation.

‘Well said. Let’s begin, then. Follow us.’
The testers and the elf left the hall trough a back door.

In theory the board was to be completely impartial, but of
course they were subject to prejudices as well as anyone else.
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There had been a few unwanted applicants now and again, but
until now they had always found a reason to doubt their qual-
ifications. Fortunately Laiva didn’t know that; it was hard
enough for an elf to be accepted, but they’d rather taken a
dozen of them than a girl. The testers reentered the hall, fol-
lowed by the boy.

‘It is our duty to announce that this elf, Idnir Silva failed.’
one of them stated, with an evil grin on his face. Idnir’s expres-
sion, however, was completely motionless. Laiva could feel
what was going on inside him. He wasn’t sad or just disap-
pointed; he was furious. You could see it in his eyes, although
nobody else seemed to notice or, more likely, care.

‘He has some funny opinions about justice.’ the tester
added with a mixture of taunt and explanation.

‘You can join when we accept girls here, silly elf.’ another
one of them said.

The laughter of the crowd hurt, but the testers themselves
laughing was much worse. So they were not better than all the
other people? For a second Laiva wanted to cry, but then she
knew what she had to do. She would show them, them and all
the others. And then she would make them pay for their ‘silly
elf’ as well.

‘Last applicant for this year. Number twelve please.’
Laiva stepped out of the crowd.
‘Laiva Azanee. I’m number twelve.’
Suddenly the laughter stopped; you could have heard a pin

drop. Instead, however, the jaws of the testers did.
‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’ one of them asked.
Silently Laiva handed her card to one of the board mem-
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bers.
‘Well, follow us then. . . ’

The back door gave way to network of short passageways, that
eventually ended at another door, made of solid oak. The dark
wood seemed to be centuries old, centuries that had left their
marks on it. Nobody would ever know how many fights this
piece of wood had seen, how many enemies it had resisted, but
the number was without doubt enormous. Somehow it didn’t
belong here; Laiva didn’t know why, yet she couldn’t shake
off the feeling. One of the testers opened it; when passing
through the door she had an odd feeling of distance, but how
big can the distance between two rooms be? They now were in
a high hall, the walls covered with ancient rugs and even more
weapons. The rust on them suggested that they hadn’t been
used in ages, however, the marks on them clearly showed that
they had been used in battle once. Light fell through the high
windows, playing on the mosaic work of the floor. One of the
board members signalled Laiva to take a certain position in the
centre and left the hall.

The door of the capital’s city hall slammed open and a dead
body skidded along the polished white marble floor, leaving a
red trail behind; worse, however, was the smell of rotting flesh.
The mayor didn’t believe his eyes.

‘Guards!’
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Instead of the guards, a money bag sailed through the open
door, nearly hitting the mayor’s head and leaving a depression
in the wall behind him. The bag bursted and gold coins were
scattered around the whole room.

‘Guards!’
‘Your guards won’t come, my Lord.’
A large man entered the room, wearing a cloak as black as

his hair; he stepped towards the mayor.
‘I thought you might want to have your money back, my

Lord.’
The mayor’s eyes filled with terror.
‘And while we are at it, I have slight doubts that you are

the right man for this kind of work. Too bad it’s a lifetime
position. Too bad for you, that is.’

The screaming sounded through the whole building.

Laiva was still standing in the hall. Judging from the move-
ment of the light beams, cast through the window, not much
more than an hour had passed. It sure felt like an eternity,
though. To have something to do she had started reading the
mosaic patterns, but, somehow, she couldn’t really make sense
of them. Floor patterns could be found in every house and
she understood their symbolic language, as everyone did, but
the patterns in this hall were much more complex than any-
thing she’d ever seen before; half of the symbols she couldn’t
make sense of and the others appeared in strange combina-
tions. And there was something else. Either her memory was
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playing tricks on her or the mosaic rearranged itself; one sec-
ond she tried to make sense of a special combination and the
next moment she wasn’t able to find it again. Something was
going on and she wasn’t sure that she liked it. For example,
she could have sworn that that Azanee plant in front of her had
been a lime only one second before, and what looked like an
’H’ and ‘I’, just left of it, had been a triangle the last time she
had looked. It took some time until Laiva caught up with her
thoughts.

‘Does it do that with everyone?’ Laiva greeted the testers
when they returned. She was still standing were they had left
her.

‘What are you talking about?’
‘The floor, does it talk to everyone?’
‘The floor? Either you are trying to fool us or hallucinat-

ing, girl. Well, it seems the test of patience has been f. . . ’
The two other board members looked into the puzzled face

of their colleague, then they followed his gaze to the ground.
‘Erm, fine, well done. . . I think.’
In front of them were big blue letters, forming the words

’are’, ‘you’ and ‘sure’.
‘Follow us then.’

After passing a dozen passages and doors, the last one finally
opened to the outside. Laiva was at first dazzled by the bright
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light, but when her eyes adapted she was, to her surprise, pre-
sented with an overwhelming view. They were in a small val-
ley, surrounded by high mountains. Not a single cloud could
be seen in the blue sky and a small stream completed the pic-
ture. A picture by someone who didn’t care much about re-
alism; this looked just too idyllic to be real – and yet it was.
They were definitely not even close to the capital, for it was in
the middle of the plains and here, well, here were mountains.
Laiva looked back only to see that had just left a castle. What
was going on here?

‘Are we in Asterion?’ she wondered aloud, uttering the
first guess coming to her mind.

‘Yes, we are.’ one of the testers answered. So this was the
legendary bastion of the order, somewhere in the mountains –
and far away from the capital.

A small door opened to a garden. It was surrounded by a high
brick wall, shielding it from everyone’s views. On the second
look the garden turned out to be a combination of a medita-
tion place and training ground, rather than an ordinary gar-
den. Between the trees stretched a complex network of ropes,
obviously for balancing and climbing. There were poles in
different heights, just big enough to stand on, and the stones,
seemingly placed completely at random, completed a training
course. You could even cross the pond without touching the
water. Whoever had designed this place had been a real ge-
nius.
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‘Have you any experience with these?’ One of the testers
tossed Laiva a staff that had been leaning on the wall. Laiva
caught it.

‘Some, but not much.’
The tester waved with his hand and a boy appeared in the

door; about her age and quite a bit larger. He gave Laiva a pity
look, but didn’t say a word.

‘This is one of last year’s applicants. Just try your best.
You start on these flat stones in the middle of the pond. No
magic. If you touch the ground or the water you lose. Any
questions? Good.’

Laiva and the boy took their positions on the stones. He
looked much stronger than her, was certainly used to fighting
with staves and knew the place. Her skills, on the other hand
were quite basic; she didn’t stand a chance against him in an
open fight. Her only advantage seemed to be that he was obvi-
ously underestimating her; but perhaps there was another way
to beat him than plain fighting.

‘All right? Then begin.’
With a quick movement the pupil pushed his staff forward

– and hit thin air. Laiva had already jumped back and was
now running along the course, jumping from stone to stone,
from pole to pole. When he realized what had happened, Laiva
already climbed up one of the ropes. He wasn’t sure what to
do; that had never happened before.

‘Come and get me, if you can.’
Cursing, the boy started following her, but Laiva was al-

ready hurrying along a rope, connecting the tree she had
climbed with one in the other corner of the garden. Using her
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staff to keep her balance, she reached the far end, sat down on
a branch and watched the boy trying to do as she had. He fell
instantly. Yet he managed to grab the rope with his hands and
started pulling himself along. Impressing, but that wouldn’t
help him. When he was directly over the pond Laiva threw
her staff like a spear, hitting his chest hard. He instinctively
groped for his it and, with a cry and a loud splash, he hit the
water.

The room was empty, except for a small wooden pedestal in
its centre. It smelled damp and the cold made Laiva shiver.
Carefully, the testers locked the door and then extinguished
the torches; now darkness surrounded them. No single ray of
sunlight ever made it down here, into the catacombs of the
castle.

‘It’s quite easy, you see. All you have to do is illuminate
this orb, in the middle of the room, so that it lights the room.
The brighter the better.’

Laiva concentrated and an aura of pale purple light built up
around her. She knew such orbs; they were a good way to mea-
sure one’s magic abilities and stage of training. An untrained
and untalented person wouldn’t be able to produce any visible
effect at all. In fact, you had to be quite good to make it illumi-
nate the room even slightly. Laiva shut her eyes. However, that
was no problem for her. With her one hand she touched the orb
and felt the power flowing through her fingertips. She covered
her face with her other arm. Then she just let the magic flow.
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Laiva was sure that the last question would be a really mean
one. Until now she’d been able to answer everything correctly,
but that wouldn’t help her in the least if she failed now. The
tester tried to make a meaningful gesture, but with his ban-
daged arm it was laughable. Big eyed they had watched the
orb. It had been several minutes until their sight returned to
normal and in the meantime Laiva had had a hard time avoid-
ing being hurt in the panic.

‘How did king Gatrean I. die?’
Laiva smiled. Yes, this one was indeed mean, but she had

read the right history book; it had really been worth the time.
‘The elven king Gatrean or the other one?’

The tester silenced the crowd. Laiva and the board had just
returned to the hall of the school.

‘We announce that Laiva Azanee passed the tests.’
Somehow that didn’t sound right. Shouldn’t they an-

nounce that they accepted her? However, that didn’t stop her
from presenting the audience with a satisfied smile.

‘However, we’ve still doubts about her qualifications.
Therefore we decided to ask her for an additional test. The
search for the ring of Argentum.’

‘But. . . ’
Laiva was close to crying. She had faced so many dan-

gers just to come here, passed the trials and now? The ring of
Argentum!
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‘We have the right to do that.’
Laiva stormed out of the hall. The crowd was still silent, as

if in shock. They never believed that the school would accept
a girl, but sending her on the search for the ring wasn’t right.
After all, it was nothing but an old legend, and even if it was
true, she didn’t have the slightest chance. A tall man emerged
from the crowd and suddenly the whole hall fell silent again.
He was dressed completely in black; his cloak was black, his
boots were black and he even wore black gloves. Slowly he
approached the board.

‘That must feel really good, doesn’t it? It’s so much easier
to send a girl on a futile journey, instead of giving up your
prejudices. Let her run home or die, who cares? I hope you
can live with this knowledge. You are a disgrace to the school
and the order.’

Having said so he turned and left.
‘Did you see that ring?’

Impatiently Mynor pushed her. It was already getting dark
and spending the night on some cold street obviously wasn’t
a good idea, no matter how bad she felt at the moment. Laiva
turned around and hugged him.

‘It hurts so much. . . ’
Mynor licked the tears off her face and gave a her one of

his knowing looks.
‘You are right, I can’t sit here all night. Let’s go.’
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Once again they were standing around the fire.
‘We have good news.’
‘Have we good news? The mayor’s dead.’
‘He is dead, but she had been rejected.’
‘Has she? I heard they asked for another test.’
‘They asked for an unaccomplishable test. They asked her

to find the ring of Argentum.’
‘They sent her on a journey?’
‘They sent her on a journey.’
‘So the third part of the prophecy has been fulfilled.’
‘The third part. . . Oh. Damn.’

Odd looks accompanied Laiva on her way back to the ‘Red
Dragon’. She had made far too much of an impression at the
trials not to attract attention; probably half of the city already
knew the story by now, and the other half would surely do
tomorrow. Everyone she passed seemed to be watching her
and some of them were even pointing. Finally closing the door
of her room behind her was an enormous relief. She slipped
out of her boots and, still dressed, dropped onto her bed. Laiva
instantly fell asleep.

It was already late in the morning when Mynor woke her up.
Laiva turned away, wrapped her blanket closer around her and
shut her eyes again. Mynor, however, didn’t give up that eas-
ily. He ran to the other side of the bed and licked her face.
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‘Let me go. What should I stay up for?’
As an answer Mynor pushed her out of the bed.
‘What’s the matter with you?’
Then she heard the murmuring downstairs; it sounded as if

a heated argument was going on. She opened the door a crack
and listened.

‘. . . and I tell you again. You are not going up there, no
way. As far as I’m concerned she is a paying customer and
you are not. Now get out of here, before I forget my good
manners. Hey, where do you think you are going?’

‘Upstairs. And don’t even try to st. . . ’
Laiva slammed the door shut and bolted it. Isrin! She

would have recognized that voice anywhere; how could she
forget about her village’s delegation? And every year it was
Isrin who accompanied the boys. He was well known for his
kind and funny nature, but once he made a decision he could
be very determined. And now he was determined to take her
home, at all costs. When got her, that was. Hastily she put on
her boots and started to pack; the landlord wouldn’t keep him
away for long.

He knocked.
‘It’s me, Isrin.’
No answer.
‘Come on, I know you are in there, Laiva.’
Still no response.
‘You can’t run away, girl, and you know that.’
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He didn’t get an answer this time, either.
‘If don’t instantly open the door, I’ll come in.’
Silence.
‘All right, you asked for it. I’m coming in. Just don’t say I

didn’t warn you.’
Isrin threw himself against the door. The wood, however,

resisted. He had to try three more times, until, with a loud
crack, it finally gave way; together with the remains of the
door Isrin crashed onto the floor of Laiva’s room. At the
same moment some gray shadow flew past him and towards
the stairs.

‘What the h. . . ’
‘Well, looks like her dog is gone.’
The landlord couldn’t help but grin.
‘Dog?’
‘Yes, her dog. As well as Miss Azanee, it seems.’ he

added, pointing at the open window.
Isrin stood up, brushed the dirt from his clothes and turned

to go, but the landlord stopped him.
‘Not so fast. You are going nowhere until you’ve paid for

the door.’

Laiva had no idea how the letter had gotten into her backpack,
but it certainly was there. She was sitting on a roof nearby,
leaning against a chimney and checking her belongings. The
letter was addressed to her, but she couldn’t remember seeing
it before; perhaps the landlord had brought it into her room,
and perhaps she had grabbed it in her hurry without actually
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looking at it, but somehow she didn’t believe that. Carefully
she broke the big red wax seal and unfolded the paper. The
letter was written in elven letters.

‘Dear Laiva, be at the back door of the school tomorrow
morning at eleven. I’ve arranged for you to get into the library.
There are some books you should have a look at. A friend.’

Eleven o’ clock? That was in a few minutes.

At the last toll of the bell, and slightly out of breath, Laiva
reached the back door of the school. Mynor was already wait-
ing for her; how did he do that?

‘You are late. I was expecting you to be here a bit earlier.’
The voice belonged to a small and extraordinary pale man. He
was so pale, Laiva found it hard to shrug off the feeling that
she could look through him.

‘I know, but. . . ’
‘There’s no time for that now. Just stay quiet and follow

me.’
Laiva wasn’t sure why, but he seemed to float rather than

walk. They entered the school through the back door and wan-
dered through the complex network of corridors. She seriously
doubted that she’d be able to find the way back on her own. In
fact, she didn’t even know whether they still were in the cap-
ital or not; it felt as if every second bend lead to some distant
place, and, considering what she already knew of this place,
probably did. Mynor, however, didn’t seem to mind; he moved
as if he was at home here, but then again he always did. Fi-
nally they reached a small door reinforced with steel. The man
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turned the handle and pushed the heavy door open. Well, he
reached out to the handle and it turned, however Laiva could
have sworn that he didn’t touch it at all; but she instantly for-
got about that when they entered the next room, or rather hall,
or better yet dome. It was enormous. The whole place was
bathed in warm daylight, that came through the thousands of
windows which made up the ceiling, while the room itself was
at least twenty metres high and of uncertain extent. Uncer-
tain because of all the shelves blocking the view; each of them
loaded with thousands of books, some carefully sorted by size
and colour, others in big stacks without any common features.

‘Yes, the library is quite impressing when you see it for the
first time. . . Oh, how rude of me. I didn’t even introduce my-
self. Strika, I’m the librarian here. You know, I don’t get many
visitors nowadays. They are all go to the “new library”. But
I’ll tell you something, here are all the real treasures. What-
ever you want, I have it. But what do they do? Take a few
hundred books and call it the “new library”. They are just too
lazy to search for the real stuff. I’ll never understand how they
can be content with a handful of student’s books. They just
don’t know what’s good. Oh, I’m boring you.’

‘You. . . ’
‘Nice try, kid, but there’s no need to lie for the sake of

politeness. I know it myself, I’m talking and talking and. . .
You know, I don’t get many visitors around here since they set
up this ”new library”, but I already said so, eh? Well, it’s your
advantage they don’t, I mean they surely wouldn’t approve
of you coming here, but I don’t think he’d care about that.
Anyway, nobody ever comes here, no need to bother about
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that. You know, with this “new library” around. . . ’
‘Erm. . . ’
‘Oh, yes, your books. Just follow me.’
Strika turned to the labyrinth of book shelves and went

straight through the one in front of him.
‘But. . . ’ Laiva started.
‘Are you coming or not?’
Laiva was still standing in front of the shelf and didn’t

know what to do. Carefully she touched it; solid.
‘Oh, stupid me, you can’t walk through walls, can you?’
The man came back through the shelf.
‘Don’t look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’
‘Erm. . . ’
‘All right, just don’t look as if you’ve never seen a ghost

before.’
‘But I’ve never. . .
‘You didn’t? Where do you come from? Oh, well, never

mind. Just get used to it. Let’s see, what was the way again. . .
You see, hardly anyone visits me since they set up what they
call the “new library”. . . ’

‘All right, this should be the last one.’
Strika threw the book onto the top of the pile Laiva was

already holding. She stumbled, tripped over Mynor who had
been standing right behind her, and fell, catapulting the book
pile into the air doing so.
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‘Careful, kid, these books are the only ones of their kind.
Hey, that one you are sitting on is at least five hundred years
old.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to. . . ’
‘It’s all right, never mind. It’s just. . . I would be no librar-

ian if I hadn’t said that, you see?’
Strika gave her a broad smile.

It was hours later and Laiva was still in the library. Some-
where in the middle of shelves and book piles she was sit-
ting at a huge wooden table, nearly covered by the books she
had already consulted. Somewhere, because Laiva had not the
slightest idea how to get back to the entrance of the library.
With all its randomly placed shelves and book piles blocking
the way, the library reminded her more of a labyrinth than any-
thing else, but, as they say, a library is always a labyrinth; a
labyrinth you have to discover, with paths to explore and dead
ends to learn from. The past hours had been spent collecting
bits of information from the books Strika had given her, while
Mynor used the time to take a nice long nap. So far she had
learned a lot about the history and nature of the ring, but not
where to look for it, not a single clue. Laiva put the current
book away and took a new one from the pile. Children’s tales?
What was she supposed to learn from such a book?

‘In every story there’s a grain of truth.’ Strika said, walk-
ing through the shelf in front of her. ‘And especially chil-
dren’s tales are a better source of information than most people
think.’ She opened the book and scanned the index.
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‘There’s nothing useful in there.’ Laiva complained.
‘Oh, there is, there is.’

‘”You haven’t come to ask me about the ring, have you?”
spoke the Oracle. “What a pity, I could have helped you with
that one, but this is a completely different matter. . . ”’ Laiva
recited from the story book.

She looked up to the librarian’s ghost.
‘You knew it all the time, didn’t you?’
‘Yes, I did. It’s better this way, believe me. You would

have never have read all the other books if I told you where to
look in the first place, would you?’

‘I guess not. . . ’

Laiva was heading straight for the city gates. Paying the ‘Red
Dragon’ another visit wasn’t worth the risk and there was no
need to do it anyway; the bill was paid and she had everything
she owned with her. Looking out for Isrin, or anyone else who
knew her, she made her way through the streets of the capi-
tal. Approaching the gate she heard two guards talking about
her; obviously Isrin had asked them to stop her, but fortunately
they didn’t take it too seriously. Using some merchant’s carts
for cover, she managed to slip out of the city without being
recognized.

57



Nothing was left of the lovely summer weather anymore; the
autumn had started its reign and with it came the cold and,
worse, the rain. After two weeks travelling the plains, Laiva
and Mynor had finally reached the hill lands; that had been
three days ago. Now they were sitting in a cave, in the middle
of nowhere, in front of a pitiful fire that smoked more than it
warmed. Laiva shivered; she was only wearing her thin elven
robe, but at least that was to some extent dry. By the time they
had managed to find a cave she had already been completely
soaked; his thick fur protected Mynor, but she couldn’t have
been wetter. So far she had spent her little money on inns,
but now they were far from any settlement. The hill lands
were raw wilderness, and only the desperate dared to enter the
dense forests at all; they had taken the lives of too many. Laiva
was desperate; there was a heavily protected coach going right
through, but she’d never have enough money to pay for that.
And walking around the hill lands was completely out of ques-
tion; that’d cost her a whole year. So now she was sitting in
this cold, damp cave, shivering, freezing and hungry. With a
deafening bang lightning hit a tree in front of the cave. For
a second it wobbled and then, with a enormous crack, the gi-
ant crashed to the ground, directly on the cave top, shaking its
solid walls. Rocks and dust rained down at Laiva and Mynor,
a particularly big one missing Laiva only by inches. She felt
something hitting the back of her head and every went black.

The thing Laiva heard first when she regained consciousness
was Mynor’s low and threatening growling. She started free-

58



ing herself from the debris covering most of her body. Laiva
wasn’t sure what was going on, but she knew that her head hurt
worse than she’d ever imagined possible. Slowly it came back
and she remembered what had happened. She groped the back
of her head; the lump was huge and hurt like hell when she
touched it. The growling became even more threatening now,
but still Laiva didn’t react. Her body was hurting as well, but
she seemed to have gotten away without larger injuries; noth-
ing seemed to be broken and despite the pain it could have
been worse. Mynor’s growling reached another level and fi-
nally managed to draw Laiva’s attention to their current situ-
ation. He was standing on a pile of stones and dirt, blocking
her sight at the entrance of the cave; obviously he was trying to
keep whatever he was growling at outside. Laiva combed the
rubble around her for any of her weapons and finally grasped
her staff; better than nothing. Ignoring her aching limbs she
started crawling towards the mouth of the cave. It was much
smaller now, since most of it had collapsed when the tree hit
it, but still large enough for the enormous scaled snake head
which had been pushed deep into the entrance and was fixating
Mynor with its cold eyes. It is said that snakes are able to hyp-
notize their victims, but either that was only a myth or Mynor
didn’t feel like getting hypnotized. The head turned, now gaz-
ing directly at Laiva, who was seized by an overwhelming urge
to escape its look, but suddenly couldn’t move anymore. How-
ever, that didn’t last very long. The same moment the head
turned away from Mynor, he darted forward and dug his jaws
deep into the place you would have supposed the throat to be;
the beast retracted, pulling Mynor with it and out of the cave.
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Laiva raced after Mynor and was almost hit by the ball of fire
that suddenly raced through the entrance and into the cave.
She hardly managed to throw herself aside before it hit her.
Hastily she put out her smoking hair and, ignoring its smell,
hurried outside. Instead of the giant snake she had expected to
see, there were now three of them, attached to an even bigger,
scaled trunk with a tail and and pair of wings attached to it.
And Mynor was still dangling from one of its throats. Laiva
dodged another one of the fire balls the creature was covering
the area with. There was only one thing to do.

‘Mynor, run!’
As she shouted it turned one of its ugly heads towards

Laiva, the two other ones still concentrating on Mynor, but
she had lost no time and was already running as fast as she
could. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Mynor loosening
his grip and doing the same.

Trees flew past her as she was running, but still she could feel
the hot breath of the dragon behind her. Now and then a fire-
ball shot past and set part of the forest on fire; if Laiva hadn’t
been zigzagging, she would have been roasted by now. And
still the dragon came closer, being able to fly above the trees.
She and Mynor had split in order to shake it off, but unfor-
tunately its mental trinity hadn’t stopped it from deciding that
Laiva was probably the bigger bite; it was only a matter of time
until it got her. Keeping up this speed for much longer seemed
impossible as well; she already was out of breath and the heat
didn’t help either. What would happen when she faltered she
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didn’t even dare to imagine. Suddenly the forest ended. Laiva
managed to grab a low hanging branch just in time to prevent
her from falling off the cliff. The dragon shot past her, but, fly-
ing a wide arc, came back in no time. It hovered in front of her,
watching her with its cold reptile eyes; trapped. For a moment
she looked down at the thundering river far below, but then the
dragon opened its ugly mouths and Laiva watched the glow of
fire moved upwards it gullets. She closed her eyes, waiting for
the fire to come; it surrounded her, burning her skin, filling her
lungs. So this was the end. She jumped.

With a loud splash she dived into the water and was instantly
carried away by the current. She tried to fight it, but it was too
strong; all she could do now was avoid hitting anything and
hope for a miracle, but the miracle never came. Instead, a rock
appeared a few metres in front of her. Driven by the power
of despair she swam as if hundred dragons were after her,
but despite her efforts she couldn’t avoid it completely. The
sharp rock cut into her hand, sending pain shooting through
her whole body. It hurt like fire, but at least she survived. For
now. The next rock was already in front of her, but this time
Laiva managed to get away in time. At least the cold water
numbed her hand and it seemed to prevent her from losing too
much blood as well. She evaded another one of the rocks. A
few minutes more and she would be done for; trying to shake
off the dragon had been too exhausting already. Well, at least
she seemed to have shaken it off, although that didn’t really
make much of a difference; she doubted that being roasted
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alive was any worse than drowning. That was it, she couldn’t
keep her head above the water any longer. Just as Laiva wanted
to give up struggling, the streambed broadened and the canyon
walls gave way to flat, sandy shores. Using the last of her re-
serves, reserves she hadn’t thought she had, she pulled herself
out of the water. However, she wasn’t alone. Waiting her, and
carrying her backpack in his mouth, was Mynor.

‘How. . . ’
Then Laiva blacked out.

It could have been worse; the cut wasn’t as deep as Laiva had
thought at first and in a few days she would be able to use
her hand again. For now she had put some ointment on the
wound and bandaged it with a strip of cloth she had kept in
her backpack. Laiva wasn’t very fond of using the ointment,
but it was in any case better than risking an infection. Having
done that, she performed the location spell; it was one of the
first you learned, especially when you grew up in the woods.
It summoned a little glowing arrow, pointing home; that way
you couldn’t get lost and parents tended to be a little bit less
annoying than usual. However, the spell could point to any
other place as well, as long as you had a strong enough mental
image of it. While Laiva had naturally never been to the ora-
cle before, she had seen enough maps and pictures of it; that
almost worked as well. The little arrow span for a few seconds
until it settled for downstream; so they could follow the river
then. At least they wouldn’t have to worry about fresh water
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and the way was somewhat better, but what they’d definitely
have to watch for were hungry carnivores.

The fire hardly illuminated the thirteen figures in their black
robes, but even so the tension could be felt. Things hadn’t
turned out that well lately.

‘She entered the hill lands.’ one said.
‘So she entered the hill lands, what about it? What is all

this about anyway? Shouldn’t we do something instead of
standing around a fire and talking nonsense?’

‘Shut up, you are disturbing the tune.’ another one hissed.
‘I don’t care, I couldn’t care any less. You know what I

think? We should get him out.’
‘We should get him out?’ one of the figures said, desper-

ately trying to keep up the usual procedure.
‘I mean, what do we have to lose? I don’t think we have to

worry about collateral damage in the hill lands, have we?’
‘I guess not. . . ’

Things turned out better than Laiva had expected; her hand
was healing quickly, she showed no signs of fever either and
despite the bad reputation of the hill lands, there hadn’t been
any further incidents. They hid in the nearby forest when the
occasional dragon showed in the sky and the other animals
weren’t any real danger if you knew how to deal with them;
mostly by giving them a wide berth. However, things had
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changed in the last few days. They hadn’t seen any more ani-
mals at all and it was almost as if they were hiding; undoubt-
edly a bad sign. What troubled her most, however, was that
Mynor seemed more alert than usual, nervous even. Some-
thing was going on and from time to time she even had the
sensation of being followed; for now it was nothing more than
a feeling, but surely something to keep an eye on.

’Has he entered the hill lands?’
‘He has entered the hill lands.’
‘Some villagers got in his way before he reached them. . . ’
‘Anyone important?’
‘Nobody important.’
‘Then let us wait.’
‘Let us wait.’ responded the 12 other figures as one.

The night was pitch black and the strange glowing mushrooms
growing on the trunks of the ancient trees were the only source
of light. It was hardly enough for Laiva to see where she was
running, but she didn’t have the time to concentrate on cast-
ing a light spell. It had been a reflex; she had jumped up and
started running the very moment she had woken up, and prob-
ably that was the only reason she was still alive. She had felt
that something was coming, something not to mess with, felt it
all the time during the past days. Laiva didn’t know what had
happened to Mynor, but she thought she had seen him fleeing

64



as well; she just couldn’t say for sure. Frankly, she couldn’t
say anything for sure except for the fact that she was being
hunted. Laiva couldn’t see nor hear her pursuer, but she knew
it was there, right behind her. It was much worse than feeling
the hot breath of some beast against her neck. It was a feel-
ing of fear, unknown, cold, impersonal fear. Laiva stopped;
perhaps that was the most stupid thing to do in her situation,
but she’d always been told that nothing was worse than the
unknown. Only fools are never afraid, but you should always
fear for a reason and not for the sake of it; one could die of
fear without ever knowing what was really after her. She com-
posed herself and slowly turned around. There was nothing;
just the usual vegetation, absolutely nothing to be afraid of.
No pursuer, no deadly beast, not even so much as a moth.

Mynor was running at top speed. Stupid instincts, he should
really know better than to be behaving like a silly puppy. With-
out slowing down he changed direction and dashed towards
where Laiva had to be.

Laiva looked into the cold eyes of the beast; she’d never seen
such an animal before. It looked like a gigantic cat with yellow
and black striped fur and two enormous, sabre-like teeth. She
couldn’t remember ever having heard of a cat as high as one
and a half metres, but then again that wasn’t exactly a good
thing. The worst about it, however, was its stare; suddenly
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she knew what it felt like to be a mouse. A mouse facing
death. However, she had something no mouse had. With a
quick movement of her hand she flung a throwing star at the
creature. Laiva had taken some time to prepare a few of them;
the poison should be strong enough even for this beast. The
piece of metal hit it right between the eyes – and went through
it, as if there was nothing but air; but Laiva hadn’t any time to
wonder it as the creature started moving towards her. Slowly,
carefully it moved, and yet as if it was going to leap any sec-
ond now. Without thinking she stepped backwards, or at least
she wanted to; her feet got caught in the undergrowth and she
fell. Sitting on the ground she’d never stand a chance, but then
again standing on her feet wouldn’t have helped her either. She
unsheathed her sword and clutched it tight; if she was going to
be eaten she’d at least make a lasting impression. Laiva closed
her eyes, tightened her grip on the sword and waited for the
claws to dig into her flesh. Nothing happened. She opened
her eyes a bit and peered; the beast was still standing in front
of her. Then it leaped. Her heart missed a beat. She was still
alive, she didn’t even seem to be hurt at all. It had passed right
through her, like a ghost, but then again not. She turned her
head and looked over her shoulder, but it was gone. What was
going on here?

‘Odd, isn’t it? Went right through you.’
Laiva turned back and faced an ancient looking, white

haired woman in long, white robes, leaning against a tree next
to her. Where had she come from? The woman stopped play-
ing with the small silver ring she wore and gave Laiva a tooth-
less smile.
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‘Never let fear govern your mind. That’s what he wants.
You did the right thing when you stopped running, but he was
about to get you anyway. You heart made quite a jump, didn’t
it? Ah, youth has its advantages, for sure.’

‘Who. . . ’ was the only thing Laiva managed to stammer.
‘Timor is a daemon, you know. An evil spirit you would

call him. And he is old, very old. You should really look into
dealing with those who sent him after you. . . ’

‘What. . . ’
The woman tossed her something and turned to go. Laiva

looked down at the object in her hands; it was a small crystal
vial with a strange light in it, shining in all the colours of the
rainbow. When she looked up again, the woman had vanished.

Even days later Laiva could hardly think of anything else ex-
cept for the strange old woman; she just knew there was more
to them meeting than coincidence, much more than one might
guess; despite the already mysterious circumstances. Slowly
the randomness started to add up. Once again she pulled the
little vial out of her pocket and watched the light in it. It
couldn’t really be what she thought it was, could it? But was
that really beyond the abilities of someone who appeared out
of and vanished into thin air, just like that? She had searched
for tracks, checked every stone twice, but all she could find
were her own footsteps and, surprisingly enough, plenty of
spoors. None that could possibly belong to a huge cat of
course, daemons don’t leave footsteps, but almost any other
kind. As suddenly as they had left, they had returned. It was
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as if the forest had been awakened from a long and deep sleep
and had presented her with the whole of its wildlife. Mynor,
however, didn’t seem to have noticed anything. On returning
to the campsite he lifted his head a bit, and without further
ado returned to sleeping. The vial was the only proof that it
had really happened; otherwise Laiva might even have ended
up believing that she had been dreaming, but there it was, in
her own hands, in that very moment. Still, she had overlooked
some important detail; she could feel it and yet was clueless.

From one day to the next winter took over reign, its frosty
hand once again draining away the life summer had given to
nature. To Laiva the first snows had always been something
special, but she couldn’t really appreciate it this year, without
a warm fireplace to sit in front of. Temperatures were dropping
like sleet in spring and soon there was nothing left but ice and
snow. This time the animals wouldn’t return until the first rays
of the spring sun melted the snow away or, in case of those
not having the advantage of hibernation, until hunger forced
them to brave the cold. So Laiva was quite glad when, a few
days later, the forest finally gave way to more open territory.
At last they had made it through the hill lands and, a few hours
later, a column of smoke appeared, serving them as a guide to
a small village, sitting in the middle of a small depression. On
this glittering and sparkling blanket of pure white it was im-
possible to think of anything more idyllic, even without being
the first settlement she had seen in weeks. Having the unique
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colour of fresh snow on a sunny day, it was more stereotyp-
ical than any stereotype you could possibly think of. Laiva,
however, was more looking forward to a nice warm fireplace,
a proper bed to sleep in and, best of all, a hot bath. There’s
nothing like sitting in a bath tub filled with steaming hot wa-
ter when it’s cold outside. And then of course she had to do
something about her clothes; with temperatures below freez-
ing point her coat, made from furs she had collected, could
barely keep her warm at night. For the first time Laiva had
wished she had spent more time on her sewing lessons, but
there had always been other things to do; more interesting
ones. Well, in a few minutes she would be sitting in front of a
fireplace, enjoying the warmth and eating a big bowl of steam-
ing soup. That would probably cost the rest of her money, but
it was worth every single coin. And then she would take a long
hot bath; half an hour at least.

Coming closer, however, the village didn’t seem welcoming
any more. Sure, there were the usual small houses painted
in friendly colours and smoke rose from the chimneys, giv-
ing testimony of big blazing fires inside. And yet it had more
the feel of a cemetery than a place for the living. In fact even
at midnight and with some ghouls around you’d hardly man-
age to get such an atmosphere; it was as if all the life had
been drained from the place. Now and then a curtain moved,
and Laiva was pretty sure she’d even seen a shadow flitting
past one of the windows, but that rather added to it than any-
thing else. One of the houses, halfway across the village, had
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an even more ghostly quality to it, if that was even possible.
Even Mynor seemed to be uneasy about it; he looked at the
building, penetrating the walls with his stare, as if it was, well,
something she couldn’t quite grasp. And afterwards he wore
an expression that, to Laiva, appeared worried. She had never
seen him like that before. However, when they finally arrived
at the inn, the situation didn’t improve; the door was not only
locked, but her knocking stayed unanswered as well. A boul-
der couldn’t have done a better job and it indeed looked as
solid as a rock. Why would they lock it during day any-
way? It made no sense, for an inn even less so, but with all
the villagers hiding in their houses that was hardly a surprise.
Nothing could have kept her inside on such a day. Follow-
ing an impulse she went to one of the other houses, only to see
that, here too, her knocking didn’t provoke any reaction; Laiva
hadn’t really expected otherwise. She went back and, once
more knocked at the inn’s door. No reaction. Laiva cleared
her throat and, trying to make her voice as firm as possible,
demanded entrance. Nothing happened. She stepped back
and looked at the inn. If she had known how, she wouldn’t
have hesitated to force her way in, if only to show them she
could; but she couldn’t. The heavy door could obviously take
much more senseless force than she would ever have and with
metal bars in front of the windows she’d never manage to get in
there; the only other way in was the chimney, but if they built
them the same way as back home, there would be a heavy
grate in there and getting in that way was never a good idea
anyway. By the looks of it she’d have to stay another night in
the woods; so much for a hot bath. If civilization didn’t want
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her, well, she could do without.

’And then the horse says “You too?”’
Roaring laughter from the students. He was the most pop-

ular of the teachers, making even a subject like ‘Advanced the-
oretical history’ fun. Kind of.

‘Well, the point is that he forgot that it’s about people. Ev-
erything is about people in a way, except maths, of course,
which is about someone else getting it done for you.’

More laughter; he taught maths as well.
‘So. . . ’
A pigeon entered through the window and made him stop

in mid-sentence; not because of the pigeon, you only had to
wait a few minutes for them to sail through a random open
window around here. No, it was the fact that the window
had opened itself to allow exactly this to happen. The pigeon
alighted on the teacher’s desk.

‘Seems like I’ve got mail. . . by the look of it someone’s
found a new way to send me those unnerving memos. . . ’

Laughter. He was notorious for his strategies of dealing
with the flood of memos the teachers hated so much that they
answered them with at least five new ones; usually by linking
his mail slot with the great hall’s fireplace, but there had been
quite a few more spectacular events. However, it didn’t seem
to be one of those. Reading the note his expression changed
from curiosity to worry and without a word he rushed out of
the room, slamming the door shut behind him. A bit later the
door opened again.
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‘I’m off for at least a week. Someone tell the headmaster,
please?’

Slam. And that was that.

This night Laiva couldn’t sleep. It had nothing to do with the
cold, she just couldn’t couldn’t get the village out of her mind.
She was angry, naturally, and bitter, but that wasn’t it. It had
just been wrong; everything had been plain wrong. Villages
were supposed to be full of life, friendly places a stranger is
always welcome in, or at least a stranger gets the impression
that she’s welcome. She took the small vial out of her pocket
and rolled it from one hand to the other. It couldn’t be that,
could it? The animals of the forest hadn’t seemed to care.
Still, it had to be fear, that was the only explanation. Who’d
be afraid of a girl?

The air started to blur and ripples formed, like those on a lake
you had just thrown a stone into, but water didn’t tend to sit
vertically in midair and rarely had such a ghostly glow to it ei-
ther. Elias hesitated a moment, but then took a deep breath and
stepped though the portal. It felt as unpleasant as ever with the
added sensation of wet feet. Quite odd. Normally he’d rather
have taken the coach, and if the leaders of the order knew he’d
probably have a lot to explain, but who cared? There were
things you just had to do and this was one of them. He turned
around, just in time to see this side of the portal fade and even-
tually vanish; for a long time he stared at the spot it had been,
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before realizing why his feet felt so strangely wet. Maybe, just
maybe he should have been a bit more careful about the portal
coordinates; it wasn’t like he was in the wrong place, but there
were times when a few metres did make a difference. Well, it
could probably have been worse. Slowly he waded to the river
bank. He hated the portals.

Laiva finally decided that she wasn’t getting any sleep this
night, whatever she did. There was but one thing to do; ad-
mittedly the probably most stupid one, but that was something
she’d have to live with. Hopefully. Laiva got up and prepared
to pay the village another visit.

With dried boots Elias sneaked towards the village. He had put
on a snow white cloak, letting him blend in with the snow cov-
ered ground; even the most observative watcher would have
had problems seeing him. Then, suddenly he heart a low,
muted sound. He didn’t like it, not at all.

There was a second. A third. And another one. And yet an-
other one. On and on it went. Laiva didn’t know what it was,
but it made her shiver. It almost was as if the hill lands were
calling for her. A call she rather felt than heard, both a call and
a warning in one.
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Without making a sound Elias slid into the shadow of a house.
Slowly, step by step he approached the edge of the building,
closer he came and even closer until hardly an arm’s length
separated him from the crowd and, finally, he could see the
village square. Damn, why did things always have to get more
complicated than he already feared?

At the same time Laiva was approaching the other end of the
village. She carefully avoided any noise, although nobody
would have heard anything anyway as the beating sound still
filled the air. It had grown louder and louder the closer she
came to the village and Laiva eventually recognized it as the
sound of heavy drums. She hadn’t been able to tell at first be-
cause of the muting and the echos, but now it was obvious.
However, this knowledge didn’t comfort her at all. The vil-
lagers making such a noise couldn’t be a good sign. Laiva
crouched down and started crawling up the small mound in
front of her; the village had to be right behind it. When she
finally reached the top of the hump she was in for a surprise;
you’d have expected the villagers to hide in their houses now
more than ever, but obviously some kind of celebration or cer-
emony was going on. There didn’t even seem to be any guards;
how could they be so careless? Or didn’t they have to care, be-
cause they were the ones to be careful about, like werewolves
or vampires? That’d surely explain a lot. Perhaps she should
leave now and let the villagers be whatever they were.
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About a dozen fires were set in a circle within the village
square, emitting a cold blue light. The flames were reach-
ing several metres high, flooding the area with their ghostly
light; the snow around them amplified the impression even fur-
ther. In the center of the circle a huge pole had been erected,
a whole trunk even, which was covered in strange mystical
carvings and magical symbols. However, nobody cared about
those. Everyone’s attention was focused on what was tied to
the stake; the body of an elven girl. She must have been about
Laiva’s age. The drums stopped. Nobody dared to move, and
for what seemed like an eternity there was nothing to be except
for the blazing of the fires.

The staff had, rather unwillingly, assembled in the library
where the headmaster was trying to force some information
out of the librarian which proved more difficult than one might
suspect. Still, Strika was their best bet, being the only one to
read all the memos and mail around the place. All, including
anyone else’s, however he did it.

‘One last time: Where is Elias?’
‘You are going to kill me now, aren’t you? Well, let’s get

it over with then, I don’t have all day you know. . . ’
‘Yes, I’m going to. . . Stop messing around with me!’
‘How could I do that? I’m just the librarian here, and any-

way, you of all people. . . ’
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You could almost believe he was an innocent little boy,
against all evidence. He really knew how to act.

‘That does it, you’re fired.’
‘You can’t do that.’
Strika gave the headmaster a broad grin, whose expression,

in turn, changed to puzzlement.
‘Why. . . ’
‘Well, by the looks of it I have a death term contract. And

don’t even think of it.’
Triumphantly he waved an old piece of parchment in front

of the man’s nose, who instantly snatched the document and
read it, his eyes becoming bigger and bigger. Then, suddenly
an evil grin formed on the headmaster’s face and he produced
a match from one of his pockets.

‘We’ll see who laughs last.’
‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you. . . ’
‘Oh, are you afraid something could happen to that con-

tract of yours? Look, now the match is burning; what shall we
do about it?’ He held it directly under the edge of the parch-
ment, which completely failed to catch fire.

‘No, not really, it’s a pretty long lasting contract, you see.
It’s just. . . you might get bitten.’

‘Bitten? By what, the books?’
Instead of an answer thousands of tiny spider like crea-

tures appeared from the depths of the library, moving straight
towards the headmaster, crawling up his legs and onto his arms
until finally reaching the match, sucking the flame’s power
away and vanishing again in a matter of seconds. With a cry he
broke down, his hand covered in blue bulges and a thin layer
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of ice.
‘I warned him, didn’t I? Fire in the library! Serves him

right. Now, would anyone go and fetch a doctor? Today, per-
haps?’

The door of the largest house at the square opened and a
hooded figure, all in black, strode towards the circle of fires.
Slowly it turned towards the villagers and for a fraction of a
second Laiva could see the harsh face of a man in his mid-
dle years. His brows joined in the middle and formed a ‘V’,
overshadowing the small and mean eyes. Worst, however, was
the hideous grimace of a smile that the lower part of his face
had been twisted into. At this moment the girl’s body moved,
hardly noticeable, but enough for Laiva to notice. She was still
alive!

The man lifted his hands and presented a dagger to the cheer-
ing crowd. Slowly he turned back towards the girl and lifted
the dagger over his head, preparing to deliver the deadly blow.
It was now or never. Elias reached for his sword and carefully
pulled it a few inches out of its sheath, but before he could
storm forward something flitted through the air, directly to-
wards the man in the circle. Groping for his throat he silently
sank to the ground and the inevitable happened. Unaffected
by the general panic Elias turned his head in the direction
the shot had come from, instinctively scanning the area, and
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within seconds he had spotted the source of this chaos. Damn
Azanees, why did they always have to play hero?

Laiva was thinking hard; she had to get the girl out of there
and she had to do it fast, but then again she’d never make
it through all those people without being caught, even with
everyone running around frantically. Unless, of course, they
couldn’t see her. After all she had done it before.

Suddenly the air became damp and condensed into tiny water
drops. Before anybody realized what had happened, the vil-
lage had already been covered in thick fog, making it impos-
sible to see hand before eyes. Elias, however, untouched by
the phenomenon, closed his eyes, concentrating on the muted
sounds emerging from the white void. Who needed eyes to
see anyway? Just a question of training. The villagers, on the
other hand, panicked finally and now people were constantly
bumping into, stumbling and falling over each other. Elias
stepped to the side, narrowly avoiding a man who crashed into
the wall next to him and continued listening closely. There
was something else, something moving from the border of the
village towards the stake, in what seemed like a more or less
straight line. A hothead for sure, but a good one, damn good.
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She did it; she could see where she was going. Too hard a
spell for her, was it? But now wasn’t the time for pride. Laiva
jumped up and in one movement broke into a full run, Mynor
at her heels. It was almost impossible to navigate through the
headless crowd, but with an incredible show of skill she man-
aged to get through them without even slowing down. At least
the fires kept the villagers out of the center. Quickly she pulled
the arrow out of the man’s body and grabbed his dagger; she
didn’t need it, but there was no way she’d let them use it even
one more time. Then she turned to the stake and, with a few
quick cuts, freed the girl from the ropes, letting her sink to
the ground. She was indeed alive, but hardly conscious; what
had they done to her? Laiva had no time to lose, though. The
havoc wouldn’t last forever and neither would the fog, so she
put the girl’s arm around her shoulders and pulled her upright;
she was certainly heavier than she looked. How were they go-
ing to make it to safety? She couldn’t even properly walk like
that!

Apart from the occasional steps right and left, to avoid the
still headless people, Elias hadn’t shifted his position, but then
again he had seen worse in his time and he wasn’t under pres-
sure to act either. The Azanee girl was heaving a much harder
time for sure, but as far as he could tell she was doing well.
The yells and curses of the villagers were proof enough of
that.
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The icy air burned the skin and the wind made them shiver.
Laiva had given her coat to the other girl; she wouldn’t have
survived for more than a few minutes in her thin dress. Even
with all the fires around, she must have been extremely cold.
Obviously the villagers didn’t care too much about the health
of their sacrifice. At least they didn’t seem to be follow-
ing them; they probably thought they wouldn’t get far before
freezing to death anyway and perhaps they were right. Laiva
wondered how they had managed to get even this far; what
they needed now was a warming fire, but the deep snow made
even the thought appear futile and the only houses probably
were the ones they were running away from. Laiva stumbled
and landed in the soft snow, pulling the other girl down with
her. It wasn’t as cold as she had expected, comforting even,
surrounding her like a soft blanket. She felt so tired all of a
sudden; a bit of sleep surely wouldn’t hurt, would it? Just a
moment or two. . .

The sun was bathing the snow covered ground in its bright
light, bringing forth the most lovely winter day you could
imagine. By now the events of the previous night seemed
nothing more than cruel shadows; or, at least, so the villagers
behaved.

The second they realized that their leader had died their
hostility had vanished, leaving nothing but harmless village
people behind. They could beat any butterfly with that meta-
morphosis; some had even gone as far as kneeling in front of
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Elias once he took off the white cloak and his red robes be-
came visible. Now they were busy reassuring each other that
they had been against the priest from the beginning and that
they had never done anything wrong. As always, there were
only victims and no wrongdoers. And so many in one place,
you really had to wonder.

But there were more pressing matters at hand; Elias had
ordered them to bring the priest’s body into the house they
used as a kind of temple and put it on the altar. It wasn’t one
of the pompous altars you find in most places, with exquisite
masonry and artful paintings; in fact it was hardly more than
an approximately oblong block of roughly cut rock, limestone
probably.

Maybe he was overdoing it a bit, but at least the place
wasn’t heated and, which was more important, it was almost
shielded from the eyes and ears of the villagers.

He went into the building, carefully locked the door and
sat down on a chair in a shadowy corner, the colour of his
robes merging with the darkness. Nobody ever realized that
the colour wasn’t meant to identify, but rather to obscure; un-
less you marched right up to someone, you were almost never
noticed.

Could it be the colour? Could that be the reason they did
not see the stains and splotches all over the altar; how else
could they ignore them? He saw all of them, every one a cry.
And there were many of them, far too many.

The priest opened his eyes; he wasn’t sure where he was or
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why he was there, but he always went through that on waking
up. Then he remembered. An interesting experience, for sure.

He sat up and tried to move his arms and legs; everything
was normal, or as normal as possible at any rate. The coldness
was quite disturbing; the very core of his being, the fire of life
itself had ceased to exist, leaving a vacuum behind. There was
no heartbeat, no blood gently rushing through his veins, no
breath. In fact, he couldn’t even tell the difference between
warm and cold anymore; the stone below just was and so was
the air.

Still, interesting. Remembering a pain shortly before his death
he groped for it and found a finger thick hole that he could
literally stick his finger into and. . .

‘Stop that.’
A man emerged from the shadows in the corner of the tem-

ple.
‘That’s sick.’
‘Who. . . What. . . ’
‘Necromancy is against law, you know. The Order has

strict rules for dealing with it.’
‘The Order? The Red Order?!’ Elias sighed. Was it so

difficult to call things by their name? Was it really that difficult
to say

‘Asterion’?
‘If you like to call it that, yes, the very one.’
‘I. . . ’
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‘Not to speak of abduction, murder and I don’t want to
know what else. You are a shame to your profession. And
that’s talking about Necromancers.’

‘How d. . . ’
‘I say whatever I think I have to say. Now, any last words

before I. . . erm. . . finalize your death?’
‘What about: Rise my children!’
‘Uhoh.’

It was a ridiculously stereotypical scene. The bright sky dark-
ened, covered by huge black clouds that, of course, had ap-
peared out of thin air. Well, in fact clouds always appear out
of thin air, but these didn’t seem to care too much about any-
thing. Daylight did the only reasonable thing to do in such a
situation and fled or, at least hid very well. Nothing but loom-
ing darkness remained; that and the howl of the storm that had
come out of thin air as well. And of course it, too, had done
this as if it was the most unexpected thing for a storm to do.
The illumination to appreciate it in its full force, the twisters
stretching their hungry mouths towards the ground, sucking
and sweeping away whatever happened to be in their way, was
conveniently provided by lightning centered on the graveyard.

It was a far too stereotypical scene as the villagers would
have admitted if they hadn’t been busy being thrown through
the air by the storm, being smashed by whatever the storm was
throwing around or generally running away in panic.

Elias on the other hand would have hated it. Stereotypes
are exactly the thing a good teacher tries to get out of his stu-
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dent’s minds to make them use that brain of theirs. There are
not many good teachers. Anyway, he was neither outside to
witness the show in its full glory, although listening to it gave
him a pretty good idea of what was going on, nor did he have
to time to appreciate, or rather despise, it. He had other prob-
lems and those were ridiculous enough on their own.

There were the usual ways of getting rid of the undead.
There were the unusual ways of getting rid of them. And there
were those you have never heard of before. And of course
Elias needed one of the latter kind. He had tried decapitating,
burning, cutting the heart out and all the other things you’d
rather not try out, but except for making the priest look even
worse and not exactly improving his odour it had done noth-
ing.

Hacking him to pieces had turned out to be even less help-
ful than the other procedures; in fact it had just made the priest
madder with the bonus of now being able to move his hands
independently. Elias kicked the man’s hand back into the cor-
ner. It was really unnerving to constantly have to stop them
from trying to get at his throat, but there was nothing he could
do about it anymore.

‘Ouch.’ the head in the corner of the room commented.
Elias hesitated a moment, but then decided against reply-

ing to the man’s newest attempt of getting his attention and
turned back to the tome of ancient wisdom he was trying to
find the answer to his problems in. Well, it was not exactly a
tome and it contained not necessarily wisdom as such and an-
cient is pretty much a question of definition, but at least it was
an old, and battered, booklet with ’How To Kill The Death’
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written on its cover. Strika had thought it might come in handy.
And although he hadn’t found anything really helpful so far,
Elias had found a lot of fun facts he absolutely hadn’t wanted
to know.

‘Hey, I’m talking to you.’
Some people just didn’t know when to stop.
‘Oh, shut up. Pretending you can feel pain will get us

nowhere.’
‘I say whatever I want, and there’s nothing you can do

about it.’
‘I could cut your tongue out.’
At least that seemed to work. Now where had he been?
‘If things go wrong. . . ’ Elias recited. That had to be it.

At least it sounded like the perfect description of his current
situation.

‘Aha. Got you. I just need your dagger and. . . damn.’
Elias had searched the whole village for the dagger, but

hadn’t been able to find it. Which left only one conclusion:
The girl must have taken it with her.

However, Elias had no time to follow this train of thought
for in this moment the door burst open and presented Elias
with a rather unpleasant view. Standing outside and giving
him the most horrible grins you can imagine, mainly due to
the fact that their faces as well as the whole bodies were in dif-
ferent states of composition, was a group of men, or women,
or whatever they were. At this moment Elias formed a reso-
lution. He had never before been that certain of a thing. He
definitely wanted to be cremated.

‘Trouble?’ the voice from the corner asked self-
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satisfactory.
‘Nothing I can’t handle.’
Well, at least he hoped so. Slowly Elias unsheathed his

sword, took a deep breath, braced himself and then stormed
towards the door.

Elias let the remains of his sword drop to the ground. He
still couldn’t believe he’d made it; his robes torn to shreds,
his faithful blade had been broken into pieces, but he lived.

Slowly he let himself drop onto his knees and pressed his
face hard into the snow, letting its cold numb the pain of the
numerous cuts and scratches his face was covered with. His
armour had protected the rest of his body, though he doubted
it could have taken much more without falling apart, but a hel-
met isn’t exactly low profile armour.

That should do; that had to do. Elias got up and took a
small bottle and a piece of wood out of the inside of his cuirass.
Carefully he placed the wood between his teeth, then uncorked
the bottle and poured the liquid over the wounds. His face dis-
torted in pain and he dropped onto his knees, but somehow,
gathering all his strength, he stopped himself from crying. He
absolutely hated that stuff, but it was either that or blood poi-
soning; the undead weren’t too much into hygienics after all.

For half an hour Elias had been trying to track down the two
girls, but without success. Any tracks were gone, completely
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wiped out by new snow. There was no way he was going to
find them, but he had to keep trying. The dagger was the only
chance he had.

‘Looking for anything in particular?’
Elias knew the voice just too well; there was no doubt to

who the speaker was. Slowly he turned around, studying the
tall man in front of him. With his black cloak and hair he
should have stuck out in the snowy forest like, well, some-
thing black in the midst of white, but he melted into the back-
ground. Not that he was transparent or anything like that, he
just blended in, like a tree or a shrub. In his hands he was
holding the dagger of the priest which he wordlessly handed
over to Elias.

‘The girls are save?’ Elias finally ended the silence.
The man gave him a nod.
‘Here,’ he added, offering Elias a sword, ‘you might need

this as well. Just in case.’
Elias took it. Back to business.

The position was perfect; he could easily oversee most of
the village from here. Not that Elias was especially keen on
watching the mass of half rotten bodies, but it surely beat be-
ing among them. This way it was much easier to find his target
as well.

With a satisfied smile Elias noticed that this had to be the
very spot the Azanee girl had been lying in the night before. If
he couldn’t find someplace better then there probably wasn’t.
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A promising pupil. Tactic classes were bound to get interest-
ing.

Finally there was a distinct movement as the crowd gave
way to the temple’s doors, forming a half-circle around them.
Slowly they opened and then, finally, the the priest’s remains
shuffled outside. What was left of him looked bad enough
individually, but Elias had been prepared for that. What he
hadn’t been prepared for was the crude sewing job that held
them together. Even considering the fact that he had to sew
himself up, it would have made any tailor cry in agony, and
actually Elias could have sworn that he heard some of the un-
dead do exactly that, though it was hard to tell with all the
groaning. Well, they wouldn’t have to endure it much longer.

He took out his crossbow and fitted the two pieces together.
It wasn’t as elegant a weapon as a proper bow, but it did its
job and, taken apart, fitted in a bag. He pulled the sinew into
place. Of course, bows also allowed for a much higher fire
frequency, but he needed only one shot. Carefully Elias fitted
the bolt onto the crossbow, aimed and fired.

The bolt hit the priest directly in his chest. It didn’t hurt, of
course; he was dead after all. Maniacally laughing he pulled
it out, but just then he realized that there was actually blood
coming from the wound. He was breathing, only to cough up
more blood; he was feeling only to have the cold wash through
his body; his heart was beating again, only for his pulse to
grow weaker and weaker. He died a second time, a last time,
and as his borrowed life left him, so it fled the bodies of his
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undead servants and they all together sank to the ground like
puppets whose strings had been cut. The tip of the deadly
bolt gleamed in the last rays of the sun, drawing attention to
the small piece of black metal attached to it; a splinter of a
dagger’s blade.

’Rest in peace.’
He hurled the small magical light at the inn; it didn’t look

spectacular, and even through the night was barely illuminated
by the crescent moon above, Elias could only just follow it
with his eyes. There wasn’t much to see anyway and he pre-
ferred to be at a safe distance. The light reached the house’s
wall and vanished.

Nothing seemed to happen for about a quarter of an hour.
Many would have lost their patience, but Elias knew that going
into the inn and risking a look at how things were was the kind
of mistake you made only once. Patience was they key; after
all he had only cast a small magical flame and none of these
destruction spells that could have turned the whole village into
ashes. Instantly.

The Order never used destructive magic. Well, sometimes
they did, but only on a scale of killing a mosquito. There have
always been people who thought to be all powerful mages on
the grounds of knowing the odd major destruction spell, but as
they say: If you want to know about destructive magic, don’t
seek the masters, seek the dead. And there are a lot of dead
mages who considered themselves experts in that discipline.
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The thing about magic is, it tends to backfire. A lot. The
more complex the spell the higher the chance it fails, if you are
lucky, or backfires. The latter leads to a variety of very obscure
magical accidents, but the effects are only temporary and you
can always give it a second try if it didn’t work the first time.
If you try to fry a rat you might end up with a nasty burn, if
you try to lay a village into ashes you’d better get yourself an
urn first. There are really nice ones with flower patterns and
the like.

Elias was interrupted by the inn going up in a huge ball of
fire, turning the whole village into a sea of flames. He smiled;
simple and efficient and much better than having to bury all
the corpses. All you needed was a cellar full of highly in-
flammable spirits; who said alcohol couldn’t provide for an
illumination.

It was pitch black and the air was filled by moist heat of the
kind that made it impossible to distinguish between sweat and
condensed steam; you only knew it was pouring down your
body in streams. However, even the moisture couldn’t bind
the heavy sweat smell of herbs dominating the place.

Slowly a pair of eyes opened, as if their owner was awak-
ing from a deep sleep, a sleep having lasted for ages. With all
their might they tried to penetrate the darkness, but eventually
had to give up; there was nothing but blackness. Time passed.

A memory flashed up and went past; a couple of blurred
pictures, emotions, impressions. A faint memory of snow.
Warm, comforting, deadly. Someone lying next to her. A wolf
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tugging at her clothes, speeding away. Arms picking her up.
The thought faded away into darkness and Laiva let it go. She
had a sensation of perfect peace. She didn’t care where she
was or how she got here; she only wanted things to stay the
way they were.

Another cloud of snow flakes blew right into Laiva’s face, but
it didn’t cross her mind to turn away. She liked the way the
wind played with her hair, she liked the way the snow flakes
settled on her tongue and melted, when she caught them in her
open mouth, she liked the way they glistered in the last light of
the day and she even liked the way the cold stung on her skin.
She took a deep breath and let the winter air fill her lungs. It
was as if she had never known snow before. Everything felt so
new, so exciting, so full of life; she felt full of life, free. Laiva
shivered.

It would be reasonable to get back into the warmth. It
would be the only right thing to do, especially after what she’d
been through, but she didn’t. Just a few more minutes; she
wanted just a couple more minutes before she had to go back
in. A couple more minutes of feeling alive.

Laiva let her eyes wander. Elven villages were build in a
way that just felt right – the platforms, the huts hanging be-
tween the crown of the trees and the little bridges connecting
them, everything. It hadn’t been forced into the landscape,
it didn’t hurt the harmony of the place, rather nestled into the
trees, hugging them. Even now, without the green of the leaves
it was so completely different from her home village. It felt
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like an eternity since she had been there; it felt like another
life.

The community room strongly reminded of a pub with its
many small tables and the dim lighting. And indeed people
were sitting around them chatting, joking, telling stories and
now and again taking big sips out of the big mugs in front of
them. In fact it was as close a pub as you could find in an elven
place – and as unlike a pub as it was possible; it was impossi-
ble to get any form of alcohol here. Instead, in the corner of
the room, there was a large kettle full of steaming tea, its spicy
aroma floating through the air.

There was a sudden rush of cold air as Laiva slipped in-
side. The talking abruptly came to a halt. As if she hadn’t
noticed she turned to the wall and put her cloak on one of the
hooks; even so she could feel the looks piercing her. Slowly
she turned back to the crowd.

‘Hello?’
Sweat drops formed on her forehead. Nothing could ever

prepare you for a situation like that. Werewolves and dragons
were nothing compared to that. They don’t expect you to do
anything, anything except dying, but here people were expect-
ing her to do. . . something? Say something? Laiva didn’t
know.

‘Over here.’
It was the voice of the doctor that broke the silence and

giving her a thankful look Laiva made her way to her table.
Talk continued as if it had never stopped.
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‘Feeling better?’
Laiva nodded. She was glad she no longer stood around

like a statue in a museum. Then again the doctor probably
hadn’t meant that.

‘Let me introduce you to someone.’
Only now Laiva realized that there was another person sit-

ting at the table, a girl slightly older than her. And she looked
familiar.

‘This is Saya.’ the doctor continued. ‘I think I will get
myself a new mug of tea. Could take some time. . . ’

And off she went. Laiva stared at the other girl. She looked
quite different now, but this undoubtedly was the girl from the
village!

‘I. . . I do not know how to start. . . I mean. . . if you
had not been. . . that night. . . they would have. . . ’ Saya was
sobbing, unable to say any more word.

She grabbed Saya’s hand.
‘It is all right. It is over now.’
This was pathetic, but at least it seemed to soothe Saya a

bit.
‘I. . . I. . . I just do not know how to thank you. . . ’
She let go Saya.
‘Don’t.’
‘But. . . I want to. . . to thank you. . . ’
‘Thank me? What for? Nearly getting us killed? Both of

us?!’
‘But. . . you saved me. You are a hero!’
Laiva couldn’t stand it any longer. She jumped up and ran

through the room, hardly stopping to grab her coat and before
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anyone could have stopped her, the door had already slammed
shut behind her.

’And who cares how I feel?’
Laiva stood on the topmost platform of the village and lis-

tened to her words echoing through the night.
‘Does anyone ask me if I want to be a hero?’ she added; no

longer shouting, but almost whispering. Slowly she lowered
herself into a cowering position.

‘Because I do not want to. . . ’
Laiva cried.
‘I do.’
Laiva jerked her head around; she hadn’t noticed the doctor

stepping up on her.
‘Go away.’
‘I do care.’
Laiva looked at her with watery red eyes.
‘Leave me alone.’
‘Do you really want me to?’
‘Yes. . . No.’

Laiva stared at the colourful liquid in her cup.
‘Do not be afraid. It will not make you forget anything, it

is just tea.’
‘How do you. . . ?’
‘You talked in the fever. Five days are much time to talk.’
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‘Five days?’ Laiva asked with astonishment in her voice.
The doctor nodded.
‘I had almost given you up, but you never did. You kept

fighting.’
Laiva sipped at the tea; it had the sweet taste of summer.

Which was odd – summer didn’t have a taste the same way red
didn’t.

‘I cannot remember a thing.’
‘It is probably better this way. Fever dreams only make

you worry, but you should not worry about dreams.’
Reality is worrying enough. Some things don’t have to be

said aloud. Laiva nodded and took another mouthful of tea.
‘What did actually happen? The last thing I do remember

is. . . snow. . . ’
‘A patrol found you and brought you here. They followed

the howling of a wolf, but instead found you. There have not
been any wolves in this forest for decades.’

‘Mynor!’
Laiva almost dropped the cup; she had completely forgot-

ten about him. She hardly managed to put the cup on a little
table next to her.

‘I have heard you saying that before, in your fever dreams.
Is it a name?’

But Laiva didn’t listen. She jumped up and was already
half way to the door, before the doctor managed to say any-
thing.

‘Where do you think you are going?’
Laiva stopped.
‘I. . . ’
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Snow blew through the half open door. She was stupid,
stupid, stupid. Running into the forest in the middle of night
to search for Mynor! He could very well look after himself and
besides, what difference did one night make after five whole
days?

Laiva let the door fall back into its frame.
‘Take my advice: Get a good night’s sleep. You are still

a weak and there is nothing you could do now that could not
wait until tomorrow, or is there?’

‘I. . . I’ll be in bed then.’
The doctor sighed. One done, one to go; time to check on

Saya. Why had she become a doctor?

She was going to talk to that girl, if she wanted or not. Saya
didn’t really know why she wanted to talk to her that badly,
but she felt had strong feelings in this matter. When Laiva
had stormed out of the common room the day before, Saya
wanted to run after her, but the doctor had told her not to and
later Laiva had already gone to bed. By the time she had got
up, however, Laiva had already finished breakfast and gone
outside. At least her tracks were clearly visible in the snow,
although that didn’t mean following her was; not if it was knee
deep so you literally had to wade through it.

Saya was not going to give up, though. Not that it hadn’t
crossed her mind, but she hadn’t forced herself forward for
half half an hour to give up now; Laiva had to be here some-
where. Before she came into sight, however, Saya heard her
laughter. At first she couldn’t believe that it was really Laiva.
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This wasn’t the laughter of the girl she had met, but the laugh-
ter of a little child, easy, light hearted, unspoiled and unaware
of the cruelties of the world. And yet it was her, looking ex-
actly the way she sounded. She was romping in the snow and
play fighting with. . . with a wolf. She seemed to remember
that there had been a wolf, that night, hadn’t there? At that
moment, however, Laiva stopped in her play and looked di-
rectly at Saya, giving her a bright, almost mischievous smile;
Laiva had known she was here all along.

‘Hello. Saya, was it not?’
Saya nodded. A snowball hit her directly in the face.
‘Come and get me.’

Laiva and Saya were on their way back to the village; a little
tired and with the clothes more white than anything else, but
at peace with the world and, more importantly, themselves.

‘Must be great to have a wolf as pet.’ Saya said, looking
at Mynor, who was fighting his way through the snow next to
them.

Laiva shook her head.
‘Mynor is not a pet. . . and definitely not mine. . . ’
Saya gave her a questioning look.
‘It is a bit difficult. . . and lengthy. . . ’
There was a pause until Saya came to a decision.
‘If I tell you my story – will you tell me your’s?’
Laiva hesitated a moment, but then nodded.
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’I am from at the coast, you know, about two weeks from here.
I’ve been here a couple of times with my parents, though. In
fact the doctor is the daughter of an aunt of a cousin of my
father’s or something like that. Anyway, I am from the coast.
Have you ever been to the coast forests? The mighty trees
standing almost touching the ocean? No, you would not. . .
but you have to. You have to come with me and see it; it is
fantastic, the most beautiful place there is. There is nothing
like watching the waves rolling towards the shore, tasting the
salty water while you are sitting below the trees, hearing its
voices. . . and then. . . and then they were suddenly there. Pi-
rates. . . I. . . I tried to run away, but. . . but somehow they had
already surrounded me.’

At this point Saya was almost screaming. Laiva did the
only thing that came to her mind and wordlessly hugged her.
Even through the thick coats she could feel Saya shiver, not for
cold, but for shock. Elves were aware of their surroundings;
all the time, even in sleep. An outsider sneaking up on her was
so unthinkable, so incredible, so horrifying. . .

‘I. . . I do not know how this could happen. . . I. . . must
have been completely lost in thoughts. . . ’

‘You do not have to apologize, it is all right. . . ’
Once again Laiva felt stupid for saying that, and this time

it didn’t seem to help either. Saya finally couldn’t hold her
tears back anymore and had started crying.

‘And. . . and then. . . I will never be able to forget the
market. . . ’

‘The market?’
‘The slave market. . . ’
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Talk stopped the second the two girls entered the community
room, with red heads, white clothes and accompanied by what
had to be a wolf. This time, however, Laiva didn’t mind and
neither did Saya. They quickly put down their coats and joined
the doctor at her table.

‘Not too late for dinner, are we?’ Saya asked.
The doctor just kept looking at them, as if trying to figure

out who the two girls standing in front of her were and what
they had done to Laiva and Saya.

‘It us, your patients.’ Laiva added with a grin.
‘Oh. . . yes. . . where were we?’
‘I asked if we are late for dinner.’ Saya said.
‘Oh no, no you are just in time. . . it is just. . . you seem

so. . . never mind.’
‘So never mind?’ Laiva just had to ask.
‘Ah, here comes dinner. . . ’
Indeed in this very moment they were being served three

bowls of stew. It did not look like much; in fact it rather looked
like the worst kind of grayish pulp imaginable, but the smell
alone made up for that. Laiva, however, wasn’t that easily
distracted.

‘So what?’ she insisted.
‘Can we talk about something else?’
‘No, we want to know.’ Saya joined in.
‘Happy. . . Yes, I know. . . I mean there is no reason you

should not be or anything. . . I. . . It’s just not what I ex-
pected. . . ’
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For a second the doctor thought she had blown it, but the
girls didn’t even think of getting into a depressive mood and
instead grinned at her.

‘Sorry to disappoint you. Now, let’s close our eyes and
eat.’ Laiva interrupted her thoughts.

‘Close our eyes?’ Saya asked bewildered.
‘Have you looked at the stuff?’

Laiva enjoyed marching through the snowy forest and so did
Saya. Mynor on the other hand somehow managed to look
annoyed, which is quite a feat for a wolf, but then again he
had a good reason to take that special effort, the snow reaching
up to his chest. Not a word crossed the girl’s lips and neither
those of the five rangers that were escorting them.

The girls had tried just about anything to be allowed to go
on their own, but after what had happened to Saya, nobody
was going to take any chances, and by now Laiva and Saya
were thankful they had lost the argument. Nobody could tell
what could happen in the two weeks to Saya’s home village
and if nothing else their escort knew the area.

Saya was glad to be finally leaving. She wasn’t just getting
closer to her home, her parents and friends step, but with every
step she was also putting a little bit more distance between her
and that dreaded place she had been meant to die at. The last
night, out here in the woods, was the first one she didn’t suffer
from nightmares ever since she had been kidnapped.

Laiva was glad to leave as well, but for wholly different
reasons. To her it meant freedom. Of course, it was nice to
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have a proper bed, food and heating for a change, but after all
those nights in the wood lands she felt a lot easier without a
ceiling people all over the place; it would probably take her
weeks, if not months, to get comfortable with that again.

Twelve cloaked figures assembled around the fire, waiting. It
took a whole ten minutes until, the thirteenth finally showed
up, wearing a slightly wet cloak and leaving a trail of water
behind him.

‘I hope this is important, I was having a bath.’
‘Yes, we can see that.’ another one answered, snickering

and trying hard not to look at the puddle, or rather the fluffy
pink slippers it had formed around.

‘Quiet, let’s start.’e
‘She is still alive.’ one said.
‘She is still alive?’ the others responded.
‘And guarded.’
‘Guarded?’
‘By half a dozen elves. . . but we have a little surprise for

them.’
‘We have?’
‘We have.’

Lava glimpsed a movement in the corner of her eye. Of course
it might have been anything; a squirrel or just a chunk of snow
falling from a tree, but she instantly knew that things were
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wrong. In a frantic she threw her head around to face the
source of distraction and met the cold gaze of a single eye
lining her up with a crossbow. With all her might Laiva hurled
herself at the ground, around her hell breaking loose.

Her heart raced and she could feel the blood pulsing
through her veins; that had been close. Far too close. It had
been close enough for her too hear the bolt whizzing past, in-
deed she had almost felt it go by her arm. There even was a
stinging pain at the place. And there was something warm and
moist as well. It was quite a lot of pain, actually. . .

’Wake up.’
The words reached Laiva from a distance, as if they had to

cross vast lands before getting to her. And vast the lands were.
Sand stretched as far as the eye could see, only the ridges of
the dunes casting the odd shadow and disrupting the uniform
brownish yellow. And where the horizon should have been the
colour simply shifted into blue, like paint being mixed.

Laiva watched her shadow; she couldn’t remember it ever
being that small. It was as if the sun was standing almost above
her. When she looked up, however, all she could see was the
blue of a cloudless sky. So maybe she couldn’t see the sun,
but she could feel it. It wasn’t the burning heat to be expected
in a desert, though; it was gentle, warming her, relaxing her
muscles, almost caressing her.

‘Come on, wake up.’
There it was again. Laiva watched the words float past;

she were so close she could almost reach out and grab them.

102



Something in the back of her head kept telling her that this
was a terribly unnatural way for words to be, but she ignored
it. Things weren’t real – she knew that; and she could do
very well without someone to telling her; especially when that
someone was herself. Besides she enjoyed it. It was comfort-
able, peaceful, warm instead of cold, danger, pain, yelling. . .

‘I told you to wake up!’
This time the words didn’t float past, but crashed into her,

knocking Laiva off her feet and sending her flying. They tore
the dreamscape around her apart, leaving her in blackness.
It wasn’t the blackness of a void, though; it was the unique
blackness of closed eyes.

All kinds of sounds reached her, but they didn’t mean any-
thing to her. Laiva made an effort to open her eyes and a
glimpse of light penetrated the blackness, but then she sud-
denly felt the full weight of her eye lids. She struggeled a bit,
but eventually game in. Laiva let herself sink back into the
comfort of the warmth, into the peacefulness of a desert, that
could only exist where reality has no power.

She sat down on top of a particularly high dune and let her
eyes wander, but there was nothing more to see than there was
before. This place was so desolate it would have put every real
desert to shame and yet it was simply right. At least as far as
she was concerned.

Laiva pulled her fingers through the warm sand as if want-
ing to comb it. She wasn’t surprised when she saw it flow
around her hand like water. Somehow she had expected it
would. She took a hand full and let it trickle to the ground,
watching the large drops hit the surface of the sand and form

103



ripples. Just like they would have on water. And why not?
Laiva closed her eyes and splashed some on her face. It was
refreshing like water, it ran down her face like water and it
even tasted like water; in any way it mattered it was water.
Cold water. Freezing water even. It was as if her face had
been covered in icicles and it hurt.

Laiva lifted her hands to brush the ice off, but the in-
stant she moved her arms a wave of pain flooded through her
body. She wanted to scream, but something was pressing hard
against her mouth; she wanted to wriggle away, but that made
the pain get even worse. Laiva yanked her eyes open. This
wasn’t the desert; this was for real. And it hurt.

The trail was as clear as fresh ice on a silent lake, and indeed
the red droplets accompanying it glittered in the sun like ice,
but of course there was no way they could have frozen in such
a short amount of time. The ranger sped up. Losing blood at
this rate the man wouldn’t get very far, and as tempting as the
thought was, he couldn’t let the man bleed to death. Not until
he had answered some questions, at least; what happened after
that was a different case.

Slowly the ranger lifted the hand from Laiva’s mouth and she
took a deep breath. The cold air filled her lungs and for a few
precious moments the pain ebbed off, but only to return worse
than ever. Laiva was about to drift off into unconsciousness,
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when the ranger slapped her. It was but a short burst of pain,
it nevertheless managed to turn her attention away from the
aching body.

‘Focus. You have to stay awake.’
Laiva took a deep breath. And another one. And yet an-

other one. It was probably too much to call it meditation, but it
did help her to pull herself together. How long that was going
to work, however, was anyone’s best bet. Laiva felt completely
exhausted, and every breath she took seemed to make it worse.

‘Do you hear me?’ the voice of the ranger sounded. Laiva
lifted her head and looked the woman in the eyes. She hadn’t
before, but now she was listening.

‘Good. Drink that.’ and saying so put a cup on Laiva’s
lips. Greedily she drank the liquid, having only now realized
how thirsty she was – and nearly spit it out again. Whatever
the liquid was, it could as well have been gall. Laiva couldn’t
remember having ever tasted something more bitter, but she
kept drinking anyway; partly because it was probably meant
to help, but mostly because she had that much of a thirst she
would have drunk virtually anything.

Mynor threw his head back and stuck his nose into the air. Be-
hind him, faint but distinct, was the smell of blood. Promising,
certainly, but he made a point of not eating people. If he could
help it. Anyway, that wasn’t what he was looking for. That
other smell, in front of him, was the interesting one. Black
magic of the worst kind. Of course magic didn’t smell, but
some ingredients did. And not in the pleasant way.
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Warmth filled Laiva’s stomach and from there spread through
the body, washing the pain away on its path. And with the the
clouds of pain lifted from her mind, she couldn’t help, but to
be completely puzzled.

Out of some reason she had been rested against the trunk
of a large tree, her body up to the armpits wrapped tightly in
blankets. The sleeves on her right arm had been ripped open
and bandages showed below their blood crusted remains.

‘It looks worse than it is. You have lost plenty of blood, but
you will make it. You better drink a lot, though.’ the ranger
rushed to explain. She pushed a bottle into Laiva’s left hand
and she emptied the whole bottle at once.

The ranger was kneeling to her right, but she wasn’t the
only one around. Sitting to her left was Saya, somewhat
shaken, but as far as Laiva could tell unharmed. She couldn’t
see anyone else, though.

‘What has happened? And where are the others?’
‘We have been ambushed.’ Saya said. The ranger nod-

ded, guilt clearly visible in her face. They were rangers, elite
troops. They were the ones to ambush, not the other way
around. It had been their duty to protect her and Saya. And
they had failed; failed her.

‘He came out of nowhere and attacked; attacked you be-
fore we could do anything. We. . . ’, the ranger started, then
took a deep breath, ‘. . . didn’t notice him. We wounded him,
but he managed to flee. One of them is chasing him. The
others are searching the area in case there are more of them.’
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Then she added bitterly: ‘For whatever that is going to help.’
‘And where is Mynor?’
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